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INTRODUCTION 
 
n a speech in Fulton, Missouri on March 6, 1946, Winston Churchill coined one of the 
most famous phrases in the history of foreign policy.  
 

“Neither the sure prevention of war, nor the continuous rise of world organization will 
be gained without what I have called the fraternal association of the English-speaking 
peoples. This means a special relationship between the British Commonwealth and 
Empire and the United States.” 
 
The historical record shows this was not Churchill’s first mention of the term “special 
relationship.” It surfaces in his correspondence as early as 1943. But the Fulton speech 
was the first public acknowledgment of a bilateral strategic alliance that would persist 
for the next seventy years—an alliance, one can forcefully argue, that won both World 
Wars I and II, and then kept the peace in Europe for four decades during the Cold War. 
By any measure that is an impressive, nearly seventy-year record.  
 
Yet Churchill’s use of the term was more than simply descriptive of the successful 
wartime alliance between the UK and US, which led to Germany’s defeat and which 
Churchill foresaw would be needed again to confront Soviet aggression in the postwar 
period. (The Fulton speech also coined another phrase of great significance for the 
future: the “iron curtain” that Churchill portrayed as having descended upon Eastern 
Europe thanks to Soviet occupation.) Churchill’s use of the term was also clearly 
prescriptive. The true purpose of his speech, given in the aftermath of World War II to 
an overwhelmingly American audience, was to lay out an ambitious agenda for both 
countries. This agenda would keep peace while constraining the twin threats the former 
British prime minister saw looming on the horizon: war and tyranny.  
 
“If the population of the English-speaking Commonwealths,” Churchill emphasized, “be 
added to that of the United States, with all that such co-operation implies in the air, on 
the sea, all over the globe and in science and in industry, and in moral force, there will 
be no quivering, precarious balance of power to offer its temptation to ambition or 
adventure.”1  
 
There can be little doubt that Churchill’s prediction largely came true over the next 
seventy years. In 1950, four years after the Fulton speech, the US-UK special 
relationship (in which Churchill included Canada) became the foundation of NATO, the 
security organization that halted Soviet aggression in the Cold War and that still 
maintains the balance of power between East and West in today’s Putin era. In addition, 
security and defense cooperation between the US and Britain would reach levels 
unprecedented in modern history—levels that have persisted through the war on terror 
and will no doubt grow stronger in the wake of Brexit.  
 
No one can doubt, either, that the Anglo-American alliance is built on more than 
perceptions of long-term common interests. There is also a deep foundation that rests 
on a common history (the United States having been originally a British colony), a 

I 
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common language, and shared commitment to common values such as liberty under 
law, individual freedom, and liberal democracy.  
 
Therefore, while both countries have other security treaties and alliance partners, if the 
term “special” does not apply to the US-UK security relationship seventy years later, 
then it applies nowhere.  
 
Seventy years, as it happens, is almost exactly how long the US-Japan strategic alliance 
has persisted since World War II. As we will see, this alliance has served to keep peace 
in East Asia and served as a powerful check on regional aggressors and a potent conduit 
of economic, cultural, scientific, and political interchange between the two countries. 
That interchange has, arguably, drawn the two countries as close together as possible, 
given that they are separated by a 4000-mile-wide ocean and a singular lack of any 
common language, history, or cultural tradition. In the final analysis, neither has a 
stronger or more reliable ally in Asia and the Pacific Rim than the other—just as neither 
the UK nor the US has a stronger and more reliable ally than the other in Europe and 
the Atlantic Basin.  
 
So is there a US-Japan special relationship analogous to the one Churchill identified 
between the US and UK in 1946? And if not, why not? What ingredients are needed to 
raise the US-Japan alliance to that level? And what advantages, strategic or otherwise, 
would flow from raising the US-Japan alliance into that special relationship status?  
 
These are the three questions this monograph sets out to address. The operative 
assumption here is that such an alliance is both possible and desirable. It is also 
axiomatic that the future of the relationship is also the future of peace and stability in 
Asia, just as US-UK cooperation became the anchor of peace and stability in Europe 
through the Cold War and beyond.  
 
In addressing these questions, then, the first step is seeing what can be learned from the 
US-UK experience—or perhaps more properly, the UK-US experience since, as we will 
see, Britain was the original suitor in this trans-Atlantic partnership and has remained 
so since. It is Britain above all, and its political leaders, who have made preserving the 
alliance at its “special,” even unique level a major priority. After World War II the US 
steadily emerged as the stronger and more dominant partner. It has generally been 
conceded ever since that if either party would suffer more from the severing of the 
relationship, it would be Britain.  
 
Yet as we will see, the US has learned that it, too, enjoys additional leverage in world 
affairs by cultivating and extending the special relationship. While Churchill and other 
British politicians had no illusions and realized that Britain had more to gain in a strong 
postwar partnership, US politicians have also discovered that keeping the former 
colonial superpower and “mother of all parliaments” close has important benefits.  
  
So while Churchill, because of his prestige as a war leader and statesman, undoubtedly 
propelled the phrase special relationship into the political vocabulary in ways a less-
regarded figure could not; and while historians still disagree about Churchill’s 



Pacific Partners: Forging the US-Japan Special Relationship 

5 
 

intentions in injecting the phrase into a speech ostensibly about postwar Europe, there 
is no doubt that the speech described an alliance that has continued to shape global 
reality and served as a foundation for regional peace and stability, regardless of how 
fanciful or cynical Churchill’s intentions may have been. The US-UK alliance has been 
unlike any other in modern history.  
 
Except perhaps, the alliance between the US and Japan.  
 
As we will see, that alliance has served as a foundation for regional peace and stability. 
It, too, has deep roots that are very different, yet at least as rooted in historical reality; 
and it, too, has benefited both partners in tangible and undeniable ways. Moreover, in 
the past seventy years it has suffered fewer major disruptions and confrontations over 
foreign policy goals than the British-American special relationship. While there were 
important disagreements between Tokyo and Washington over the Vietnam War, and 
there has been occasional friction over whether Japan has been carrying its share of the 
mutual defense burden and over US bases in Japan, there has not been a Japanese 
version of the Suez dispute or the public strain placed on the alliance like the strain on 
US-UK relations triggered by the Falklands crisis in 1982 (see part I).  
 
At the same time, it is certainly true that unlike the US and UK, the US and Japan do not 
share the same language or culture. It is also true that they do not share the same ethnic 
or racial stock, although as the US has become increasingly multi-racial since 1945, 
including 5.6 percent Asian-American,2 that distinction, which would have meant a 
great deal to Winston Churchill, has become virtually meaningless. From that 
perspective, the US today actually shares more of a cultural and ethnic heritage with 
Germany and Mexico than with the UK—yet no one would ever describe the American 
relationship with those countries as “special.”  
 
Why? Because such a special relationship rests on more than sentiment or culture, or 
even similar political institutions. It depends ultimately on similar long-term strategic 
aims, and an awareness that they are best accomplished through a bilateral alliance that 
transcends, even as it underpins, other multilateral alliances (such as NATO) and 
organizations (such as the UN and the G-7). Not that culture or political affinities are 
irrelevant—far from it. But just as the strategic and geopolitical cooperation between 
Britain and America has grown to a level of cooperation and coordination far more 
complex than the wartime alliances on which it was built, so the US-Japan relationship 
is poised for transformation to a level that only the US-UK bilateral alliance can match.  
 
Nor does a past history of conflict, such as that between the US and Japan during the 
Pacific war, preclude the development of a special relationship like that between the US 
and UK. As we will see, that partnership arose against a background and history of 
antagonism and conflict, but was replaced by a growing association thanks to growing 
strategic urgencies. That has been true in the case of Japan as well. As we will show, that 
strategic urgency after 1945 arose first from the threat of Communism during the Cold 
War, but also the rise of China in the past two decades—as well as the “unfinished 
business” of North Korea’s status as a Stalinist regime and rogue state since the Korean 
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War, which remains the sinister legacy of the first genuine test of the new friendly US-
Japan relationship. 
 
Therefore, the “specialness” of the US-UK relationship must lie elsewhere. This 
monograph will explore the parameters first of the US-UK alliance, and then of the US-
Japan alliance, to discover the answer.   
 
Of course, an important part of this analysis will be assessing the current state of the 
US-Japan alliance, from the perspective of how to strengthen and secure its most 
important features.  
 
The overall thesis here is that, as originally constituted, the US-Japan alliance formally 
initiated in 1951 has served both countries well—and also the Pacific region. For the US, 
it kept Japan from becoming Communist in the immediate postwar period and 
permitted the rise of a liberal democratic Japan that no longer posed a threat to its 
neighbors, while also serving as a valuable outpost for monitoring and containing Soviet 
ambitions in East Asia. At the same time, it gave the US valuable bases for forward 
positioning of its forces in the Pacific Rim against both Russia and China.  
 
Other, more subtle benefits flowed to the US from relieving Japan of the burden of 
creating a large-scale military establishment to defend its home islands from invasion or 
attack. Thanks to the protection the US provided for Japan in the crucial 1950s and 
1960s, including its extended deterrence through the “nuclear umbrella,” an industrial 
powerhouse arose that became the world’s second largest economy. Despite the torrent 
of criticism this unleashed in the United States in the 1980s, the innovative companies 
and products of “Japan, Inc.” enhanced the American standard of living and provided a 
commercial competitor to spur innovation and technological change, from computers 
and consumer electronics to pharmaceuticals and automobiles. 3  
 
On Japan’s side, the alliance allowed the world’s superpower to focus on providing for 
Japan’s security and military needs so that Japan could focus on rebuilding, reforming, 
and reinvigorating its economy, society, and polity—without the burden of rearming at 
the same time or assuming a more active strategic role in Asia. Incidentally, Japan’s 
neighbors, with bitter memories of the Pacific war, were not exactly inviting a strategic 
role.  
 
As we will see, given the origin of the US-Japan alliance in Cold War strategy, questions 
were bound to arise as to whether the alliance would change with the collapse of the 
Soviet Union in 1992. Most commentators assumed that the alliance would survive 
because of its continuing mutual benefits, especially in the security domain. Most, 
however, also assumed that over time the utility of the partnership would diminish. For 
the US, the necessity of countering Soviet ambitions in the Far East had disappeared, 
paving the way for a reduced US military presence. For Japan, the advantages of taking 
a more independent foreign policy course would start to reveal themselves, especially in 
relation to its Asian and Southeast Asian neighbors. In 1994, Henry Kissinger predicted 
that in the aftermath of the Cold War’s end, Japan would “inaugurate a more 
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autonomous and more self-reliant Japanese foreign policy,” because of its unique 
geographic position in East Asia, as a neighbor of both China and Russia.4 
 
In fact, Kissinger and other experts were wrong. Today circumstances have indeed 
overtaken the original limited bilateral structure of the US-Japan alliance, but in ways 
that make the alliance more vital, rather than less, to both countries.  
 
As we will explain, three changes in East Asia have created a very different security 
environment from the one that prevailed at the end of the Cold War in the early 1990s.  
 
The first has been the rise of China, both as an economic power and a military 
revisionist power that threatens to overturn the stable regional order that has prevailed 
in Asia since 1950, and that also aims to dominate and engulf Japan as part of China’s 
“first island chain” strategy. 
 
The second is the nuclearization of North Korea, which has consistently used its ballistic 
missile program for international blackmail and for threatening its neighbors, 
particularly Japan.  
 
The third is the growing reality that the US in recent years has faced a series of 
geopolitical challenges, including China, that it can no longer meet or shoulder entirely 
by itself. In short, the United States faces security challenges that will increasingly 
require Japan’s help, especially, but not exclusively, in the Asian sphere.  
 
All three of these factors will be explored in greater depth in parts II and III of this 
study. What is important for our introductory purposes is to understand that just as 
geopolitical realities have changed around the alliance, so the alliance itself must adapt 
and change. The proposition here is that the best way to change the alliance is to raise it 
to a level that is analogous, if not perhaps identical, to the special relationship between 
the US and the United Kingdom.  
 
As I will argue, this is not a matter of rhetorical hocus-pocus or symbolic ritualism. The 
UK-US special relationship has been built over time, through a series of concrete steps 
and building blocks, each of which has coordinated and integrated the efforts of both 
countries in key areas of national security and defense.  
 
My second thesis is that it is in the realm of national security that a strong special 
relationship is built and jointly pursued, and that key building blocks for such a US-
Japan relationship are already in place—more certainly than with any other Asian 
nation, or indeed with many other important US allies, such as Israel and Germany (the 
latter being another example of a former antagonist turned friend and ally).  
 
These building blocks include bonds of military, strategic, intelligence, and defense-
trade cooperation secured by both treaty and tradition, from which the other aspects of 
the special relationship—including diplomatic, political, economic, and cultural 
cooperation—agreeably flow. 
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This study will argue that the alliance between the US and the UK was originally built on 
naval and maritime cooperation in World War I; further developed through defense-
trade and industrial cooperation on the eve of World War II; became anchored in 
military and strategic cooperation during World War II; and was sealed by agreements 
on intelligence and nuclear cooperation afterwards.  
 
It will further argue that while the US-Japan special relationship enjoys several of the 
same cooperative building blocks, two in particular will be vital for confronting today’s 
rapidly changing security environment.  
 
The first, which in many ways is already in place, is naval and maritime cooperation. 
This was the original operational and strategic basis of the US-UK partnership, and it 
should be the operational and strategic basis of the US-Japan special relationship as 
well. As we will see, the US and the UK brought together their naval resources to thwart 
and ultimately defeat Germany in two world wars, and later mobilized those same 
resources to contain and defeat the Soviet Union so that neither power could dominate 
the Eurasian land mass from its western end. Likewise, the US-Japan alliance must take 
on the mission of containing and confronting similar Chinese ambitions of hegemony at 
the eastern end of the Eurasian land mass, including protecting the all-important 
Eurasian littoral and first and second “island chains” from Chinese domination (see part 
III).  
 
From the perspective of history, it would be foolish to think that China’s ambitions in 
this regard will change any time soon. “History testifies to the constant reappearance of 
these expansion forms and the ever-recurring conflict patterns that result,” wrote the 
father of modern geopolitics, Nicholas Spykman, “and there seems to be no reason to 
assume or expect that these behavior patterns of states will suddenly change or 
disappear in the near future.”5  
 
From the perspective of collective security, limiting China’s expansionist strategy 
through joint naval and maritime cooperation and coordination has paramount 
importance, both for Japan and the United States. I will argue that in this mission, both 
countries will find valuable allies for building a new network of maritime collective 
security in the region, including Australia, India, and Taiwan. To quote Spykman again, 
“Experience has shown that there is more safety in balanced power than in a declaration 
of good intentions.”6 Both the US and Japan have tried the latter for two decades. It is 
now time to embrace the former approach, especially in the Indo-Pacific littoral. 
 
The second vital building block, which is only in its nascent stages, is defense-industrial 
cooperation between the US and Japan. As we will see, in large measure it was the 
combination of British science and engineering with American productive skill that 
produced the famous arsenal of democracy of World War II.7 During the Cold War, the 
United States assumed more of the technological burden with complex weapons systems 
like Polaris and Trident, but the shared trust and cooperation needed to maintain the 
ongoing Anglo-American defense-industrial complex has never been questioned—or 
been seriously overtaken by outside foes.  
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Japan has been the biggest purchaser of US military equipment for decades. It also 
signed a General Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA) in 2007, which 
means it has agreed to adhere to all US rules about protecting sensitive defense 
technology it acquires through direct commercial sales. Sharing of such advanced 
defense technology has already begun, not just with missile defense such as the Aegis 
systems and joint development of the SM-3 Block IIA missile, but also with the Joint 
Strike Fighter program, through which Japan will have unprecedented access to our 
most advanced technologies and will participate directly in construction and 
maintenance of the world’s most sophisticated fighter. Rapidly and systematically 
expanding this sharing of defense technology and production, we will argue, will be vital 
to any future US-Japan special relationship.  
 
Because the benefits of cooperating on advanced defense technology do not just apply to 
Japan. As readers will also learn, the United States today faces a strategic challenge 
unlike any since World War II, which will require a technological “overmatch” to 
maintain US defense and security leadership. Many of those technologies are already 
being developed in Japan, which continues to be a leader in key fields that will be 
essential to a future high-tech “sixth generation” arsenal, an arsenal that will be as vital 
to America’s security as Japan’s—or indeed the rest of Asia’s—and to the defense of 
democracy and freedom around the world.  
 
In the end, this book will pose a question: Will a defense-industrial and technology 
alliance be the final missing link for forging the kind of special relationship between the 
US and Japan that exists between America and Great Britain—and will it lay the 
foundation of a new arsenal of democracy, one that will protect free democratic nations 
for the next generation? There are good reasons for believing that the answer is yes. The 
aim of this study is to encourage political leaders and strategic thinkers to consider what 
steps will be necessary to achieve that goal, and how American and Japanese defense-
trade and industrial cooperation can be encouraged and fostered in the future.8  
 
In any case, the US-Japan alliance cannot afford to remain tied to the status quo. If it 
does, it will stagnate and wither, in which case (this work will argue) it will weaken 
regional security and stability and encourage aggressive revisionist behavior, and not 
only by China and North Korea.  
 
Alternatively, it can grow even stronger and become the mainstay of a system of 
collective security that will maintain the peace in the Pacific Rim for future generations. 
A recent conference sponsored by the Sasakawa Peace Foundation has made a strong 
case that the US and Japan can be global and regional leaders in promoting democracy 
and liberal democratic values from Myanmar (Burma) to Afghanistan. “The bottom line 
is that supporting democracy, human rights, and rule of law is both morally right and in 
the United States’ best interests—economically and with regard to our national 
security,” wrote one of the conference participants. Other participants pointed out the 
same is true of Japan.9 As Winston Churchill explained more than seventy years ago, 
“Anyone can see with his eyes open that our path will be difficult and also long, but if we 
persevere together . . . I cannot doubt that we shall achieve our common purpose in the 
end.” The same applies to the path now open for the United States and Japan. My hope 
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is that this study will enable both countries to understand that common purpose, and to 
see the reasons for persevering together.  
 

• • • 
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This study is divided into three parts. 
 
The first will survey the history of the US-UK special relationship and examine its key 
features in order to see how the US-UK partnership can provide useful guidance in 
encouraging a similar, more intimate partnership between the US and Japan. As we will 
learn, the Anglo-American alliance was built over time along certain concrete national 
security lines, with a combination of formal agreements and traditions of sharing 
information, strategic plans, and defense-industrial collaboration. Six separate areas of 
US-UK national security collaboration can be identified and analyzed: diplomatic, 
strategic, military-maritime, military-industrial, intelligence, and nuclear cooperation. 
Part I will conclude with an examination of how these six pathways apply to the US and 
Japan, and how they can serve as important building blocks for a future special 
relationship.  
 
Part I will also highlight another aspect of the US-UK special relationship: the 
importance of personal leadership from politicians in both countries in building and 
sustaining the alliance, but particularly from the political leaders of the smaller, more 
junior partner. As we will see, the role played by Winston Churchill in inaugurating the 
alliance with the United States in World War II, Harold Macmillan during the Cold War, 
and Tony Blair after 9/11, offer key insights into how Japanese and American political 
leaders can foster similar bonds of intimacy and trust, which will provide a firm 
foundation for the other agreements and areas of cooperation that constitute a true 
special relationship.  
 
Part II of this study will then examine the strategic worth of such a US-Japan special 
relationship for both the United States and Japan in light of the history of the current 
strategic alliance—and particularly in relation to China.  
 
Over the past decade, the world has witnessed the rise of an aggressive, militarized 
China. During that time, Beijing has devoted double-digit budget increases to its armed 
forces; threatened and intimidated its Asian neighbors; and projected its growing naval 
strength in the South and East China Seas to the point of provocative recklessness. Most 
recently, China has unilaterally asserted sovereignty over waterways traditionally open 
to other nations and over islands claimed by others, especially the Senkaku Islands 
belonging to Japan.  
 
This China challenge has already had a powerful impact on US foreign policy interests 
and on US ties to allies like Japan. There are even strong indications that China’s 
continued aggressive expansionism could trigger a major political and military 
confrontation in the near future–a confrontation that could destabilize East Asia for a 
long time to come.  
 
Yet as we will also see, the United States and Japan, as well as the rest of Asia, have 
faced what we can call “the China problem” for a much longer period of history. In the 
second half of the nineteenth century and during much of the twentieth century, the 
China problem manifested itself in the Middle Kingdom’s decline as an imperial power 
and the resulting internal chaos and external instability as other countries and empires 
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took advantage of China’s weakness for their own aggrandizement, including Japan 
itself.  
 
In the past three decades, “the China problem” has reemerged with the growing 
economic and military strength of the People’s Republic, which has triggered external 
instability but also internal problems which may, in the long term, lead to a new period 
of crisis and strife for China in the future.10 In short, the China problem that has 
haunted much of the history of modern Asia has not gone away; it has merely taken new 
forms that demand a fresh constructive response.  
 
Other nations in the region, including Japan, have been urging the United States to 
show a more robust stance toward China’s growing strength and aggression. As we will 
examine in detail, the Obama administration responded by declaring “a pivot to the 
Pacific” and an “Asian rebalance” of US policy after decades of diverting attention and 
resources to conflicts in the Middle East. Yet such a rebalance is proving problematic. 
Traditionally, the US peacekeeping and stabilizing role in East Asia has relied on US 
maritime strength, unchallenged air supremacy, and the US nuclear umbrella as shields 
against potential aggressors. However, it is now apparent that Washington can no 
longer supply all the components of that shield alone, especially since the growth of 
China’s military poses a variety of challenges to that US strength directly, from cyber 
weapons and anti-satellite weapons to advanced surface-to-air and anti-ship missiles, to 
an increasing arsenal of nuclear-armed ballistic missiles.  
 
The clear solution is to increase the leverage of what has always been the principal 
fulcrum of the US presence in East Asia: our long-standing alliance with the number 
three economic power in the world and one of the most formidable militaries in the 
region, Japan.  
 
Therefore, Part III will explore what the results of such an upgraded alliance might be 
for the future security of the region and the strategic outlook for Asia. As we will discuss, 
these include the possibility of new trilateral and even multilateral ties that will provide 
additional security across the Pacific Rim, especially, but not exclusively, in East Asia, 
which is today one of the most troubled regions in the world and increasingly unstable—
including in Japan’s own backyard in the East China Sea.  
 
Yet here this study contains an important caveat. “In a world of sovereign states,” wrote 
historian A. J. P. Taylor more than fifty-five years ago, “each does the best it can for its 
own interests.”11 Both the United States and Japan have pursued those interests in Asia 
since the beginning of the twentieth century, in ways that brought them into tragic 
conflict from 1941–5. The relationship between the two countries was then reshaped in 
order to avoid conflict again, and that US-Japan “reset” has worked well until today. 
 
That reset was above all a bilateral dynamic, which started with the US-dominated 
occupation and disarming of Japan. General Douglas MacArthur made it his goal that 
the most important relationship the new Japan would enjoy in the world would be with 
the United States and likewise, that the most important relationship the United States 
would enjoy in Asia would be with Japan. His successors have by and large followed his 
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example. In the face of a rising China, the temptation now will be to try to upgrade that 
alliance by introducing a range of multilateral solutions, even an Asian NATO.12  
 
The argument here is that such a solution will lack the effectiveness of a robust bilateral 
alliance to which other countries can connect and benefit. Part of the failure that led to 
conflict between the US and Japan in the twentieth century was precisely the failure of 
multilateral institutions and agreements to keep the peace, particularly the League of 
Nations and the Washington Naval Treaty. One can argue that similar overreliance on 
multilateral institutions, including G-7 and G-20, to provide the stabilizing architecture 
of the post–Cold War world order has led directly to the challenges to that order by 
Russia and above all, China.  
 
Instead, the real solution to security in the Pacific is a systematic upgrading of the 
bilateral alliance to the kind of special relationship the United States has enjoyed with 
the United Kingdom since before World War II.  
  
A strong and multifaceted US-Japan special-relationship-style partnership can act as a 
powerful deterrent and constraint on Beijing’s increasingly willful and aggressive 
policies and in defusing the China challenge. It can also serve to contain the lesser, but 
also ever-present threat, of a nuclear-armed North Korea.  
 
Yet its implications could extend even further. In terms of military-industrial 
cooperation, as furthered by a Defense Trade Cooperation Treaty similar to the one the 
US signed with the UK in 2007, an alliance of the two most high-tech economies in the 
world working on the next generation of defense technologies, from stealth avionics and 
unmanned systems to high-energy lasers and hypersonic vehicles, could also change the 
face of modern warfare—and enhance America’s military deterrence for decades to 
come. In addition, it could provide the technological basis by which the other Asian 
democracies assume more of their own defense burden in the future in ways that 
enhance, rather than replace, the US-led security alliance system and deterrence 
umbrella.  
 
Finally, this study’s conclusion will look at how both Japan and the US can use the 
lessons from the US-UK special relationship to support and safeguard their interests in 
East Asia and the Indo-Pacific area.  
 
Every sovereign state, large or small, relies on diplomacy, military strength, and 
alliances to maintain its security. The same will be true of Japan as it increasingly 
emerges as an independent force in the East Asia geopolitical balance. For Japan, then, 
the goal of a special relationship with the US must be leveraging the asymmetrical power 
of the US to achieve Japan’s own strategic objectives, which are protecting its home 
islands and defending its territorial integrity from attack by North Korea and 
provocation by the People’s Republic of China.  
 
For the United States, the goal must be leveraging strategic cooperation with Japan to 
create a security architecture that preserves peace and stability in the Pacific region—a 
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matter of vital interest for the United States as a country that faces onto the Pacific and 
depends on trade with Asia (particularly imports) for its prosperity.  
 

Figure 1: Graph of US trade with Asia, 2010-17 (Source: US Census Bureau) 
 
It is also vital for the United States to ensure that Japan and other Asian countries do 
not become so dependent on it for their own security that America finds itself dragged 
into conflicts in which it has only a peripheral interest. Collective security, or perhaps 
more properly collaborative security, has a powerful and important role to play in the 
future of Asia, especially East Asia. But so does enabling US allies to equip and defend 
themselves against lesser threats to their security, as, for example, in the case of North 
Korea’s ballistic missile program. Defense-trade and industrial cooperation with Japan 
will be one way to achieve that, and to start a process that could be shared with the other 
industrial democracies in the region.  
 
It was Winston Churchill who first coined the phrase special relationship to define the 
close strategic and defense cooperation between two countries that won two world wars 
and kept the general peace during the Cold War. It may be up to the current leaders of 
Japan and the United States, Prime Minister Shinzō Abe and President Donald Trump, 
to turn that phrase so pregnant with possibilities into geopolitical reality on the other 
side of the world, a reality that their successors can make secure and make the 
foundation of peace and security for the entire Indo-Pacific for generations to come.  
 
Arthur Herman 
July 2017 
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PART I: “ALLIES OF A KIND”: THE US-UK SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP IN 
RETROSPECT 
 

llies of a Kind is the title of historian Christopher Thorne’s classic 1979 study of 
the Anglo-American alliance during World War II. The book’s primary focus is 
on the dynamics of the alliance during the war against Japan—as it happens, a 

conflict where the United States provided the lion’s share of men and resources and 
largely dominated the fighting in the Pacific theater after 1942. Nonetheless, Thorne 
revealed that British strategic interests were still important in shaping overall policy—
even though, at times, this led to serious friction and conflict between London and 
Washington. 
 
Thorne’s title is a useful reminder that historically, the so-called special relationship 
between the US and the UK did not lack problems and difficulties. There have been 
several occasions, in fact, when divergent interests surfaced that could not be fully 
reconciled, even with the best of diplomatic wills.  
 
Yet dealing with friction and conflict, including conflicting interests, is one of the 
hallmarks of a relationship that can be deemed “special.” For that reason, an enhanced 
US-Japan alliance does not need to be problem-free. Given the history and range of 
interests of both countries, and given their very different geographic situations (a 
possible conflict with China, for example, takes on a very different complexion when the 
threat is a few hundred, not several thousand, miles away), it would be surprising if 
there were not serious disagreements over policy through time. Nonetheless, 
reconciling, or at least accommodating, the irreconcilable is what a special relationship 
is all about. In other words, the level of trust and shared interests, in the larger sense, is 
too valuable to be undermined or abandoned in the face of conflicting policies (which is 
precisely what happened, for example, with the US alliance with France in the 1960s).  
 
Certainly, the history of the US-UK special relationship since World War II is a record 
not only of agreement and consensus, but also of sharp differences and conflicts—so 
much so, in fact, that some scholars, and particularly British scholars, have puzzled over 
the high value others, including prime ministers and presidents, have placed upon it.  
 
And certainly, when British and American interests have seriously clashed—as during 
the Suez Crisis in 1956—American interests have tended to prevail. This is because the 
US-UK special relationship has been, almost from the beginning, asymmetrical, that is 
to say, for the past seventy-five years, the United States has been the larger, more 
powerful partner, and Britain the smaller and less powerful. This was true even when 
Britain still had the largest navy in the world and a sprawling colonial empire, as it did 
when the US entered World War II. Even in the pre-stages in the alliance in World War 
I, America’s economic power gave it unchallengeable leverage over the relationship well 
before the United States declared war on Germany, since Britain was almost entirely 
dependent on US supplies to keep it in the war.13  
 
The same was true in the 1920s, when Great Britain found itself a debtor nation in 
relation to the United States as a result of American loans (more than $4 billion) that 

A 
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had sustained the British war effort. Once America’s military and strategic power was 
added to its economic power during World War II, Britain’s position in all three 
categories continued to shrink. Today, of course, Britain has virtually no colonial empire 
to speak of: it has the fifth-largest navy in the world, after the US, Russia, China, and 
Japan, instead of the largest. And it has the fifth-largest economy instead of the third 
largest, as it did on the eve of World War II—then occupying exactly the same rank as 
Japan holds today.  
  
Nonetheless, what is extraordinary for a relationship that has become increasingly 
asymmetrical is the degree to which the US has worked to recognize and accommodate 
its policy to British interests, so that joint policy ventures work to both countries’ 
benefit. Instead of evolving from an alliance into a patron-client relationship—as 
happened, for example, between the US and Nationalist China after World War II—it 
has remained essentially a partnership: although asymmetrical in form, it has been 
mutual in sentiment as well as substance.  
 
This is significant, because that is certainly the desirable goal for a special relationship 
alliance between Japan and the US. In other words, a special relationship is an alliance 
that not only broadly advances the interests of both countries, but also enables them to 
speak and act with one voice on important strategic issues, even though the economic, 
military, and geopolitical power of one partner significantly outweighs the other—
especially in an age of nuclear deterrence.  
 
Yet this still begs the question: What makes the US-UK special relationship special? 
Answering that question requires going back to the beginning and to the term’s 
progenitor, Winston Churchill.  
 
Churchill and the Special Relationship  
 
Is there a special relationship between the US and UK that is different, even unique, 
among nation-state alliances? Scholars, politicians, pundits, diplomats, and strategists 
have pondered and debated that question, without clear resolution, for decades.  
  
Some see the phrase as referring to a genuine close bond between the two countries, a 
bond that is unique among both countries’ strategic and military alliances, including the 
alliance with NATO. Others have seen it largely as a flag of convenience, unfurled from 
time to time by leaders of both countries, in order to justify or rationalize a joint 
position on policy—or even to compel the other power to give way on grounds of 
preserving the special relationship. Some have gone further, arguing that use of the term 
has disguised an unequal and inequitable relationship that has consistently left the UK 
in a weak position in relation to the more powerful US, against its own best interests.14 
 
So is it fact, fiction, or, more accurately, merely a useful semantic construct? This debate 
in many ways resembles the one that raged among philosophers—the so-called realists 
and nominalists in the Middle Ages—when realists argued that universal terms like 
“men” or “dogs” or “alliances” referred to something genuine and real, while nominalists 
claimed they operated merely as terms of logical convenience. In this case, the special 
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relationship “realists” insist that there is indeed a genuine, natural, and immemorial 
bond between the US and the UK, one that transcends other normal alliances either 
nation has with other countries, including Britain’s other former colonies like Canada 
and Australia. As David Watt noted, “Every British Prime Minister from Churchill 
onwards has made it his business to suggest that ‘our joint aims,’ ‘our common heritage,’ 
and other emblems of the ‘unity of the English-speaking peoples’ have a patina of great 
antiquity”—even racial overtones.15  
 
The special relationship “nominalists,” by contrast, argue that the phrase has historically 
been, by and large, a matter of political semantics, and the term means whatever the 
most recent prime minister or president says it does—nothing more, nothing less. Some, 
more skeptically, see its use as largely a public relations exercise, or even window 
dressing; others concede that there is a peculiar relationship between the US and UK, 
but that, Proteus-like, it changes shape regularly based on events and circumstance. 
 
The king of the special relationship “realists” was, of course, Churchill himself. In his 
memoirs, Churchill made it clear that he saw the wartime alliance as the outgrowth of 
an underlying cultural affinity—part of the “English-speaking peoples” who had 
colonized North America, Australia, and South Africa.16  
 
Given Churchill’s Victorian-era perspective on race, it is not surprising that he saw this 
affinity in racial as well as cultural terms (India, for example, did not count as one of his 
“English-speaking” nations). Nonetheless, he fully recognized that the origins of the 
Anglo-American alliance sprang up for strategic reasons, and principally the need to 
defeat Germany, first in World War I, then in World War II. In Churchill’s view, that 
alliance had improvidently been allowed to lapse for nearly two decades after the Paris 
Peace Conference, but was thereafter revived by the close friendship that developed 
between him and American president Franklin D. Roosevelt in the darkest days of the 
war, from the fall of France through the blitz. The continued partnership after 1945, on 
which Churchill bet the preservation of peace and stability for Europe in his Fulton 
speech, was therefore the “natural” direction for Anglo-American relations, even after 
the establishment of multilateral bodies such as the United Nations and NATO. Indeed, 
to Churchill, those bodies’ success was entirely dependent on the strength of the US-UK 
bilateral partnership. At the same time, any lapse in that partnership would be 
“unnatural” and therefore undesirable—potentially disastrous for the world.  
 
For nearly a decade, Churchill’s realist view of the special relationship prevailed.17 Then, 
in the late fifties, especially after American and British policy diverged sharply over the 
Suez crisis, a more skeptical, nominalist view of the alliance began to predominate. 
David Watt, for example, a clear member of the nominalist camp, characterized the 
special relationship as a “powerful and often beneficent myth,” but a myth nonetheless. 
Others, like historians John Charmley and Esmond Wright, directly question how 
beneficent the special relationship really was, especially for Britain.  
 
Consider Charmley’s account. As he tells it, Churchill foolishly pursued a wartime 
alliance with the United States because he deluded himself into thinking that America 
could help Britain save its endangered empire. However, Churchill’s faith in America, 
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and in FDR in particular, was wholly misplaced, since Roosevelt had made ending 
imperialism one of America’s principal war aims. Instead of saving Britain’s status as a 
world power, the wartime alliance only elevated the United States to the status of 
superpower, while Britain ended the war weaker than ever and largely US-dependent. 
As the Cold War dawned, the United States revealed that Americans were interested in 
using British help only when it suited them and wasted no time defying British interests 
when they hindered US policy goals—as during the Suez crisis.18 
 
Hence, while special relationship nominalists tend to stress the asymmetry of the US-
UK relationship, realists emphasize its mutuality, even as they acknowledge that the US 
has largely taken the lead—with Britain generally, sometimes reluctantly, following—in 
the partnership. Likewise, most nominalists acknowledge that real common interests 
have existed, and still exist, between the US and the UK, requiring important levels of 
strategic, military, and economic cooperation, and that they serve as the functional 
cornerstones of the special relationship.  
 
The nominalist approach also has the advantage of explaining the broader history of US-
UK relations. That history, although centuries long, is hardly one without conflict: it 
includes two wars (the American Revolution and the War of 1812) and almost a third in 
1844, over the disputed boundary of the Oregon Territory, until an 1846 treaty soothed 
tense relations. Even as late as 1900, both countries’ militaries saw each other as 
potential adversaries and prepared strategic plans to meet that eventuality.  
 
Nor did cooperation in World War I, as we will see, automatically assuage hard feelings, 
especially among a growing and politically active minority of Irish-Americans. The anti-
British sentiments that colored 1930s American public opinion, for example—a 
conviction that Britain was manipulating its relations with the US for its own 
advantage—became highly reminiscent of fears of Japan, Inc. during the 1980s (see part 
II). There were even investigations by the House Un-American Activities Committee 
into supposedly malign British influence in Hollywood, particularly on the eve of World 
War II, when American isolationists believed that British-inspired propaganda was 
dragging the United States into an unwanted war.19  
 
In addition, many Americans viewed the British as unfair colonial exploiters across 
India, Asia, and the Middle East, which gave American foreign policy between the world 
wars a strong anti-imperialist bias. The sense that Americans, too, had been victims of 
“British imperialism” (at least, before 1776) built sympathy for those leading movements 
for independence from Britain, especially (but by no means exclusively) in Ireland. Even 
during World War II, supposedly the acme of special relationship cooperation, the 
alliance was by turns marred by distrust and resentment on both sides. This was 
especially true in the United States, where it occasionally bordered on Anglophobia. In 
his most recent book, Lewis Lehrman quotes a British officer speaking on the 
phenomenon in 1943, who says: “Some Americans are curiously liable to suspect that 
they are going to be outsmarted by the subtle British, perhaps because we sometimes do 
such stupid things that they cannot take them at face value but suspect them of being 
part of some dark design.”20  
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Yet despite such divergent assumptions and outlook, Churchill was by no means the 
only, or even the first, British statesman to see the great geopolitical possibilities of a 
strong Anglo-American alliance. Britain’s prime minister in 1917, David Lloyd George, 
told American secretary of state Robert Lansing that he looked forward to building a 
world around “the active sympathy of the two great English-speaking nations”—words 
that anticipated Churchill’s Fulton speech nearly thirty years later. Lloyd George told 
President Woodrow Wilson’s chief advisor, Colonel House, that “if the United States 
would stand by Britain the entire world could not shake the combined mastery we would 
hold over the seas.”21 
 
Lloyd George had expressed these sentiments in hopes of enticing the United States to 
join the Allies against Germany (which, in fact, it did a few months later). But even after 
the war, when the two countries began to drift apart, several British politicians kept the 
dream alive. In 1935, at a time when the United States steeped itself in isolationism, 
Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin said in a speech at the Royal Albert Hall:  
 

I have always believed that the greatest security against war in any part of the world 
whatever, in Europe, in the East, anywhere, would be the close collaboration of the 
British Empire with the United States of America . . . It may be a hundred years 
before that desirable end may be attained: it may never come to pass. But sometimes 
we may have our dreams. I look forward to the future, and I see the union of forces 
for peace and justice in the world, and I cannot but think, even if men cannot 
advocate it openly yet, that someday and sometime those who follow it may see it.22 

 
As we will see, even Churchill and Roosevelt, the original binders of the special 
relationship, expressed tensions and disagreements over what course that relationship 
should follow. The postwar period would see serious rifts in the Middle East. In the 
1960s and 1970s, friction would arise again over Vietnam and Northern Ireland, while 
public protests often brought US-UK nuclear cooperation into question.  
 
In sum, then, while we can stipulate that the deeper US-UK ties that Churchill’s special 
relationship emblemized are more than mere propaganda, it is hard to avoid four  
general conclusions that reflect the nominalist perspective on this alliance and shed 
important light on how to cultivate a deeper US-Japan relationship.  
 
The first is that the Anglo-American alliance was, above all, a reflection of overlapping 
geographic interests in the Atlantic region, the protection of which required close 
coordination and cooperation, especially in the maritime domain.  
 
Second, as cooperation grew in range and complexity, especially through World War II, 
the costs of discontinuing or weakening the alliance increasingly exceeded the benefits 
of drawing it tighter. Indeed, even as the US became clearly the stronger partner, the 
benefit of having Britain follow its lead also grew. It was an unofficial, but still powerful, 
“stamp of approval” for US policy, in the Cold War, the Middle East, or later, in the war 
on terror.  
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Third, adopting the nominalist approach has key advantages from a Japanese 
perspective. A special relationship does not require a common heritage or a common 
language. Even a history of past conflicts does not necessarily preclude such a 
relationship, nor does geographic distance. Instead, shared interests and shared values 
can form the foundation of an alliance that is formally similar to, but distinctly different 
from, the alliances that link the US and Germany, the US and South Korea, or Japan and 
Australia. 
 
Such a foundation, however, still requires concrete building blocks and a coherent 
architecture in order to become a full-fledged alliance that serves the national interests 
of both countries, but also harnesses the talents and resources of both in order to shape 
or transform a regional—or even the global—balance of power. Hence the fourth and 
final conclusion, or lesson, to be drawn from the US-UK alliance: it evolves over time. 
Here, it is useful to review how the Anglo-American relationship evolved into six areas 
of cooperation: diplomatic, strategic, nuclear, military-maritime, intelligence sharing, 
and—most pertinent for the current state of the US-Japan alliance—defense-industrial 
cooperation.  
 
Which are the most basic and important? As we have noted, Churchill coined the phrase 
special relationship in 1943, made it famous in his 1946 Fulton speech, and enshrined it 
in his historical masterpiece, The History of the Second World War.23 
 
Yet even in the Fulton speech, Churchill employed this term in a very particular context, 
military cooperation. While he spoke of the “growing friendship and mutual 
understanding between our . . . kindred systems of society” as the basis of the special 
relationship, he also emphasized “the continuance of the intimate relationship between 
our military advisors, leading to common study of potential dangers, the similarity of 
weapons and manuals of instruction, and to the interchange of officers and cadets at 
technical colleges. It should carry with it the continuance of the present facilities for 
mutual security by the joint use of all Naval and Air Force bases in the possession of 
either country all over the world.”  
 
In short, while Churchill never doubted that the special relationship had deep historical 
and cultural roots, they were not sufficient for a transformative Anglo-American 
alliance. Rather, the partnership’s outstanding function, to Churchill’s mind, lay in the 
military and defense sphere. While these ties alone were certainly not sufficient for a 
special-relationship-type alliance, they were, all the same, very necessary.  
 
“If all British moral and material forces and convictions are joined with your own in 
fraternal association,” he told his American audience in 1946, “the high roads of the 
future will be clear, not only for us but for all, not only for our time, but for a century to 
come.” 
 
Churchill clearly saw the UK-US alliance in lofty, even visionary terms, and he 
understood its “soft power” implications in representing and fostering a liberal 
democratic ideology rooted in constitutional government, commercial trade, and the 
rule of law. In practice, however, he recognized that it also required concrete “hard 
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power” roots in military force. Such, indeed, were the origins of the special relationship 
in World War I, centering on one defense area in particular: the maritime domain.  
 
Origins of the Special Relationship in World War I 
 
Of all the issues that faced the British prime minister in the early months of 1917, the 
most urgent was how to confront the tightening noose around Britain’s neck. This was 
the German U-boat campaign.  
 
Since the outbreak of war in August 1914, Germany had used its large submarine force 
to target Britain’s vital overseas supply chain, including supplies shipped from the 
neutral United States. At the end of 1916, an official German Navy study concluded that 
if Germany’s U-boats could sink 600,000 tons of 24merchant shipping a month, they 
could force Britain out of the war within half a year.  
 
The first months of 1917 saw the German submarine campaign begin to approach 
precisely those numbers. For Prime Minister David Lloyd George, the issue of victory or 
defeat now hinged not on what happened on the western front, but rather in the sea 
lanes of the Atlantic.  
 
The first step Lloyd George had taken was to consolidate all control of Britain’s 
merchant fleet under the authority of the Ministry of Shipping.25 At the same time, he 
rapidly accelerated Britain’s naval and commercial shipbuilding program, hoping that 
shipyards could build vessels as fast as the Germans could sink them, or even faster.  
The final result was more than 3 million tons of new merchant shipping a year.26 
 
The Ministry of Shipping, in concert with Lloyd George, decided to concentrate on 
Britain’s overseas trade routes in the Atlantic, since it concluded that North America 
alone could meet almost all of Britain’s wartime needs. That decision made it easier for 
the Royal Navy to protect vulnerable merchant freighters on the high seas, and also 
meant that securing the North Atlantic lifeline from Canada and the United States was 
now crucial for the course of the war and even Britain’s survival.27  
 
The best course of action was to adopt the strategy Britain had used with great effect a 
century earlier, a regular system of escorted convoys. Unfortunately, the British 
Admiralty was opposed to this idea, believing that ships traveling in convoy would 
present too large a target for U-boat captains. Convoys, moreover, would require more 
escorting warships than the Royal Navy could possibly divert from other vital missions. 
As late as January 1917, First Sea Lord Jellicoe told Lloyd George that sailing in convoys 
would only make merchant ships more vulnerable to attack, not less.28  
 
Instead, it would take an American naval officer—the new naval attaché at the American 
embassy in London, Vice Admiral William Sims—to change the Admiralty’s mind, and 
to forge the first links of what would become the special relationship.  
 
On the eve of its entry into World War I, the United States found itself with the third-
largest navy in the world. Built mainly in order to project American power in the Pacific 
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(see part II), the US Navy was now positioned to help safeguard the sea lanes of the 
Atlantic. After all, American merchant ships were, like all neutral vessels, also targets of 
German submarine attacks. In time, those attacks would go a long way to instigating the 
formal entry of the United States into the war on April 6, 1917.29 
 
William Sims was an experienced hand in naval warfare. He served as an observer 
during the Russo-Japanese War, and he understood, personally, the danger Britain 
faced in its maritime theater: a ship he was on struck a German mine on its way into 
Liverpool Harbor. Yet when Sims met the prime minister and asked what Britain 
needed most from the United States now that America was in the war, Lloyd George said 
nothing about convoys, instead offering “ships, ships, ships”—naval vessels that could 
deal with the U-boat threat.  
 
The United States Navy responded. On May 4, 1917, the first six US destroyers arrived at 
Queenstown, Ireland, the terminus of a typical transatlantic voyage from New York or 
Boston to Britain. By July, there would be thirty-four.30 
  
But even with the right types and numbers of ships, Sims realized, there would be no 
Atlantic maritime victory without convoys. Here, Sims turned out to be a willing and 
persuasive ally in Lloyd George’s campaign to overcome the Admiralty’s obstinate 
resistance.  
 
With America now in the war and US Navy vessels available to provide escort, the 
argument that convoy duty would overtax Royal Navy resources fell apart. The 
Admiralty’s other argument, that so many ships traveling grouped together would be too 
easy a target, was dispelled upon a closer look at the numbers. A quick lesson in 
statistics showed that the preponderance of individual ships sailing outside of convoys 
actually increased the odds of a U-boat captain’s finding ships to sink. In other words, a 
convoy replaced multiple targets with a single one that would be hard to find in the vast 
reaches of the North Atlantic.  
 
Sims had one final argument for the convoy system. “The thing to do,” he wrote, is “to 
make the submarines come to the anti-submarine craft and fight in order to get 
merchantmen.” In short, when the convoy was used as bait, the U-boat became the prey, 
rather than the other way around. If the Admiralty wanted to take the offensive against 
the German submarine fleet, the convoy system was actually the way to do it. 
 
Slowly, in meeting after meeting, the Admiralty began to relent. A visit by Lloyd George 
to the Admiralty offices on April 30 marked the tipping point. Sims cabled Washington 
joyfully: “The Admiralty has decided to give trial to convoy scheme.” On May 10, 1917, 
the first organized convoy sailed from Gibraltar. Not a single ship was lost.31 
 
On May 25, Sims cabled again: “The principle of convoying merchant ships is approved 
by the Admiralty.” Still, Sims faced resistance to convoys from his own navy, including 
from navy secretary Josephus Daniels. By June, as plans were made for sending the first 
troop ships from America to France, Sims warned it would be “suicidal” not to organize 
them in escorted convoys, as the British were now doing.32  
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His arguments were backed by solid results for the British. Shipping losses had dropped 
significantly in May—from 516 ships to 413—due, at least in part, to the first convoys. 
The numbers jumped slightly, to 433, in June, but then dropped to 311 in July. After 
that, as the use of convoys became standard practice, the numbers fell yet more steadily. 
The Admiralty’s Convoy Room now coordinated merchant sailings in convoy formation 
from all across the globe. By August, the number of sinkages stood at 242, less than half 
of the figure for April, with only 511,000 tons lost—well below the 600,000 threshold. It 
never reached such an existential level of danger again.  
  
Sims’s convoy cooperation with the prime minister soon extended to all naval matters. 
At one point, he even advocated integrating American naval forces directly with 
Britain’s, although that proved too much for either side to accept. Regardless, Admiral 
Sims’s dedicated work on coordinating American and British plans for the war at sea, 
including combined convoy escorts, was the first step in a maritime alliance that would 
become the key foundation of the special relationship between the United States and 
Great Britain. It has continued virtually unbroken until today.  
 
The importance of this cooperation cannot be overestimated. Maritime competition, 
rather than cooperation, had been one of the principal causes of the First World War. 
Germany’s sudden and massive buildup of a modern navy at the opening of the 
twentieth century had been aimed at challenging Great Britain’s naval dominance, just 
as China’s today is aimed at challenging the United States (see part III). Then, German 
buildup triggered a naval arms race that ultimately spilled over into a general world war, 
devastating Europe not once, but arguably twice: in 1914, and then, when Adolf Hitler 
renewed competition with Britain, again in 1939. In both world wars, the possibility that 
German maritime dominance would jeopardize US freedom of trade and movement in 
the Atlantic finally forced the United States to intervene, just as the same fears forced 
Great Britain to cooperate with the US to avoid national defeat.33 
  
For both countries, then, the solution to this challenge was forging an alliance with 
another maritime power. That alliance came too late to prevent World War I, but it 
ultimately enabled the two countries’ navies to cooperate in developing effective tools to 
defeat Germany at sea, particularly in anti-submarine warfare, and eventually 
empowered the Allies to defeat Germany on land. The same strategy would reappear in 
World War II, with the same end result.  
 
When World War I concluded in 1918, the combined strength of that maritime alliance 
far outmatched all the world’s other navies combined: 100 battleships (compared to just 
47 for the next three-largest navies combined), 46 cruisers, and 109 light cruisers; 574 
destroyers (compared to 202 for France, Italy, and Japan combined); 233 submarines; 
and 4 of the world’s first aircraft carriers: Here, indeed, was a mammoth joint fleet, 
ready to dominate the globe for the foreseeable future.34  
 
That it did not—and that in just twenty years, not one, but two revisionist powers, 
including a rearmed Germany, directly challenged both countries in the maritime 
domain—was the result of diplomatic, strategic, and military missteps by both Britain 
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and the United States. By 1938, both countries would find themselves vulnerable to 
major geopolitical threats that could arguably have been prevented, if not preempted, by 
sustained naval and maritime cooperation. It would require another world war to force a 
renewal of the alliance—while politicians and statesmen on both sides of the Atlantic 
took pains to avoid the same mistakes they had made in the interwar years.  
 
What were those mistakes? The first was the rise of an isolationist mindset, and not just 
in the United States. Britons, too, had a habit of retreating into their own domestic 
affairs after a major war. They had done so after the Napoleonic wars, and again after 
the Crimean War. The end of World War I closely fit that pattern.35 At the same time, 
just as anti-imperialist and pro-Irish sentiment triggered an outbreak of Anglophobia in 
the United States, in the UK, resentment about America’s postwar economic 
dominance—felt viscerally in recurrent US demands that Britain repay the massive 
loans it had taken from the US during World War I—bred a certain anti-Americanism. 
Britain’s ruling class, which found its nation’s once-secure superpower status no longer 
so secure, especially embraced this sentiment. In the eyes of many, the Americans had 
emerged as their inevitable (and unworthy) successor.  
 
At the same time, however, there were certain concrete steps taken in the interwar years 
that undermined Anglo-American cooperation in the ever-crucial maritime domain. 
One was the formal decision by the British cabinet in 1919 that Britain would not fight a 
major war again for the next decade. Extended in 1928, and not finally abandoned until 
1938, this misbegotten strategic assumption allowed successive British governments to 
impose consistently scanty budgets on their armed forces while ignoring warnings by 
military planners that Britain was sliding into a state of dangerous vulnerability on land, 
in air, and particularly at sea.36  
 
That vulnerability was reinforced by a series of international naval treaties signed in 
Washington, DC in 1921–2, and extended by a similar treaty signed in London in 1930. 
The brainchild of American secretary of state Charles Evans Hughes, and strongly 
supported by President Warren Harding, these three naval arms limitations treaties—
signed by four, five, and nine countries, respectively—rested on the belief that 
possibilities of war can be lessened by limiting the number of weapons with which 
countries can fight them. As Samuel Johnson once said of second marriages, such 
treaties represent the triumph of hope over experience. The Washington Naval Treaties 
wrought more damage than such accords usually can, and decisively set the stage for the 
next world war.  
 
The most significant of the three was the so-called Five-Power Treaty, signed by the US, 
UK, France, Italy, and Japan on February 6, 1922. It set a 5:5:3 ratio between American, 
British, and Japanese capital ships, and 5:5:1.75 Anglo-American ratios with France and 
Italy. This meant not only that Britain and the US had to sharply curtail their naval 
building programs (which interwar governments in both countries, until that point, had 
largely welcomed), but also had to scrap existing vessels to meet the treaty’s formal 
ratios. The London Naval Treaty, which followed in 1930, set similar ratios for lesser 
ships, including cruisers and destroyers.  
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Two countries, and two countries only, benefited from the terms of the Five-Power 
Treaty. Japan had been Britain’s naval ally since 1902. But twenty years later, that 
alliance lapsed, while Japan increasingly transitioned from an Asian ally of the West to a 
staunch adversary (for details, see part II). The Five-Power Treaty allowed Japan to 
expand its naval strength, while concomitantly weakening that of the US and Britain, 
the only countries capable of deterring the island nation’s imperial ambitions. As the 
Royal Navy declined in strength and numbers, the Japanese were able to build 10 
modern battleships, 36 heavy and light cruisers, 113 destroyers, 36 submarines, and no 
fewer than 10 aircraft carriers. The US was limited to 6 and the UK to 4.37 By the late 
1930s, Japan was poised to become the dominant naval presence in Asia. 
 
The other beneficiary, unexpectedly, was Germany. The peace treaty signed at Versailles 
had taken away Germany’s entire submarine and surface fleet and forbidden it to build 
another. Adolf Hitler, meanwhile, had come to power determined to overthrow the 
terms of Versailles. Thus, to forestall a new German maritime challenge, Britain reached 
an ill-conceived naval agreement with Hitler in 1935. Signed in Berlin, the Anglo-
German treaty limited the future German fleet to 35 percent of the Royal Navy’s 
strength, with one glaring exception: submarines, where parity was permitted under 
certain circumstances.38 Just as Japan was now sanctioned by treaty to aim at naval 
dominance in the Pacific, so Germany was now ready to rebuild the military arm most 
dangerous to British maritime power—and, as events showed, American maritime 
power as well. 
 
All things considered, the interwar years represented a series of both missed 
opportunities and diplomatic and strategic blunders. Putting the cap on both would be 
the Great Depression. Faced by economic disaster at home, both Washington and 
London would spend the 1930s looking to get their own houses in order instead of 
worrying about world events around them, guided by the mistaken, yet all-too-recurrent 
belief that the world would take care of itself. Economic depression also justified further 
cuts in military spending, compounding the maritime decline that had set in following 
the Washington Naval Treaties.  
 
By the time both governments were able and willing to take steps to reverse military 
decline, it was almost too late. The world’s two revisionist powers, Nazi Germany and 
imperial Japan, were building military machines equipped with the latest weapons 
systems and grand strategies to match. Japan would unleash its forces in Asia in 1938 
against China; Germany would do the same one year later, against Poland and its 
belated allies, France and Great Britain. The world was moving toward another, far 
more destructive conflict than World War I—one that would force the US and Great 
Britain to renew their earlier wartime alliance in ways far more complex and, ultimately, 
far more long lasting.  
 
The Special Relationship’s Golden Age: FDR and Churchill 
  
On May 11, 1940, President Franklin Roosevelt received a confidential telegram from 
British prime minister Winston Churchill: “As you are no doubt aware, the scene has 
darkened swiftly. If necessary, we shall continue the war alone and we are not afraid of 
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that. But I trust you realize, Mr. President that the voice and the force of the United 
States may count for nothing if they are withheld too long.”39  
 
The situation at hand involved German panzers overrunning the Low Countries and 
northern France. Churchill foresaw that France might fall in a matter of weeks, and that 
the future of Britain consequently hung in the balance.  
  
“You may have a completely subjugated, Nazified Europe established with astonishing 
swiftness,” the telegram went on, “and the weight may be more than we can bear.”40 If 
France fell, and then Britain, the global balance of power would be irrevocably changed. 
The United States would be facing a hostile continent across the ocean, while a once-
mighty British Empire was rendered impotent almost everywhere else.  
 
From that telegram until today, the United States has found itself embroiled in 
European affairs. This included allying with Great Britain. Although America did not 
formally enter the conflict until December 1941, Roosevelt began within days of 
Churchill’s telegram to forge bonds of close cooperation with Great Britain. It was these 
that would grow into the alliance Churchill later dubbed “the special relationship.”  
 
Its roots lay in World War I, and there remained powerful ideological, strategic, and 
economic reasons why the United States would take Britain’s side in the effort to 
prevent Hitler from creating a Nazi empire across Europe (a scenario Churchill termed 
“a new dark age”). Yet there is also no doubt that the US-UK alliance would not have 
taken the shape it did, or might not have evolved at all, had it not been for the personal 
leadership of both Churchill and FDR. The intimate relationship that blossomed 
between the two men, based on similar geopolitical views and a shared belief in the 
value of “the Anglo-Saxon connection” in confronting totalitarian ideologies of the era, 
became crucial to both its birth and future.  
 
This kind of personal connection (perhaps similar to the one that seems to have 
developed between American president Donald Trump and Japanese prime minister 
Shinzō Abe) may not be sufficient for forging a special relationship. Nevertheless, it may 
be a necessary linkage for other aspects of the collaboration to fruitfully take root. It is 
worth, therefore, examining in detail.  
 
The similar geopolitical views of Roosevelt and Churchill sprang from the fact that both 
leaders were close students of geography. Churchill had traveled extensively on four 
continents, including North America, while FDR’s labor secretary remembered that the 
president had “an amazing amount of information about the height of mountains and 
depth of oceans,” and filled his Oval Office with maps.41 Both were also profoundly 
influenced by the maritime strategic theories of Alfred Thayer Mahan, author of The 
Influence of Sea Power Upon History and of another work we will discuss later, The 
Problem of Asia. Roosevelt and Churchill both saw that whoever controlled the Atlantic 
controlled the fate of America, Britain, and Europe. Most of all, both understood what 
was at stake if Hitler prevailed.  
 
By 1939, Roosevelt, a president elected on a largely isolationist platform, had come to 
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recognize that Britain and its navy would be an indispensable ally in halting Hitler’s 
advance toward American shores. Hitler’s thirst for power, he reasoned, was not going 
to be assuaged, ever. In turn, this would mean war with America’s former allies in World 
War I; once again, America would find itself one ocean away from a Europe in flames. 
“If the Rhine frontiers are threatened,” he told friends in January 1939, “the rest of the 
world is too”—including the United States.42  
 
Roosevelt was also very aware that, despite Great Britain’s decline from its imperial 
apex at the end of the Victorian era, its military strength in 1940 still far exceeded that 
of the United States. It would take considerable time for the United States to mobilize 
and modernize its armed forces—by 1939, America’s army ranked eighteenth in the 
world in size, behind Holland. In Roosevelt’s view, then, the fastest way to strengthen 
US security in the meantime would be to secure the strategic and maritime ties between 
Great Britain and the United States. 
 
Hence, one of Roosevelt’s earliest moves in adjusting American power to the emerging 
Nazi challenge in Europe came in April 1939, when, paradoxically, he ordered the US 
Navy’s main fleet to reverse courses from the Atlantic to the Pacific. Implicitly, America 
now assumed responsibility for defending Britain’s empire in Asia, as well as its own in 
the Philippines and Guam, while allowing Britain to focus on Germany’s maritime threat 
before it became a threat to America.43 
 
FDR took the next step in June 1939, when he invited to the United States King George 
VI, who stopped in Washington, DC and at Roosevelt’s home in Hyde Park. It was the 
first time in history that a reigning British monarch had set foot on American soil. 
Meanwhile, Roosevelt’s direct contacts with Churchill began while Churchill still served 
in Neville Chamberlain’s cabinet as first lord of the admiralty—a position FDR saw as 
vital for forging future Anglo-American strategic cooperation.  
 
A former assistant secretary of the navy himself, Roosevelt conceived of the Atlantic 
Ocean much as British statesmen had thought of the English Channel, or as later 
American strategists such as Douglas MacArthur thought of the Pacific. The United 
States, Roosevelt realized, must control access to both ends of the ocean in order to have 
true security—if not directly through the US Navy, then through a proxy or ally. A 
defeated Britain would mean a victorious Germany roaming the Atlantic at will. Even 
worse, a navy captured from the British would enable Hitler to sweep up to the 
American East Coast. Indeed, in the summer of 1940, the Army’s chief of staff, George 
Marshall, warned Roosevelt that if Hitler did land seven divisions on American soil, 
there would be nothing the United States Army could do to stop him.44 
 
When the so-called “phony war” turned hot between May and June of 1940, and France 
collapsed in six weeks, General Marshall and others urged Roosevelt not to bank on 
Britain’s survival, and to focus on strengthening America’s own armed forces. FDR 
refused to stick to this strategy. The fall of France and the “Battle of Britain” only 
strengthened Roosevelt’s resolve to build closer ties not only with the United Kingdom, 
but also with the British Commonwealth. In August, he concluded the Ogdensburg 
Agreement with Canada, linking the security of both nations and establishing what 
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would become the Permanent Joint Board of Defense. One month later, at the urging of 
now-prime minister Churchill, Roosevelt signed the famous destroyers-for-bases deal, 
in which the United States agreed to supply the Royal Navy with fifty out-of-service US 
destroyers in exchange for the right to establish American naval bases on British 
territory in Newfoundland and in the Caribbean.45 
 
Roosevelt revealed his grand strategy in his January 1941 State of the Union address to 
Congress. “There is much loose talk of our immunity from immediate and direct 
invasion from across the sea,” he said. “As long as the Royal Navy retains its powers, no 
such danger exists.” Roosevelt reiterated this message to an audience on May 27: in any 
case, “we will not accept a Hitler-dominated world.”46 An alliance with any power that 
would prevent that from happening (which, eventually, came to include the Soviet 
Union) was, in Roosevelt’s mind, vital to American interests.  
 
For Churchill, the stakes were even higher. He saw an alliance with the United States 
not only as the way to decisively defeat Hitler, but as a matter of national survival. “To 
get America into the life-and-death struggle against Hitler,” writes historian Lewis 
Lehrman, “against whom the British Empire and Commonwealth fought alone in 1940–
41, the prime minister had made FDR his principal target.”47 Yet his views were, like 
Roosevelt’s, both geopolitical—Britain could not survive the Nazi onslaught without US 
help—and ideological: far better to live in a future world dominated by the US than by 
Nazi Germany.  
 
Churchill’s own commitment to that larger alliance was total and personal. As Lehrman 
notes, of fifteen allied “summits” (another term Churchill coined), Churchill was the 
only one of the Big Three—Churchill, Stalin, FDR—to attend them all (Stalin, by 
contrast, went to only three). Churchill’s World War II version of shuttle diplomacy 
often meant traveling long distances at considerable physical risk and personal toll. 
Indeed, Churchill suffered a heart attack in December 1941, and Douglas MacArthur 
later suggested he deserved a Victoria Cross for his tireless efforts. Certainly, without 
Churchill’s persistent effort to sustain the Anglo-American alliance at the highest levels 
of intimate cooperation, it is doubtful that it would have achieved final victory over both 
Hitler and imperial Japan—let alone survived into the postwar world.  
 
Despite the evident nature of the threat to both leaders, the forging of the initial links of 
what became the special relationship was, in the end, an incremental, step-by-step 
process, unfolding over more than two years and eight months of constant effort and 
diplomacy. In many ways, it resembles the dynamics of the alliance between Japan and 
the United States today—only in 1939, the US stood in the place of contemporary Japan, 
and Britain in that of the United States. Just as America had to be coaxed out of its 
post–World War I isolationism, so, today, has Japan abandoned its post–World War II 
isolationism only reluctantly, and sometimes at the cost of bitter political fights (as in 
the case of reinterpreting Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution, detailed in part II). In 
these moments, what is required is a particularly visionary political leader, with the 
strength of will to take necessary but politically risky steps for his country’s security, for 
such an alliance to grow and develop in new, even unexpected, directions.  
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Therefore, in the face of widespread public reluctance to take sides in the conflict 
unfolding in Europe, Roosevelt was compelled to engage in forms of secret diplomacy 
that he kept hidden from both the public and Congress. Reflecting back, Henry 
Kissinger admits, “Many of Roosevelt’s actions were on the fringes of constitutionality. 
No contemporary president could resort to Roosevelt’s methods and remain in office.” 
Roosevelt’s potentially impeachable offenses included, among other things, deliberately 
concealing from Congress the full extent of Anglo-American cooperation.48  
 
Yet at each stage, Roosevelt was also careful to delineate the growing severity of the 
threat from Nazi Germany, so that public opinion would be with him when, not if (in 
Roosevelt’s mind), war with Germany eventually came. In the end, Japan rendered that 
approach unnecessary with the attack on Pearl Harbor, since Hitler declared war against 
the United States a few days later. But Roosevelt understood from the beginning that the 
Anglo-American alliance he and Churchill had envisaged for saving the world from 
aggression required him to build strong political support at home and forge formal 
bilateral linkages.  
 

 
  

MILESTONES IN THE CREATION OF THE SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP, 1939–41 
 
April 1939 FDR orders the US Navy to change courses from the Atlantic to the Pacific. 
 
June 1939 FDR invites King George VI to the US for the first time. 
 
Nov. 1939 Congress modifies the Neutrality Acts to allow Britain and France to purchase 

American-made war materials in cash. 
 
June 1940 FDR gives a speech in Charlottesville condemning Italy’s “stab in the back” 
  in joining Hitler against Britain and France. 
 
Sept. 1940 FDR negotiates the fifty “destroyers-for-bases” deal with Britain. 
 
Dec. 1940 FDR delivers a radio address on “the arsenal of democracy.” 
 
March 1941 Congress passes the Lend-Lease Act authorizing the US to send Britain  
  military aid. 
 
April 1941 Britain allows US forces to occupy Greenland. 
 
May 1941 FDR declares a national state of emergency in the US. 
 
Aug. 1941 FDR and Churchill meet in Newfoundland to draft the Atlantic Charter,  
  detailing the  postwar goals of the Allied powers. 
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What forms did those linkages take? In the realm of diplomatic cooperation, the most 
striking was a reliance on the personal relationship between president and prime 
minister and between their most trusted aides and advisors. They operated almost 
entirely outside normal diplomatic channels (although Britain’s ambassador in 
Washington, Lord Lothian, and America’s ambassador in London, John Winant, were 
part of that trusted inner circle of aides and advisors). In fact, as Lewis Lehrman notes, 
“Anglo-American relations in normal diplomatic channels atrophied during World War 
II.” Both men preferred to rely on their own special envoys and liaisons rather than 
officials in the State Department and Foreign Office—not to mention their own instincts 
for power and strategy.49 
 
This allowed them to cut through the mountains of bureaucratic red tape that might 
have otherwise hamstrung their key initiatives. As both Roosevelt and Churchill 
realized, time was of the essence. Consequently, however, this also ran the risk of 
causing misunderstandings—as when Roosevelt’s personal envoy on India, Lewis 
Johnson, clumsily broached the idea of Indian independence to his British 
counterparts—and a lack of adequate preparation for major decision-making, as 
occurred at the Yalta Conference in late 1944. No matter how close the bonds of trust 
between American presidents and British prime ministers in the post–Roosevelt and 
Churchill era, leaders on both sides of the Atlantic learned to carefully incorporate the 
normal bureaucracies in Foggy Bottom and in Westminster, as well as at the Pentagon 
and the Ministry of Defense, into their decision-making process. This was ultimately 
emphasized so much that in many ways, the State Department and Foreign Office 
became near-mirror images of each other ideologically regarding Anglo-American 
relations.50  
 
The most important early link of the special relationship, however, became defense-
trade and industrial cooperation. It started in 1939 with British and French purchases of 
war materiel from American firms, which Roosevelt and Congress’s changes to earlier 
Neutrality Acts made possible.  
 
That both France and Britain looked to the United States for war materiel made sense. 
Even after an uninterrupted decade of economic depression, America’s manufacturing 
base remained the biggest in the world. American-made planes and other equipment, 
British and French military planners all assumed, could help them quickly close their 
gap with Germany.  
  
In 1938 alone, Anglo-French orders from American armaments makers totaled some 
$350 million, $84 million of which was used for aircraft engines.51 Ironically, this was 
five times what the US Army Air Corps was ordering. Odder still, these foreign orders 
probably saved America’s aviation industry from bankruptcy, starting with the RAF’s 
order of 200 twin-engine Hudson bombers from Lockheed Corporation in San Diego in 
the spring of 1938. In January 1939, Glenn Martin in Baltimore took a French order of 
115 of what would become his version of a two-engine long-range bomber, the Martin 
167 Maryland.52 At the time, the US Army Air Corps showed no interest. But two months 
later, France ordered 700 more along with extra aircraft engines, buying a full 6,000 
from Pratt and Whitney alone.53  
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Meanwhile, French and British purchasing agents were ordering some $100 million 
worth of machine tools for their own factories, while spending another $138 million in 
order to provide machine tools for American factories to fill the orders. That latter sum 
This expenditure was equal to the entire machine tool output of the country the previous 
year. After Roosevelt prodded Congress to allow Britain and France to buy as much as 
they could pay for in cash, in November 1939, total orders soared to more than $200 
million.54 
 
At the suggestion of the head of the French purchasing board, Jean Monnet (later 
architect of the Common Market), Britain and France pooled their purchases of planes 
and other equipment. In the first half of 1940, they jointly purchased three times more 
airplanes and engines than they had in all of 1939. American aviation companies found 
themselves swamped with orders for more than 8,000 planes, and then 13,000—all at a 
time when their own army and navy could barely scrape together enough money to 
order 5,000.55 Total machine tool order numbers exceeded those for all of 1939. 
 
France’s defeat in July 1940 did nothing to diminish the demand for American-made 
war materiel. If anything, it made Britain’s need for such tools more desperate, while the 
US increasingly saw keeping Britain supplied as an important strategic as well as 
economic goal. Furthermore, converting America’s factories to fulfill British wartime 
orders eased the transition to war mobilization for America’s own armed forces.  
 
What was being created was a system of defense-industrial cooperation that President 
Roosevelt first characterized in one of his most famous fireside chats. “Not since 
Jamestown and Plymouth Rock,” he told listeners in December 1940, “has our American 
civilization been in such danger as now.” Hitler’s Nazi empire was bent on creating a 
new global order based on racial superiority and domination, one with “no liberty, no 
religion, no hope.” Under such a world order, America would survive, if it survived at all, 
at the point of a gun.  
 
But if America aids those “in the front line of democracy’s battle” and halts the Axis 
advance, Roosevelt told the American people, “there is far less chance of the United 
States getting into the war. . . . The people of Europe who are defending themselves do 
not ask us to do the fighting. They ask us for the implements of war, the planes, the 
tanks, the guns, the freighters which will enable them to fight for their liberty and for 
our security.” 
 
The means to do it already existed, the president said. “American industrial genius, 
unmatched throughout the world in the solution of production problems, has been 
called upon to bring its resources and its talents into action. . . . We must be the great 
arsenal of democracy. For us this is an emergency as serious as war itself.”56 
  
Indeed, on Roosevelt’s orders, the US even staggered its own military buildup in order 
to bolster Britain.57 For all of 1941, one-third of all warplanes produced in the United 
States, and half of all tanks, were slated to be sent to Great Britain. It was an 
extraordinary reordering of priorities for the sake of preventing Britain’s defeat.  
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The climax of prewar defense-industrial cooperation came on March 11, 1941, when 
Roosevelt signed the first Lend-Lease agreement with an increasingly cash-strapped 
Great Britain. The concept was simple. Its contours had been implicit in the fifty-
destroyer deal struck in August. But its underlying rationale was spelled out in an earlier 
formal agreement the federal government struck to supply aircraft engines to Britain, 
which explicitly stated that making arms for Britain was important to America’s 
national defense.58  
  
Under Lend-Lease, the Federal government would now place all orders for munitions 
made in the United States. If the army and navy needed them, the US would keep them. 
But if Washington decided that the defense of the country was better served by lending 
them to Great Britain, then, as Roosevelt explained in a press conference on March 17, 
“we could either lease or sell the materials, subject to mortgage, to the people on the 
other side.” Roosevelt compared the transaction to lending a garden hose to a neighbor 
whose house was on fire. It is still our hose, he explained. We are just letting the one 
who needs it most, use it first.  
 
As for one reporter’s question—the legal title bearer of the goods once they were 
delivered—the president responded, “I don’t know, and I don’t care.”59  
 
That summer, US-British defense-industrial collaboration got an additional boost when 
the head of the Office of Production Management gave the go-ahead to prepare a 
comprehensive study of what American industry was making, and could potentially 
make, by way of war materials. The result was the Big Book, a massive compilation of 
production figures and forecasts for everything from tanks and gas masks to brass for 
artillery shells and cotton for uniforms. It marked the first time Americans had a 
comprehensive picture of what the US needed to fight a modern war, what it would take 
to make it, and how much it would cost: roughly $50 billion.60  
 
Soon after, the Big Book made its way to London, where statisticians could put together 
an estimate of what Britain’s entire material production potential was, and what its 
stockpiles amounted to. When the work was done, the result would be one of the most 
extraordinary documents of the war: a complete record of American, British, and 
Canadian military requirements—from tanks and planes to food and uniforms; current 
and potential production; and current and potential raw material stocks, such as steel, 
aluminum, and copper. It was, in effect, a complete balance sheet (the British termed it 
“the consolidated statement”) of an Allied war effort, both present and future—the first 
ever detailed.61  
 
During those years, the United States was the principal supplier of military hardware. 
When war actually came, Britain’s reliance on American industrial capacity would grow 
even stronger. However, even at this early stage, the cooperation was not entirely one-
sided. In August 1941, representatives of certain key British defense technologies began 
arriving in the United States to foster the development and production of new advanced 
weaponry. These included the Rolls Royce Merlin XX aircraft engine, the most advanced 
aircraft engine in the world; the proximity fuse for anti-aircraft guns; the cavity 
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magnetron, the heart of a device the British called Radio Directional Finding, but which 
the Americans would dub radar; a working model of a power-driven aircraft gun turret; 
and data on a new aeronautical principle called jet propulsion.62 
 
But the newest technology to cross the Atlantic that August was a series of plans to 
transform a nuclear chain reaction into a new super bomb, based on the isotope 
uranium-235. This required a series of industrial processes that no one had yet 
conceived of, let alone built, but which the British sensed American industry could 
accomplish. As one historian has noted, “British science and American industrial know-
how would become an unbeatable formula” that summer for future defense-industrial 
cooperation, and a vital link in building the special relationship to this day.63 
 
The third key area of cooperation in the prewar period was naval and maritime 
cooperation, starting with Roosevelt’s initial moves in support of the Royal Navy in 1939 
and the accelerated naval building program he commenced in 1936, coincidentally the 
year the Washington Naval Treaty lapsed. This program was aimed principally, but not 
exclusively, at securing America’s Atlantic flank. As on the eve of World War I, it grew to 
counter Germany’s submarine threat, this time through FDR’s fifty-destroyer agreement 
in August 1940 and the subsequent expansion to allow British naval vessels to refuel and 
refit in American ports in the spring of 1941 (Roosevelt, nonetheless, turned down 
Churchill’s request for joint convoy operations). As the American naval attaché in 
London noted in February 1941, Germany was now at war not only with Britain, but also 
with “the United States which is the only strong force left against [its] New Order.”64  
 
That spring, the president established a security zone around the United States coast 
that gave the US Navy the green light to detect and track any German submarines 
operating inside the zone. American warships could not take any actions themselves, but 
were authorized to pass information onto allies—meaning, in this case, their Royal Navy 
counterparts.  
 
Then, as Nazi U-boats began attacking American and British merchant ships carrying 
Lend-Lease materials, Roosevelt declared a state of national emergency on May 27. “[I]f 
we yield on this,” he declared, “we would inevitably submit to world-wide domination” 
by Hitler. In addition, FDR extended the security zone as far as Iceland and dispatched 
American naval forces to the North Atlantic.65  
 
On September 11, Roosevelt took another step, giving the order allowing American naval 
vessels to fire upon any German or Italian submarine entering waters “the protection of 
which is necessary for American defense.” He explained, “We have sought no shooting 
war with Hitler. We do not seek it now.” Nonetheless, Roosevelt told the public, “To be 
ultimately successful in world-mastery, Hitler knows he must get control of the seas,” 
which meant inevitably conflict over “the bridge of ships we are building across the 
Atlantic” in support of Britain. American warships began escorting merchant vessels 
virtually across the Atlantic, with permission to sink any German or Italian submarines 
that tried to stop them. This was close to a declaration of war against Germany and 
Italy.66  
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Yet even before the full implications of that aggressive policy toward the Axis powers in 
Europe could be played out—to Britain’s ultimate advantage—events on the other side of 
the world dramatically changed the present and future dynamic of the US-UK alliance.  
 

• • • 
 

As previously stated, it took a Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, and Hitler’s declaration 
of war on the US, to finally turn America’s material support of the British war effort, 
initially through Lend-Lease (which by June included Soviet Russia), into what Britain 
most desperately needed: an all-out American military commitment on land, air, and 
sea. Pearl Harbor presented Washington and London with an additional foe to fight 
(Japan’s attack on the United States coincided with Japanese attacks on British colonial 
possessions in Asia, including Malaya and Hong Kong), and the two opened a war 
theater in the Pacific.  
 
Yet in the end, the most important focus of cooperation remained Europe and the war 
against Hitler. This sprang not just from Roosevelt’s own determination to wage a 
“Germany first” grand strategy, which unsurprisingly was Churchill’s first notion as well. 
It also reflected Roosevelt’s understanding that Europe was where the United States 
could rely most heavily on British help and support, although cooperation with 
Commonwealth allies like Australia, New Zealand, and Canada in the Pacific theater was 
strategically more important.  
 
Predictably, war made more formal military-strategic coordination between British and 
American forces a vital necessity. Such cooperation officially began at the Arcadia 
Conference in Washington in December 1941, attended by both Roosevelt and Churchill. 
It continued through a series of summit meetings between the Americans and British 
(and sometimes their Soviet and Chinese counterparts) that took place until the end of 
the war. The key milestone at Arcadia, however, was the creation of the Combined Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, which FDR approved in April 1942.67 The CJCS brought together the US 
Chiefs of Staff and the British Chiefs of Staff Committee in London, which was 
represented by the permanent British Joint Staff Mission set up in Washington, DC.  
 
The American members were Army Chief of Staff George Marshall, Chief of Naval 
Operations Admiral Ernest King, and Chief of the Army Air Forces General Henry 
Arnold. The British members were usually representatives for the chief of the imperial 
general staff, the first sea lord, and the chief of the air staff, and the personal 
representative for Churchill in his capacity as minister of defense. The full committee 
usually met only to discuss grand strategy at summit meetings such as the 1943 
Casablanca Conference. The regular meetings of the CJCS, meanwhile, oversaw 
operations in the Pacific (where the US members predominated); in India and the 
Middle East (where Britain predominated); and in Europe, where both staffs weighed 
in.  
 
These meetings did not lead to immediate agreement on an overall strategy, however. 
Both governments agreed in April 1942 on building up forces in Britain for a prospective 
invasion of Nazi-occupied Europe in 1943. But where the decisive blow should fall 
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caused sharp divisions over how a “Germany first” strategy should proceed. The 
Americans favored a swift and decisive move against Hitler’s forces as soon as 
practicable, via a powerful cross-channel offensive dubbed Overlord. The British, by 
contrast, favored a more gradual approach that involved the use of abundant sea power 
and focused on Hitler’s weaker partner Italy, as well as incorporating North Africa, 
where Britain still retained abundant military resources (and where, historically, it had 
been the dominant geopolitical player).  
 
In the end, both strategies were adopted—but on a much longer timetable than 
originally conceived. Joint operations in North Africa, dubbed Torch, proceeded in late 
1942; the invasion of Sicily and Italy occurred in 1943; and Overlord got underway only 
in June 1944. As General Marshall feared, Torch resulted in a more or less permanent 
diversion of men and resources across the Mediterranean, while the postponement of 
Overlord allowed US naval planners to divert more of their assets to the war in the 
Pacific. Indeed, such actions were warranted: FDR’s “Germany first” strategy had given 
way to a “multi-front war.”68  
 
The CJCS proved so effective that it persisted after the war. It supervised the Berlin 
blockade crisis of 1947–8, and remained active until it was formally superseded by the 
creation of NATO. However, in 2013, the CJCS was revived in a US-UK “Combined 
Chiefs of Staff Committee” meeting in Washington, for the first time since World War II. 
It met again in London in 2014, and again in Washington at the National Defense 
University in May 2015.69  
 
In terms of joint strategic and operational coordination, the Anglo-American alliance 
remains an unsurpassed example of military cooperation between two countries 
including (or perhaps especially) at the highest level. Even so, there was bound to be 
friction further down the road. “It was in 1943 that the Churchill-Roosevelt relationship 
had begun to fray,” Lewis Lehrman writes, “as America gradually became the senior 
partner in the Anglo-American alliance.” Sharp differences emerged over how to 
proceed with the war in Europe. Roosevelt and the Americans pushed for a cross-
channel invasion of Nazi-occupied France, and Churchill argued for an invasion through 
Italy and Southern Europe (the Americans won out, although Churchill did get his 
Italian front in 1943). In the Pacific, the US chiefs worked hard to make sure that their 
forces, and not Britain’s, played the major role in liberating Japanese-occupied areas, 
thus setting the stage for Britain’s postwar withdrawal from its imperial possessions.  
 
A particular sore spot was the future of India, whose indispensable role in supporting 
the war against Japan seemed to have earned it its way to independence, but where 
Churchill’s commitment to maintaining British rule ran headlong into FDR’s anti-
colonial instincts. FDR’s meddling on India even prompted Churchill, at one point, to 
threaten to resign as prime minister—that is, until Roosevelt aide Harry Hopkins urged 
the president to back down and managed to smooth out the British prime minister’s 
bristling quills.70  
 
The other partner in the triangular alliance, the Soviet Union, provided further grounds 
for friction. FDR believed he could work with Stalin to establish a peaceful postwar 
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world. Churchill, by contrast, knew that no one truly could and that the only restraint on 
Stalin’s appetite for power would be military force. (Famously, Stalin once quipped 
about the Pope, “How many divisions does he have?”) Roosevelt’s idealism led to the 
disastrous concessions to Stalin enshrined at Yalta in 1945; Churchill’s realism only 
finally prevailed with FDR’s successor, Harry Truman, at the dawn of the Cold War—
unfortunately, too late to save Eastern Europe from nearly half a century of bondage 
under the iron curtain.  
 
The two areas, however, where the Anglo-American wartime alliance functioned most 
smoothly were in imposing a joint maritime blockade of vital raw materials on the Axis 
powers, and in gathering and sharing intelligence.71 The British had helped to set up 
America’s first full-time intelligence service, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), 
before the war, and virtually handpicked its first head, William Donovan. Indeed, the 
OSS and its successor, the CIA, would have a distinctly Anglophile tone and bias right 
through the 1970s, which would help both services overcome the crisis of Soviet spies 
operating in the heart of the CIA’s British equivalent, MI6, including even the head of 
anti-Soviet operations, Kim Philby.  
 
As for the other arm of intelligence-gathering, signal intelligence, the British Navy had 
been a crucial pioneer in modern cryptography during World War I. The US Navy had 
quickly learned the importance of code breaking and cryptography, and nearly detected 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor before it happened because of this.72 British 
intelligence officials would carefully share information gleaned from their 
breakthroughs in Germany’s Enigma coding system, just as the US shared its data 
gathered from ULTRA operations. By war’s end, American intelligence services would 
have several thousand employees operating in Great Britain, many of whom would stay 
on after the war as both countries adjusted to the new emerging threat—their former 
ally, the Soviet Union.  
 
At the same time, the key starting point of the US-UK wartime alliance, defense-trade 
and industrial collaboration, remained strong right to the end of the war and afterwards, 
as the massive US industrial base carried more and more of the partnership’s weight. 
Indeed, by the D-Day invasion, more than one-third of the British navy’s ships were 
American-made, not British.73 American trucks, tanks, and Jeeps kept British forces 
well-armed and mobile in three major fronts. All told, American factories, plants, and 
shipyards would produce fully two-thirds of the war materials used by all the Allies, 
including the Soviet Union, in World War II.74 American foodstuffs also kept Britons 
alive during the war, as the British economy was forced to virtually abandon civilian 
production in order to sustain the country’s wartime effort—an effort that would cost 
Britain one-quarter of its national wealth.  
 
Slipping into the role of the alliance’s junior partner was not an easy transition for Great 
Britain, or, indeed, for Churchill himself. The surest sign of this power shift was 
America’s development of the atomic bomb, the ultimate superweapon—first conceived 
and designed by British scientists, but most of all requiring American engineering and 
industrial capacity to create.  
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With war’s end, America became indisputably the most powerful nation on earth. 
Despite its victory, Britain seemed destined to slide into irrevocable decline as an 
imperial, economic, and military power. How the alliance FDR and Churchill had forged 
could possibly survive this shift remained unclear. That is, at least, until Churchill’s 
speech in Fulton, Missouri couched the wartime alliance in new, even urgent, terms.  
 
The Special Relationship and Postwar Priorities 
 
At the level of diplomatic cooperation, the alliance functioned in the immediate postwar 
period as strongly as ever—despite the death of one of its principal architects, Franklin 
Roosevelt, in April 1945 and the fall from power of the other, Winston Churchill, three 
months later. British and American officials worked together on the Bretton Woods 
Agreements and creation of the International Monetary Fund, World Bank, and United 
Nations, while Lend-Lease itself lapsed with the end of the war. The British and 
American militaries also remained close partners in the administration of their 
respective occupation zones in postwar Germany.  
 
Yet in the Pacific and Asia, the British were excluded from any direct role in the 
occupation of Japan (as were the Russians). Meanwhile, US officials actively encouraged 
the transfer of power from Britain to its former colonies and imperial possessions, 
including eventually India as well as Burma, Upper Borneo, Singapore, and Malaya 
(Hong Kong remained an exception). If the fate of the British Empire in Asia foretold 
anything, it was Great Britain’s replacement by the United States as the world’s 
policeman—and the passing of the Anglo-American alliance into history.  
 
For strategic reasons, however, the Americans were not willing to abandon their 
wartime partnership so readily. In April 1946, a little less than a year after the war 
ended, the US State Department issued a confidential report that read in part: “If Soviet 
Russia is to be denied the hegemony of Europe, the United Kingdom must continue in 
existence as the principal power in Western Europe economically and militarily. The US 
should, therefore, explore its relationship with Great Britain and give all feasible 
political, economic, and if necessary, military support within the framework of the 
United Nations, to the United Kingdom.”75 
 
That is precisely what happened in the immediate postwar period, and not only within 
the UN multilateral framework. Despite the absence of the alliance’s twin prime movers, 
Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt; despite sharp differences over the pace and 
extent of decolonization of parts of the British Empire, particularly in Asia; and despite 
Britain’s faltering in maintaining its strategic presence around the world, the Anglo-
American alliance retained, and even accelerated, its “special” character—a process 
encouraged by the Soviet Union’s change of status from wartime ally to growing threat.  
 
The two men who understood this best, one American and one Briton, became the 
bridge from the wartime to the postwar alliance. One was Harry Truman who, after 
some initial hesitations, soon came to see the true nature of the Stalinist regime and its 
threat to world peace; the other was British foreign secretary Ernest Bevin. Indeed, 
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author John Dumbrell has dubbed Bevin “the chief architect” of the post-1945 special 
relationship.76 
 
As a former labor organizer, Bevin had no illusions about Communist methods or goals, 
which gave him clear insight into the threat Stalin and the Soviets posed—and the need 
for a US-UK partnership that was geared to stop it.  
 
Bevin became a keen supporter of Washington’s containment approach to dealing with 
the USSR, even proposing a “Western Union” led by the US and Britain to 
counterbalance and confront Soviet power in Eastern Europe. As foreign secretary, 
Bevin made Britain a strong supporter of the US Marshall Plan; of a nuclear cooperation 
agreement signed with the US in 1948; of the American response to the Berlin blockade; 
and of the formation of NATO in 1949.  
 
Bevin also set up a special committee headed by William Strang, permanent 
undersecretary of state at the Foreign Office, which issued a report asserting that 
Britain’s future international status would depend on a strong relationship with the US. 
Certainly no one had any more illusions about Britain’s ability to sustain its geopolitical 
commitments on its own. When London cabled Washington in early 1947, stating that it 
could no longer support the effort to combat Communist insurgencies in Greece and 
Turkey, and asking the United States for help, the State Department’s Loy Henderson 
remembered thinking that this was “a significant moment in history”—for both America 
and Britain, with the former having to shoulder more and more of the responsibility for 
protecting the free world from aggression, once shared with the latter.  
 
Britain’s role was still not insignificant, despite its increasingly reduced status. But its 
standing in the special relationship now rested on its ability and willingness to support 
the global US effort, even in places far removed from Britain’s own national interest. 
This was less of a problem in the case of Europe. There, British support for NATO was 
natural and, in terms of military commitment, paramount among its European 
members. Still, Bevin and other British policymakers had their own agenda. They 
understood the new multilateral organization would be dominated by American military 
power. But they also hoped British support would prove that Europe could still carry its 
share of the defense burden. There were even expectations that Britain (along with 
Canada) and the US would form the official top tier of NATO membership (Bevin 
eventually had to give up on that plan).77  
 
In Asia, Britain’s commitment to the emergent special relationship led it to take a major 
role in the Korean War, even though in the Korean Peninsula, unlike in NATO and 
Europe, British involvement served no conceivable national interest—and even though 
Britain’s involvement came under the auspices of the United Nations rather than the 
bilateral alliance. With over 100,000 men serving in Korea—the third-highest 
commitment of UN forces, after the US and South Korea—and the Royal Navy patrolling 
the waters off Korea with no fewer than five aircraft carriers, Britain’s role in defending 
Korea was important without being essential. Britain would also suffer the third-highest 
rate of total casualties, after the US and South Korea—more than 4,200 killed, wounded, 
and missing.78  
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Nor did the British role as ally in Korea conceal sharp differences over strategy on the 
peninsula, especially as the UN commander-in-chief, Douglas MacArthur, pushed ever 
closer to the Yalu River and fears of Chinese intervention grew, not only in London but 
in Washington. “Throughout the war,” notes historian Bradford Perkins, “Britain 
showed itself more interested in negotiation than victory and more worried about 
confronting the Chinese than the Americans”—worries that turned out to be correct.79 
 
Yet British support on the ground remained steadfast, and despite differences in overall 
strategy, both countries viewed the Korean conflict through the same Cold War lens. 
Communist aggression had to be contained, and abandonment of South Korea would 
have severe ramifications in Europe and on European morale—and would even 
encourage Soviet aggression there.  
 
The third key area of Anglo-American cooperation after 1945 was intelligence. In March 
1946, an agreement was reached that extended earlier wartime agreements for sharing 
intelligence between the United States and the UK. It was signed by representatives of 
the London Signals Intelligence Board and its American counterpart. As the National 
Archives notes, “The UK-USA Agreement is without parallel in the Western intelligence 
world and formed the basis for co-operation between the two countries throughout the 
Cold War”—serving, in effect, as a bedrock pillar of the special relationship for the 
future.80 (It is precisely the kind of agreement that Japan would need in order to 
become a special partner—not only with the US, but with the other countries that signed 
the 1946 agreement: Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, three of the so-called Five 
Eyes and America’s most intimate links for intelligence sharing for the past seventy 
years.)  
 
Nonetheless, for all the close effort at US-UK cooperation, both institutional and 
personal, the strain of trying to maintain a symmetrical tie between the two countries 
was bound to show. The first time came when Britain proved unable to continue its anti-
Communist efforts in Greece and Turkey. Although the verdict was accepted by 
Washington without reservation, it inevitably spelled the end of British influence in the 
Eastern Mediterranean.  
 
Likewise, in a short while the Korean war effort was costing the UK more in GDP terms 
than it cost the US (7.7 percent versus 6.9 percent), and it proved an unsustainable 
effort. The truth was becoming clear: the partnership that had pretended to be between 
equals was sliding into a partnership in which one party was indisputably senior, and 
the other was inevitably junior—with correspondingly reduced leverage. As Britain’s 
deputy under-secretary of state Roger Makins put it in 1952, “The Anglo-American 
partnership is difficult to manage owing to the increasing disparity of power within it.”81 
It was also showing additional strain arising from two serious policy disagreements, 
both of which occurred in the Middle East. 
 
The first clash came over the question of Palestine. Following World War II, Jewish 
organizations around the world and in the United States orchestrated a campaign to 
encourage Jews to emigrate from war-ravaged Europe to Palestine, where Britain’s 
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Balfour Declaration of 1917 had promised the world’s Jews a national homeland (even 
though later, a British government White Paper sharply curtailed Jewish emigration to 
the Holy Land, to 75,000 per year). This campaign put enormous political pressure on 
the British Mandate in Palestine. American president Harry Truman supported the 
claims for an independent Jewish state within the Mandate, while Britain resisted, 
fearing it would trigger a massive upheaval on the part of Palestinian Arabs.  
 
As the two allies argued back and forth, eventually, in the fall of 1947, London put the 
question to the United Nations—confidently assuming that the international 
organization would split along East-West lines, with the Soviet Union vetoing any 
action. When the United Nations succeeded in doing nothing, then Britain could be free 
to enforce its mandate and halt Jewish emigration.82 Instead, US diplomats succeeded 
in threading the diplomatic needle and with Soviet backing, the UN managed to endorse 
partition of Palestine and creation of independent states for both the Jewish and Arab 
populations. That decision led to war, and eventually independence for Israel—a 
watershed moment in Middle East history as well as US-Soviet relations (although 
Soviet cooperation in the UN would come to an abrupt halt with the outbreak of the 
Korean War). But for Britain, the end of the mandate was a major blow to its prestige 
and its strategic position in the Middle East—a blow it owed ultimately to its ally the 
United States and President Truman.  
 
The second, far more serious break came during the Suez crisis. London realized that, 
with the loss of India in 1948, ownership and control of the Suez Canal was the last 
remaining symbol of the UK’s standing as a world power. Thus, when Egyptian dictator 
Gamal Abdel Nasser nationalized the canal in July 1956, London joined a secret pact 
with France and Israel to reverse Nasser’s course.  
 
France and Britain had a strong legal case, one, in fact, that the US belatedly 
acknowledged. Like their predecessors, President Dwight D. Eisenhower and his 
secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, saw the UK-US relationship as paramount, but 
that relationship was only one of America’s many new global priorities. Another was 
dealing with the rise of Third World nationalism as represented by men like Nasser—the 
so-called “Bandung generation.” Those forces, Ike and Foster assumed, needed to be 
courted and mollified, not antagonized. What Britain and France saw as an assertion of 
their legal rights as well as their strategic interests, American policymakers saw as 
European colonialism once again raising its ugly head. From the administration’s point 
of view, the US was obligated to be on the other side.  
 
Eisenhower sensed early on what Prime Minister Anthony Eden might do, and in 
private letters on September 2 and 8, 1956, warned him against using force. Eisenhower 
was also furious that Eden sprang the trap as the 1956 presidential campaign was at its 
height; the last thing Ike needed was another international crisis even as the Soviet 
Union was invading Hungary.83 
 
So when Britain and France, along with Israel, sent troops into Egypt in October, the US 
response was everything that had been feared by those in Eden’s cabinet who had 
worried that acting without consulting Washington might “do lasting damage to Anglo-
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American relations.” Publicly, the American president demanded an immediate cease-
fire; privately, Ike ordered the US Treasury to sell the pound sterling and to block UK 
drawing rights at the International Monetary Fund.  
  
In light of the clash over Suez, the special relationship suddenly did not look so “special” 
after all—if special meant each partner unequivocally backing the other without 
question. Given the growing disparity of power between the two countries, there was no 
doubt whose will would ultimately prevail.84 In November, US pressure forced Eden to 
resign and forced both France and the UK to back down, but the damage done was 
severe. On the one side was the American sense of betrayal that London had acted 
without prior consultation. On the other side was London’s belief that the US had 
betrayed it.  
 
Although the breach was temporary, Suez left a lingering bitterness in UK governing 
circles, one that was still very much alive a quarter century later when the US hesitated 
about supporting Britain in the dispute over the Falklands. But there were also powerful 
lessons for both sides. One was that the US was now the dominant partner, and that 
nothing would happen in the alliance unless Washington approved or proposed it. The 
other was that precisely because the special relationship was still an overriding priority, 
especially for London but also for Washington, such a rift must never happen again. As a 
NATO report explained later, “An alliance in which the members ignore each other’s 
interests or engage in political or economic conflict, or harbor suspicions of each other, 
cannot be effective.”85 
 
It was later said that Suez signaled the end of the United Kingdom as a world-class 
power. This was not true; that had come in 1947 when London declined to handle 
Greece and Turkey. But Suez exposed the fact for all to see.86 
 
More than sixty years later, the Suez crisis offers powerful lessons for the future of the 
US-Japan alliance that neither can afford to ignore. The nadir of that relationship came 
in the 1980s, when economic competition and fears of Japan, Inc. triggered widespread 
feelings of mistrust and suspicion of Japan in the United States. Those fears helped to 
sabotage the single most important opportunity for US-Japan defense-technology 
cooperation prior to the advent of Prime Minister Abe: the plans for joint development 
of the FX fighter for Japan (for details, see part II). The FX fighter would not only have 
greatly enhanced Japan’s air defense capabilities, but also launched a major era of 
defense-industrial cooperation.  
 
That era of US suspicions of Japan’s economic ambitions, and likewise, Japan’s sense of 
betrayal with cancellation of the FX contract, fortunately passed. Today, a similar 
conflict over the Trans-Pacific Partnership, or TPP, should not be allowed to intrude 
into US-Japan defense and strategic cooperation. On the contrary, development of a 
truly special relationship can actually foster an atmosphere of mutual trust in which 
those differences, when they do arise, can be constructively resolved.  
 
That is what happened in the wake of Suez. “The late 1950’s saw a process of rebuilding 
[even] against a background of distrust.”87 The aftershock of Suez was certainly very 
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damaging, especially in London. Yet the speed of recovery was nothing short of amazing. 
Britain and the United States realized that the alliance was simply too vital to both 
nations to allow even a major foreign policy rift to vitiate the relationship.  
  
Today, more than sixty years later, the Suez crisis seems part of history. The fact is that 
Britain’s Middle East commitments, which appeared so important, even vital, at the 
time, were in fact fleeting and transitional. It was the overall fate of the special 
relationship, not the fate of the Suez Canal, that truly mattered, just as it was the 
alliance between the US and Japan that mattered, not how many cars or TV sets 
Japanese companies could sell in the United States. However, in the case of the US-UK 
alliance, it was once again two personalities who healed the temporary breach—even in 
the face of the new bitterness and atmosphere of mistrust in both capitals.  
 
The Special Relationship’s Silver Age: Macmillan and JFK  
 
Churchill was a visionary, to be sure, but also a realist, in thinking about the Anglo-
American special relationship. Even before the war ended, he had no illusions that 
Britain would still be “top nation” or even in the front rank. The main issue for Churchill 
was, when confronted by the choice between Soviet or American hegemony, which 
would be more compatible with British values—and with Britain’s postwar strategic 
interests. The answer was obvious: “American preeminence might be uncomfortable at 
times,” as Henry Kissinger has noted, “but at least its culture and language were familiar 
and there were no ostensibly conflicting interests,” as there had been with Nazi 
Germany and would be with the USSR. If Churchill gave his special relationship 
romantic, even slightly mystical connotations, it was nonetheless grounded in hard 
geopolitical reality. 
 
Similar realism was needed on both sides after the rift caused by the Suez crisis. Once 
again, it was necessary to raise the Anglo-American alliance from a traditional “normal” 
alliance based on shared strategic and geopolitical interests, as existed during World 
War II and the early days of the Cold War, into the kind of relationship in which a 
common cultural and political outlook would contribute to creating a synergistic 
powerhouse, in which each country would gain more by actively collaborating with the 
other than it could have realized on its own.  
 
Almost from the moment Harold Macmillan took office after Eden’s resignation, he 
began work to repair the damage from Suez. The most important step came in 1957, only 
months after Britain had ignominiously withdrawn its forces from Egypt, when Britain 
agreed to allow the US to install sixty Thor intermediate-range ballistic missiles, or 
IRBMs, in East Anglia as part of Washington’s nuclear deterrence against the Soviet 
Union. Use of the Thors was subject to a dual-key system, which in effect gave Britain 
veto power, a courtesy extended to no other American ally.  
 
Then in July 1958, Eisenhower and the US Congress opened the way to additional 
sharing of technical nuclear information with Great Britain. This additional sharing 
clearly benefited Britain’s effort to maintain its independent deterrent (which London 
has never officially renounced, with Defence Secretary Michael Fallon confirming in 
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April 2017 that the UK would use nuclear weapons in a "pre-emptive initial strike" in 
"the most extreme circumstances") but also gave the US access to British conventional 
as well as nuclear weapons research.88  
 
The real breakthrough in nuclear cooperation, however, came with the agreement on 
Polaris in 1962 between Macmillan and the new American president, JFK, who 
established a rapport and trust that both men worked at, Macmillan particularly, and 
which led to the closest collaboration between the two countries’ leaders since Churchill 
and FDR.  
 
What made the healing possible? One factor was the crisis provoked by the Soviet 
launch of Sputnik in 1957. Like North Korea’s missile threat sixty years later, Sputnik 
forced the two countries into closer technical cooperation in the face of a new danger, in 
this case of an arms race in space. Indeed, like China’s anti-access/area denial strategy, 
Sputnik threatened to disrupt existing deterrence systems and strategy by directly 
challenging the alliance’s most important military advantage, its command of air power.  
 
This healing process, however, reached a new level in 1962, with Polaris. Under an 
agreement struck between Macmillan and Ike, the UK had intended to purchase 
Skybolt, a long-range bomber-launched nuclear missile on which the Pentagon had 
begun work, and to stop developing its own line of long-range missiles, dubbed Blue 
Streak. The new president’s defense secretary, Robert McNamara, decided Skybolt was 
too expensive and canceled the program, leaving Britain with nothing to protect its 
aging V-bomber fleet from Soviet air defenses. The British were caught off guard, and as 
in the Suez crisis, felt betrayed by the unilateral US move. This led to an ugly 
confrontation between McNamara and British defense secretary Peter Thorneycroft that 
nearly ruined a JFK-Macmillan summit in Nassau in December 1962.  
 
What could have been a major diplomatic flap was resolved when the US offered the 
submarine-launched Polaris missile instead. This was Macmillan’s doing: if there was 
going to be no Skybolt, then Britain must have the Polaris instead. Kennedy readily 
agreed, if only to save the shaky Anglo-American relationship—even though senior 
advisors worried that this gave Britain too much leeway in its effort to continue its 
independent nuclear deterrent. Yet the decision to replace the Skybolt with the Polaris 
“could not possibly have been made without evidence of British expertise in nuclear-
powered submarines.”89 That expertise would grow in cooperation with the US Navy, 
just as the installation of the Polaris required more direct US-UK coordination on new 
developments in nuclear technology. In short, what was a transformative moment for 
one of the key pillars in the special relationship, nuclear cooperation, also transformed 
and extended maritime cooperation—in this case, below the waves instead of above 
them—as well as defense-industrial cooperation, a powerful combination that would 
lead ultimately to Trident.  
 
With Macmillan and Kennedy, then, the Anglo-American alliance had been recalibrated 
and restabilized following Suez. On the one side, British and American military 
cooperation reached a new level of integration; on the other, strategic cooperation also 
achieved a new level, in which the increasingly junior partner, Britain, came to play a 
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close advisory role to the senior partner, the United States, even as its actual power 
continued to wane. Prior to 1961, in Dean Acheson’s words, Britain “had lost an empire” 
but “not yet found a role” in world affairs. Now under Macmillan, it found that role: as 
wise counselor to Washington, drawing on its long experience as a colonial as well as a 
European power, to guide the US in its role as superpower. Macmillan even likened it to 
the relationship between Greeks and Romans during the heyday of the Roman Empire, 
when “Greek slaves ran the operations of the Emperor Claudius . . . We, my dear 
Crossman, are Greeks of this American empire.”90  
 
The analogy was historically fanciful, not to say misleading. Yet it contained an insight 
that sheds light on a future US-Japan special relationship. The importance of a partner’s 
contribution is not entirely a function of its material or military power, but the 
experience and knowledge it brings to assessing matters of common interest, including 
its relations with other countries in the vital region (as, for example, Britain and the 
other European nuclear power, France). This may be a key aspect of Japan’s role in 
helping the United States deal with China, as well as other countries in Asia, going 
forward.  
 
Kennedy recognized this additional advantage to the special relationship when he stated 
in 1962: “US-UK relations are not based only on a power calculus, but also on a deep 
community of purpose and long practice of close cooperation.”91 Macmillan’s appointed 
ambassador to Washington, David Ormsby-Gore, became one of Kennedy’s most trusted 
friends and even advisors. According to Ted Sorensen’s memoirs, Ormsby-Gore enjoyed 
“access to the White House such as no Ambassador has had before or since.” Kennedy 
himself said simply, “I trust David as I would my own cabinet.”92 It was another 
example of how personal, even family relations can provide additional glue to secure the 
trust and cooperation on which a special relationship depends (Ormsby-Gore was 
Macmillan’s nephew and a distant cousin of the Kennedys).  
 
Not that there were no difficulties or disagreements over policy, even during the JFK-
Macmillan era. One came over the Berlin crisis in 1961 and another during the Cuban 
missile crisis in 1962. In both cases the British government, via Ormsby-Gore, urged a 
less confrontational response to Soviet challenges than the Kennedy administration 
initially wanted (Britons were particularly appalled by the administration’s mishandling 
of the Bay of Pigs affair). Kennedy was on the phone with Macmillan for regular 
intervals during the Cuban missile crisis, although the phone calls were largely 
informative rather than consultative or for seeking advice or approval.93 
 
Ormsby-Gore and Macmillan also helped to guide the American president toward his 
last important act in foreign policy, the nuclear test-ban treaty both countries signed 
with the USSR in late 1962—a clear case where nuclear and diplomatic cooperation 
overlapped. Shortly afterwards, Macmillan stepped down due to ill health; in November, 
Kennedy was assassinated. Together they had raised the special relationship to a new 
level of collaboration and commitment—a level that would not be achieved again for 
nearly two decades.  
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The Second Silver Age: Reagan and Thatcher 
 
By 1971, Britain’s official position of maintaining an independent nuclear deterrent was 
looking more like a diplomatic fiction than a policy reality. That same year, Britain 
officially surrendered all its imperial commitments “east of Suez.” Both signaled the 
demise of Britain as a world power—except, that is, as a partner with the US. 
Henceforth, the primary geopolitical focus of the UK political establishment would be 
Europe, not Britain’s fading empire or its transatlantic ties. Britain’s paramount 
national interest would be defined as joining first the Common Market and then the 
European Union, not closer integration with the United States or proving itself a reliable 
Cold War partner.  
 
From this, however, arose a paradoxical situation: as Britain sought more integration 
with the Continent, its value to the US went up, not down, as an intermediary between 
Washington and an increasingly anti-American Western Europe. Indeed, the 1970s 
would prove that although Britain’s value as a military partner declined—in 1950 the 
Royal Navy had had twelve aircraft carriers, while in 1970 it had only three—and 
although London and Washington would experience sharp disagreements over 
America’s war in Vietnam and the Cold War, the special relationship remained essential 
to the foreign policy of both.  
 
In the early 1970s, both President Richard Nixon and his national security advisor, 
Henry Kissinger, stressed in their world view—reinforced by both history and 
experience—the importance of the US-UK partnership, especially in the way Kennedy 
had: as a pool of diplomatic experience and talent to be drawn upon for free, in order to 
address complex questions in foreign policy. In his praise, Nixon even raised the 
discussion of the Anglo-American alliance to a new level, describing it as a “natural 
relationship” given a common history and a shared culture—a brand-new semantic twist 
on the realist view of the special relationship.  
 
This, despite the fact that relations between Nixon and Prime Minister Harold Wilson 
were sometimes rocky and that Wilson’s predecessor, Edward Heath, seemed at times 
more interested in building good relations with Europe than maintaining close ties with 
the US. At one point a frustrated Nixon even characterized Heath as the “English de 
Gaulle,” that is, as someone willing to risk endangering the alliance in order to chart an 
independent course for Britain in foreign affairs. 
 
All this changed with the advent of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher.  
 
Both were pro-free-market conservatives, and they saw eye to eye on domestic issues—
less government regulation, more private initiative—and foreign policy issues: 
containing, and if possible rolling back Soviet Communism. This made coordination on 
issues of common concern easier, but the relationship was also one that involved a more 
than national, almost a personal commitment. “The warmth of the friendship between 
Ronald Reagan (US president from 1981 to 1989) and Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher was intense, and unprecedented in recent history.”94 Far more than with 
Kennedy and Macmillan, even more than with Roosevelt and Churchill, the special 
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relationship had found two leaders who viewed the alliance through the same 
ideological lens. Later, Reagan’s memoirs described the Anglo-American alliance as the 
firmest of his presidency, while Thatcher called the relationship not merely “special” 
and “natural” (borrowing Edward Heath’s term borrowed from Richard Nixon) but 
“very, very special.”  
 
Certain landmark events shaped the present and future of the alliance on Reagan’s and 
Thatcher’s respective watches, two where Anglo-American agreement was total, two 
where it was not. The most important of the former was the installation of Pershing 
missiles as a counterweight to Soviet SS-20 intermediate-range missiles, which were 
aimed (literally) to intimidate Western Europe and disrupt NATO. Despite massive 
protests against the Pershings in Britain and across Europe, Thatcher proved their 
fiercest advocate. Eventually Reagan and Thatcher brought along French and German 
leaders as well. At the end of the day, Anglo-American solidarity on the Soviet missile 
threat represented a turning point in the Cold War.  
 
The unity on the Pershings was reflected in a similar moment between Thatcher and 
Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, regarding the need to intervene to reverse 
Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1991. The legend that Thatcher told Bush, 
“George, this is no time to go wobbly,” may be just that: the stuff of legend. But it 
signaled how a British prime minister could, at the crucial moment, draw on the 
prestige developed over five decades of alliance to propel American foreign policy in a 
decisive direction and provide international support at a time when the American 
Congress was deeply divided over the wisdom of intervening in what many Democrats 
considered “a war for oil.”  
 
On two issues, and two only, the Reagan-Thatcher coalition seemed destined to split 
along policy lines. The first was the Falklands, and Margaret Thatcher’s decision to 
defend the remote islands in the middle of the South Atlantic against Argentine 
invasion.  
 
On April 2, 1982, without any warning or declaration of war, Argentinian troops invaded 
the Falkland Islands, a British crown colony. The government of General Leopoldo 
Galtieri claimed the islands as sovereign Argentinian territory, renamed as the 
Malvinas. Despite a 10–1 vote by the UN Security Council ordering an immediate 
withdrawal, the Argentinian occupation did not budge. If Britain wanted the Falklands 
back, it would have to use military force.  
 
The Reagan administration was divided on what to do and how to support its British 
ally. UN ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick and then-secretary of state Alexander Haig were 
inclined to give Argentina the benefit of the doubt, while Defense Secretary Casper 
Weinberger pushed fiercely for supporting Thatcher’s decision to fight the Argentine 
Anschluss. He even created a special Pentagon committee to supply material support for 
the British effort to reverse the invasion. “Assistance flowed freely, with the UK 
receiving everything requested.”95 
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At first, Reagan’s inclination was to split the difference. The president tried personally to 
forestall Argentina’s invasion when US intelligence got wind of what was happening, but 
in vain. A policy was set forth: the United States would remain neutral on the issue of 
Argentine sovereignty over the Falklands (which Argentinians dubbed the Maldives), 
while providing a steady stream of military assistance to Britain’s efforts there, and also 
oppose Argentina’s unilateral invasion—which justified America’s steady flow of military 
assistance to Britain. In the end, however, as events moved to the point of armed 
conflict, Reagan took a stronger stand in support of his friend and ally Margaret 
Thatcher, as did Congress. The United States ended its official neutrality on April 30. 
Although efforts to get the UN to mediate continued (which Galtieri turned down), the 
US was now firmly on the side of the offended party, namely Great Britain and the 
inhabitants of the Falklands (who had no desire to be ruled by a Latin American military 
dictatorship).  
 
American support for British forces operating in the Falklands was not inconsiderable. 
Stinger anti-aircraft missiles; Sidewinder air-to-air missiles; naval and air facilities at 
Ascension Island in the mid-Atlantic; satellite and overflight intelligence—all were 
important, if not decisive, in helping Britain to overcome Argentina’s advantages on the 
ground and in the air, and to force Argentine surrender on June 14, 1982. At the same 
time, Galtieri’s intransigence helped to bring Kirkpatrick and Haig around from the side 
of Buenos Aires to London’s—and Weinberger’s—side.  
 
The alliance decision-making process in the Falklands crisis, and its eventual outcome, 
are worth exploring in detail, because of the light they shed on possible outcomes for US 
support for Japan in a future armed clash with China over the Senkakus in the East 
China Sea. In the event of a Chinese amphibious attack on the islands and actual armed 
conflict, a United States that decides to stand completely aloof, or even sides 
diplomatically with China, is highly unlikely. An America willing to commit all its 
military forces on the side of Japan is probably also unlikely.  
 
However, an American administration that publicly calls for mediation and a cease-fire 
under UN auspices, while privately rendering all material and intelligence support for 
Japan, is a far more realistic scenario—and one that may even be more desirable from 
Japan’s point of view. Such a stance would help to forestall a wider conflict, but it would 
also send a clear message to Beijing that its aggression is unacceptable but can be 
reversed without further cost to China, if it accepts third-party mediation and withdraws 
its forces (which Argentina refused to do, at its cost). It is also worth noting that while 
during such a conflict China would enjoy powerful asymmetrical advantages against 
Japan, the same held true for Argentina in the Falklands. British forces were 
outnumbered on the ground and in the air and lacked any operational base. In the end, 
it was their commitment to win, together with American support, that shifted the odds 
in Britain’s favor.  
 
American intelligence support in the Falklands conflict was especially important, for 
more than one reason. In part that support was necessary because intelligence 
cooperation between the US and UK had become so ingrained, and so coordinated, that 
it was not possible to sever the normal channels of intelligence sharing, even in the face 
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of a major policy dispute. Assistant Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger put it 
bluntly to the British afterward: “You were so much in our intelligence breeches anyway 
that had we decided to turn it off, we would have had to send every Brit home from 
Washington to accomplish it.”96 In short, the US-UK special relationship had become 
like a close, if sometimes troubled, marriage. While the relationship had its ups and 
downs, it remained so close that one partner could not imagine going on without the 
other. 
 
The other issue where Britain and the United States differed during the Reagan-
Thatcher era was the Strategic Defense Initiative, or SDI. Reagan’s push for a laser-
based, ballistic missile defense network, announced in March 1983, was immediately 
unpopular in Europe and among British political elites, who viewed it as unworkable 
and a science-fiction fantasy, dismissing it, like the US political class, as “Star Wars.” 
However, the real fear was that such a system would indeed work, but for the United 
States only, leaving Europe exposed to the Soviet nuclear arsenal.  
 
Margaret Thatcher had her own concerns, that Reagan’s SDI was part of the president’s 
quixotic desire for a nuclear-free world.97 But she soon managed to turn her doubts, and 
the president, around. After getting Reagan to agree that SDI did not mean abandoning 
the doctrine of nuclear deterrence, and to continue negotiations on reducing nuclear 
arms and achieving an East-West strategic balance, she announced that the US should 
be free to carry out research on such a system. Thatcher even managed to win significant 
contracts for British firms working on Star Wars–related systems, thus reinforcing the 
oldest pillar of the special relationship, defense-industrial cooperation.98 
 
That cooperation was also important to another development in Thatcher’s efforts to 
strengthen the special relationship: acquisition of Trident ballistic missiles for Britain to 
replace the two-decade-old Polaris system. The agreement had originally been reached 
by Thatcher and Reagan’s predecessors, James Callaghan and Jimmy Carter, just before 
both left office. The Trident was more technologically advanced than Polaris and also 
compatible with British defense systems, and one of the rationales for acquiring it was 
that it would enhance interoperability between US and UK nuclear and maritime forces, 
while also allowing for reductions of British conventional forces in Europe. 99 
  
But the Reagan Defense Department then decided to upgrade the system, significantly 
raising costs and prompting an intense debate in Parliament about the Trident’s 
feasibility. At stake was more than money; the issue was also whether this deal 
underlined how the special relationship was giving Britain the short end of the defense-
trade stick. By buying Trident, Britain would lose money that critics argued could be 
better committed to upgrading its conventional forces, though the cost of upgrading 
Polaris (£300 million) was almost equally prohibitive. In addition, the Trident system’s 
interoperability required constant US upgrade and US supervision of where British 
Vanguard submarines were being deployed and when, while “missile firing without data 
supplied from US sources would be extremely difficult, if not practically impossible.”100 
The entire arrangement seemed to underline Britain’s subordinate, even dependent 
position, vis-à-vis the United States.  
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Thatcher once again shrewdly used her personal relationship with Reagan to negotiate a 
deal that made the new system, D-5, less costly than its predecessor, C-4, was supposed 
to be. In the end, British acquisition of Trident went ahead, yet the deal still rankled 
many in Parliament and in Whitehall. Fears that the US might trade away what 
remained of Britain’s independent deterrence in an arms treaty with the USSR that 
involved decommissioning Trident, even though Reagan promised that would not 
happen, still haunted British policymakers after the Cold War ended.101 
 
The Reagan-Thatcher years represented a new heyday for the special relationship, but 
one that many observers expected to be temporary. Reagan’s departure from office in 
1989, along with the fall of the Berlin Wall that same year, followed by Thatcher’s 
departure and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1992, seemed natural moments for a 
rethinking of the entire rationale for the alliance, including the role of NATO. Just the 
opposite happened. One of Thatcher’s last acts was mobilizing Britain and NATO in 
support of America in the First Gulf War, a technical violation of the 1957 Sandys White 
Paper, which stated that Britain would not support any military operations outside the 
NATO area of responsibility. Britain and the United States would cooperate closely 
again in leading NATO’s intervention in Bosnia and Kosovo under President Bill Clinton 
and Prime Minister Tony Blair. Indeed, the third Silver Age in the special relationship 
was about to begin, with Blair and President George W. Bush working together in the 
war on terror.  
 
Bush, Blair, and Post-9/11 Anglo-American Cooperation 
 
Tony Blair had gotten on well with President Clinton, and their relationship had been 
the most harmonious of any two Anglo-American leaders since Reagan and Thatcher. As 
Blair put it during a press conference in May 1997, “Britain does not need to choose 
between being strong in Europe and being close to the United States,” because “by being 
strong in Europe we will further strengthen our relationships with the United States.” 
This indeed had emerged as the post–Cold War agenda for Number 10 Downing Street: 
serving as intermediary between the US and the European Union, because Britain had 
an official foot in both camps. Clinton even foresaw a day when Britain and the United 
States would preside over “a new Euro-Atlantic alliance security system which includes 
Russia.”102 
 
Two events intervened to prevent this prediction from coming true. The first was the 
election of George W. Bush to the White House in 2000, the second the attack on the 
World Trade Center a little more than a year later, on September 11, 2001. These events 
would push the special relationship in new, unexpected directions, but ones in which 
personal leadership proved to be crucial for preserving and extending the alliance.  
 
Bush was a very different man and kind of president from Bill Clinton, and many 
expected that Blair would have a difficult time getting along with the conservative and 
deeply religious president from Texas. But in fact, religion proved to be a powerful bond 
between the two men: Blair’s own strongly held religious beliefs, a high Anglicanism 
bordering on Catholicism, overlapped gracefully with Bush’s evangelical Christian 
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convictions, especially in the face of the traumas that would engulf both countries on 
and after 9/11.  
 
The attack on 9/11, like that on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, forced a radical revision 
of US foreign policy and a major pivot in focus and disposition of military forces akin to 
the shift of focus toward the Pacific during and after World War II. Blair and Britain 
pivoted with the Bush White House, and the terrorist attack in London on July 7, 2005 
made the British commitment to fighting radical Islam and to the war on terror almost 
as intense as America’s. Inevitably, the key aspect of Anglo-American cooperation was 
intelligence—with not always successful results, as British intelligence sources 
reinforced American fears about Saddam Hussein’s stockpiles of weapons of mass 
destruction (WMDs), which turned out to be unfounded but led the US to invade Iraq in 
2003. 
  
Blair worked diplomatic channels, along with the bond of personal trust he had 
developed with the American president, to try to forestall that invasion, but he had 
already committed Britain, and NATO, to supporting the American invasion of 
Afghanistan in late 2001, with special forces on the ground and with air strikes 
(although interestingly, France wound up conducting more air strikes over Afghanistan 
than Britain).103 Military support for Operation Iraqi Freedom was the natural next step. 
When war did come, Britain would send troops as part of the invasion force and would 
occupy parts of southern Iraq, including the city of Basra, in the postwar aftermath, 
even as British public opinion was increasingly turning against the war and the larger 
war on terror.  
 
In Iraq and in the war on terror, Britain’s support for the United States was more 
important morally than materially or even diplomatically: it was Blair’s personal 
statement that the American cause was just and deserved international support. Despite 
the growing unpopularity of both conflicts, and Blair’s personal embarrassment over 
revelations that Saddam did not have WMD stockpiles (his ability to build such 
stockpiles was another matter), Blair did manage to win reelection in 2005. If Britons 
doubted the honesty and integrity of the American president and his foreign policy team 
and resented that Britain was sending soldiers to die in Iraq but had virtually no say in 
the evolving strategy, they had no doubts regarding Blair’s honesty or integrity, which 
more than anything saved the special relationship in some of its most troubled 
moments.  
 
After his return to Number 10 Downing Street, Blair took another step that would have 
long-term implications for the special relationship—and would return it to its roots. In 
2007, he proposed to Bush a formal Defense Trade Cooperation Treaty, or DTCT, 
between the US and the UK, which would systematically exempt defense firms in both 
countries from the normal bureaucratic rules and regulations on defense exports—an 
unprecedented level of defense-industrial cooperation that would reflect the unique 
level of trust and mutual security embodied in the special relationship.  
 
A treaty was signed by the two leaders in June 2007, followed by a similar treaty signed 
in September that year by President Bush and Australian prime minister John Howard. 
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The underlying idea of both was to allow license-free defense trade between the United 
States and key allies. The goals were threefold:  
 
First, to speed up the transfer of existing defense technologies in order “to achieve fully 
interoperable forces” and “a closer framework for security and defense cooperation” by 
lowering existing arms-control barriers between the two countries, including 
requirements for individual export licenses for defense articles.104 
 
Second, to leverage the complementary strengths of both countries’ defense industries 
and to create a permanent new avenue for facilitating defense-industrial cooperation 
between the US and the UK, including co-development of new technologies and 
systems. 
 
Third, to foster an atmosphere of mutual trust and information sharing on defense 
systems between two long-standing allies. In the context of 2007, this would have 
worked primarily to the advantage of the United Kingdom, by giving British defense 
firms and the British government access to key advanced technologies such as Stealth; 
unmanned or “autonomous” systems such as the Predator, Reaper, and Global Hawk; 
and advanced guidance systems and solid-state sensors. But it was possible that in the 
future, next-generation technologies developed by British firms would be able to offer 
similar advantages to American companies and the US government, with the latter 
having direct access to those technologies as well.  
 
Final approval of both treaties by the United States Senate came only in 2010, after 
Bush and Blair had both left office. The last stages of implementing exemptions from the 
existing arms export control regime by the State Department’s Directorate of Defense 
Trade Controls (DDTC) went into place in 2013. Unfortunately, many bureaucratic 
obstacles to full implementation of the US-UK Defense Trade Cooperation Treaty 
remain; to the disappointment of those on both sides of the Atlantic, the treaty has 
hardly been used. But it remains a tantalizing example of what should be possible for 
advanced defense and military-industrial cooperation between the US and UK in the 
high-tech age, and a model for similar agreements in the future with another trusted 
ally, Japan (see part III).  
 
Assessing the Special Relationship: Key Lessons for the Future  
 
The special relationship initially forged by Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt 
remains one of the most extraordinary alliances in history.  
 
After winning two world wars, Churchill’s special relationship flowered into a 
permanent strategic alliance that provided a crucial check on Soviet expansionism 
during the Cold War and a joint military presence on which other NATO nations—
including Italy, West Germany, and France—could rely for their national security. Joint 
US-UK military and naval exercises became routine even as Britain’s own naval strength 
steadily shrank, while the alliance also saw the sharing of crucial military technologies, 
including nuclear weapons, submarines, and aircraft carriers, and contained the threat 
of nuclear proliferation.  
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During the Cold War years, the special relationship offered much more than simply a 
counterweight to the Soviet Union—important though that was. For Great Britain, the 
alliance generally served to smooth the country’s decline from imperial power and 
economic powerhouse. For the United States, it served as a useful bridgehead for 
engagement in Europe and in the Middle East, where the United States took over the 
role Britain had played in maintaining regional security, especially in the Persian Gulf.  
 
Still later, the US-UK alliance became the anchor of NATO’s effort to pacify Bosnia and 
Kosovo and of Operation Desert Storm. The special relationship ties were renewed again 
after 9/11 and during the war on terror, including a formal Defense Trade Cooperation 
Treaty, signed in 2007, and joint US-UK military operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. 
And although there were glaring policy differences between the Obama White House 
and Blair’s successors at  Number 10 Downing Street, David Cameron and Theresa May, 
the relationship persevered in combined air operations over Libya, in Afghanistan, and 
against ISIS.  
 
Despite the record of success, however, tensions and contradictions in the alliance have 
flared from time to time. They exploded into open view after 1945 regarding the status 
and fate of Britain’s colonial empire, particularly India, and then again over the Suez 
crisis in 1956. At the same time, the American and British publics have sometimes 
differed sharply on certain strategic issues, such as nuclear deterrence or the spread of 
Communism in Indo-China—not to mention the situation in Northern Ireland.  
 
But overall, there has been a congruence of strategic interests that simply cannot be 
denied, while military and defense cooperation and integration have become building 
blocks that have sustained the relationship through thick and thin—and have been the 
“sinews of peace,” as Winston Churchill phrased it, in Europe ever since.  
 
In assessing the history of the US-UK special relationship, five key lessons stand out:  
 

1) Failure to sustain the US-UK alliance created during World War I contributed 
substantially to setting the stage for World War II, while sustaining and even 
growing the alliance became the key to maintaining peace and stability in Europe 
during the Cold War, and indeed ever since.  

 
2) The special relationship is multifaceted, with six key areas of mutual 

cooperation—diplomatic, military, strategic, nuclear, intelligence, and defense-
industrial—that make it “special.” 

 
 

3) Personal leadership at the highest level has been vital to first building, then 
sustaining, the special relationship—from Churchill and FDR to Blair and Bush—
and has been regularly needed to reinforce the bonds of the alliance created by 
treaty and formal agreement and to smooth over damage done by inevitable 
policy disagreements.  
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4) The growing asymmetry of the alliance, as British power declined and America 
grew into global superpower status, has been offset by a sustained mutuality, as 
each ally has become indispensable to the other in complementary, even 
synergistic, ways.  

 
5) Finally, the special relationship has always been based on the perception by 

leaders of both countries that their alliance was needed to prevent a single power 
or combination of powers from dominating the Eurasian landmass and the 
surrounding littoral. The alliance has functioned best when the leaders 
understand that both countries are “island nations,” in the case of the US, facing 
both the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, and that neither can tolerate having its free 
access to the Atlantic or Pacific fettered or blocked by a hostile power.  

 
This was the ultimate threat posed by Germany in two world wars; by imperial 
Japan in World War II; by the Soviet Union with its naval buildup during the 
Cold War, including its massive submarine force; and by China’s naval buildup 
and anti-access/area denial strategy today.  

 
Indeed, the parallels with Germany on the eve of World War I are striking. One hundred 
years ago, Wilhelmine Germany, like today’s China, believed that its great-power status 
was being thwarted by more-established rivals. Like China, it sought a radical revision of 
the geopolitical status quo as part of finding “its place in the sun.” Like China, it believed 
sea power was the means to do it.  
  
Germany’s sudden and massive buildup of a modern navy in the first years of the 
twentieth century was aimed at challenging Great Britain’s naval dominance, just as 
China’s is aimed today at the United States. The German buildup triggered a naval arms 
race that ultimately spilled over into a general world war that went on to devastate 
Europe not once, but twice, first in 1914 and then, when the conflict with Britain was 
renewed by Adolf Hitler, again in 1939. And in both cases, in World War I and World 
War II, the possibility that German maritime dominance would threaten US freedom of 
trade and movement in the Atlantic—much as China’s now challenges the United States 
in the Pacific—finally forced the United States to intervene.105  
 
In both cases, the US strategy was to forge an alliance with another maritime power, 
namely Great Britain. That alliance came too late to prevent World War I, but it did 
allow the navies of both countries to cooperate in developing effective tools for defeating 
Germany at sea, particularly in anti-submarine warfare, and in enabling the united 
Allied powers to defeat Germany on land. 
 
Today, the United States has the opportunity to forge a similar alliance with Japan. As 
we will see, a combination of historical, political, geopolitical, economic, and cultural 
factors may make such an alliance not only possible, but necessary, for the security of 
the United States as well as Japan, and to avoid a repetition of the tragedy that befell 
Asia with one world war by preventing the conditions for another.  
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PART II: UNDERSTANDING THE US-JAPAN SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP 
 

ormer US ambassador to Japan Mike Mansfield once stated that the relationship 
with Japan was America’s “most important bilateral relationship in the world, 
bar none.” Yet even if this is true, no one has normally described the current US-
Japan alliance, which has persisted for nearly seventy years, as a special 

relationship.  
  
There are several obvious reasons for this. The first is the lack of extensive cultural and 
ethnic ties such as those that exist between the US and UK, which have made close 
relations between those two countries seem “natural” and periods of enmity between 
them, in retrospect, “unnatural.”  
 
Second, and perhaps for the same reason, relations between US presidents and 
Japanese prime ministers, while cordial, have never been close or intimate. While 
relations between President Nixon and Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka, or President 
Reagan and Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone were very friendly and cooperative, no 
one would describe them in terms that would apply to Reagan and Thatcher, or Kennedy 
and Macmillan—let alone Churchill and FDR.106  
 
Third, and more importantly, from its beginning, the alliance lacked any of the political 
symmetry on which the six pillars of the US-UK special relationship were originally 
built: diplomatic, strategic, military, intelligence, nuclear, and defense-industrial 
cooperation. After all, the UK was America’s victorious ally in two world wars (one could 
even say three, counting the Cold War). When the early agreements on intelligence and 
nuclear cooperation and on military cooperation through NATO were signed, Great 
Britain was still a formidable, if fading, world power.  
 
When the US and Japan signed their first mutual-security treaty in 1951, however, the 
latter was a recently defeated enemy, broken in body and spirit. The US military bases 
that are still maintained on Japanese soil are the legacy of occupation by a victorious 
power that forced Japan to surrender unconditionally in a brutal war—while the 
remaining US bases in Britain are the legacy of a wartime alliance that ended with 
Britain still considered one of the Big Three world powers, alongside the United States 
and the Soviet Union.   
 
Of course, in the postwar period, any semblance of symmetry in the Anglo-American 
alliance steadily diminished. 
 
Back in 1951 and 1954, when Japan and the United States signed their Mutual Defense 
Assistance Agreement, however, it was Japan’s utter weakness and the overwhelming 
strength of the United States that was reflected in the terms of the treaties, and that fact 
left its trace on the relationship for the next six decades.  
 
Fourth, no American president or member of Congress has thought of Britain as an 
economic challenger since the nineteenth century. By contrast, the US-Japan alliance 
has been marred by friction and competition in the economic sphere for decades. 

F 
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Indeed, there was a time in the 1970s and 1980s when Japan not only seemed a fierce 
economic rival, and an unscrupulous and unfair one at that, but also seemed poised to 
overtake and even overwhelm the US economy.107 No Congressman has ever smashed 
British-made radios on the steps of the Capitol. But in 1987, a group of US legislators 
took their sledgehammers to radios made by Toshiba, ostensibly to protest news that a 
Toshiba subsidiary had joined a Norwegian consortium to illegally sell submarine 
technology to Moscow, but in fact, to express outrage at what was widely seen as unfair 
trade practices by Japan.108  
 
The years of competition between the world’s first and second economic powers, which 
spawned books such as Clyde Prestowitz’s Trading Places, also left a bitterness that 
compounded earlier bitter memories of World War II, treatment of American POWs, 
and harsh fighting on remote Pacific islands—not to mention Pearl Harbor. At one point 
in 1991, analysts George Friedman and Meredith LeBard even published a book with the 
title, The Coming War with Japan.  
 
For all these reasons—and more—the US-Japan alliance stands in marked contrast to 
the US-UK bilateral relationship in ways that make it seem misconceived, perhaps at 
first glance even absurd, to apply the term “special relationship” to the former. But as 
with the history of the US-UK alliance itself, the forces of change are remaking the US-
Japan alliance in ways that no observer even fifteen years ago could have foreseen.  
 
Just as no British or American statesman after World War I would have described the 
alliance in the glowing, visionary terms Churchill used after World War II, so virtually 
all discussion of the US-Japan strategic alliance today, especially by American viewers, 
remains rooted in a recent past that is no longer relevant for understanding the present 
or the future of the alliance—a future where a consciously and carefully crafted US-
Japan special relationship will be increasingly vital for peace and security in the 
region.109  
 
The chief reason for the change, as we will see, has been the rise of the China challenge. 
In the face of that growing threat, both sides are poised for a major, systematic 
rethinking and upgrading of their alliance, to the benefit of the strategic outlook for both 
countries. 
 
Yet American discussions of the possibilities of the alliance have been hamstrung for 
another reason. Most choose as their starting point the immediate postwar period, after 
1945. Apart from a brief glance back at the first contact between Americans and Japan 
with Commodore Perry’s visit to Yokohama in 1854, or mentioning President Theodore 
Roosevelt’s intervention to end the Russo-Japanese War (1904–5) with the Treaty of 
Portsmouth, the focus has almost entirely been on the dynamic of relations in the past 
seventy years, and particularly after the Cold War.110 
 
Even so, observers have been conscientious enough to conclude that “it is not far-
fetched to say that no other alliance can claim the [sic] higher degree of utility, 
malleability, and longevity than the Japan-United States alliance”—not even, arguably, 
the postwar Anglo-American alliance.111   
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To quote the introduction to a recent volume by these same observers:  
 
It has survived all the vicissitudes since 1945: the Korean War 1950–53, the 
Quemoy crisis, 1958, the Vietnam War, 1965–73, the Sino-Indian War, 1962, the 
Sino-Soviet War, 1969, the Indo-Pakistani War, 1971, the Soviet occupation of 
Afghanistan, 1978–91, the Sino-Vietnamese War, 1979, the fall of [the] Berlin 
Wall, 1989, the Tiananmen crisis, 1989, the collapse of the Soviet Union, 1991, the 
Cambodia War, 1979–80, the Gulf War, 1991, the Kosovo crisis 1996–9, the 
Rwanda massacre, 1996, the 9/11 terrorism, 2001, the Afghan War of 2001–
present, the Iraqi War of 2003–present, the Somali piracy, 2002–present.  

 
As these authors admit, with each international crisis, though the US and Japan often 
had contradictory views, the intimacy of the relationship only increased while “the scope 
and intensity of alliance-related action have grown by leaps and bounds.” 
  
Nonetheless, using 1945 as ground zero for understanding the history of the US-Japan 
alliance is a serious mistake. It ignores key ingredients in overlapping Japanese and 
American perspectives that predate World War II and go far beyond a mutual 
enthusiasm for baseball, manga, and samurai movies. Those roots lie deep in the 
imperial period, both before and after the Russo-Japanese War, and actually shed 
considerable light on where the alliance could be headed in the future. 
 
Instead, the tendency has been to treat World War II not only as the crucial watershed 
in US-Japan relations, but the only significant watershed. In fact, most discussions of 
US relations with imperial Japan in the decades before 1945 tend to portray the United 
States as a bemused bystander dealing with a dangerous mental patient who, after a 
strong dose of American-administered medicine thanks to the occupation and the 
imposed 1947 constitution, was miraculously cured of his rabid militarism and 
imperialism and settled down to live at peace with his neighbors afterwards. 
 
Alternately, the rise of Cold War revisionist history in the 1960s and 1970s, following 
America’s ill-starred intervention in Vietnam, also led to a reexamination of US-Japan 
relations before and during World War II in what can only be described as a racialist 
lens—to the detriment of the United States. The result was a historiography of the 
Pacific conflict that tended to portray Japan—like the contemporary Vietnamese—as 
more sinned against than sinning, as a nation subjected to unfair US racial stereotypes 
as well as to America’s empire-building ambitions in the Pacific. According to this view, 
ultimately, Japan’s declaration of war and attack on Pearl Harbor turned out to be 
largely defensive and reactive measures, in response to oil embargoes and other 
provocative acts from Washington. Even more, books like John Dower’s War without 
Mercy played up American’s conduct in the Second World War as motivated by racism 
and callous disregard for Asian lives, culminating in the dropping of the atomic bomb on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki—just as it culminated at home with the internment of 
Japanese-Americans.112  
 
If earlier accounts of the Second World War and its origins placed too little blame on 
misguided US policies that led to war and too much stress on Japanese atrocities during 
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that war, the revisionist historiography threatened to go the other extreme. Certainly no 
one can or should excuse Japan’s imperialist depredations and its deplorable human 
rights record before and during the Second World War. Nonetheless, important clues as 
to how a closer US-Japan alliance might function in future come to the surface through 
a closer look at the historical record. These clues appear even before World War I, when 
America and Japan became allies against imperial Germany—just as later in 1919, they 
joined forces to intervene in the Russian Civil War.  
 
For all these reasons, the best place to begin examining Japan’s relationship with the US 
is not the attack on Pearl Harbor, or Japan’s invasion of China in 1937, or even the 
Treaty of Portsmouth, by which President Theodore Roosevelt brought the Russo-
Japanese War of 1904–5 to a conclusion. It is instead the very starting point of modern 
Japanese history, the Meiji Restoration of 1868. The restoration of imperial rule has 
always been seen as a landmark event for Japan’s internal modernization, but it also 
stands as a crucial date for Japan’s relations with Asia—and the United States.  
 
The Meiji Restoration and Japan’s Dilemma in East Asia 
 
Historians have long recognized that the Meiji Restoration was the indirect result of 
Commodore Matthew Perry’s visits with an American fleet in 1853–4. The Treaty of 
Peace and Amity (or Kanagawa Convention), which he arranged with the Japanese 
government in March 1854, was the first that Japan ever signed to facilitate open trade 
with a foreign power, and it opened the way for full diplomatic relations between the US 
and Japan.113 However, it also led to a massive disruption of the Japanese currency and 
the downfall of the 250-year-old shogunate. Historians have also recognized that 
Emperor Meiji’s restoration of his personal authority in 1868 and the reforms he 
instituted afterward, including Japan’s first representative and constitutional 
government, laid the foundations of modern Japan—just as the treaty signed with 
America fourteen years earlier also encouraged European nations, including Great 
Britain, France, and Russia, to take a serious interest in Japan for the first time.114 
  
But those reforms did not operate in a vacuum. As Dr. Sarah Paine of the Naval War 
College has recently argued, the Meiji reforms actually arose from an urgent task 
confronting Japan’s leadership: to modernize Japan as quickly as possible, before other 
nations could take advantage of two looming geopolitical trends, at Japan’s expense.  
 
The first trend was the decline of China, as that once-mighty empire imploded, 
spreading instability and chaos across East Asia. Japanese observers, indeed, saw China 
as a cautionary tale of how trying to resist Western modernization, by force if necessary 
(which would culminate in the Boxer Rebellion of 1899–1900), was doomed to failure. 
Instead, the lesson Japan learned from China’s decline and eclipse by the West was that 
Japan must modernize itself as quickly as possible, both militarily and institutionally, in 
order to avoid the same fate.115  
 
The second trend, closely related to the first, was the rise of European colonial empires 
in Asia, as not only Britain, France, and Germany, but particularly Russia, took 
advantage of China’s decline to assert their dominance over former portions of the 
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Middle Kingdom. Japan’s stance regarding China after the Meiji Restoration, which was 
largely positive and supportive, closely reflected its concerns about the first trend. If 
China, the mightiest and most populous empire in Asia, could not resist Western 
encroachment, how could Japan, an isolated island nation with a tiny population and 
very thin natural resources, hope to sustain its independence in the face of similar 
outside pressures from Europe’s most advanced and dominant powers?  
 
On the one hand, a series of official visits to Western countries, including the United 
States, clearly indicated the solution was rapid modernization, institutionally and 
economically, as well as militarily. On the other, Japan also faced a painful dilemma. It 
could not resist European pressure on its independent status, particularly from Russia, 
without encroaching on China’s independence as well. It could only prevent European 
hegemony in the region by projecting a version of hegemony of its own, including over 
parts of China. Hence, by trying to become a modern nation like the European powers, 
Japan also found itself forced to act like one of those powers in ways that would lead to 
imperial Japan’s rise as a great power, but would also lead directly to its catastrophic 
fall.  
 
Japan’s response to Russia’s occupation of Port Arthur in Manchuria in 1897—a 
watershed event in the evolution of modern Japan—illustrates the dilemma the new 
Japan now faced.  
 
The Sino-Japanese Amity Treaty, signed in 1871, at the very beginning of the Meiji 
reforms, marks “the starting point of modern Sino-Japanese relations.”116 While 
granting extra-territorial rights to the citizens of both countries, the treaty was also 
deeply deferential toward a Chinese government and society that Japan had always 
admired and on which it had modeled itself for centuries. But growing friction over the 
fate of the Korean Peninsula, as Chinese rule decayed and Japan stepped in to protect its 
own interests in Korea, led to the First Sino-Japanese War (1894–5). This in turn 
signaled a significant shift in Japan’s relations with China—a fundamental, 
asymmetrical shift of power to Japan’s advantage and to a relationship more closely 
resembling that of Western powers with China.  
 
As part of the Treaty of Shimonoseki, which ended that conflict, Japan assumed control 
of the Liaodong Peninsula and its principal city, Port Arthur. But then three European 
powers intervened—France, Germany, and Russia—and Japan was forced to hand the 
territory back to China. This was seen as a great humiliation for Japan—the first of 
several that were to come at the hands of Western powers—and provided the rationale 
for Japan to revise its views in relation both to China and to Europe. 
 
Sarah Paine has argued that the 1894–5 victory over China also “validated the 
controversial Westernization program” the Meiji Restoration had initiated. As Japan’s 
military expanded and continued to modernize, “regionally Japan replaced China as the 
dominant power and began empire building,” including taking control of the Pescadores 
(Penghu) and Taiwan. But Japan’s growing strength aroused Russian fear and jealousy, 
as “the focus of Russian foreign policy made an unprecedented shift from Europe to 
Asia” at the dawn of the twentieth century.117 



Pacific Partners: Forging the US-Japan Special Relationship 

59 
 

As a result, two years later, in 1897, Russia stepped in and forced China to lease the 
entire Liaodong Peninsula to it and to allow a railroad right-of-way connecting 
the Chinese Eastern Railway to a Russian-built line running from Port Arthur and 
nearby Dalny (Dalian) to the Chinese city of Harbin. Russia also began fortifying the 
town and harbor at Port Arthur, turning it into a major Russian naval base. At the same 
time, the railway from Port Arthur to Harbin helped to secure Russian control of the 
Chinese Eastern Railway. All in all, it was a hard lesson in ruthless international 
geopolitics Japan would not soon forget. 
 
Two years later the Boxer Rebellion broke out, as a desperate Chinese government tried 
to eradicate both Westerners and Western influence in China. The rebellion proved a 
failure (it also brought American troops, as the United States joined Japan and other 
foreign powers to defeat the Boxers). The rebels’ attack on the Russian railway lines 
emanating from Port Arthur triggered a massive Russian response, as St. Petersburg 
deployed over one hundred thousand troops to defend its investment and wound up 
occupying all of Manchuria in 1900. Of all the nations involved in suppressing the Boxer 
Rebellion, only Russia refused to pull out its troops afterwards. Japan then offered to 
negotiate a spheres-of-influence agreement recognizing Russian preeminence over 
Manchuria in return for Japanese preeminence over Korea. Russia, however, avoided 
signing any agreement because it had set its sights on taking over Korea, as well.118  
 
In short, Russia’s unilateral occupation of Manchuria—in order to consolidate its empire 
in East Asia but also to preempt any threat from Japan—forced Tokyo to decide that this 
was a direct challenge to Japanese interests it could not ignore. A war followed, one that 
would transform Asia and help to set the stage for future US-Japan relations ever after.  
 
The United States and Its Asian Vision  
 
Ever since Commodore Perry had first sailed into Yokohama Harbor in 1853, Americans 
had been fascinated with and drawn to Asia and the Pacific. “There is the east; there is 
India,” Senator Thomas Hart Benton once proclaimed to an audience in St. Louis, as he 
pointed due west past the Rockies to California, which Americans of every political 
stripe saw as the gateway for American commerce and trade in Asia.119 In 1853, even as 
Perry was sailing into Yokohama Harbor, Senator William Seward warned his colleagues 
that America must embrace its future in the Pacific in order to forestall the imperial 
designs of France, Britain, and Russia. Seward called Asia the “new theater of human 
activity” and added, “the nation that draws most materials and provisions from the 
earth, and fabricates and sells the most of productions and fabrics to foreign nations, 
must be, and will be, the great power of the earth.”120  
 
For more than half a century the great dream shared by Seward, Benton, Walt Whitman, 
and many others was a growing network of commerce flowing from the United States 
and spreading east, which would gradually free what Whitman called “venerable priestly 
Asia” from the shackles of superstition, tyranny, and poverty, while completing 
America’s redemptive role as a beacon of freedom in the world.  
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In 1844, Secretary of State Caleb Cushing negotiated a most favored nation trading 
treaty with imperial China. In 1867, the United States purchased Alaska from Russia, in 
part to serve as a bridge to Asia; a year later, America acquired a tiny atoll in the mid-
Pacific that it dubbed Midway Island, since it sat midway between California and Japan. 
And in 1875, President Ulysses S. Grant negotiated a reciprocity treaty with the 
independent kingdom of Hawaii, for shipping pineapples grown by American farmers in 
the islands to the United States.121  
 
But Americans also saw themselves as participants in Asia on a very different basis than 
the European great powers. In 1877, former president Grant conducted a round-the-
world tour, which included significant time spent in India, China, and Japan. Grant 
spelled out his American vision during his visit to Canton: “I am not prepared to justify 
the treatment the Chinese have received at the hands of the foreigner,” meaning 
European powers like Britain and Russia. He also foresaw a possible future role for the 
United States in Asia besides trade: protecting the nations of the region from outside 
aggressors as they emerged into the modern world. 122 
 
It was a point he returned to when he and his wife sailed into Nagasaki Harbor on June 
21, 1879, in the USS Richmond, while Japanese naval vessels fired a series of ceremonial 
twenty-one gun salutes. Japan had only embarked on its crash program of 
modernization five years earlier, but Grant was impressed by everything he saw. “The 
country is beautifully cultivated,” he wrote to a friend, “the scenery is grand, and the 
people, from the highest to the lowest, the most kindly . . . in the world.”123 
 
He was particularly impressed by Japan’s new railways and trains, as modern and up-
to-date as anything on the Union Pacific line, and at the immense state dinner in his 
honor on June 23, he spoke to his rapt audience of his vision for the future of both 
Japan and America:  
 
“America has great interests in the East. She is your next door neighbor. She is more 
affected by the Eastern populations than any other Power,” said Grant, a clear reference 
to the growing Chinese and Japanese immigrant populations in California and the 
American West Coast. “We have rejoiced over your progress.We have watched you step 
by step. We have followed the unfolding of your old civilization and its absorbing the 
new. You have our profound sympathy in that work, and sympathy in the troubles which 
come with it, and our friendship. I hope it may continue; I hope it may long continue.”124 
 
Grant did not limit his role to making speeches and state visits. With the permission of 
the Japanese emperor, he negotiated and concluded a treaty between China and Japan 
over a cluster of disputed islands, the Ryukyus (the largest of which was a twenty-
square-mile rocky promontory called Okinawa). It was the clearest example of the role 
America now saw itself providing for an emerging Asia and a modernizing Japan: 
peacemaker as well as defender of right against might—not to mention the luminary of 
the modern path to peace and prosperity.  
 
That message was encapsulated in a forty-four-page manuscript written four years after 
Grant returned to the United States, which was inspired by his visit. The author was a 
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young major named Arthur MacArthur, a Medal of Honor winner in the Civil War and 
soon destined to rise to the highest ranks in the US Army (as well as the father of  
Douglas MacArthur, who was twelve at the time). Entitled “Chinese Memorandum,” it 
was in fact a carefully crafted forecast of America’s entire foreign policy in Asia, which 
reflected a close reading of Asian as well as European history, including the history of 
China and Japan. Its basic theme, that the future of America would lie in the Pacific, 
antedates similar pronouncements by Theodore Roosevelt, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, 
and Albert Beveridge by almost a decade, and it bears some examination.  
 
The year was 1882, and America’s overland expansion and settlement westward was all 
but over, MacArthur predicted. The nation would need a new challenge to mobilize its 
energies and peoples. That challenge, MacArthur announced, was Asia.125 
 
Conventional wisdom had it that either Great Britain or Russia would dominate the 
future of Asia and China which, despite long years of decadence and decline, was still 
“the richest Empire existing on the face of the Earth.” MacArthur, however, had a third 
candidate: America. Indeed, “the United States cannot exist as a commanding and 
progressive nationality unless we secure and maintain the sovereignty of the Pacific.”126 
 
MacArthur saw this American dominance arising not through conquest but through 
trade, a vast commercial network that would open China to American influence and 
extend this influence beyond the borders of China, including to Japan and the rest of 
Eastern Asia. Indeed, MacArthur saw the competition for dominance not in material, 
but in ideological terms. There are two, and only two kinds of polities in the world today, 
he announced, the empire and the republic. One was represented by Russia: ruthless 
and autocratic, the embodiment of the drive for military power and acquisition of wealth 
and territory at any cost.  
 
The other was the United States, the modern embodiment of the virtues of self-
government and the rule of law, whose expansionist urges sprang from the bottom up 
rather than imperial diktat, America as the fulfillment of mankind’s democratic 
impulses rather than its imperial ones, and of a future built around commerce more 
than military might. 
 
“It seems inevitable that the Empire and the Republic are destined to meet in Asia,” 
MacArthur wrote. The fate of the world, indeed of freedom, hung in the balance and 
would be decided by which principle prevailed.127 
 
America certainly had a material stake in expanding its markets into Asia. “The 
American Republic can never acquire its full complement of riches and power if it 
permits itself to be excluded from the field of Asiatic commerce,” he wrote. But in 
Arthur MacArthur’s mind, the issue went beyond commerce and moneymaking. 
American trade would serve as an opening for “the propagation of American ideas,” 
including the concept of the republic and human freedom.128 
 
With great prescience, MacArthur foresaw California and America’s West Coast serving 
as a robust emporium of trade and influence spreading across the Pacific. In the process, 
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American trade would generate a social and economic crucible in which the nations of 
Asia, including China, which seemed doomed to a state of decline and decadence, might 
suddenly revive. “Asia,” he wrote in a sentence that seems to leap gleaming off the page, 
“may yet be destined to exhibit the greatest of political wonders.” 
 
Yet if the Russian ideal prevailed, the opposite would happen. The hegemony of 
autocratic Russia would have disastrous consequences both for America’s future in 
geopolitical and ideological terms, and for the future enlightenment of China and the 
rest of Asia.  
 
In short, “self-interest, sound economy, and pure morals, agree in their judgments,” 
MacArthur concluded. All “point us to the Orient for our future labors. There we must 
contend for commercial power, and perhaps combat for political supremacy” against the 
forces of tyranny, both internal and external, that threatened its future as well.129  
 
In short, the man whose son would be the supreme commander for the Allied powers in 
Japan after World War II foresaw that America’s most important geopolitical role in 
Asia would be acting as the catalyst for democracy—a role his son would enthusiastically 
embrace sixty years later.130 The primary focus of Arthur MacArthur’s memorandum 
was still China, which remained the focus of the American view of Asia to the end of the 
century. In 1904, however, events rapidly forced a change of attention in American 
political circles toward Japan.  

 
Japan and the Russo-Japanese War: A US-Japan Watershed 
 
The Russo-Japanese War of 1904–5 began with a Japanese surprise attack on the 
Russian base at Port Arthur—the precursor of another, more famous Japanese surprise 
attack in 1941, on the American naval base at Pearl Harbor. Japan conducted a 
simultaneous troop landing in Korea, followed by a rapid march up the peninsula—
again, foreshadowing Japanese operations on the Malay Peninsula in 1941–2—then 
crossed the Yalu River to move northwest into Manchuria. Two decisive battles 
followed. One was a major defeat of Russian land forces at Mukden, the other a crushing 
naval victory in the Tsushima Straits off the Korean coast, which cost Russia virtually its 
entire modern navy.  
  
Japan might have expanded its military advantages had not American president 
Theodore Roosevelt intervened. Roosevelt was a fan of modern Japan; like Arthur 
MacArthur, he saw Russia’s ambitions in Asia as a geopolitical threat not only to China 
and other countries in the region, but also to the United States. He rejoiced at the 
Japanese victory at Tsushima: “I was thoroughly pleased with the Japanese victory, for 
Japan is playing our game”—that is, limiting Russia’s expansionism.131 
 
Roosevelt’s Asian grand strategy was thoroughly imbued with his understanding of the 
United States’ destiny as a global maritime power, including in Asia. “I wish to see the 
United States the dominant power on the shores of the Pacific,” he once declared. 132 
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On this point, however, Teddy Roosevelt drew an important distinction.  He was 
convinced that America’s future role in Asia was not as a dominant hegemon, but as the 
force that would prevent others from exercising a similar hegemony. This belief was 
reflected in his commitment to keeping American control of the Philippines and Hawaii 
by acquiring a series of island stepping-stones across the central Pacific; to constructing 
the Panama Canal; and to building America a modern blue-water naval fleet. It was also 
reflected in the Great White Fleet’s 43,000-mile, fourteen-month circumnavigation of 
the globe in 1907–8, including an extended stay in Japan.  
 
This in turn reflected his absorption of Alfred Thayer Mahan’s views on grand strategy, 
particularly Mahan’s The Problem of Asia, as well as The Influence of Sea Power upon 
History. Mahan saw the United States not as a nation protected or insulated from world 
events by two oceans, but on the contrary, as a country exposed to threats coming across 
those oceans, thanks to modern sea power (Mahan would exercise a similar influence on 
the geopolitical thinking of Franklin Roosevelt thirty years or so later). By 1895, 
Mahan’s concerns focused on Asia, and particularly the rise of Japan. As scholar 
Michael J. Green has noted, Mahan “believed that Japan’s rapid modernization and 
adoption of western institutions meant that the Japanese could be incorporated as part 
of a broader alignment of modern maritime states that might sustain a healthy balance 
of power in the Pacific.” Part of this had already occurred with Britain’s naval alliance 
with Japan in 1902, but Mahan also saw a close US-Japan relationship as a useful buffer 
for preventing the inevitable rise of China from its broken and hapless state into a major 
world power once again.133 
 
Roosevelt agreed with Mahan on the desirability of a strong Japan and strong US-
Japanese ties. At the same time, however, Roosevelt worried that Russia’s complete 
defeat might also wreck the balance of power in East Asia. Hoping to exercise American 
diplomatic leverage in the Far East for the first time, the American president negotiated 
a peace treaty between Russian and Japanese delegations at his vacation retreat in 
Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Japan emerged as the clear winner. In addition to forcing 
Russia to withdraw from Manchuria and to recognize Japan’s sphere of influence in 
Korea, the Portsmouth treaty gave Japan the southern half of Manchuria, with its 
expensive Russian railway concessions and naval base at Port Arthur, as well as the 
southern half of Sakhalin Island.  
 
The Russo-Japanese War not only confirmed the outcome of the First Sino-Japanese 
War; it also thrust Japan into the international spotlight for the first time. Activists as 
diverse as Mohandas Gandhi and W. E. B. Dubois were inspired by what they saw as the 
rise of the first non-white, non-European great power. Britain saw Japan as a desirable 
ally for protecting India and Singapore, as well as for halting further Russian expansion 
in East Asia. London’s decision to renew the Anglo-Japanese naval alliance of 1902 was 
proof that Britain considered the alliance an excellent geopolitical investment. To cap 
everything, Roosevelt won the Nobel Peace Prize for his success in ending the war. 
 
His intervention, however, put the United States in an unpopular light in Japanese 
public opinion. The Japanese were furious at Roosevelt’s compromise, which they saw 
as cheating them of the full fruits of victory. It also left Japan with an enormous war 
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debt, which the government in Tokyo had told the Japanese public would be paid off by 
the Russians as part of a war indemnity. Large anti-American demonstrations broke out 
across the country, and hundreds of Japanese committed suicide over what they saw as 
a national humiliation.134 In addition, it left a lingering sense of anti-Americanism 
among more nationalistic Japanese, which never entirely faded. 
 
Yet Japanese politicians did not reveal to their public that it was they who had 
approached President Roosevelt to try to arrange a peace settlement, as early as July 
1904. Realizing that Japan was in no position to wage a protracted conflict, after the 
Battle of Mukden, Japanese foreign minister Komura Jutaro decided the time was ripe 
for a final settlement and judged that it was critical for Japan to push for a settlement in 
March 1905.135 
 
In addition, Japan’s leadership drew other misleading lessons from its unexpected 
victory in the Russo-Japanese War, which would have disastrous consequences later in 
the century—and which would have to be unlearned if Japan was to become a successful 
player on the world stage. 
 
The first was failing to understand how diplomacy is needed in order to turn success on 
the battlefield into a lasting strategic success on the geopolitical stage. This is especially 
true in considering how a war ends, that is, victory must be projected in ways that public 
opinion accepts as desirable and the international community understands as fair and 
necessary. Likewise, how a government presents its case for going to war—showing that 
military action is a necessary and proportionate response to provocation—functions in 
the same way, of swaying international as well as domestic public opinion to support, or 
at least acquiesce in, the decision. This the Japanese government failed to do with 
domestic opinion in the Russo-Japanese War, and it would signally fail to do with 
foreign opinion in its future war with China—at very heavy cost, including League of 
Nations condemnation when it intervened in Manchuria in 1931, and then estrangement 
from the United States during the Second Sino-Japanese War. As Napoleon put it, “To 
win is not enough. It is necessary to profit from success.”136  
 
Secondly, and more importantly, Japan consistently underappreciated the importance 
of alliances as a means of extending and reinforcing strategic advantage, as well as 
protecting Japan’s homeland. Japan had a naval alliance with Britain. (The 1902 treaty 
obligated each signatory to remain neutral if the other went to war, but if a second 
power, or several others, united in warfare against one of the parties, the other was 
obligated to come to its aid, engage in war, and make peace in total agreement with it.) 
Japan, however, never realized that its key vulnerabilities—its lack of natural resources 
for an industrialized economy, its extensive sea-link communications, its relatively small 
population, and its increasingly overextended communication links to its growing 
empire—required an increasing effort at public diplomacy, including a growing network 
of alliances with other Western powers, in order to thrive but also just to survive.  
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Japan: Land Power or Maritime Power?  
 
Instead, “Japanese leaders also made an irretrievable error in self-assessment that 
produced a cascade of undesired and undesirable consequences.”137 At issue was 
whether Japan was a maritime or a continental power. Vice Admiral Satō Tetsutarō 
(1866–1942), president of the Naval War College, whose published lectures made him 
among Japan’s most influential naval officers, argued forcefully that Japan should focus 
its energy and resources on becoming a leading maritime power. As Tetsutarō wrote, 
“Among the Powers in the world, there are only three countries that can defend 
themselves primarily with navies. They are the UK and the US and Japan.”138 Japan had 
become fascinated by the possibilities of sea power early in the Meiji Restoration period. 
As early as 1873, the British set up a naval mission in Tokyo to advise the government on 
building a modern navy. By 1882, nineteen of Japan’s twenty-eight warships had been 
purchased from British shipyards. The Imperial Japanese Navy not only copied the 
Royal Navy’s uniforms and signals, but also used special red bricks imported from 
England to build their naval academy. Meanwhile, Alfred Thayer Mahan’s paean to 
naval supremacy, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, was required reading at the 
same academy and profoundly influenced the thinking of a generation of naval officers, 
including Admiral Sato Tetsutarō—although Tetsutarō thought of naval supremacy less 
in global terms than in regional terms, namely, the waters surrounding Japan and its 
East Asian possessions.139  
 
Indeed, Admiral Heihachiro Togo’s stunning victory over the Russian fleet at Tsushima 
was the direct product of this Anglo-American influence, as was Tetsutarō’s belief that it 
would be a mistake for Japan to maintain a large, expensive land army when its 
geography gave it built-in advantages as a maritime nation like Britain—or indeed the 
United States. Field Marshal Yamagata Aritomo, army chief of staff during the Russo-
Japanese War and president of the Privy Council thereafter, took the other side of the 
argument, however, even coining the term “absolute lifeline” to describe Manchuria’s 
vital security relationship to Japan, which would require a large occupying Japanese 
force as well as a powerful naval presence.  
 
A decision to focus Japan’s energies on becoming a major land power with an extensive 
standing army, instead of a sea power with a strong blue-water navy, would again have 
far-reaching consequences for imperial Japan’s future. Continental and maritime 
powers face different security problems that have profound military, economic, and 
political ramifications. Geography tends to place continental powers on the border of 
their historic enemies and their most dangerous threats, as with Rome and the 
Germanic tribes in the ancient world, France and Habsburg Austria in the seventeenth 
century, or France and Germany in the later nineteenth century. This, in turn, requires 
large standing armies, which are often deployed to garrison surrounding buffer zones. 
These standing armies become a palpable political presence, frequently exercising 
decisive influence in favor of economic policies that fund the army, produce conscripts, 
and efficiently exploit buffer zones for military purposes. Such states tend, therefore, to 
gravitate toward elaborate state planning of the economy. These preoccupations also 
often lead to the formal assumption of power by military leaders, as in the case of 
France (Napoleon I) or China (Chiang Kai-Shek).  
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Geography provides maritime powers, by contrast, with an oceanic moat, which 
precludes easy invasion (as the Mongols discovered when they tried to invade Japan in 
1274 and 1281). Therefore, they do not need large standing armies for defense. Instead, 
their comparative security allows them to focus on trade, wealth accumulation, and 
economic growth. Those with political influence often favor institutions that promote 
wealth creation, which then funds a large navy to prevent invasion in the event of war 
and to protect the sea lines of communication necessary for the wealth-producing trade. 
The linkages among trade, wealth, and navies make such countries gravitate toward a 
grand strategy centered on sea power and maritime supremacy. 
 
A maritime power’s national security strategy rests, therefore, not on defeating a 
continental foe by attacking his armies but on using its geographic and naval strength to 
overextend and outlast the enemy, denying him access to supplies and his logistical 
chain through naval blockade and commerce raiding. A maritime power also leverages 
its economic strength to fund continental allies, who can then leverage their geographic 
situation to open a “second front” against the common enemy. A sanctuary at home and 
unhindered access to global markets puts time on the side of the maritime power and its 
allies, since their economies continue to grow, while time is against their continental 
competitors, whose economies suffer due to blockade and naval isolation.140  
 
In addition, in modern times, maritime powers tend to have many allies. “This is 
because the maritime global order favored by sea powers is a positive-sum order 
focusing on the pursuit of economic growth,” writes historian Sarah Paine, “which all 
members can share. It is based on freedom of navigation, free trade, and a growing body 
of international law and set of international institutions to regulate the communications, 
transportation, and diplomacy that trade requires.”141 
 
Again by contrast, continental powers tend to view the world as a zero-sum global order 
based on the domination of territory. Throughout history, continental powers have tried 
to protect their interests by destabilizing, dominating, even partitioning and absorbing, 
their neighbors and rivals. Instead of a world order built around free trade and freedom 
of navigation, they see a world order based on exclusive spheres of influence as the one 
that best meets their security goals—and their geopolitical ambitions.  
 
From ancient times until the Industrial Revolution, continental empires tended to be 
the dominant players in the international order, both in Europe and in Asia (Athens’s 
naval dominance of the Eastern Mediterranean in the fifth century BCE; Holland’s rise 
as a global maritime power in the early seventeenth century; and Britain’s maritime 
empire, built in the later seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries, being significant 
exceptions). However, the economic possibilities unleashed by the Industrial Revolution 
made wealth creation through mutual commercial trade more efficient and more 
desirable than wealth extraction through territorial conquest. Britain had pointed the 
way in the eighteenth century; the United States, undeniably a maritime nation despite 
its vast continental resources, followed the same path in the nineteenth century.142 The 
question in the first decade of the twentieth century was, would Japan, as an island 
nation like Britain, follow the same path as well? 
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These larger issues tended to be obscured by a debate that centered on how best to 
protect Japan’s security, especially as China’s collapse continued unabated and 
European colonial powers continued to make inroads in Asia. The debate over whether 
Japan would be primarily a land-based great power or a sea-based great power tended 
to focus on whether to devote national resources to the army or navy. But as we will see, 
the decision also had a determining effect on the future of Japan’s economy, society, and 
polity, and its foreign policy and alliances—or rather lack of alliances. It would become a 
fateful choice, one that would either propel Japan in a cooperative and progressive 
direction as a member of the world community, or in an instinctively hostile and harshly 
authoritarian direction at odds with that community.  
 
The entire history of Asia in the twentieth century would depend on the outcome.  
 
World War I: The US and Japan as Allies  
 
The army-navy debate would rage back and forth in Japan for the rest of the first half of 
the twentieth century. But with the outbreak of World War I, both visions for empire 
merged into a Japanese  version of a Monroe Doctrine for Asia. General Terauchi 
Masatake (1852–1919), then-governor general of Korea, argued that, just as US 
president James Monroe had informed the great powers of Europe in 1823 that they 
were to avoid interfering in Latin American affairs or risk incurring US opposition, so 
Japan must now make East Asia its exclusive preserve, and warn the world’s other 
powers that they encroached on that preserve at their own risk. increasing numbers of 
Japanese favored making East Asia their exclusive preserve.143   
 
The outbreak of World War I enabled Japan to test its new strategic vision.  
 
Politically, the time was ripe for change. Following the last Meiji emperor’s death in July 
1912 and a brief period of political turbulence, Prime Minister Shigenobu Okuma 
assumed the reins of power in April 1914 in order to commit Japan to a British-style 
constitutional monarchy, with Ozaki Yukio, the “god of Japanese constitutionalism,” as 
minister of justice and another moderate, Kato Takaaki, serving as foreign minister.144 
Under this moderate, Western-oriented regime, Japan found itself courted to join the 
Entente powers (Britain, France, and Russia) against imperial Germany, which it did in 
late 1914.  
 
Eventually, in April 1917, the United States joined the same coalition of countries as an 
“Associated Power.” For the first time in history, the United States and Japan found 
themselves allies fighting on the same side, although the American war effort was 
primarily concentrated in the Atlantic and European theater, while Japan focused on 
overwhelming and driving out German forces from their widely scattered possessions in 
Asia.  
  
Japan’s usefulness as an ally went beyond just naval operations in the Pacific, however. 
It provided supplies and military aid to Britain and France, including loaning money 
when those financially strapped nations were at their most desperate.145 In January 
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1917, Japan also sent a flotilla of destroyers to help deal with the Austro-German 
submarine menace (on June 11, 1917, a Kaba-class destroyer, Sakaki, was torpedoed by 
an Austro-Hungarian submarine off Crete, and fifty-nine Japanese sailors died). The 
Entente Powers, in gratitude to Japan, secretly agreed to let Japan take over German’s 
treaty rights in the Shantung Peninsula in China—a move that would set the stage for a 
long and dismal future for China, as well as for East Asia.  
 
Japan had a good war. Casualties were low (some 300 combat deaths, compared to 1.1 
million for France and 53,000 for the United States); German resistance was minimal or 
even non-existent; and Japan itself was never seriously threatened. In addition to 
Shantung, Japan also acquired other parts of Germany’s former Asian empire, including 
the Marianas, the Gilberts, and the Marshall Islands. The war’s end also revived the 
maritime versus land power debate, with Japan’s future relationship with two countries 
coming into particular focus, Russia and (as always) China.  
 
In the case of Russia, Japan found itself working closely with the United States. In 1917 
the Allies, concerned that the Russian Revolution would lead to a total collapse of 
Russia’s war effort in the east and thus free hundreds of thousands of German troops to 
fight on the western front, began to look for ways to intervene militarily to “buck up” the 
Russian government and keep it in the war—or later, to prevent Lenin’s Bolshevik 
government from ending the war outright. Japan, having the greatest proximity, with 
direct access to Russia’s eastern coastline in Siberia, was the most desirable candidate 
for this interventionist role. The Japanese were initially asked in 1917 by the French to 
intervene in Russia but declined the request. However, the Japanese army general staff 
soon realized that the collapse of the Czarist Empire would free Japan from any future 
threat from Russia, and it even offered the opportunity for Japan to detach Siberia from 
Russia and create a client buffer state—much as Japan would later do in Manchuria. So 
although the Japanese government at first declined to undertake such an expedition, 
when American president Woodrow Wilson, in July 1918, asked Tokyo to supply 7,000 
troops as part of an international coalition of 25,000 troops to Russia, Prime Minister 
Terauchi Masatake, after a fierce debate in the Diet, agreed to send 25,000 troops, but 
under independent Japanese command rather than as part of an international 
coalition.146 
Japanese Army, under Chief of Staff Yui Mitsue, took full control of its part of the 
expedition and proved itself America’s indispensable ally. At first, President Wilson 
considered military intervention in Russia to be as distasteful as the British and French 
considered it necessary; to Wilson it smacked of the kind of atavistic imperialism he had 
hoped the war would end. In fact, when Tokyo tried to land Japanese troops in 
Vladivostok in December 1917 to protect Japanese citizens against growing unrest in the 
city, American secretary of state Robert Lansing read the Japanese ambassador the riot 
act, and an American warship even appeared in Vladivostok harbor to warn the 
Japanese off.  
 
Then, in April 1918, when British and Japanese officials tried again to intervene in 
Vladivostok by landing troops, Wilson forced London and Tokyo to abandon the project, 
and the Japanese foreign minister who had sanctioned the move was fired. “The US 
government holds the key to the situation,” Wilson bluntly told the British diplomat, Sir 
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William Wiseman, and “the Japanese government will not intervene” again unless 
Washington—meaning Wilson—gives its say-so.147  
 
By July 1918, however, Wilson had changed his mind. On August 2, 1918, the first Allied 
troops, under General Frederick Poole, began arriving at Murmansk, including 
American troops. Japan eventually sent more than 70,000 troops—far more than any 
other Allied power. In addition, although the other Allied forces, including Americans, 
restricted their activities to the area around Vladivostok, Japanese forces pushed as far 
west as Lake Baikal and Buryatia. And unlike the other Allies, Japan had come to stay. 
By 1920, companies such as Mitsubishi and Mitsui had opened offices in Vladivostok, 
Khabarovsk, Nikolayevsk-on-Amur, and Chita, and brought with them over 50,000 
civilian employees and settlers. After the international coalition withdrew its forces, the 
Japanese Army stayed on in this resource-rich region. 
 
In March and April 1922, the Japanese Army repulsed large Bolshevik offensives against 
Vladivostok. Meanwhile, there was growing public opinion in Japan against the cost of 
the Siberian intervention, which had devoured more than half the national budget for 
two years. On June 24, 1922, Japan announced that it would unilaterally withdraw from 
all Russian territory, with the exception of northern Sakhalin Island—a source of major 
diplomatic tension with Russia in later decades.148  
 
There were again important lessons for Japan to learn from its Siberian adventure—and 
again, neither the government nor the army general staff was willing to absorb them. 
The first was the importance of working closely with allies, including submitting to joint 
command, instead of trying to do everything alone. The second was the need to work the 
forces of public diplomacy in order to explain and justify Japanese policy, including to 
Japan’s own citizens. Finally, there was the futility of trying to establish a land empire at 
long distance, where sea communications become a vulnerability instead of an 
advantage.  
 
There was, however, another paramount point that the Japanese Navy, as well as the 
government, failed to understand: that Japan simply lacked the large industrial base 
needed to compete in shipbuilding with the leading Western maritime powers, like 
Britain and the United States, or even Germany. It was a bitter lesson that it would learn 
at heavy cost during World War II, when American yards were able to build sixteen 
naval vessels to every new Japanese warship.149 It was a disadvantage masked after the 
war by the terms of the Washington Naval Treaty, yet it remained a strategic reality that 
no amount of forward planning or wishful thinking could overcome.  
 
All these basic principles were ignored during the Siberian expedition and afterwards. In 
fact, Japan would reproduce many of the same mistakes in its dealings with Manchuria 
and its postwar relations with China.  
 
Difficulties in China had begun even before World War I ended. In order to protect and 
extend Japanese interests while the Middle Kingdom was in a state of extended collapse, 
Tokyo had delivered to the Chinese government its Twenty-One Demands, which 
inspired great resentment in China, but in fact represented a more moderate set of 
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requirements than many Japanese patriots had wanted. The demands would greatly 
extend Japanese control of Manchuria and of the Chinese economy, and they were 
strongly opposed by both Britain and the United States.  
 
In Japan’s final settlement of its grievances with China, it gained little but lost a great 
deal of prestige and trust with its two former allies. Nonetheless, it is worth noting that 
Wilson’s secretary of state, Robert Lansing, still saw Japan as a useful ally in Asia, 
especially for furthering the US “Open Door Policy,” and he also recognized the need to 
respect Japan’s interests in “Northern China”—including Japan’s newest imperial 
acquisition, the Shantung Peninsula.150 
 
It is also worth noting that it was not just Britain and France that agreed to let the 
Japanese take over Shantung. The government of Chinese prime minister General Duan 
in Beijing also signed on, in a deal to allow Japan to maintain a garrison in Shantung in 
exchange for its support for revising the entire structure of unfair treaties with China. 
And since Japan had also agreed to Wilson’s Fourteen Points for the peace settlement at 
the end of the war, promising self-determination for all peoples, when Tokyo’s 
delegation arrived at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, its members assumed they 
were in a strong position not only to get what Japan wanted, but also to act as the 
conscience of Asia in dismantling European colonial control over the subject peoples 
there.151 
 
Strong enough, in fact, to ask the peace conference to insert a clause embracing the 
principle of racial equality into the League of Nations Covenant being drafted. The 
Japanese saw this as a way to assert their own equality with Western allies as a great 
power, but also as a way to boost their position as defender of China’s interests and to 
offset their own image as imperial aggressor. To a generation of Westerners reared on 
white supremacist dogmas and Darwin, however, the clause seemed to offer a dangerous 
precedent. Such a clause might apply to the Japanese, British foreign minister Balfour 
pointed out, but what about Central Africa?152 The proposal went nowhere. 
 
At the end of March, as the conference was entering the home stretch, the Japanese 
delegation tried offering a watered-down version. It too failed to pass muster, with 
Wilson casting the final veto. That led Japan to threaten to leave the conference 
altogether unless the conference recognized its rights in Shantung according to its 
agreement with Peking. The Chinese delegates complained they had been forced to sign 
the agreement under duress. As one of Japan’s delegates scoffed to Secretary Lansing, 
how “ridiculous for a nation of 400 millions to go around complaining that they had 
signed a treaty under duress.”153 
 
In the end, the Japanese won their concession on Shantung. In one of the conference’s 
last acts, on April 22, Wilson and the other Allied leaders had to inform the Chinese 
delegation that the Allied powers were bound by the prior treaty and had to allow Japan 
to remain in control of Shantung. The result was a double disaster. China refused to sign 
the final treaty and left Paris in high dudgeon. When the news reached China, anti-
Western and anti-Japanese riots exploded across Japan. On May 4, some 5,000 Chinese 
students stormed into Tiananmen Square in Peking to protest the Versailles Treaty. The 
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so-called May 1919 movement set the table for decades of turmoil and collapse at the 
center, leading to civil war and ultimately war with Japan.154  
 
At the same time, the die was cast for imperial Japan’s future as an Asian power.  
 
Postwar Japan: The Road to Disaster 
 
Meanwhile, the rebuff by Japan’s former allies, including the United States, fueled anti-
Western feelings in Japan, just as the government decided it would have to blaze its own 
path to empire in Asia. That strategy would entail increasingly harsh dealings with 
China.  
 
World War I had eradicated entire nations and empires, including Austria-Hungary and 
the Ottoman Empire, and had seriously weakened its combatants (Japan and the US 
were the sole exceptions). It also hastened the extended collapse of China, which had 
been officially neutral during the conflict, but which was now a tinderbox for civil war.  
 
World War I had also brought in its wake the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, which added 
an ideological dimension to Japan’s ongoing rivalry with Russia. Japan feared the 
spread of Communism, which appealed to its own intellectuals and workers and also to 
neighboring China and Korea. The Bolsheviks, meanwhile, launched the Communist 
International, immediately funding Communist parties in countries along Russia’s 
border as well as several political parties and warlords in China, including both 
emerging rivals for power, the Kuomintang and the Chinese Communist Party. 
Successive Japanese governments saw no possible way in which Japan could prosper if 
its massive neighbor continued to be wracked by unrest and civil war, let alone if it went 
Communist. The only possible answer seemed to be direct intervention by Japan, which 
meant by the Japanese Army. 
 
This, too, seemed to end finally the debate over whether Japan should be a land power 
or a sea power. In 1927, Prime Minister Tanaka Giichi (1864–1929), a former general 
who had served as war minister, called for Manchuria’s and Mongolia’s detachment 
from China, even though this would guarantee Chinese hostility.  Tanaka insisted that 
Japan should “free itself from previous conditions of being an island and develop its 
national future as a continental power.”155 Japan’s leading banker, Hirozo Mori, was 
more forthright: “Expansion toward the continent [of Asia] is the destiny of the 
Japanese people, decreed by Heaven, which neither the world nor we the Japanese 
ourselves can check or alter.”156 
 
There were still those who held out for Japan’s future as a maritime power. For example, 
Admiral Katō Tomosaburō, who served as navy minister (1915–23) and prime minister 
(1922–3), realized, contrary to the army generals, that “national defense is not a 
monopoly that belongs to military men. . . . no war can be fought without money.” In 
Japan’s case, that meant trade; without trade, Japan could not even feed itself. He saw 
the United States as Japan’s only potential adversary, but warned against war. “Even if 
we would match the US in terms of military power . . . where would we get the money? 
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The US is the only country from which Japan can borrow money . . . Thus, war with the 
US is simply impossible.”157  
 
Tomosaburo would lead the Japanese delegation at the most important international 
conference of the postwar era ,the Washington Conference that opened on November 
1921, and ended on February 6,1922.  The goal was to place strong limits on the growth 
of naval power among the world’s leading powers, including Japan.  For Japan, it was an 
important moment.  Prime Hara Takashi, a strong advocate of closer cooperation with 
the United States, had been murdered by a militarist fanatic only days before. But the 
mood in Tokyo was still one of working with Japan’s former allies, including the US, and 
to agree to the arms limitations being proposed in Washington.  As historian Adam 
Tooze notes, “all the major parties of Taisho Japan favored curbing military spending. 
With naval expenditure accounting for almost a third of the budget it was a prime 
target.”158 
 
In the end, the Japanese navy accepted the call for cuts, as long as there remained a 70 
percent minimum ratio between the Japanese and American fleets.  The government 
overrode their objections, and acceded to the Washington Conference’s proposal of a 
5:5;3 ratio among British, American, and Japanese capital ships.  The only requirement 
Tokyo made was that the cruiser Mutsu, which had been built with a public 
subscription, be exempted from the ratio, and that the US agree not to build any new 
naval bases in the Philippines or Guam.  The US did, and so Japan was poised to be 
recognized as the world’s third great naval power, while Britain and Japan ended their 
formal alliance in 1922 and drafted an agreement to provide for the peaceful arbitration 
of all future disputes in the Pacific region.159 
 
This included China.  Indeed, one of the goals of the Washington Conference was to get 
all the former allies to agree to uphold the US Open Door policy in China, and to 
“respect the sovereignty, the independence, and territorial and administrative integrity 
of China.” 160 The most vociferous opponents of this agreement, however, turned out to 
be not the Japanese or other imperialist powers operating in China but the Chinese 
themselves.  Its government, and an emerging public opinion that expressed itself in a 
defiantly nationalistic way, who wanted to abolish all foreign privileges in its territories.   
Japan was willing to sign the so-called Nine Power Treaty in January 1922, on the 
assumption that it would help to stabilize the volatile situation in China.  Instead, it had 
the opposite effect.  As anti-Western, and anti-Japanese, sentiment grew and riots 
against foreigners increased, China itself slid deeper and deeper into internal chaos and 
civil war.  
 
From Japan’s point of view the die was already cast. The end of the naval alliance with 
Britain, paradoxically, undercut the navalist arguments in favor of Japan’s role as a 
maritime power (the British and Japanese alliance was almost entirely built on 
coordinating the two countries’ naval strengths), further isolated Japan from the West. 
Together with China’s decline into chaos and civil war, the ending of the alliance  also 
proved fatal to the peace of East Asia. Japan now found itself increasingly at odds with 
its former World War I allies. During the 1920’s Japan’s outlook became more and more 
that of a revisionist power, trying to change the status quo in Asia to reflect its ambitions 
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to become a continental power, by force if necessary—which the terms of the 1922 
Washington Five Power Naval Treaty, generous for Japan, seemed to encourage. In 
addition, and equally fatefully, the United States now replaced Russia as Japan’s most 
irreconcilable foe. From 1922 on, strategic war planning by both the army and the navy 
centered on defeating the United States in the event of a general war.161 
 
In the end, however, the continental power advocates won the army-navy debate more 
by political bullying and selective assassination than compelling argument. In 1927 and 
again in 1928, prime ministers were forced out of office by the army. Prime Minister 
Hamaguchi Yuko, who wanted to cut the military budget, was murdered. His successor 
was driven from office when he tried to do the same thing. The next prime minister, 
Inukai Ki, also died by assassination in 1932.  
 
Likewise, Admiral Makoto Saitō  (1936) and finance ministers Inoue Junnosuke (1932) 
and Takahashi Korekiyo (1936), both of whom had dared to suggest that the army’s 
grandiose plans for a continental Japanese empire were financially unfeasible, all 
wound up dead, murdered by fanatical army officers who had become a law unto 
themselves.  
 
“The decision to follow the army’s inclination to act as if Japan were a continental power 
was a gross strategic error,” writes historian Sarah Paine. “Japan’s officers soon lost 
sight of grand strategy and tried to conduct foreign policy through a single instrument of 
national power: the military. Before long, they equated operational success with 
strategic success, with disastrous consequences.”162 
 
This would apply particularly to Japan’s increasing entanglement in China, especially in 
Manchuria. That mineral- and natural-resource-rich province was the focus of Japan’s 
hopes for creating a continental empire of its own. The problem was that the rule of law 
in China—which was at no time strong anywhere—never extended to Manchuria. Ever 
since the Russo-Japanese War, the province had degenerated into a state of virtual 
anarchy. Port Arthur and the Shantung Peninsula, occupied by the Japanese Army, were 
relative havens of peace and order. Throughout the rest of Manchuria, however, 
Japanese commercial interests suffered. Calls for increasing intervention by the 
Japanese military reached a crescendo by the late 1920s. 
 
In 1928, two young colonels in the Kwantung Army (the term for Japanese troops in 
Manchuria) decided to take matters into their own hands. On June 4, they murdered the 
chief warlord in Manchuria by blowing up his private train. Three years later, another 
cabal of young officers planted a bomb on the Manchurian Railway and blamed the 
Chinese for the incident. Japanese troops poured into the province with restoration of 
law and order as the pretext—against the express orders of the cabinet in Tokyo.  
 
The incident took place in the shadow of the Great Depression, which had reached 
Japan and put its economy in desperate straits. The price of Japan’s chief export, silk, 
fell by half, while the country lacked the foreign currency to pay for its rice imports. The 
nation faced near starvation; military adventurism and the conquest of Manchuria 
seemed both the distraction and the solution to resource-poor Japan’s intractable 
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dilemma. Manchuria was annexed by the Japanese government as it acquiesced to the 
army’s unilateral action, and it became a puppet state called Manchukuo.163  
 
The result was an international crisis. An outraged China brought its case to the League 
of Nations, of which both countries were members. On Japan’s initiative, the League set 
up an independent commission, headed by British diplomat Lord Lytton, to look into 
Japan’s grievances in Manchuria. The commission found that most of Japan’s 
complaints were justified, but it condemned the Japanese government anyway for 
resorting to force without exhausting all possible peaceful means for a settlement. 
Affronted, Japan walked out of the League of Nations—at first temporarily, but then 
permanently, as Tokyo found itself regrouping to deal with a new, or rather reviving, 
threat: Russia, now the Soviet Union.  
 
For a decade and a half after the Bolshevik Revolution, Russia had been a non-factor in 
international relations, including in Asia. But just as Japan’s increasingly frictional 
relations with China following the invasion of Manchuria turned into actual war in July 
1937 after the notorious Marco Polo bridge incident—a conflict, scholars now recognize, 
provoked by China rather than Japan—Stalin’s Soviet Union began to take a new 
interest in exerting its influence in its Far Eastern empire, especially where it bordered 
on Japan’s empire in Manchuria (or Manchukuo). In July 1939, fighting broke out 
between Soviet and Japanese troops on the Manchukuo border, which soon flared into a 
full-scale war. Japan suffered a humiliating defeat, losing more than 20,000 troops 
before peace was signed.  
 
By then Japan was deeply enmeshed in the land war in China as well. The real 
watershed date here was not July 1937 and the Marco Polo Bridge incident, but August 
1935, when a radical colonel, Saburo Aizawa, murdered the head of the Military Affairs 
Bureau with a samurai sword. Aizawa was tried and executed, but the trend he had 
started, of young army officers violently challenging the government, became 
increasingly the norm.  On February 26, 1936 the Tokyo garrison staged a military coup. 
Troops took over key institutions in the capital, including the Diet building. Admiral 
Makoto Saito, the Imperial Privy Seal, was murdered. The conspirators had hoped to 
murder Emperor Hirohito as well, but the coup was defeated, even though the policy its 
ringleaders wanted—more direct intervention in the Chinese civil war--would benefit 
Communist Russia as much it would which incidentally, benefited Communist Russia as 
much as it would eventually ruin Japan.164  
 
Even in defeat, the 1936 conspirators achieved victory. Japan’s long and disastrous 
intervention in China was the direct result of the decision to commit Japan to becoming 
a continental land power—including committing its naval forces to supporting this 
bizarre grand strategy—in direct contradiction to its natural geographic position.  
 
Japan’s overall strategy in China resulted from the Japanese army’s failure to draw the 
proper lessons from its victories over Russia in 1904–5, as well as Japan’s intervention 
in Siberia in 1919–22. The first “lesson” was that willpower would triumph over material 
power. The army became fixated on how Japan had managed to defeat and humiliate 
the world’s greatest land power (neglecting the fact that Russia in 1904 was a 
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technologically backward country, and that Russia in 1919–20 was in a state of 
revolution and anarchy). Japanese doctrine focused on how the indomitable willpower 
of Japan’s soldiers enabled them to overcome obstacles, such as Port Arthur’s 
fortifications, instead of imbibing the larger lesson of what happens when unprotected 
infantry are sent up against barbed wire and entrenched machine-gun and artillery 
fire—what European powers, including defeated Germany, learned from their 
experience in the Great War. “Faith in willpower led the Japanese to overlook the 
weapons systems they could not afford, to exaggerate the qualitative superiority of their 
personnel, to minimize the logistical problems associated with large theaters, and to 
discount the will of their enemy.”165 
 
Japan’s commitment of manpower and resources would be unprecedented. By 1940, 
more than half the national budget was devoted to the military, including the war in 
China. Yet despite one “decisive” victory after another on the field of battle and a 
commitment of more than one million men in arms, the final conquest of China 
constantly eluded Japan—even as its actions in the pursuit of that conquest earned the 
opprobrium of the international community (including Nazi Germany, whose 
ambassador to China expressed his horror and outrage at the so-called rape of 
Nanking—the one and only time in which the barbarism of another nation aroused the 
conscience of Hitler’s regime).  
 
By 1938, the cost of Japan’s war economy was such that the government had to impose 
controls on wages and prices. Rationing and commodity shortages were worse than in 
Germany in 1918, at the height of the Allied naval blockade. Rat skins were being tanned 
as a leather substitute. Cotton, metals, wool, oil, and basic chemicals were no longer 
available on the open market. No Japanese citizen could afford to buy chocolate, 
toothpaste, chewing gun, golf balls, or anything made of steel or iron except on the black 
market—all this three years before the outbreak of World War II.166  
 
The frustrations of the Sino-Japanese war led the Japanese military chiefs to finally give 
up on finding the natural resources Japan needed in the “north,” meaning Manchuria 
and China, and to look instead to the “south,” meaning Indochina, Malaysia, and 
Indonesia—as well as the American protectorate in the Philippines. It was a major shift 
in geography, but not in strategic doctrine: Japan was still thinking of itself as a land 
and continental power, but one that drew the resources it needed to flourish as a 
modern industrial power from regions in Southeast Asia instead of East Asia. These 
were regions where conflict would be inevitable with the United States, not to mention 
the other Western powers, such as France (which had extensive colonies in Indochina), 
Britain (the imperial steward of rubber-rich Malaysia and Singapore and oil-rich 
Burma), and the Netherlands (master of the oil-producing islands of the Dutch East 
Indies, or Indonesia and Borneo).  
 
The United States, however, would still be the power to beat. Historian Edward Drea has 
recently described Japan’s main strategy prior to the outbreak of World War II as “a 
future war against a tripartite coalition—the United States, the Soviet Union, and China. 
The fundamental premise was that Japan would fight a short war highlighted by 
decisive battles on land and at sea that would quickly end the conflict.”167 
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In order to engage the United States, no fewer than three Japanese fleets would be 
needed. One would engage and destroy the US Navy operating in Asian waters. Another 
would convoy Japanese Army forces to occupy the Philippines. The third would confront 
the US Navy’s main battle fleet in a final decisive battle, in the fashion of Japan’s 
decisive victory over Russia at Tsushima in 1904. However, since Japan had only two 
fleets, “the decision to build a third fleet pitted Japan in a naval arms race against the 
United States,”168 with fateful consequences—which would culminate in the plan to 
stage the decisive battle not in Asian waters but further east at Pearl Harbor, not by 
battleships this time but by surprise air attack.  
 
Given the mismatch between US and Japanese industrial strength, this was a naval arms 
race that Japan was doomed to lose from the start. It also aroused tensions between 
Tokyo and Washington long before Pearl Harbor, pouring oil on the diplomatic fire 
already burning thanks to Japan’s war with China. In the end, Japan adopted a grand 
strategy for the Second World War it was incapable of carrying out.  
 
It was helped by a major miscalculation by the United States. Japan’s war with China 
was deeply unpopular in the United States, and growing public sentiment in support of 
China against the foreign invader was intensified by atrocious incidents such as the 
terror bombing of Chinese cities and the rape of Nanking. President Franklin 
Roosevelt’s administration, however, was committed to a policy of strict neutrality. 
There was no question of militarily intervening against Japan, although a US-led naval 
blockade of the home islands by the American and British navies would very quickly 
have demonstrated the futility of trying to maintain a continental empire and major 
land war by sea-link communications. Nor was the United States able by law to supply 
military equipment to the beleaguered Chinese government.  
 
Instead, “Roosevelt launched a campaign of economic warfare” against Japan, “without 
any effort to rely on legal authority.”169 He halted all supplies of aviation gasoline to 
Japan in July 1940 (admittedly with the excuse that this fuel would be needed if 
American air forces had to fight Nazi Germany). Then Roosevelt responded to Chiang 
Kai-Shek’s request for help by halting all export of iron and steel to Japan. For a country 
like Japan, wholly dependent on imports of vital strategic materials, which had flown 
freely when a Depression-era America was desperate for any foreign market it could 
find, it was the economic equivalent of a “stab in the back.”  
 
Then Roosevelt took more proactive measures in support of Nationalist China. He gave 
$100 million and 100 warplanes to the government in Nanking and allowed American 
volunteers to fly for the Chinese Air Force—the so-called Flying Tigers. All these steps 
were in evident violation of the standing Neutrality Act, but since FDR never declared 
the Sino-Japanese conflict to be an actual war, which would have triggered the 
provisions of the act, he was still free to send aid to whichever side he chose—in this 
case, China.  
 
The final step came in August 1941, even as Japanese forces were moving south toward 
Indochina and Thailand. The president froze Japanese assets in the United States, cut 
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back US oil exports, and banned the sale of high-octane aviation gasoline to Japan. Here 
bureaucratic blunder fatefully entered the scene: government functionaries imposed a 
total oil embargo against Japan, instead of just an embargo on aviation fuel.  
 
That pushed the Japanese into an impossible corner—which historian Marc 
Trachtenberg believes was Roosevelt’s ultimate goal.170 The price of lifting the 
embargoes, including on oil, was Japan’s withdrawal from China, which no government 
in Tokyo was going to concede. Writes Colin Gray, “The United States had been waging 
preventive economic warfare against Imperial Japan for at least 18 hours prior to Pearl 
Harbor . . . The oil embargo eventually would literally immobilize the Japanese Navy. So 
Washington confronted Tokyo with the unenviable choice between de facto complete 
political surrender of its ambitions in China, or war.”171 
 
From this perspective, one could argue that a desperate Japan had no choice but to act. 
Yet some Japanese officials and military officers were realistic about the consequences 
of going to war against the United States. In the fall of 1941, Admiral Inoue Shigeyoshi, 
head of the Naval Aviation Bureau, circulated a memo explaining that war with the 
United States was unwinnable. Japan lacked the capacity to occupy the US capital, it 
argued, let alone the country’s expansive territory, nor could Japan blockade the long 
American coastlines. Yet the United States could do all this to Japan. All the same, 
Inoue—like his predecessors Admirals Satō and Katō—was on the losing side of the 
army-navy debate, as well as the losing side of the debate within the navy. In the end, 
they would all be on the losing side of the world’s biggest and most destructive war. 
 
Plans for attack at Pearl Harbor were by then underway. In November 1941, a Japanese 
fleet set sail to the east, and on December 7, 1941, planes took off from its aircraft 
carriers for Japan’s rendezvous with destiny. 

 
• • • 

 
At war’s end, the American occupation of Japan had three major goals.  
 
The first was to prevent Japan from becoming an aggressive revisionist country again. 
The second was to prevent Soviet Communism from taking over the devastated nation. 
The third was to make sure that the victorious United States, the principal Allied 
combatant and ultimate victor in the Pacific war—through the person and authority of 
the head of the Supreme Command of Allied Powers, General Douglas MacArthur—
enjoyed complete control over Japan’s fate and its future role in Asia. The best way to 
accomplish this, it was felt, was a tight bilateral alliance with the country which, only a 
few months earlier, had been America’s fierce, even vicious, antagonist—and Asia’s most 
disruptive influence since the days of the Mongol invasions.172 
 
Defeating Japan had involved more than bringing about the unconditional surrender of 
a former imperial great power. It had shaken Asia to its foundations, from Korea and 
Manchuria to Burma and India. The war had embroiled countries as far apart as 
Australia and New Zealand, as well as America’s Aleutian Islands, which Japanese 
troops had briefly occupied. Fighting had engulfed the Malay Peninsula, the Philippines 
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(an American protectorate), and New Guinea, Micronesia, and Indonesia—not to 
mention virtually all of China and Indochina, where civil wars soon sprang up from the 
embers of the world conflict.173 
 
The question of how a defeated and broken Japan could be reintegrated into the 
community of nations fully absorbed American policymakers during the early days of 
the occupation.  
 
There was a brief proposal to include Japan in a postwar multilateral organization, the 
Pacific Ocean Pact, with Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, and Indonesia. The 
plan died in less than eight weeks. Instead, the bilateral alliance structure became the 
future of US-Japan strategic relations, as separate bilateral alliances with Australia, 
South Korea, and Taiwan came to be characterized as the  “spokes in the hub” 
architecture, with the United States as the central hub. alliances with Australia, South 
Korea, and Taiwan. Japan, however, was paramount. Even in the immediate aftermath 
of war, when most of Japan lay in rubble, American policymakers understood that a 
rebuilt Japan friendly to the United States would be the key to future Asian security. 
Maintaining a firm grip on how Japan emerged from the war and renounced its 
imperialist militarist past would be the objective of US policy in Asia for the next two 
decades.  
 
From the beginning, the goal was a transformation of Japan. “Never in the history of any 
modern nation has there been a greater external impact on a nation’s domestic 
institutions than what Japan experienced following its surrender.”174 Under Douglas 
MacArthur’s stern supervision, there was a wholesale disbanding of the Japanese 
military and a constitutional ban on building armed forces again. Former wartime 
officials and bureaucrats were purged; key industrial mega-corporations or zaibatsus 
that had supported the war effort were broken up; democratic elections were held in 
1946; and a new constitution was introduced in 1947. According to Victor Cha, “the 
objective of the alliance was to mold Japan into becoming the Britain of Asia.”175 
 
Yet a debate remained as to what to do next to give Japan a constructive role in the 
future of Asia. As Victor Cha shows in his book Powerplay, there were three options for 
the future. One was Alpha Option, the complete demilitarization of Japan and adoption 
of an official position of neutrality toward the rest of the world. This would be a 
completely neutered Japan, whose attention would be directed and restricted entirely to 
its home island interests—in effect, an Asian Sweden. Then there was Gamma Option, in 
effect turning Japan loose as an independent nation, including allowing or even 
encouraging it to remilitarize so it could be a partner with America in opposing Russian 
and Chinese Communism. Gamma Option was supported by one of Truman’s key 
advisors, the State Department’s George Kennan, as well as his emissary to Asia, John 
Foster Dulles, and fiercely opposed by MacArthur, who had personally intervened to 
include the controversial Article 9 in the Japanese Constitution, which banned 
reestablishment of any Japan military except for the purposes of self-defense.176  
 
Yet MacArthur had missed a key aspect of Japan’s relationship with future American 
security, one which Franklin Roosevelt’s grand strategy in the Atlantic had captured 
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with regard to Britain. Roosevelt had seen it as a vital American interest that the 
Atlantic Ocean not be dominated by a single land power, namely Germany. In his view, 
supporting Britain, and a strong Royal Navy, was the means to do that. MacArthur felt 
much the same about American interests in the Pacific Ocean: that a single power, 
whether it be Soviet Russia or Communist China, should not be allowed to control 
American access to the Western Pacific, or access for US allies.  
 
The Pacific is “a vast moat to protect us as long as we hold it” by land, air, and sea. 
MacArthur told Congress in 1951. “Indeed, it acts as a protective shield for all the 
Americas and all free lands of the Pacific Ocean area. We control it to the shores of 
Asia,” he noted—at least for the present—thanks to an island chain linked together by 
US naval and air bases extending from the Aleutians to the Marianas, from which “we 
can dominate with sea and air power every Asiatic port from Vladivostok to 
Singapore”—and keep the Soviet Union and its allies from making any hostile moves 
into the Pacific Ocean.  
 
The most important and menacing of those allies, MacArthur averred, was China, which 
“has become aggressively imperialistic, with a lust for expansion and increased power 
normal to this kind of imperialism.”177 It is doubtful whether MacArthur could have 
guessed how much his prediction would come true sixty-five years later, or that the 
Chinese would turn his “first island chain” strategy to their own advantage (see part III). 
Nonetheless, just as FDR had looked to the UK as a maritime ally to defend and protect 
American security in the Atlantic, MacArthur should have realized that a revivified and 
rearmed Japan could play the same role in the Pacific. Perhaps because so much of 
Japan still lay in ruins, or perhaps because of his quixotic belief that a permanently 
demilitarized Japan, after centuries of being dominated by the values of samurai and 
bushido, could convince other nations to lay down their arms as well, MacArthur failed 
to see that a liberal democratic Japan with its own maritime deterrent, in league with 
the United States Navy, could be a powerful barrier against regional aggressors and 
secure peace in East Asia.  
 
In any case, in the end a compromise was reached. This was Beta Option, in which the 
US would remain the senior partner in an alliance that would guide Japan forward into 
the modern world. The strategy would be to re-groom Japan as an emergent power 
under US supervision, including a continuing dominant American military presence. As 
Victor Cha notes, the goal had become restoring Japan’s return to the region as a normal 
power while giving it “enough autonomous capabilities such that it could serve as a 
bulwark for U.S. interests in the region.”178  
  
Because while Japan lay in postwar ruins (one-quarter of its economy had been 
completely destroyed), American strategic thinkers knew that Japan was bound to 
return to its prewar prominence. The question was, in what form. Kennan and Secretary 
of State Dean Acheson saw Japan as the future “workshop of Asia” and the key to Asian 
peace and stability. Kennan even insisted Japan was destined to be the strategic and 
economic center of East Asia. MacArthur had high hopes of the new Japan becoming the 
light of democracy across the region because although they disagreed on much, Kennan 
and MacArthur were in fundamental agreement that Japan as a US ally would become 
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the fulcrum of Asian security and democracy and eventual prosperity, especially if it 
could be kept out of the ever-expanding Soviet orbit.179  
 
With these ends in mind, and in the shadow of the ongoing war in Korea, the first US-
Japan security treaty was signed on September 8, 1951, in San Francisco, at the same 
time as the general peace treaty with Japan was signed in the same location. The 
Security Treaty of 1951 consisted of five articles, which restored full sovereignty to Japan 
with the exception of Okinawa, while granting the United States the bases on Japanese 
territory that it needed to establish a military presence in the Far East. Moreover, the 
accord stated that Japan would be prohibited from providing any other foreign powers 
any bases or any military-related rights without the consent of the United States.  
 
The critical Article 1 stated:  
 

Japan grants, and the United States of America accepts, the right, upon the 
coming into force of the Treaty of Peace and of this Treaty, to dispose United 
States land, air and sea forces in and about Japan. Such forces may be utilized to 
contribute to the maintenance of international peace and security in the Far East 
and to the security of Japan against armed attack from without, including 
assistance given at the express request of the Japanese Government to put down 
large-scale internal riots and disturbances in Japan, caused through instigation 
or intervention by an outside power or powers.180 

 
In effect, the US military had become Japan’s defense force, in the event of a domestic 
political crisis, even its extended police force.181 As Secretary of State Dulles put it 
privately, the treaty “gave the United States the right to maintain in Japan as much force 
as we wanted, anywhere we wanted, for as long as we wanted.”182 Interestingly, even this 
treaty was considered not harsh enough by several of Japan’s neighbors, including 
South Korea, but in the end, the peace treaty with fifty-two nations that Japan signed in 
San Francisco, and the security treaty it signed with the US later that same day, both 
reflected the American Beta strategy: Japan would get its sovereignty back without 
significant punitive damages or reparations, but would have to depend on the US to act 
for its defense and foreign relations. In addition, the US presence ensured that Japan 
would not become a threat to its neighbors again. As Victor Cha has noted, the goal of 
the 1951 treaty, and all subsequent agreements, was “a reformed, politically stable, 
economically prosperous Japan, without its colonies, that would become the lynchpin of 
U.S. influence in the region.”183 
 
Over the next decade the first of those goals, certainly, was steadily achieved. The event 
that marked Japan’s recovery and subsequent economic takeoff was, ironically, the 
Korean War, when Japan became the logistical center and a major supplier for the US 
military. Indeed, in 1950–1, procurements for the US military made up 40 percent of all 
Japanese exports—and in 1952 that number more than doubled.184 Two years later, both 
countries signed a Mutual Defense Assistance Agreement, which allowed the United 
States to maintain its military forces in Japan in order to maintain security in the 
region—in other words, not only for Japan’s defense but to further US geopolitical 
interests.  
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Yet as Japan’s economic recovery grew, with it came inevitably a growing Japanese 
frustration at an alliance in which the US was unabashedly the dominant partner and 
Japan the undeniably junior partner. That resentment erupted when the security treaty 
came up for revision in 1960 to take into consideration growing complaints from Japan 
about its lack of independence under the prior treaty, including regarding the status of 
Okinawa. Protests and strikes rocked the country, and there was even a violent attack on 
the home of Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi (who was seen as conceding too much to 
the Americans).  
 
Yet ironically, in the 1960 renegotiation treaty, the US actually got more concessions 
from Japan, not fewer. The revised treaty required both Japan and the US to develop 
and maintain their ability to resist armed attack by military means—in Japan’s case, to 
resist with its Self-Defense Forces, or JSDF, as the postwar Japanese military was 
dubbed—including defending against an attack on US forces on Japanese territory (a 
possibility not considered in the original 1951 treaty). The treaty also locked Japan into 
the alliance agreement for a minimum of ten years. After that, if Japan wanted to 
terminate the alliance, it would be required to give the United States one year’s advance 
notice.185 
 
In effect, the bilateral relationship remained one in which Japan did not carry a 
proportionate burden of its national self-defense, but it did give up sovereign control 
over the principal means for its self-defense, the US military. Yet a subtle shift in 
emphasis was evident. In 1951, the goal had been restoring Japan as a normal nation-
state (or rather transforming it into one), while securing America’s geopolitical posture 
in East Asia. After 1960, as Japan’s economic strength grew and even exceeded 
expectations, the US goal was to coax Japan into assuming more of the burden of self-
defense, without alarming its neighbors—or supplanting US interests.  
 
These long-term goals were encapsulated in the formal US-Japan security guidelines, 
known as The Guidelines for Japan-U.S. Defense Cooperation, the first of which was 
signed in 1978. Extraordinarily, for almost a quarter century after its formation, the 
Japan-US alliance lacked any joint planning aspects due to the postwar Japanese 
population’s strong sense of caution toward the military. As Professor Kamiya Matake of 
the National Defense Academy pointed out in 2015, Japan’s 1976 Defense White Paper 
admitted that “to date Japan and the United States have not engaged in any discussions 
with respect to defense cooperation in contingencies, nor was there any organization 
tasked with discussing operational cooperation during such eventualities.”186 
  
The 1978 guidelines covered how the defense treaty would be administered. “Japan, as 
its defense policy, will possess defense capability on an appropriate scale within the 
scope necessary for self-defense,” the first article of the guidelines read, “and 
consolidate and maintain a posture to ensure the most efficient operations and assure, 
in accordance with the Status of Forces Agreement, the stable and effective utilization of 
facilities and areas in Japan by U.S. Forces. The United States will maintain a nuclear 
deterrent capability and the forward deployments of combat-ready forces and other 
forces capable of reinforcing them.” 187 
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The second article stated, “In order to be able to take coordinated joint action smoothly 
in the event of an armed attack against Japan, Japan and the United States will 
endeavor to achieve a posture for cooperation between the Self-Defense Forces and U.S. 
Forces in such areas as operations, intelligence and logistics.”188 
 
However, at the time, Japan and the United States did not yet have any actual joint 
operations plans in the event of contingencies. Moreover, the consultation and 
discussion between the two went no further than research into joint operations in the 
event that Japan was attacked, and cases where regional peace (external to Japan) was 
threatened were hardly discussed. This is because the Japanese public continued to be 
wary of defense cooperation with the United States. Yet in many ways, the Japanese 
public had no choice, since Japan’s Self-Defense Forces were taking on an important 
role in Cold War deterrence, whether the public liked it or not.  
 
The 1954 Self-Defense Forces Act, passed by the Diet on July 1, 1954, reorganized 
Japan’s National Security Board as the Defense Agency. Its fledgling national security 
force was transformed into the Japan Ground Self-Defense Force, or JGSDF (in fact, a 
postwar Japanese army); the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force, or JMSDF (a postwar 
Japanese navy); and the Japan Air Self-Defense Force, or JASDF (the Japanese air 
force). General Keizō Hayashi was appointed the first chairman of Joint Staff Council 
(later Joint Staff Office), the head of the three branches.189 On January 6, 1955, the US 
Air Force announced that eighty-five of its aircraft would be turned over to the fledgling 
Japanese air force on January 15 to provide the first military equipment for the new 
force. Japan was back as a military power, albeit a much-reduced and legally and 
constitutionally restricted one.  
 
Indeed, critics continued to challenge the legitimacy of the Self-Defense Forces well into 
the 1970s, and even in the 1980s, the government acted cautiously on defense issues for 
fear there would be a political backlash. Yet even with this caution, Japan found itself 
engaged in several Cold War operations in its area of responsibility.  
 
For example, “under the division of labor worked out between the two navies,” notes 
author James R. Holmes,  
 

the U.S. Navy supplied the offensive firepower, manifest in aircraft carriers and 
other high-end implements of war. The defensive-minded JMSDF acted as a gap 
filler, making itself proficient at niche missions like minesweeping, anti-submarine 
warfare, and offensive submarine warfare. Japanese mariners performed these 
duties with aplomb. The composite U.S.-Japanese fleet kept the Soviet Navy largely 
in check, complicating Soviet ships’ egress from ports like Vladivostok into the broad 
Pacific Ocean. Many skippers chose not to bother. Though such endeavors took place 
mostly out of public view, they constituted one of the success stories of the Cold 
War.190 

 
Likewise, Soviet air activity regularly compelled the Japanese air force to respond by 
scrambling its fighter squadrons. The peak came in the 1980s, when Japanese aircraft 
often scrambled more than 900 times a year, and the all-time record was in 1984, with 
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944 scrambles in a twelve-month period. Interestingly, that number would be surpassed 
in 2014, when Chinese aircraft forced Japan’s fighters to take to the sky in critical areas 
over the East China Sea.191  
 
Hence, in military cooperation, the armed forces of Japan and the United States 
assumed close, if unequal, joint responsibility in the East Asia region and around 
Japan—even though diplomatic cooperation was sometimes not as close, as for example 
over the Vietnam War.  
 
Nor did the fact that the balance of commitment of forces was tipped heavily in the 
direction of the United States pose a problem during the Cold War. The US military was 
powerful and large enough to do the job of extended deterrence in a region where 
neither the Soviet Union nor any other Asian power had the naval or air strength to 
compete—and where America’s overwhelming nuclear superiority gave it the final say in 
who would win, and who would lose, a conflict in East Asia (since Russia’s nuclear 
arsenal was focused on Europe and North America). By and large, the United States was 
content to wait for Japan to wake up and rise to its global responsibilities, and to 
assume more of the strategic as well as military burden of being a US ally when it was 
fully ready to engage. 
 
Yet the mismatch between Japan’s strategic stance and its material resources was 
becoming glaringly obvious as time went on. As Japan’s share of global GDP rose from 3 
percent in 1950 to 15 percent by 1990, its participation in joint US-Japan defense efforts 
barely increased. Even though for several years defense spending was legally limited to 
just 1 percent of GDP, that amount grew to a sizable sum as Japan’s economy achieved 
full takeoff in the sixties and seventies. Despite Japan’s arguably pacifist approach to 
matters of foreign policy, the Japan Self-Defense Forces grew into a formidable presence 
for maintaining the security of the home islands.  
 
Today, for example, the JSDF has more naval vessels than the French Navy, more 
fighter aircraft than the Royal Air Force, and an army larger than Germany’s. In 
addition, a homegrown Japanese defense industry arose to equip and maintain the 
JSDF which, despite its relatively small size, is highly technically proficient—even to the 
point of launching its own stealth fighter prototype in 2015, the ATD-X.192 
 
This was precisely the opposite of what happened to the US-UK special relationship. 
Britain’s military steadily shrank in size and capability starting in the 1950s, and the 
United States had to step in and assume more of the joint defense burden and more 
areas of responsibility for the alliance to remain strategically effective. Starting in the 
1950s, however, Japan’s military capacity steadily increased, even though the United 
States continued to assume the bulk of the defense burden—while Japan avoided having 
to assume any strategic role beyond defense of its home islands and of the US forces 
operating there.  
 
Eventually, however, even Japanese politicians began to realize this mismatch between 
resources and responsibility had disadvantages, not just for the integrity of the alliance, 
but for Japan itself. In 1992, a task force of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), headed 
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by the party’s former secretary general, Ichiro Ozawa, produced a paper that openly 
asked whether overreliance on the US alliance had weakened Japan’s international 
standing. The paper argued for a more activist foreign policy role for Japan, including 
international peacekeeping operations (thus foreshadowing Prime Minister Abe’s 
reinterpretation of the constitution’s Article 9 as “collective self-defense”).193 
 
The date of that task force paper was significant. That same year, the Soviet Union 
ceased to exist, and the Cold War came to an end. The alliance between the US and 
Japan, which had taken shape to navigate the troubled seas of East-West 
confrontation—including the possibility of nuclear war—now found itself sailing into 
calm and clear waters, or so both partners assumed.  
 
What would that alliance look like after four decades of single-minded focus on Cold 
War priorities? Would it even continue, without its primary raison d’être? These were 
the issues politicians, diplomats, and strategic and military planners now had to 
consider. 
 
After the Cold War: Reappraisals and Revisions  
 
As the 1992 Japan Defense White Paper noted, “The East-West confrontation that had 
keynoted the world military situation for over 40 year since the end of World War II 
came to an end with the collapse of the Soviet Union, in both name and substance.”194 
 
This had enormous implications for the US-Japan alliance, and for the rest of Asia. Until 
1991, the rationale of the close alliance was to contain Communist influence and 
aggression, whether from Russia, China, North Korea, or North Vietnam. The same 
applied to the other bilateral alliances that formed the hub-and-spoke framework 
adopted by US strategists since the close of World War II and signed into treaty in 
1951.195 Now, forty years later, that rationale had disappeared—at least as far as the 
Soviet threat, the largest and most dangerous, was concerned.  
  
What would justify maintaining the alliance status quo, including the network of US 
bases in Japan? This was a thorny question, especially in light of the growing economic 
competition between the world’s biggest, and second biggest, economies.  
 
Until 1981, the United States had usually run trade surpluses with Japan; beginning in 
1982, a trade deficit became the norm. In 1981, real GDP growth for the United States 
was 2.5 percent, for Japan 3.1. In 1991, Japan’s GDP growth was 3.8 percent, while that 
of the US had fallen to -0.5 percent.196 The US trade deficit with Japan in 1982 was 
approximately $17 billion;197 in 1992, it was $49.6 billion.198 There were calls in America 
for a serious restructuring of the balance of trade with Japan and a rebalancing of the 
economic power of the two nations. Inevitably, there were also calls to rebalance the 
strategic alliance as well—and not just from the American side.  
 
In 1993, the RAND Corporation published a study, The US-Japan Security Relationship 
After the Cold War, written by scholars Kongdan Oh and Francis Fukuyama, which 
noted that “although the majority of Japanese clearly support the continuation of the 
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security alliance, both the alliance and the broader US-Japan relationship are 
experiencing a number of strains that will likely necessitate modification of the 
relationship.” According to Fukuyama and Oh, “Many Japanese no longer feel that the 
United States is the best economic or social model for Japan. . . . If Japan does indeed 
reject some or all of the American model, the ideological glue that holds the two nations 
together will likely be weakened in the absence of a Cold War threat.”199 Some experts 
even speculated that the rationale for all US overseas alliances, including with other 
Asian powers and with NATO, was at an end.  
 
Here as so often, the experts were proved wrong. During the 1990s, not only was NATO 
strengthened and US leadership reasserted in Bosnia and Kosovo, but America’s 
bilateral relations in Asia took on new life, including with Japan. 
 
The Nye Initiative, launched in 1995 and named after its architect, Harvard professor 
Joseph Nye, set out to transform East Asia’s hub-and-spoke alliance system into a more 
multilateral framework, but it continued to suppose that the United States would 
maintain a strong military presence in the region.200 A 2000 RAND study, The United 
States and Asia: Toward a New US Strategy and Force Posture, stated that “knitting 
together a coherent web of security arrangements among the United States and its core 
partners in Asia—Japan, Australia, and South Korea—that might expand to Southeast 
Asia will demand military as well as political steps,” including training, logistical 
planning, and fostering standardization of equipment for better interoperability. 
Weaving such a web, RAND concluded, should be the next goal for US policy in Asia—
and toward Japan.201  
 
American strategists and policymakers in the 1990s all saw cooperation with Japan as 
essential to transforming America’s post–Cold War relationship with Asia. The alliance 
itself took on new energy with the Joint Declaration on Security: Alliance for the 21st 
Century between President Bill Clinton and Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto in April 
1996, which set the stage for revision of the security guidelines in 1997—the first since 
the fall of the USSR—and the Ballistic Missile Defense (BMD) co-research direction 
agreement in 1998. According to Admiral Fumio Ota, “the new 
guidelines . . . concertedly and precisely defined what Japanese Self-Defense Forces 
would do in a crisis, whereas the old Guidelines provided only a framework for 
coordination.”202 They looked beyond simply the defense of Japan, to cooperation in 
regional conflicts and contingencies.  
 
Then in August 1999, the US and Japan reached a memorandum of understanding on 
Japan-US cooperative research on ballistic missile defense, followed by a missile 
defense agreement in December 2004 between Ambassador Howard Baker and Japan 
Defense Agency director-general Yoshinori Ono. These both laid the foundation for the 
development of joint ballistic missile defense programs, including the SM-3 Block IIA, 
in the next decade.203 
 
The other key link in defense cooperation was the Acquisition and Cross-Servicing 
Agreement (ACSA), which allowed US forces and the JSDF to exchange logistic support 
equipment and services and was signed in 1996. Prior to the agreement, that exchange 
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had been possible only during joint exercises. Starting in 1999, it was permitted to 
include “situations in areas surrounding Japan” (SIASJ), which in turn paved the way 
for unprecedented cooperation during the 2011 tsunami—and allowed JMSDF oil 
tankers to supply US Navy vessels almost 40 percent of their fuel needs during 
Operation Enduring Freedom.204 
 
Yet underlying this close bilateral partnership there remained a fundamental 
asymmetry, with the US leading and doing the strategic heavy lifting and Japan content 
to follow. This was because until recently, Japan’s end of the bargain rested on a simple 
formula for national priorities put together by Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida, who 
signed the Security Treaty of 1951 and oversaw the signing of the Mutual Defense 
Assistance Agreement in 1954. Yoshida’s most important legacy for postwar Japan was 
overseeing a national policy of disarmed pacifism, undergirded by the famous Article 9 
of the constitution, which outlawed the use of military force and banned Japan from 
possessing armed forces. This policy allowed the Japanese government to focus on 
maximizing the nation’s economic growth while leaving the task of maintaining its 
security to the United States as part of the larger American strategic picture. This made 
excellent sense when America’s overwhelming maritime strength and nuclear umbrella 
provided maximum protection at minimum Japanese cost.  
 
But as time went on, the asymmetry reflected in this arrangement coalesced around two 
policy stress points, one for Japan and the other for the United States, which generated 
considerable friction in the alliance.  
 
Stress point 1: US military bases in Japan 
 
It is worth recalling that one of the important rationales for maintaining the US-UK 
special relationship after the Cold War was to allow the United States to maintain 
military bases in the British Isles.205 It is also worth bearing in mind that these were not 
just part of US superpower force projection, but also bases for protecting Britain. The 
same is true of the bases the United States maintains in Japan. But overall, Japan has 
provided more support for US forward bases than any other allied country, while at the 
same time preserving its reputation as a bastion of internationally minded pacifism—
and avoiding any direct costs associated with the projection of military force itself. 
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The Japan-US Status of Forces Agreement, signed in 1960, stated that as a basic 
principle, Japan would bear the costs relating to hosting US bases while the United 
States would pay for maintaining US military facilities and operational expenditures. In 
the late 1970s, when Japan was growing rapidly economically and the US economy was 
in trouble, Tokyo also agreed to pay part of the labor costs for non-military base 
employees as well as facility maintenance costs.  
 
After 1987, Japan also began paying the entirety of those labor expenses plus utility 
costs that are supposed to be covered by the United States. These payments are covered 
under something called the “sympathy budget,” with which Japan sought to allay 
criticism, as we will see, that it was getting a free ride on defense. These annual 
payments peaked in fiscal 1999 at 275.6 billion yen (or $2.43 billion in 1999 dollars) and 
have been on a generally downward trend due to Japan’s economic downturn. They now 
stand at about 190 billion yen ($1.72 billion in current dollars).206 
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That cost, including providing bases for US forces on Okinawa and elsewhere, has 
chafed politically from time to time, as when in 1995, charges of rape against two US 
servicemen in Okinawa spurred a movement to close the bases there (a movement the 
Abe government has reversed). Again, it is important to note that similar friction has 
arisen from time to time in the case of US bases in the UK, usually when a US 
serviceman has committed a crime and was insufficiently punished for it under the 1952 
Visiting Forces Act (as when a serviceman inadvertently killed a Cornwall resident in a 
traffic accident in 1979 and wound up being fined one dollar).207 Likewise, the 
disruption caused by anti-American protests on Okinawa and other facilities pales by 
comparison with the disruption caused by almost daily protests by the Committee on 
Nuclear Disarmament in the UK during the 1950s, or during the Thatcher years when 
the US was installing its Pershing missiles in Europe.  
 
As a flash point for resentment of the American military presence, the island of Okinawa 
certainly stands as both a symbol and a cause célèbre. The term “island of Okinawa” 
itself is something of a misnomer. The Prefecture of Okinawa is actually made up of 
hundreds of islands that form the eastern boundary of the East China Sea, a strategically 
vital area for Japan’s security as well as a major international waterway. In 1945, the 
main island was the scene of the greatest air-land-sea battle in history. It remained 
under US occupation until 1972, largely because of its importance as a military base in 
the Cold War, and has continued to serve as such until today.  
 
Feelings about the American presence on Okinawa run higher than in other parts of 
Japan, for several reasons. On the Japanese mainland, US forces are generally stationed 
on former Imperial Japanese Army or Navy bases. American units are also collocated 
with the JSDF. US bases on Okinawa were mostly created by forcible land clearances 
and seizures in preparation for the planned US invasion of Japan’s main islands. Today, 
US forces are the primary military presence on Okinawa, with little joint basing with the 
JSDF. Also, Okinawa hosts a highly disproportionate percentage of US forces in Japan 
for its size. Although the Prefecture of Okinawa has been richly subsidized by Tokyo for 
its American “burden,” this conspicuous American presence still rankles local opinion, 
especially after incidents like the 1995 rape case.208  
 
Numerous political initiatives have been taken to reduce the friction caused by the 
Okinawa “occupation.” Thanks to the government of Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi, 
an important deal was struck to relocate, rather than close, the Marine Corps facilities, 
the major source of friction, to a less populous part of the island—a deal that still is 
unpopular on Okinawa itself. But the biggest change of all has come as a result not of 
US-Japan internal relations, but an external factor—the same external factor that is 
easing the other important stress point in the alliance, the issue of Japan’s defense 
budget. 
  
That factor is the rise of China.  
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Stress point 2: The Japanese defense posture  
 
As noted, despite Japan’s arguably pacifist approach to foreign policy, over the decades, 
Japan’s Self-Defense Forces have grown into a formidable presence for maintaining the 
security of the home islands. As also noted, today the JSDF has more naval vessels than 
the French Navy, more fighter aircraft than the Royal Air Force, and an army larger than 
Germany’s.  
 
Yet those forces have been constrained to a largely defensive posture, which has sharply 
limited Japan’s effectiveness as a strategic partner—and sharply limited the kind of 
expenditures the JSDF are willing to make on a slender defense budget.  
 

 
Figure 2: Japanese defense spending, 2000–16 (Source: Japan Ministry of Defense) 

 
Even though joint exercises with US forces became increasingly common in the 1980s, 
the Japanese government was still reluctant to allow the JSDF to cooperate in any 
military operations abroad under joint or US command, for fear it might be taken as a 
violation of Article 9. For this reason, while Japan joined the international coalition 
against Iraq in 1991, it sent no troops or ships to support Operation Desert Storm—
although in a controversial move, it did provide $13 billion to defray the operation’s 
expenses. Japan also remained aloof from the coalition of forces participating in the 
second Iraq war, even though it did agree to send a token contingent of aid workers to 
Afghanistan.  
 
This reluctance acted as a brake on US-Japanese military cooperation and therefore on 
strategic cooperation. It also led to a peculiar imbalance in Japan’s own military 
capabilities that was reflected, for example, until only very recently in the JMSDF. The 
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US Navy allocates a certain number of warships to expeditionary strike groups and 
amphibious ready groups, which are geared to conducting force projection and offensive 
operations. By contrast, the Japanese fleet, despite its relatively large size, is organized 
into “escort flotillas” homeported at bases like Yokosuka and Sasebo. It has only five 
combat logistics ships in its entire inventory, that is, ships that refuel and rearm 
combatant ships on the high seas, letting them remain on station longer. This means the 
JMSDF is hard-pressed to sustain operations far from its bases without American 
logistical help.209 That was a worry not only for American military planners, but for 
Japanese planners as well. As the 1990s gave way to the 2000s, many were realizing that 
former Liberal Democratic Party secretary general Ozawa might be right: relying too 
heavily on the Americans to carry the defense burden limited Japan’s future options 
rather than extending them.  
 
Two events forced a change of perspective on these issues. The first was the attack on 
the twin towers in 2001, which led to Japanese prime minister Koizumi and President 
Bush reaffirming their alliance—much as the terrorist attack had done in the case of 
Britain. The second was the earthquake and tsunami of 2011, Japan’s worst disaster 
since World War II. Some 24,000 US personnel, 189 aircraft, and 24 navy ships were 
directly involved in humanitarian assistance and relief operations. Troops and sailors of 
the JSDF learned to operate from US ships, and US personnel carefully followed 
proscribed JSDF procedures in the recovery efforts. Suddenly joint operations with US 
forces not only seemed feasible, but even possibly desirable.210 
 
Even so, it took the rise of a militant China to significantly change Japan’s strategic 
outlook.  

 
Reviving the Alliance: The China Factor 

 
In 1992, at the end of the Cold War, the annual Japan Defense White Paper saw three 
“problem areas” of continuing or possible conflict: the confrontation between North and 
South Korea, the unresolved civil war in Cambodia, and the multinational dispute over 
possession of the Spratly Islands.211 There was no mention of China, although Beijing 
was one of the most important claimants in the Spratly dispute. Given President Deng 
Xiaoping’s focus on China’s internal development and on good relations with the West 
and the United States in the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square protests, it would have 
seemed unlikely to most observers in Japan and the United States that China would 
emerge as a geopolitical threat that would completely recast the politics of East Asia and 
beyond.  
 
Yet in many important ways, the collapse of the Soviet Union created a new power 
vacuum in East Asia, which China was eager to fill. China did not renounce its 
Communist one-party state political system; its economic growth in the 1990s set the 
stage for a militarization that followed its ambitions in the Korean War. Nor did it 
abandon its Korean War alliance with North Korea. Therefore, even as the Communist 
threat from Russia receded, China remained. As Michael Yahuda has stated, “The Cold 
War is not over in the Asia-Pacific.”212 
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This is because China’s astonishing rise to the status of the world’s number two 
economy has been accompanied by another trend, one that is more alarming for both its 
neighbors and the United States: a steady, double-digit annual growth in the country’s 
military budget. Indeed, from 1995 to 2005, Chinese defense outlays increased by an 
average of 15 percent a year, far outstripping increases in defense spending by any other 
industrialized nation. Increases from 2006 to 2013, while not as massive, adhered to the 
same double-digit pattern. 
 
Nor did the trend show any sign of slowing down. Indeed, in May 2014, Beijing 
announced a military budget increase of $132 billion, a jump of 12.2 percent over 2013 
and the biggest in more than three years. Yet as China observers have noted for more 
than a decade, these official figures probably understate the true flow of funds for 
weapons and materiel for the People’s Liberation Army, or PLA, perhaps by as much as 
40 percent. Nor is the increase simply a reflection of a growing economy: the 2015 
increase far outstripped Beijing’s own projections for China’s GDP growth, which were 
set at 7.5 percent.  
 
The May 2014 announcement set off alarm bells all across the Pacific, from Vietnam, 
Singapore, and the Philippines to South Korea and Japan. Almost every other Asian 
capital soon announced defense budget increases of its own, although all knew that, 
even taken together, they could not compete with the Chinese buildup, which was 
massive not only in size but also in its strategic character.  
 
For this buildup is more than just a matter of money. In 2017, Beijing’s projected 
defense budget increase is 7 percent, the lowest since 2010—but no one is breathing any 
sighs of relief.213 In the past, the PLA’s main strength was its land forces, encompassing 
the largest standing army in the world. Since 1995, however, China’s buildup has been in 
the areas of ballistic and cruise missiles; diesel attack and nuclear submarines; naval 
cruisers and frigates; and long-range bombers and nuclear-armed missiles with multiple 
warheads. In addition, the PLA has no fewer than three aircraft carriers slated to be 
launched by 2020, one of which, the Liaoning, was commissioned in September 2012 
and took to the sea in 2017. All these systems are important not only for force 
projection, as might befit a rising superpower. As we will see, they are also aimed at 
directly challenging the United States’ traditional naval dominance in the region, 
including in the Indian Ocean, and they directly threaten the security of America’s East 
Asian allies, including Japan (see part III). 
 
This is no coincidence. In contrast with their Maoist predecessors, today’s Chinese 
policymakers, including President Xi Jinping, understand the importance of naval 
strength and sea power as the basis of national power and hegemony, and as a way to 
intimidate and even challenge other stakeholders. They also recognize the importance of 
neutralizing the sea power of would-be rivals like the United States. Thus it is also no 
coincidence that China’s steady force buildup has been accompanied by an increasing 
number of aggressive moves in the region, particularly at sea (as for example, when a 
Chinese submarine unexpectedly broke surface in the midst of a US carrier task force 
early in 2006, or when a Chinese amphibious vessel systematically harassed the cruiser 
USS Cowpens in 2013).  
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Yet China’s threat is not limited to a maritime challenge, dangerous though that is, 
especially to Japan. It also includes China’s growing nuclear and ballistic missile threat; 
its desire to acquire foreign technologies, including military technologies, through cyber 
hacking and cyber theft; its development of satellite and anti-satellite technologies, 
which represent a new step toward militarizing space; visionary plans for a $1.4 trillion 
global “one belt, one road” strategy aimed at displacing the US as the world’s foremost 
economic, military, and strategic presence from Asia to Europe, Africa, and Latin 
America; and Beijing’s continuing support for the other disruptive player in East Asian 
geopolitics, North Korea, and its nuclear and ballistic missile program.214  
 
The North Korea Factor  
 
In October 2002, North Korea admitted that it was developing nuclear weapons despite 
the US-North Korea Framework Agreement, signed in 1994, by which North Korea had 
agreed to freeze and replace its nuclear power plant program with more nuclear 
proliferation resistant light water reactor power plants, in exchange for step-by-step 
normalization of relations between the U.S. and the DPRK. North Korea then proceeded 
to remove the UN seals shutting off access to its nuclear program materials and altered 
surveillance cameras and other equipment at its nuclear facilities. In January 2003, 
Pyongyang announced it was pulling out of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, or 
NPT. It is now widely acknowledged that North Korea has indeed produced nuclear 
weapons; it even conducted its first nuclear test in 2006.  
 
If that were not menacing enough, Pyongyang has also embarked on a program to 
develop short-, intermediate-, and long-range ballistic missiles capable of carrying a 
nuclear payload as far as the United States mainland. A series of tests beginning in 2012 
reached a crescendo in 2016, with no fewer than twenty-four separate missile test-fires, 
including a submarine-launched ballistic missile.  On August 15, 2017 one of those tests 
involved firing an intermediate range ballistic missile over Japan’s northern island of 
Hokkaido, followed by a second launch over the same island on September 15. 
 
Altogether these tests involved seven separate systems, from intermediate-range 
missiles capable of reaching targets in Japan and American bases in Guam, to 
submarine-launched ballistic missiles (one in August 2016 travelled more than 300 
miles and penetrated Japan’s air defense identification zone, or ADIZ). The tests also 
included North Korea’s first launch of an orbiting space satellite in February 2016.215 
Most of the tests have been failures, but practice makes perfect, and one of the newest 
missiles, tested in April 2017, is more stable, more efficient, and harder to detect before 
launch, than any of its predecessors. If North Korea can arm this kind of intermediate-
range missile with one of its nuclear devices (it also conducted two nuclear tests in 
2016), the world—Japan in particular—is facing a new, potentially catastrophic era of 
nuclear danger.  
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US Response: Rumsfeld and Gates 
 
Fortunately, before the twin threats of a militarized China and a nuclearized North 
Korea armed with ballistic missiles had become fully manifest, two secretaries of 
defense in the first decade of the 2000s took important steps to revivify the US-Japan 
alliance, using methods that helped point the way toward the final goal: an alliance that 
has made the transition to a true special relationship.  
 
The first was Donald Rumsfeld, secretary of defense from 2001 to 2006. A self-
confessed Japan aficionado since the early 1960s, Rumsfeld also took the lead in 
revamping the US-Japan military relationship. His goal, as he stated in a meeting with 
Japan’s foreign minister Taro Aso and defense minister Fukushiro Nukaga in May 2006, 
was to “ensure the enduring capabilities of the alliance, built on a stable, sustainable 
U.S.-forward presence in the Pacific.”216  
 
At Rumsfeld’s urging, Japan agreed to spend billions of dollars to help to defend itself 
against the North Korean ballistic missile threat and to host the first nuclear aircraft 
carrier strike group to forward deploy overseas. It was Rumsfeld who arranged the 
agreement by which the Marine Air Corps station at Futenma, the principal target of 
Japanese resentment at the American military presence on Okinawa, would be relocated 
to Naga, in the island’s less-populous north. Meanwhile, Rumsfeld agreed to reduce the 
Marine presence on Okinawa from eighteen thousand to ten thousand personnel and to 
rebase the remainder (at Japan’s expense) in Guam, which Rumsfeld was building up as 
a strong US presence with submarines, aerial tankers, fighter jets, and long-range 
bombers.217  
 
By making Guam a key anchor of the US forward presence in the Pacific, Rumsfeld not 
only relieved some of the pressure on Japan as the host of American bases. By 
coincidence, this move also positioned US forces to deal effectively with the growing 
threat of Chinese aggression in the South and East China Seas, as both maritime areas 
became serious bones of international contention after China declared sovereignty over 
most of the China Sea in 2010.  
 
The other figure to bring new vision and energy to the US-Japan alliance was 
Rumsfeld’s successor Robert Gates, secretary of defense from 2006 to 2011. Although 
the primary focus for Gates, like Rumsfeld, was the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and 
the war on terror, like Rumsfeld, he understood that the geopolitical balance in the 
Pacific region could be maintained only by increasing US cooperation with Japan.  
 
In a key speech at Keio University in 2011, Gates looked back to the original US-Japan 
defense pact in 1960 which, he averred, is based “not just on economic and military 
necessity, but on shared values.”218 He pointed out that the alliance had successfully 
deterred aggression and provided a security umbrella for the region for decades, but 
asserted that it must also continue to grow and deepen to remain successful.  
 
As the alliance grows and deepens, Gates told his audience, “Japan must take on an even 
greater regional and global leadership role that reflects its political, economic and 
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military capacity.” According to Gates, the United States is wrestling with the size and 
cost of the American military, but he affirmed that America would stand by treaty allies. 
“To do this, we need a committed and capable security partner in Japan,” he stated, 
adding: “I’m certain that our alliance will remain an indestructible force for stability, a 
pathway for promoting our shared values, and a foundation upon which to build an 
ever-more interconnected and peaceful international order.” 
 
For example, “by showing more willingness to send self-defense forces abroad under 
international auspices—consistent with your constitution—Japan is taking its rightful 
place alongside the world’s other great democracies. That is part of the rationale for 
Japan’s becoming a permanent member of a reformed United Nations Security 
Council.” 
 
Ballistic missile defense was another important area where the United States and Japan 
were working together to develop the best anti-missile system in the world, Gates said. 
“This partnership—which relies on mutual support, cutting-edge technology and 
information sharing—in many ways reflects our alliance at its best,” he added. 
 
This commitment led Gates to take one of the most important steps toward defense-
industrial cooperation since the alliance began. In December 2004, Japan and the 
United States had signed an agreement for bilateral cooperation on a ballistic missile 
defense system. At the time, Japan exempted US-bound exports of missile interceptors 
to be developed by the two countries from its arms embargo rules, imposed in the 1970s.  
 
Following an agreement on joint development of a new missile interceptor, Japan and 
the US had exchanged diplomatic documents on banning its transfer to third parties or 
its use for purposes other than originally intended, without Japan’s advance agreement.  
 
In 2010, Gates held talks with Defense Minister Toshimi Kitazawa. At the time, the SM-
3 Block IIA missile, an advanced version of the SM-3 series, was to be deployed on 
Aegis-equipped US and Japanese warships. As part of a request he made during the 
talks concerning SM-3 Block IIA anti-missile missiles, Gates asked for a relaxation of 
Japan’s arms export rules, urging his counterpart to open the door for exports of the 
new interceptors to third countries, particularly in Europe, which would now be looking 
to Aegis for their own missile defense systems.  
 
After considerable hesitation, the Japanese government agreed to Gates’s request. Not 
only did this put the final seal on US-Japan cooperation on missile defense 
development, a landmark in itself; it opened a window on changing Japan’s entire 
outlook on defense exports and the relationship between its defense industry and its 
own security. The next prime minister, Shinzō Abe, would incorporate this change of 
outlook into his own transformation of Japan’s share of the alliance with the United 
States.  
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The Japanese Response: The Abe Revolution  
 
In Henry Kissinger’s magisterial 1994 work Diplomacy, he predicted that in the 
aftermath of the Cold War’s end, Japan “will inaugurate a more autonomous and more 
self-reliant Japanese foreign policy.” Because of its geographic position, “Japan is bound 
to become more sensitive to the Asian balance of power than is possible for America.”219  
 
Kissinger was half right. In fact, a more assertive Japan did arise, but one intent on 
building stronger ties to the United States—not loosening them, let alone replacing 
them. It is true that Abe has reached out to Russia during his tenure as Japan’s most 
foreign policy–minded prime minister since the 1970s, as part of an overall strategy of 
balancing the ongoing rise of China. There is no hint, however, that better relations with 
Moscow will ever become important to the future of Japan’s foreign policy. Instead, it is 
to Washington that Abe has primarily made overtures as part of his general 
reorientation of Japan’s foreign policy—a reorientation more sweeping, and more 
important to Japan and the alliance with America, than anything that has happened 
since World War II.  
 
In Abe’s case, that new approach has meant first of all, Japan assuming more security 
responsibility in Northeast Asia, not just around the home islands or even the Senkakus, 
with a broader strategic outlook to match. Under his aegis, the government drew up a 
national security strategy (NSS) for “proactive contribution to peace” and established a 
National Security Council (NSC). It also oversaw a revision of the National Defense 
Program Guidelines (NDPG), aimed at responding to the growing China challenge as 
well as the continuing North Korea threat, “based on appropriate role and mission 
sharing between Japan and the U.S.”220  
 
With that goal in mind, the Abe government and Japan’s defense minister agreed in 
2015 to a landmark revision of the US-Japan Strategic Guidelines, the first since 1997, 
and the first to explicitly recognize the need for Japan to assume the major defense 
burden for itself in the event of an attack or untoward incident, with US forces acting in 
a supporting role, not the leading role. It was an agreement that any American president 
since Eisenhower would have greeted with bewildered delight—and which every 
American president would have thought impossible to achieve with any other Japanese 
premier.  
 
Those guidelines committed both governments “to conduct close, consultative dialogue 
and sound policy and operational coordination from peacetime to contingencies.” To 
that end, they would establish “a new, standing Alliance Coordination Mechanism, 
enhance operational coordination, and strengthen bilateral planning.”221 The guidelines 
called for increased cooperation on intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR); 
on air and missile defense; on maritime security and “cross domain operations” in space 
and cyberspace; and for the first time, cooperation in defense equipment and 
technology, including “joint research, development, production, and test and 
evaluation” of defense systems and equipment.222 This represented an important step 
toward acknowledging the key missing link in the US-Japan alliance, compared to its 
British counterpart: defense- industrial cooperation.  
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The most important change in the Abe revolution, however, was the prime minister’s 
announcement in the spring of 2014 that he would ask the Japanese Diet to agree to a 
substantial reinterpretation of Article 9 of the constitution to include “collective self-
defense,” thus permitting Japanese military personnel to serve overseas for the first 
time since World War II. This announcement set off shock waves across Asia, 
particularly in South Korea. However, the move was not as sudden or unprecedented as 
critics abroad and in Japan liked to pretend: earlier LDP governments had 
contemplated a similar move, as evinced by the 1992 Ozawa report. Yet it did send a 
signal to policymakers in Washington that a new, more proactive and robust US-Japan 
strategic alliance might be in the offing. Indeed, after a bitter political battle in the 
Japanese Diet, the proposal did pass—marking a sea change in Japan’s role in the world, 
but also in the future of the alliance.  
 
Adding to that positive perception was the Abe government’s commitment to spend 
money for an upgraded “dynamic joint defense force” to defend the territorial status quo 
of the Senkaku and nearby Ryuku Islands, which include Okinawa. This would be done 
by strengthening the force’s ISR capabilities and anti-submarine forces, and by 
introducing next-generation P-1 patrol aircraft and additional 19,500-ton helicopter-
equipped destroyers (DDHs), which can also serve as platforms for supporting 
amphibious operations in and around the Senkaku and Ryuku chains. The government 
has also committed to increasing Japan’s submarine fleet from sixteen to twenty-two 
and buying unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) for long-range persistent maritime 
surveillance. Moreover, it has reiterated its desire to continue to enhance missile 
defense for Japan by increasing the number of Aegis-equipped ships in its possession 
from six to seven and introducing the PAC-3 MSE anti-ballistic missile for Patriot 
systems. All these plans involve purchasing US-based technology and extending joint 
development agreements already in place.  
 
In addition, Japan agreed to purchase from the United States advanced fifth-generation 
F-35 Joint Strike Fighters as well as V-22 Osprey helicopters for more mobile 
deployment, and also agreed to formal plans for more Japan-US joint support. A 
Japanese government that used to be uncomfortable about conducting any joint 
operations with the US was now envisioning future missions using US aircraft to carry 
JSDF personnel, while Japanese naval ships would be tasked to transport US 
Marines.223 
 
Yet the future could promise even more. As Japan’s defense budget for 2016 climbed to 
its highest level since World War II (5 trillion yen, or $42.8 billion),224 the possibilities 
for US-Japan defense-industrial cooperation as well as military cooperation continued 
to grow. Indeed, a new dimension to the alliance is now taking shape, which increases 
its resemblance to the alliance that historically has been the most important of all: the 
US-UK special relationship. 
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A US-Japan Special Relationship 
 
In part I of this study we identified six areas that have constituted the key pillars of the 
Anglo-American alliance since World War II: diplomatic, strategic, military-maritime, 
intelligence, nuclear, and defense-industrial cooperation.  
 
How many pillars currently exist for the US-Japan partnership? Four certainly stand 
out. 
 
Diplomatic cooperation: The United States and Japan coordinate and cooperate in 
multilateral organizations such as the UN and G-20 and regional organizations such as 
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). 
Indeed, Japan is second only to the US in terms of monetary contributions to the United 
Nations.225 In addition, Japan has broadly embraced the US policy of support for human 
rights, democracy, and the constitutional rule of law, and US policy on issues such as 
climate change and economic trade. Although the Trans-Pacific Partnership is no longer 
on the trade agenda, and although the US has more recently withdrawn from the Paris 
climate accord, which Japan supports, it is very likely that US-Japan cooperation on 
these policies, including developing and deploying renewable energy, will not be 
seriously interrupted.  
 
Strategic cooperation: The US and Japan have had a mutual security treaty since 1951, 
which was renewed and revised in 1960, and the Mutual Defense Assistance Agreement 
since 1954, which has permitted the presence of US military forces in Japan while 
allowing Japan to rearm for self-defense. In addition, since 1978, both countries have 
maintained a formal framework for strategic cooperation through the US-Japan security 
guidelines, which were renewed and substantially revised in 2015, with dramatic 
increases in Japan’s responsibilities for strategic planning and joint operations in the 
event of a conflict.  
 
Military-maritime cooperation: The US and Japanese militaries also routinely engage 
in joint military exercises, especially with their naval forces. Very recently, the exercises 
have expanded to include another important democratic ally, India.226 Japan has also 
provided hosting facilities for US forward-based forces for almost seven decades and 
provides more money and logistical support for the US military than any other allied 
host nation. The most recent round of revisions of the security guidelines also insures 
that military cooperation will grow, rather than diminish, especially as the China and 
North Korea threats also continue to grow.  
 
Intelligence cooperation: Although the US and Japan have no formal comprehensive 
treaty such as the one signed by the US and Britain in 1946, intelligence sharing has also 
been a key feature of the US-Japan alliance since the Cold War, and it continues to be 
important today in dealing with the challenges of China and North Korea.  
 
Two other pillars remain far less developed, although one is unlikely to change at any 
time in the future.  
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Nuclear cooperation: The sharpest contrast with the US-UK special relationship is in 
the issue of nuclear cooperation. Japan has no nuclear weapons; by law and political 
tradition, it is forbidden to develop them (although not according to the constitution, as 
we will see). But it would be a major error to assume that Japan will not develop a 
nuclear arsenal in the near future, if circumstances warrant. Indeed, Japan’s capacity to 
develop such weapons, should it choose to do so, it exceeded by only one democracy in 
East Asia, South Korea.  
 
Furthermore, as International Institute for Strategic Studies scholar Mark Fitzpatrick 
has stated in his 2016 monograph, Asia’s Latent Nuclear Powers, “For much of the past 
half-century, Japan has been considered to be a likely candidate for nuclear 
proliferation.”227 Japan has an active civilian nuclear program whose uranium 
enrichment and plutonium reprocessing could be converted into a military program. 
The restraint on Japan’s nuclear program has not been technical, but political and—in 
the final analysis—strategic.  
 
The one country in the world that has been subjected to nuclear attack, at Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki, is understandably reluctant to become a nuclear power itself—let alone 
trigger a nuclear proliferation race in East Asia. Public opinion in Japan has been 
consistently and overwhelmingly opposed to joining the nuclear club, decade after 
decade.  
 
Japan’s political establishment, and leading prime ministers, are another matter. The 
country’s leaders have not been squeamish about allowing the US to deploy nuclear 
weapons on or near its national territory. In 1954, the first US nuclear weapons were 
installed on Okinawa during a US-Red China dispute over the Taiwan Strait.228 It was 
not until 1972 that the last US nuclear weapon components were transferred from 
Okinawa as part of handing over sovereignty to Japan. Further, renouncing the future 
development of a nuclear capacity has never been part of the agenda of Japan’s leading 
politicians. 
 
Nobusuke Kishi, Japan’s prime minister from 1957 to 1960, sincerely believed Japan 
needed nuclear weapons, and his successor, Hayato Ikeda, showed the same interest.229 
Then, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, no fewer than five government studies weighed 
the advantages and disadvantages for Japan of developing nuclear weapons. All 
concluded that even though Japan had the technical capacity to develop a plutonium-
based bomb from the nuclear reactor at Tokai Village, which could generate up to 
twenty bombs’ worth of weapons-grade plutonium every year, politically and 
diplomatically it made more sense to continue to rely on the US extended deterrent.230  
 
One important reason was the anticipated reaction of the Japanese public. In a country 
where the collective memory of Hiroshima still runs deep, decades of opinion polls have 
reflected a consistent and deep revulsion to the idea of a nuclearized Japanese defense 
establishment—perhaps perversely, since the whole point of having a Japanese nuclear 
deterrent would be to prevent an attack similar to Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The 
Fukushima nuclear accident in 2011 has also not made the Japanese public more 
sanguine about Japan’s nuclear options, whether for military or civilian purposes. In 
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addition, there are legal restrictions on Japan developing a nuclear weapon, including 
the 1955 Basic Law on Atomic Energy, which restricts all nuclear research and 
development to peaceful purposes only. Nonetheless, “contrary to common wisdom,” as 
Mark Fitzpatrick has noted, “the legal restrictions do not include a constitutional 
prohibition of nuclear weapons.” Indeed, in 1957, Prime Minister Kishi stated that under 
the constitution, development of nuclear weapons would indeed be legal, if they stayed 
at the “minimum necessary level for self-defense.” That interpretation has been upheld 
by successive Diets and government bodies and officials, most recently by Prime 
Minister Abe in 2006. 231 
 
Nonetheless, the political will for developing such a weapon of mass destruction remains 
virtually nil: as one State Department official stated in 2011, “We’ve never had any 
concern about the Japanese government building a nuclear weapon.” At the same time, 
if Japanese politicians sensed that the US was pulling back on its extended nuclear 
deterrent, they might well decide Japan needs to consider other options. By the same 
token, contemplating the possibility—if only in private—that Japan might turn to the 
nuclear option, serves as useful leverage on the US not to change its policy regarding 
nuclear deterrence.  
 
In short, then, US-Japan nuclear cooperation consists primarily in this: a mutual 
understanding that as long as the US-extended deterrent remains capable and credible, 
Japan will refrain from developing nuclear weapons of its own. And as long as Japan 
avoids weaponizing its nuclear energy resources, which are among the best and largest 
in the world, the US will prevent other nuclear powers in the region, particularly China 
and North Korea, from threatening Japan with atomic attack. 
 
Hence, all the elements of a strong US-Japan alliance analogous to the US-UK alliance 
are either in place or inapplicable by mutual consent. All that is, except one: 
 
Defense-industrial cooperation: The one missing element has been a systematic regime 
for defense-industrial cooperation. Indeed, of all the features of a US-Japan special 
relationship, this could be the one that eventually matters most. Arguably it is also the 
one that a formal Defense Trade Cooperation Treaty, such as that signed by the US and 
Britain not more than a decade ago, in 2007, could both foster and extend.  
 
Such an agreement would allow US companies to trade many defense articles with 
Japan without an export license or other written authorization and avoid the 
bureaucratic entanglements and turf wars between the Departments of Defense, State, 
and Commerce that bedevil most significant overseas arms sales even to our closest 
allies, thanks to the elaborate regulatory regime established by the Arms Export Control 
Act and the International Traffic in Arms Regulations, or ITAR.  
  
The United States has already signed similar treaties with the United Kingdom and 
Australia, in 2007, and has had a series of similar agreement with Canada for decades. 
Given the rising tensions in the East Asia region, the case for such a treaty with Japan 
may be even more compelling.  
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Indeed, as we have already noted, most of the necessary preconditions for authorizing 
such a treaty, and systematic US-Japan defense-trade and industrial cooperation, 
already exist. Japan has been the biggest purchaser of US military equipment for 
decades; indeed, according to a report in the South China Morning Post for FY 2018 
Japan will be asking for a record $48 billion in US arms sales in FY 2018.232 In addition, 
it has signed a General Security of Military Information Agreement, or GSOMIA, in 
2007.  Sharing of such advanced defense technology has already begun, not just with 
missile defense such as the Aegis systems and joint development of the SM-3 Block IIA 
missile, but also with the Joint Strike Fighter program, in which Japan will have 
unprecedented access to our most advanced technologies and will participate directly in 
construction and maintenance of the world’s most sophisticated fighter.  
 
Fortunately, key beneficiaries of a formal agreement, such as a Defense Trade 
Cooperation Treaty, are also waiting on the sidelines. They could include not only US 
defense industries, which would be empowered to market their wares in Japan without 
unnecessary bureaucratic restrictions or delays, but also Japan’s own defense 
companies which, thanks to the 2007 GSOMIA, would be cleared to conduct business in 
the United States.  
 
In fact, the most important advantage of a comprehensive defense-trade treaty is that it 
would create a clear two-way street for exchange and joint development of technology. 
That was precisely what was missing in the 1980s, when Japan was eager to co-develop 
a modern fighter based on the model of the F-16, until Congress blocked the process (see 
part III). With Prime Minister Abe’s lifting of the arms export ban for Japanese defense 
companies in 2014, there will be enormous opportunities for Japan’s defense industry in 
Asia as well as Europe.  
 
But the most important potential customer will be the United States. Arguably, a 
Defense Trade Cooperation Treaty can be an important catalyst for rebalancing the 
defense-technology equation between the two countries and trigger a jump in strategic 
preparedness. This would not only benefit Japan and the United States but also 
heighten the security picture for the entire region as the keystone of a new special 
relationship between the two countries, with implications stretching far into the future.  
  
That in turn begs a final issue: What would be the larger strategic value of such a special 
relationship, analogous to the one with Great Britain, including enhanced defense-trade 
and industrial cooperation—not only for the United States and Japan, but also for the 
region and the rest of Asia?  
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PART III: HOW THE US-JAPAN SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP CAN CHANGE 
ASIA 
 
Background  
 

oday, East Asia finds itself in as much turmoil and uncertainly as at any time 
since the Korean War—indeed, possibly as at any time since the end of World 
War II. Two of the region’s revisionist and destabilizing powers, China and North 
Korea, also happen to be nuclear powers. At the same time, North Korea’s 

regular ballistic missile tests (no fewer than twenty-four in 2016) have jangled and 
frayed nerves throughout the region. 
 
The instability in East Asia has reverberated across other parts of Asia as well. 
Aggressive Chinese maritime moves have perturbed the nations facing onto the South 
China Sea, including US allies such as the Philippines, and even Australia. Fear of 
offending China has recently led South Korea to suspend installation of the Terminal 
High Altitude Area Defense, or THAAD system, which had been agreed with the Obama 
administration.233 
 
Similar maritime moves are unfolding in the Indian Ocean as part of China’s larger 
Indo-Pacific strategy, including the construction of naval bases in Myanmar, at Gwadar 
(Pakistan), and in Mogadishu, on the Horn of Africa. The unprecedented construction of 
these Chinese facilities has aroused the attention and suspicion of nations facing onto 
the Indian Ocean, including India, and has contributed to what can only be described as 
a naval arms race in the region.234  
 
These moves have demanded some form of active response from the United States, the 
dominant power in the Pacific since World War II, and historically, the guarantor of 
peace and stability in the region. But as we will shortly see, a large part of the current 
anxiety and uncertainty among US allies in Asia such as Japan, springs from the Obama 
administration’s failure to fulfill its much-publicized “Asian rebalance” or “Pacific 
pivot,” which was supposed to follow on the heels of American disengagement from two 
major wars in the Middle East, Afghanistan and Iraq.  
 
Instead, the US is still engaged in shooting wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the Pacific 
pivot turned out to be largely empty rhetoric. Indeed, that empty rhetoric may have 
worsened geopolitical tensions in Asia by arousing expectations of American action, 
including on the part of China, which the Obama administration had no intention of 
meeting. Hence the worst of both diplomatic worlds: a public US stance regarding China 
that was just enough to generate anger and resentment in Beijing, but not enough to 
reassure anxious allies that the US was not on the verge of reevaluating or even 
abandoning its traditional commitments to allies in Asia.  
 
This disquiet was then reinforced by the serial US failure to deal with the North Korean 
threat, going back to the Clinton and Bush administrations.235 There have been multiple 
efforts and initiatives to get Pyongyang to abandon its nuclear ambitions, including 
international sanctions, and repeated warnings about North Korea’s ongoing ballistic 
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missile program. Yet the United States has managed to look weak and ineffectual in 
confronting a rogue nation that has repeatedly lied to and deceived the global 
community about its efforts to acquire nuclear weapons and to develop the means of 
delivering those weapons with ballistic missiles—including missiles that now have the 
theoretical capability of reaching the continental United States. 
 
For now, the North Korean challenge remains the most important and urgent threat in 
East Asia. Yet it also springs from deeper causes, namely the rise of China. As North 
Korea’s patron and geostrategic enabler, Beijing holds the key to defusing and 
eliminating the threat from Pyongyang. However, it has never felt the need to take 
decisive action to protect its own standing in the region (that is, until very recently, 
when pressure from the Trump administration compelled Beijing to take minor but 
nonetheless concrete steps, such as cutting coal exports to North Korea and threatening 
to cut oil exports if North Korea tries to conduct a new nuclear test).236  
 
That being said, it is not entirely clear whether China sees restraining North Korea as a 
policy that operates in its own best interest. Indeed, as an avowedly revisionist power, 
China can easily view its relationship with North Korea as a useful bargaining chip for 
extending its regional influence in other ways. A “rogue” client like Pyongyang can act as 
both a powerful distraction and a delimiting factor for cooperation between the US and 
its regional allies, who will be reluctant to take steps to deal with North Korea that might 
endanger their relations with Beijing. Indeed, this has already happened in the case of 
South Korea, which suspended deployment of the US-supplied THAAD anti-ballistic 
missile system in June 2017, under pressure from China.237 
  
All in all, the rise of China as a regional hegemon and maritime power has enormous 
implications for the future of Asia, and it is deeply rooted in the history of the region. 
That history has been dominated in recent times by what we have identified as the 
“China problem.” From the mid-nineteenth century until the mid-twentieth century, 
that problem took the form of the decline and collapse of the greatest and most 
populous empire in Asia. The resulting geopolitical instability and geo-economic shifts 
engulfed the entire continent, including Japan, from the Opium Wars of the 1840s, to 
the end of World War II, to the seizure of power by Communist forces in 1949.  
 
The problem then was Chinese weakness. The problem since the Korean War has been 
growing Chinese strength, which again has destabilized the region and made the task of 
once again restoring order and balance acute. The alliance systems and geopolitical 
outlooks that were built on the assumption of Chinese weakness have now become 
outdated; indeed, they threaten to add to the instability and tensions in the region, 
rather than defusing them. An obvious example is the inability of existing security 
arrangements, including the US-Japan alliance, to deal adequately with the rising 
Chinese maritime threat in both the South and East China Seas—as well as China’s 
larger strategic challenge as it insists on becoming a global naval power.  
 
Historically, whenever a land power keen on dominating the Eurasian landmass has 
aimed to develop a powerful navy to challenge rival maritime powers, this automatically 
has had a destabilizing effect. This is what happened with imperial Germany before 
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World War I and again with imperial Japan in the interwar years, leading up to the 
outbreak of World War II. It happened yet again in the 1970s when the Soviet Union 
committed itself to developing a strong navy for force projection in the Atlantic as well 
as in the Pacific Basin.238  
 
Now it is happening with China in the 2000s. Indeed, a strong argument can be made 
that the intensifications of the North Korean threat in the past decade is directly linked 
to the geopolitical uncertainties arising from China’s push for regional hegemony at the 
expense of the United States, as the inability to find a multilateral solution to restraining 
Pyongyang revolves around China’s unwillingness to restrain its one remaining client 
state.  
 
For all these reasons, the overarching problem the US and its Asian allies now face is 
creating a new security architecture for restoring and preserving peace and stability in 
the region. This is something existing institutions have failed to provide. Even worse, as 
the possibility of armed conflict arose, whether in the South China or East China Sea or 
on the Korean Peninsula, the Obama administration’s reluctance to take a strong, 
forthright stand gave birth to doubts regarding America’s long-term commitment to 
supporting our regional allies, including Japan, under existing treaties and 
arrangements.  
 
The result has been a security architecture vacuum, which in turn has spawned a 
proliferation of strategies and counterstrategies for filling that vacuum and replacing 
anxiety and uncertainty with stability and certainty. At the center of all of them, 
however, stands the US-Japan alliance. Indeed, the conclusion we must reach in this 
third part of our study is that raising that alliance to a special relationship, with its six 
overlapping components, is actually the way to break the impasse in all three areas: 
restraining China, restoring American power and influence in the region, and, last but 
hardly least, deterring North Korea.  
 
Clash of Doctrines: Current Strategies in the Pacific Rim 
  
As former admiral Fumio Ota points out in his 2006 study, The US-Japan Alliance in 
the 21st Century, the US-Japan postwar relationship began as a threat-based alliance, 
that is, as a response to the threat of Soviet Communism, including the threat from 
Moscow’s ally in the early 1950s, Communist China. It then broadened into a host of 
other directions, including political, economic, and cultural cooperation, and became 
increasingly stability-based in its orientation—in other words, it aimed at preserving a 
geopolitical status quo that benefited both nations as well as the larger region. Indeed, it 
is difficult to see how the rise of the “little dragons” in the 1960s and 1970s—South 
Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore—could have been possible without the strong anchor 
provided by this broader-based US-Japan alliance.  
 
This was why the US ambassador to Japan, Michael Armacost, when asked if the 
alliance would survive the end of the Cold War in 1990, replied that “the US-Japan 
alliance will not change even after the Cold War because the alliance defines not only 
security relations but also political, economic, and cultural cooperation.”239  
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This observation still holds true more than a quarter century later. Yet in many ways, 
the alliance has once again become threat-based thanks to the rise of China. Just as the 
US-UK relationship forged in World War I took on new meaning and urgency as a 
response to a revisionist power with a highly developed maritime threat, Nazi Germany, 
so has the US-Japan relationship in responding to China’s new maritime strategy. This, 
in turn, brings important new features and dimensions to the current alliance—ones 
that will increasingly qualify the alliance as a special relationship. 
 
But first, it is worth examining the range of strategies that have sprung up in order to 
deal with the changing security environment in the Pacific, starting with China’s own 
maritime grand strategy, known today in military circles as the first island chain 
strategy.  
  
The First Island Chain and China 
 
There is a theory, first propounded in 1957, that China has embarked on becoming a 
major sea power at least three times in its history, starting with the Qin-Han dynasties 
(221 BCE– 220 C.E.), followed by the Sui-Tang dynasties, and then during the Song-
Yuan-Ming dynasties in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Each time, however, 
the growth and the reach of Chinese sea power were interrupted by barbarian invasions 
and internal chaos. The author of this cyclical theory, Lo Jung-pang, then predicted that 
China was due for a fourth upswing, starting with the Communist takeover in 1949, 
which would see an effort “to unite greater China, expand its domestic economy, and 
extend its power across the Western Pacific.”240  
 
Lo’s theory must have seemed farfetched from the perspective of 1957, just as China was 
about to terminate its alliance with the Soviet Union and undergo the horrors of the 
Great Leap Forward. Even today, it may strike the analyst as over-determined from an 
historical point of view. Nonetheless, the upswing that Lo predicted is certainly 
underway today. It has also received impetus from a comprehensive geopolitical 
rationale, with the development of China’s first island chain strategy in the 2000s.  
 
The term “first island chain” entered the Chinese military lexicon in 1987, in a speech 
delivered by Admiral Liu Huaqing, commander of the PLAN, or People’s Liberation 
Army Navy. Ironically, it was borrowed from the US strategic lexicon in the early days of 
the Cold War in Asia: Douglas MacArthur and John Foster Dulles both discussed 
containing Communist aggression with a strategy of controlling access to the East Asian 
littoral by maintaining bases in a series of islands stretching from the Aleutians to the 
Marianas, which would then allow US naval forces to dominate the Western Pacific. 
Japan and the Ryukyus formed key links in this island chain strategy, as did Taiwan. It 
even led President Eisenhower to warn that if Taiwan fell into Communist hands, it 
would break “the island chain of the Western Pacific that constitutes, for the United 
States and other free nations, the geographical backbone of their security structure in 
that ocean.”241 
 
In his 1987 speech, Admiral Huaqing described the PLAN’s area of responsibility as 
compromising a maritime zone delineated geographically in this way: “The first island 
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chain refers to the Aleutian islands, Kurile islands, the Japanese archipelago, the 
Ryukyu islands, Taiwan island, the Philippine archipelago, and the Greater Sunda 
islands in the Western Pacific that form an arc-shaped arrangement of the islands akin 
to a metal chain.” Huaqing went on to note that the waters enclosed by this “chain” 
included China’s own exclusive economic zone, or EEZ, as well as all the territories in 
the South China Sea to which China claimed sovereignty. In short, as analyst Toshi 
Yoshihara pointed out in an important article, “the island chain not only established the 
operational area of responsibility for the [Chinese] navy but also represented the sum 
total of the Chinese economic and territorial prerogatives in the maritime domain.”242 
 
Over the next three decades, Chinese military leadership deftly turned this “C-shaped 
strategic formation” comprising an arc of strategic points—from the Kurile Islands, the 
Japanese archipelago and Ryukyu Islands, extending west and south to Taiwan, the 
northern Philippines, and Borneo—from a way to contain China during the Korean War 
into a breakout strategy for securing China’s access to the Western Pacific and Indian 
Ocean. In 2003, a comprehensive survey of China’s maritime geography listed no fewer 
than twenty-two straits and channels within or near this island chain that are vital to 
China’s economy and national security—and must therefore be unambiguously under 
Chinese control.243 
 
From China’s perspective, then, it faces a painful geopolitical dilemma. All the maritime 
areas that it needs to become a first-rank global power happen to be occupied by 
American allies, including the key elements of the first island chain. These islands 
“obstruct China’s reach to the sea,” note two experts in China’s leading military science 
journal, and “the partially sealed-off nature of China’s maritime region has clearly 
brought about negative effects in China’s maritime security . . . Because of the nature of 
geography, China can be easily blockaded and cut off from the sea . . . ” Therefore, 
China’s grand strategy in the maritime sphere is to break free of this dilemma and to 
turn the first island chain “straitjacket” into a secure Chinese-dominated citadel. 244 
 
Hence, the campaign in the last decade to first declare sovereignty over virtually the 
entire China Sea, including fortifying and militarizing the Spratly Islands; putting 
pressure on Japan to accept Chinese domination of East China Sea, including China’s 
declaration in 2013 of an ADIZ in the East China Sea (which neither the US nor Japan 
recognizes); all form part of a more comprehensive strategy for Chinese domination of 
the region’s key waterways in order to secure its own littoral. 
 
The main source of friction between Tokyo and Beijing in the East China Sea has been 
the disputed Senkaku Islands. But from a strategic point of view, it is important to 
remember that China sees control of the Ryukyus as even more vital. Chinese shipping 
is heavily reliant on safe passage through the Osumi and Miyako Straits, with the bulk of 
seaborne traffic to the US and Canada passing through the Osumi Strait, which lies 
south of Kyushu—while Chinese goods to Central and South America regularly use the 
Miyako Strait. Hence, the presence of US bases on Okinawa represent a direct challenge 
to China’s hopes of securing dominance over this segment of the first island chain—
while maintaining US and Japanese air and sea dominance of the Ryukyus has to be a 
central part of any strategy to deter China’s breakout strategy. 
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At the same time, China’s leading strategic analysts agree that the most important link 
in the first island chain strategy is Taiwan—“the lock around the dragon’s neck,” as they 
like to term it. Hence, an effective US-Japan counterstrategy would be seriously 
weakened if it overlooked the vital importance of Taiwanese cooperation. From China’s 
perspective, the most problematic part of the first island chain, however, remains the 
Japanese archipelago, which “occupies the strategic intersection between the maritime 
interests of rival powers.” Japan poses a virtually impassable barrier to China’s efforts to 
secure the first island chain, and even more dangerously, serves as a portal for American 
sea and air power that can be used to  frustrate and negate China’s maritime strategy, 
and even challenge Chinese military assets on its  mainland.245  
 
In short, from Beijing’s perspective, the first island chain can either be a protective 
citadel or a straitjacket, depending on who exercises control over access to the chain and 
its surrounding waters. A strong and resolute Japan ready to defend the Senkakus as 
well as the Ryukyus remains important for enforcing freedom of navigation in the East 
China Sea and for frustrating China’s efforts to limit that freedom in its pursuit of its 
larger maritime strategy. But clearly, Japan can do this only through increased military 
cooperation with the United States along the lines of the 2015 security guidelines. It will 
also require additional fleshing out in operational terms, including concrete plans for 
force projection and sustainment to secure the East China Sea, as well as increased 
interoperability between US and Japanese naval and air assets.  
  
Fortunately, the US is fully committed to defending the first island chain in conjunction 
with Japan and other allies. Indeed, this has formed a cornerstone of US strategy since 
the Korean War.246 Even so, that effort faces a formidable challenge with the other arm 
of China’s maritime strategy, its commitment to anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) 
warfare in the event of a conflict with the United States, as a way to neutralize American 
control of the first island chain.  
 
Anti-Access/Area Denial Warfare 
 
Since 2013, it has become largely accepted that the form of warfare that the US will 
probably face in any major conventional conflict will be focused on preventing it from 
occupying or gaining access to forward positions from which to project power and force, 
especially in the maritime domain.  
 
According to the Pentagon, American power depends on operational access, meaning 
“the ability to project military force into an operational area with sufficient freedom of 
action to accomplish the mission.”247 This operational access is in turn built around 
assured access, which means “the unhindered national use of the global commons and 
select sovereign territory, waters, airspace, and cyberspace, achieved by projecting all 
the elements of national power” in the air, at sea, on land, and in the cyber domain as 
well as in space (using satellites and GPS).248 In the event of a conflict with China, this 
would obviously include access to the air and maritime space surrounding the first 
island chain.  
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Since the Cold War, America’s conventional opponents have recognized that they cannot 
compete with the US and its allies for sea and air control (for the huge numerical 
advantage the Soviets enjoyed in Europe, land control was another matter). Therefore, 
the Soviet Navy was the first to develop as a sea-denial force, built around attack 
submarines and long-range bombers, increasingly sophisticated air defense and anti-
aircraft missile systems, cruise missiles and naval mines, and nuclear ballistic missiles 
targeted at US force projection assets, such as aircraft carriers. The goal was to prevent 
the US Navy and other forces from operating on or close to Soviet-controlled waters 
while also severing the potent transatlantic logistical lifeline by which the US and NATO 
would be able to sustain their conventional forces in Europe.249 
 
China’s People’s Liberation Army and PLAN have adopted a similar strategy in order to 
deal with US naval strength in the Pacific. The development of the PLAN’s attack 
submarine force has been underway for more than two decades. China’s focus on long-, 
intermediate-, and short-range ballistic missiles, especially anti-ship ballistic missiles 
(ASBMs); its purchase of the advanced S-400 air defense system from Russia, which 
employs missiles of three different ranges to provide an air defense “blanket” of up to 
250 nautical miles; and the creation of detection and surveillance satellites in space that 
can be used for ISR and targeting, all are components of a Chinese A2/AD capability. 
When combined with China’s first island chain strategy, this capability can turn that 
island chain into a formidable defensive barrier against US forces, what commentator 
Bernard Cole has described as “a great wall at sea.”250 
 
Another key component of A2/AD is in the cyber domain. Since the 1990s, the Chinese 
have been leaders in thinking about how to integrate information warfare, as 
cyberwarfare was then known, with the larger elements of military strategy.251 This 
reached fruition when they included cyberattacks as one of the capabilities, or arsenal of 
tools, of what Chinese strategists call Assassin’s Mace, or shasjoujian, the key 
capabilities for implementing A2/AA at an operational level. One of those would be a 
systematic cyberwar campaign aimed at overthrowing American advantages in ISR, 
computer, and communications networks, including satellite communications, by 
crippling or disrupting those networks.252  
 
Outer space, too, is an area where China has developed tools for anti-satellite, or ASAT, 
warfare. These include attacking US communication and intelligence satellites, 
including GPS, in the case of conflict, or even before a conflict, in order to render US 
armed forces “blind” prior to an attack or other hostile kinetic action. In short, China’s 
growing “space denial” capabilities, including cyberhacking of satellite communications, 
is another example of how A2/AA has developed as a way to challenge the traditional US 
domination of the global commons, whether at sea, in the air, in space, or in 
cyberspace.253 
 
As noted by retired JMSDF admiral Yogi Koda in a recent Hudson Institute conference, 
although Chinese strategists refrain from using the specific term anti-access/access 
denial in their writings, it does capture the essence of their overall military strategy, and 
it “is a basic rationale born to justify the Chinese military buildup during the last two 
decades and will remain so” for another decade or more.254 And since the strategy sees 
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the first island chain as one of the principal battlegrounds for implementing A2/AA, 
developing an effective response is imperative, not only for the US military, which it is 
directly aimed to threaten, but for the US-Japan alliance, as well—indeed, for all the 
countries that would be caught in the crossfire in the chain. 
 
In Japan’s case, given its weaker military position and its geographic proximity to the 
threat of both the first island chain strategy and A2/AA, the response has been a fresh 
look at the geopolitical balance in the region as a whole. From the US perspective, the 
response thus far has come at three levels: one strategic, the second geopolitical, the 
third—and the most promising for developing a US-Japan special relationship—
technological.  
 
The Japanese Perspective: Abe’s “Security Diamond” and the East 
China Sea  
 
Shinzō Abe first outlined his views on a new pan-Asian security architecture in an article 
published in December 2012. It was his effort to revive the quadrilateral dialogue he had 
organized during his first tenure as prime minister in 2007, which brought together 
Japan, India, Australia, and the US to discuss issues of regional concern, including the 
rise of China. It also attempted to raise the horizons of the discussion of how to deal 
with “the China problem” beyond the US-Japan alliance, and to link Japan’s concerns 
about Chinese aggression in the nearby East China and South China Seas to similar 
concerns arising in the Indian Ocean.  
 
As Abe noted in his 2012 article, “peace, stability, and freedom of navigation in the 
Pacific Ocean are inseparable from peace, stability, and freedom of navigation in the 
Indian Ocean.” He argued that Japan, as “one of the oldest sea-faring democracies in 
Asia,” has an essential role to play in both.255  
 
The prime minister noted the growing maritime presence of China, including the 
aircraft carriers in its naval arsenal, and the possibility that this aggressive maritime 
presence would not only turn the South China Sea into “Lake Beijing” but would also 
allow China to interfere with freedom of navigation in the Indian Ocean, where China is 
building naval facilities in Myanmar and Pakistan.  
 
Of course, also on the prime minister’s mind was Japan’s growing dispute with China in 
the East China Sea and over the Senkaku Islands, which the Chinese call the Diaoyu, as 
an illustration of the challenges in dealing with China’s new revisionist approach.  
 
Before 1970, Beijing had implicitly recognized that the Senkakus were part of the 
Ryukyu Island chain, which included Okinawa, and were therefore unshakably part of 
Japan. Chinese scholars even used the Japanese term Senkaku in referring to the islands 
instead of their formal Chinese name, Diaoyu.  
 
Then, in the 1970s, state-owned media in China began to question Japan’s claims to the 
tiny islands, an official skepticism that accelerated in the 1980s. After the Tiananmen 
Square crisis, Chinese evocation of the term Diaoyu, which was used to suggest that the 
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islands rightfully belonged to China, not Japan, steadily increased, especially after the 
discovery of deep offshore reserves of oil and natural gas in the 1990s. It was not long 
before a dispute was brewing similar to that between Great Britain and Argentina over 
the Falkland Islands—except that in this case, Japan’s claims to sovereignty involved an 
archipelago only a few hundred kilometers from its home islands instead of on the other 
side of an ocean.256  
 
China’s claims, on the other hand, rested on its insistence that the East China Sea shelf, 
which extends almost all the way to Okinawa, was the “natural prolongation” of 
Mainland China and hence de facto Chinese territory–a claim totally at odds with 
Japan’s.  
 
The first tensions over who enjoyed sovereign rights to the Senkakus began in 2004, and 
the first serious incident, in 2010, involved a Chinese fishing vessel colliding with a 
Japanese patrol vessel inside the territorial waters of the Senkakus. Since then, the 
PLAN’s incursions into waterways around the nearby Ryukyus as part of naval exercises 
have become a regular occurrence. In 2008 there were only two; however, by 2013, that 
number had increased to fourteen. This represents a sevenfold jump–along with 
Chinese helicopters buzzing dangerously close to JMSDF destroyers.257 
 
Meanwhile, similar Chinese encroachments on other countries’ sovereign rights in the 
South China Sea demonstrated that these were part of a larger strategy, not just a 
campaign aimed specifically at the Senkakus.  
 
“The ongoing disputes in the East China Sea and South China Sea,” Abe had written in 
2012, “mean that Japan’s top foreign policy priority must be to expand the country’s 
strategic horizons.” Therefore, the Japanese prime minister wrote, “I envisage a strategy 
whereby Australia, India, Japan, and the US state of Hawaii form a diamond to 
safeguard the maritime common stretching from the Indian Ocean region to the 
Western Pacific.” He added: “I am prepared to invest, to the greatest possible extent, in 
Japan’s capabilities in this security diamond.”258 
 
Then, as now, Abe sees three powers as Japan’s particular partners in this endeavor. 
One is Australia, with which Japan recently signed a defense treaty agreement, 
including a memorandum of understanding (MOU) on defense trade. The second is 
India, “a resident power in East Asia, with the Andaman and Nicobar Islands sitting at 
the western end of the Malacca Straits (through which some 40% of world trade 
passes).”  
 
As for the third power, “nothing is more important for Japan than to reinvest in its 
alliance with the US. In a period of American strategic rebalancing toward the Asia-
Pacific region, the US needs Japan as much as Japan needs the US.” 
 
However, without strong US support, which had seemed to be promised with the Pacific 
pivot but failed to materialize, Japan’s options were necessarily limited, including in the 
East China Sea. As China’s actions became more provocative, Japan preemptively 
decided to purchase three of the islands in 2012 in order to establish unambiguous 
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ownership. That prompted a fierce and escalating Chinese response, starting with 
violent “spontaneous” anti-Japanese demonstrations across China that autumn, 
violations of Japanese air space by a PLAAF Chinese fighter overflying the Senkakus, 
and an incident when weapons radar on a Chinese frigate briefly locked onto both a 
JSDF helicopter and a naval vessel.  
 
In May 2013, a Chinese submarine provocatively surfaced off Okinawa, a clear violation 
of Japanese territorial waters, and this was followed by the first Chinese UAV flight over 
the East China Sea.259 Then, in November 2013, Beijing suddenly announced 
establishment of an ADIZ over the East China Sea, which happened to overlap with 
Japan’s own ADIZ over the Senkakus, and soon fighters from both countries were 
scrambling and engaging in aerial games of chicken and provocative buzzing tactics. 
 
Since then, the situation has only worsened. There has been a steady rise in the number 
of Chinese naval vessels misleadingly designated as “Coast Guard” ships passing close to 
the islands, as well as myriads of fishing vessels acting as if they were operating in 
Chinese, not Japanese, territorial waters.  
 

 
Figure 3: Chinese vessels near the Senkakus, 2008–17 (Source: Japan Ministry of Foreign Affairs) 

 
While there has not been the kind of drama of physical occupation of the islands, let 
alone construction of the “great wall of sand” and of military facilities that has unfolded 
in the Spratlys, there is no doubt that the storm over the Senkakus has the makings of a 
major international crisis.260 It also demonstrates once again that China’s efforts as a 
revisionist power are not going to be restrained by any existing regional security 
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arrangements. Even Abe’s concept of a “security diamond” will be ineffective, unless a 
key component is a US committed to countering China’s aggressive posture, both 
militarily and diplomatically.  
 
The American Perspective: Air-Sea Battle  
 
Scholars and experts agree: China’s A2/AD capabilities pose a direct threat to US power 
and to the world order, which US power has undergirded for nearly seven decades.  
 
The renowned scholar and strategist Andrew Krepinevich wrote in 2010, , “The US 
military’s role as the steward of the global commons has enabled the free movement of 
goods around the world, facilitating both general peace and prosperity.” The ability to 
secure effective power projection “became even more acute as economic globalization 
accelerated toward the end of the twentieth century.” However, Krepinevich added, , 
“This era of US military dominance is waning at an increasing and alarming rate. 
Nowhere is this more pronounced than in the United States’ ability to project power,” 
particularly in the Pacific and East Asia.261 
 
The solution, in the view of both Krepinevich and a highly influential study released in 
2010 by CSBA, the Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, was the Air-Sea 
Battle (ASB) concept. Originally introduced in 2009 by US Air Force chief of staff 
General Norton Schwartz and Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Gary Roughead, ASB 
was a dual-service doctrine involving integration and coordination of the two principal 
arms for US force projection, the navy and the air force, in order to counter and respond 
to anti-access threats by combining standoff force posture with long-range strike 
capability—a capability to be deployed from a safe distance, as it were, from China’s 
A2/AD arsenal. 
  
“At its core, the Air-Sea Battle (ASB) concept is about reducing risk and maintaining 
U.S. freedom of action, and it reflects the services’ most recent efforts to improve U.S. 
capabilities,” the Pentagon explained in a report issued in May 2013. “It is a natural and 
deliberate evolution of U.S. power projection and a key support component of U.S. 
national security for the 21st century.”262 
 
The ASB strategy evolved along three “lines of effort,” all of which would require 
considerable joint operational and cross-domain coordination. The first would involve 
US and allied forces disrupting the enemy’s C4 (Command, Control, Communications 
and Computers) and ISR capabilities—in effect, turning a key component of the A2/AA 
strategy back on itself. The second would target the adversary’s A2/AA platforms and 
systems for destruction before the majority of them could be launched (for example, 
anti-ship missile sites and advanced sea mines) in order to blunt, if not break, the 
enemy’s “kill chain.” The third line of effort would be follow-up operations, aimed to 
destroy the foe’s weapons post-launch, so that whatever survives the first- and second-
level response is unable to conduct a counter response.263  
 
While Air-Sea Battle is appealing as a concept, and although an Air-Sea Battle Office was 
established to serve as a help desk for joint cross-domain operational issues, it 
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continued to lack a strong spine of operational doctrine and an inventory of specific 
responses to presumed threats.264 Some even doubted whether it was a full-fledged 
strategic doctrine at all. In 2010, retired captain Jan van Tol put together an assessment 
for CSBA on how to overcome China’s A2/AA capabilities, using a checklist of 
recommended changes to improve the ability of the United States to deter and defeat 
those capabilities when implementing Air-Sea Battle. These included mitigating the 
missile threat to Guam, other bases, and maritime assets; developing capability for 
standoff, long-range ISR and precision strikes beyond the range of China’s anti-ship, 
ballistic missile, and sea- and air-defense systems; enabling capabilities for undersea 
operations, including submarines, robotic and unmanned undersea vehicles (UUVs), 
and sea mines; fielding high-capacity airborne C3 relay networks to back up vulnerable 
space-based systems such as GPS; interoperability of data links and C2 and ISR 
networks; cross-service electronic warfare capabilities; enhancing cyber defense and 
cyber offense tools and capabilities; and developing and fielding directed-energy 
weapons.265 
 
Tol’s study also made it clear that Air-Sea Battle was geared specifically to dealing with 
China’s A2/AD threat, yet that was precisely what made it unpopular to discuss. In 
2009, no one in the Pentagon wanted to be tagged as demonizing China by making it the 
prime target of official Pentagon doctrine. However, times and attitudes have since 
changed. Nonetheless, Air-Sea Battle’s limitations as an “anti-anti-access” strategy 
remain unresolved—but not the need for a strategy that best utilizes US military assets 
in the wide Pacific.266  
 
In January 2015, the Pentagon, in fact, announced that it was changing the name of the 
Air-Sea Battle concept to Joint Concept for Access and Maneuver in the Global 
Commons, or JAM-GC.267 But as Congressman Randy Forbes wrote in a piece titled 
“R.I.P. Air-Sea Battle,” published in The National Interest, “The fact that the strategic 
community now finds itself debating the right way to respond to the challenges posed 
by A2/AD and China’s growing military capabilities and not whether or not those 
challenges even exist or deserve our attention is a testament to Air-Sea Battle’s success 
in changing the debate and to its enduring significance.”268 All the same, that 
acknowledgement cannot mitigate the fact that the United States was also woefully slow 
in recognizing the gravity of the threat and still needs to develop an effective 
counterstrategy or range of effective counterstrategies as the security environment in 
the Western Pacific continues to deteriorate.  
 
Asian Rebalance and Pacific Pivot: Theory versus Practice  
 
As part of that acknowledgement, at almost the same time as the Pentagon was 
inaugurating Air-Sea Battle, the Obama administration was unveiling its much-
publicized and highly touted Pacific pivot, or Asian rebalance, as it also became known. 
Mike Green, a scholar at the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), even 
pronounced it “a rejuvenation of strategic thinking towards the Pacific in the spirit of 
Mahan and Roosevelt.”269 Many in Asia certainly hoped that it signaled a realization on 
the part of the United States that its alliances in the region had been sadly neglected 
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during its engagement in conflicts in the Middle East. It was high time to start thinking 
seriously again about how to restore security and stability in Asia.  
 
Then-assistant secretary of state Kurt Campbell was the architect of the doctrine, and 
then-secretary of state Hillary Clinton was the author of the October 2011 article in 
Foreign Affairs, titled “America’s Pacific Century,” which set it in motion. The article 
confidently asserted, “The future of politics will be decided in Asia, not Afghanistan or 
Iraq, and the United States will be right at the center of the action”—as would America’s 
allies and other democracies in the region.270  
  
The Pacific pivot was never specifically aimed to counter China’s growing revisionist 
agenda in the region. On the contrary, developing a stronger understanding with China 
was an important part of this “rebalance.” The argument was simply that as the two 
wars that had absorbed America’s attention for the past decade were winding down, 
America’s new foreign policy focus would be Asia and our relations with the leading 
democracies in the region, including Japan.  
 
Campbell’s subsequent book, The Pivot: The Future of American Statecraft in Asia, 
published in 2016, characterized the US alliance with Japan as “one of the most 
important bilateral relationships in Asia.” Campbell also acknowledged that “Japan 
appears to be entering a new period” of a more assertive, more robust defense policy,” 
“as well as of defense modernization and increased defense sales.271 Campbell’s advice? 
“As Japan continues to evolve, the United States should stay close to Tokyo, providing 
steady counsel on how best to chart an uncertain course toward becoming what some 
Japanese strategists longingly describe as a ‘normal’ country.” Also, the US and Japan 
“need to actively and creatively develop an alliance that is politically and operationally 
capable of dealing with . . . China’s development of anti-access/area denial capabilities 
that threaten the American forward-deployed presence in Korea, Guam, and Japan 
itself”—and of dealing with North Korea.272  
 
The Asian rebalance did bring verbal assertions of the importance of the Japan alliance. 
Indeed, both President Obama and Secretary of State Hilary Clinton described Japan as 
“the cornerstone of United States global security.” But as everyone now agrees, those 
words were not backed up by action. Apart from a Marine outpost set down outside 
Darwin, Australia, four US Navy littoral combat ships sent to Singapore, and a few more 
naval patrols added, the vaunted Pacific pivot turned out to be more rhetoric than 
reality. In addition, as this author and former chief of staff to Vice President Dick 
Cheney two authors noted in 2017: 
 

Obama has overseen the most massive disarming of America’s military forces 
since the end of the Vietnam War. Between Obama budget cuts and 
sequestration, we are on target for a navy smaller than it was before World War I; 
an Army smaller than in 1940; and an Air Force that has fewer planes than any 
time since World War II. Every Asian nation understands that a 287-ship U.S. 
Navy will not be able to pivot to anyone’s defense across the broad reaches of the 
Pacific—while Obama’s efforts to slash our nuclear arsenal which allies have 
relied on to deter nuclear-armed aggressors in the neighborhood for two 
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generations, adds to regional uncertainty and the sense that America can’t be 
counted on in a genuine crisis.273  

  
Much of that uncertainty came to roost in official circles in Japan. Campbell correctly 
noted that “the United States sometimes forgets that we are Japan’s sole treaty ally” and 
added that “Japan at times feels concerned about overdependence on the United 
States.” Nevertheless, during the Obama years the effort to achieve an Asian rebalance 
by “leading from behind” seemed too passive and too concerned with not offending 
China.274  
 
From this perspective, President Donald Trump has managed to breathe new energy 
into the alliance in just a few months in office. Nine days after Mr. Trump’s electoral 
victory, on November 17, 2016, he and Prime Minister Abe sat down for a successful and 
substantive chat, followed by a visit to the White House on the following Friday and a 
golf outing at Trump’s “Florida White House.” During those visits, Trump strongly 
reasserted America’s support for Japan’s position in the East China Sea. Trump’s and 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson’s equally strong statements about halting China’s 
aggression in the East China Sea—alongside Defense Secretary James Mattis’s 
statements on North Korea—have reassured many Asian capitals that America is ready 
to reassert its influence on East Asian affairs. At the same time, Trump and Abe’s 
meeting on the links was reminiscent of President Eisenhower’s “golf diplomacy” with 
Abe’s grandfather, Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi, in the 1950s.275 The Abe-Trump 
relationship even carries hints of the kind of personal leadership that animated, and at 
times restored, the Anglo-American special relationship during the Kennedy-Macmillan 
and Reagan-Thatcher years.  
 
Indeed, the United States could learn much about how to deal with China and the larger 
security picture in Asia from Abe’s concept of the security diamond, which is more 
comprehensive and more grand strategically than the failed Pacific pivot. Yet the United 
States has another, even more significant strategic concept to bring to the alliance, this 
time in the technological sphere.  
 
The Third Offset Strategy and the United States  
 
An offset strategy uses an advantage in one area to compensate for, or offset, a 
disadvantage in another. In the military sphere, this involves using a series of 
qualitative, technological advantages to offset quantitative disadvantages on the 
battlefield. Today’s Pentagon likes to describe two past transformations of the American 
military as offsets.  
 
The first came in the 1950s, when President Eisenhower, faced with an enormous Soviet 
advantage in ground forces, opted to move forward with a nuclear deterrence strategy 
that combined strategic targeting of the Soviet Union with the possibility of tactical 
nuclear strikes directly on the battlefield. Dubbed the “new look,” it meant a massive 
reduction in manpower and defense spending made possible by leveraging the US 
advantage in nuclear arsenal size; air power (signaled by the birth of Strategic Air 
Command); sea power (nuclear-powered, then nuclear-armed submarines); and 
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ballistic missile development—which ultimately led America to be able to put men on 
the moon. 
 
The Soviets, however, did not sit still. By the early 1970s, they had built up their own 
tactical and strategic nuclear arsenal while continuing to maintain their huge ground 
forces in Eastern Europe and creating a blue-water Soviet Navy equipped with their own 
“boomers,” or nuclear submarines.  
 
Something had to be done to avoid a massive escalation in the size and scope of US 
military power, which, in the wake of Vietnam, was politically impossible. Thus, in the 
summer of 1973, the Pentagon launched a project to study and develop a new generation 
of weapons to respond on a Warsaw Pact attack. Out of that initial study and follow-up 
work during the Carter and Reagan administrations would come a cluster of new 
military technologies: cruise missiles, precision-guided munitions (PGMs), the use of 
integrated computer networks for command and control, and stealth. This new arsenal 
forced the Soviet military to reconsider its entire formula for winning the Cold War as 
early as 1984, even before the advent of the Strategic Defense Initiative. It also 
eventually spawned the high-tech, computer-networked, stealthy, and GPS-guided US 
military that would score devastating victories in the first Gulf war, Afghanistan, and 
Iraq.  
 
By 2000, however, “just as with the first offset strategy, the second offset strategy [was] 
showing its teeth”—including its vulnerability to A2/AD counterstrategies. 276 
  
Those were the words of Deputy Defense Secretary Bob Work in a landmark speech at 
the Willard Hotel in Washington, DC, on January 28, 2015, which first laid out in detail 
the concept of the Third Offset strategy, unveiled by Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel in 
remarks at the Reagan National Defense Forum the previous November.  
 
In the background of both speeches was the fact that while America had spent the 
decade after 9/11 focused on fighting the war on terrorism and counterinsurgencies in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, Russia and China had been steadily upgrading their militaries 
with a host of technologies aimed at destroying, or at least crippling, the high-tech 
advantages our military enjoyed following the Second Offset. These included the arsenal 
integral to A2/AD: ballistic and high-speed anti-ship missiles; highly sophisticated anti-
aircraft missile systems like the S-300 and S-400; electronic jamming and cyberattack; 
and anti-space weapons that can kill GPS and communication satellites the US military 
needs to keep track of its forces and to guide its precision “smart” weapons. In addition, 
both the Russians and the Chinese built their own versions of stealth aircraft—Russia 
the Sukhoi PAK FA and China the J-20 fighter, which ironically is derived in large part 
from plans for Lockheed Martin’s F-35 stolen by Chinese cyberhackers.  
 
Hagel’s November 2014 speech had warned that something had to be done to check this 
ominous trend. “While we have been engaged in two large land mass wars over the last 
thirteen years,” meaning Iraq and Afghanistan, “potential adversaries,” meaning Russia 
and China, “have been modernizing their militaries, developing and proliferating 
disruptive capabilities across the spectrum of conflict,” including the cyber domain. To 
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meet this “clear and growing challenge to our military power,” Hagel announced, the 
Pentagon was now committed to initiating a brand new offset strategy, the Third Offset, 
to find the cluster of technologies that could give the United States its edge over 
potential enemies in the future.  
 
Hagel’s speech was short on details, mentioning only four such “offset” technologies, 
three of which were not normally associated with military weaponry: miniaturization, 
big data, advanced manufacturing, and robotics, or “autonomous systems,” symbolized 
by large military UAVs like the Predator, but also smaller devices resembling drones 
used in the commercial sector. 
 
Work’s follow-up speech in January 2015 gave a more detailed shopping list and 
explained more of the thinking behind this approach for consciously turning civilian 
technological innovation into an unchallengeable advantage on the battlefield.277 
Included in this list were advanced sensors and communications, missile defense and 
cyber capabilities, as well as “unmanned undersea vehicles; advanced sea mines; high-
speed [i.e. hypersonic] weapons; advanced aeronautics from new engines to new, 
different types of prototypes; electromagnetic rail guns; and high-energy lasers.”278 
 
To some analysts, this seemed a rather heterogeneous grab-bag of capabilities and a 
strange mix with Hagel’s four categories. But in fact, they closely overlap. The new 
strategy brewing at the Pentagon was not just to build more weapons or even to build 
smarter weapons. It was to select a comparative advantage our adversaries could not 
duplicate, one geared to creating uncertainty about the effectiveness of their war-
fighting strategy, A2/AD. In short, the Third Offset’s goal is as much psychological as it 
is practical: to force a potential adversary to go back to the drawing board and doubt his 
ability to meet us on equal terms on the battlefield.  
 
The architects of the Third Offset saw that comparative advantage in the American high-
tech industry, from Silicon Valley to new “smart manufacturing” centers that have 
sprung up in former Rust Belt centers like Ohio and Michigan, as well as advanced 
technologies like the lasers that the Pentagon has been working on since the 1990s. A 
special office was even created, the Defense Innovation Unit Experimental, or DIUx, to 
coordinate the development of new systems directly with commercial companies in 
places like Silicon Valley.  
 
Indeed, what will make the Third Offset strategy work in future will depend as much on 
economic as military resources. As a 2016 article in Commentary by this author pointed 
out, “its future rests as much in the hands of software engineers and smart phone 
designers as admirals and generals.”279  
  
Not coincidentally, the Third Offset also provides the necessary technological leverage 
for JAM-GC (formerly Air-Sea Battle) to work effectively. As analyst Aaron Friedberg 
has stated, “If successful, new systems such as DE [directed-energy] weapons and 
autonomous aerial vehicles could provide more cost-effective ways of achieving key 
objectives” of JAM-GC/ASB, “greatly complicating the situation confronting PLA 
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planners and shifting the ongoing military competition in directions more favorable to 
the US.”280 
 
“Cost effective” is a key component in this strategy. The technologies involved in the 
Third Offset are also technologies rapidly emerging as exponential growth areas in the 
civilian as well as military sector, and not only in the United States. This in turn will 
mean a dramatic change in both the per-cost basis and technological applications of 
future defense systems in ways that will mirror Moore’s Law.281 This has meant a search 
for new technical and scientific sources for America’s future defense-industrial base. 
Indeed, in announcing his Defense Innovation Initiative, Secretary Hagel even stated 
that since most technological innovation tends to come from outside “traditional 
defense contractors, so we will actively seek proposals from the private sector, including 
from firms and academic institutions outside DoD’s [Department of Defense’s] 
traditional orbit.” 
 
This initiative included creating a Long-Range Research and Development Plano find, 
develop, and then field important technologies—space, undersea, air dominance and 
strike, and air and missile defense—and would seek information not only from industry, 
academia, and federal research labs, but also from foreign countries.282  
 
One of those will inevitably be Japan. 
 
This is because, as these advanced technologies approach “singularity,” the 
opportunities for further co-development in conjunction with other advanced industrial 
countries such as Japan will also increase. So will the possibility of deploying such 
systems across the US alliance system as a way to dramatically upgrade the military 
capabilities of leading allies at much lower cost than force-building in the conventional 
sense—in ways that, for Japan, could represent a major breakthrough in both its own 
self-defense and in boosting collaborative security in the Pacific region.  
  
It could also provide the final, missing link in building the US-Japan special 
relationship: defense-industrial cooperation on a large scale.  
 
Japan and the Third Offset Strategy  
 
In summary, the Pentagon’s Third Offset strategy aims “to sustain and advance 
America’s military dominance for the 21st century” by developing key technologies that 
will underpin our defense systems of the future, from unmanned systems, robotics, 
miniaturization, artificial intelligence (AI), and big data, to advanced weapons systems 
such as high-energy lasers, hypersonic missiles, and electromagnetic railguns.  
 
In this pursuit of innovative sources, Japan has much to offer. 
 
One such area is lasers and laser research. For example, in a 2012 paper published in the 
journal Plasma Physics and Controlled Fusion, a team of researchers and engineers at 
Japan’s Osaka University described a laser they were developing and how it works. In 
July 2015, they reported successfully firing the Laser for Fast Ignition Experiments 
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(LFEX) for a short pulse. The LFEX can credibly be called the world’s most powerful 
laser, and though the pulse was barely a trillionth of a second, it emitted two petawatts 
of power—or two quadrillion watts, roughly one thousand times the world’s total 
electricity consumption.  
 
A laser that could quickly shoot down or disable a cruise or ballistic missile would 
certainly be a huge tactical achievement. However, such a laser is too large and is not 
directly suited to military purposes. According to Michael Donovan, associate director of 
the Texas Petawatt Laser program, “If one wanted to destroy a satellite, the Japanese 
LFEX laser would not be the answer,” since “it would not propagate far through the 
atmosphere—even if it could be pointed towards the satellite . . . The higher you get, the 
thinner the atmosphere. So a laser launched in space could propagate, but a petawatt 
laser is too large to economically launch into space.”283 
 
Yet, as the Missile Defense Agency (MDA) of the US Department of Defense works on 
airborne laser projects as part of an integrated ballistic missile defense system, 
including boost-phase intercept of missiles using lasers and UAVs, it would seem likely 
that much of the current research in Japan would have important relevance, including 
the development of key components of military laser systems.  
 
At the same time, the Technical Research and Design Institute of the Japanese Defense 
Ministry has designed a modified Aegis laser system for Japan’s latest 27DD destroyers 
to engage cruise missiles, anti-ship missiles, and other high-precision weapons (the two 
27DD Atago-class destroyers are expected to be launched in 2020 and 2021).284 
 
Another promising area for Japanese-US cooperation is sensors. Sony’s major plant for 
complementary metal-oxide-semiconductor (CMOS) sensors in the Kumamoto 
Technology Center in Kyushu Region is a good example of the kind of manufacturing 
facility that would be of interest for Third Offset technologies.285 These sensors are not 
only cheaper to manufacture than standard charge-coupled device (CCD) sensors, even 
though both are essentially silicon chips that convert light into images. They also 
consume less power and offer a wider dynamic range. The CMOS sensor business is 
expected to grow from $10 billion in 2014 to more than $16 billion by 2020, and the 
range of military and commercial applications will grow with the size and flexibility of 
CMOS technology.286 
 
Additionally, Hitachi High-Technologies has developed a range of ultra-thin wearable 
sensors, including one that detects the emotional states of its wearer. Many of these 
sensors are for medical uses or for semi-conductor manufacturing requiring very high 
levels of precision. But the versatility and advantages of such sensors for intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance at a very granular level, including monitoring the 
physical state and stress of warfighters, seem obvious. Japan has already supplied 
sensor-related technology to the UK military, The Japan Times reported on July 18, 
2014. A similar relationship seems destined to spring up with the United States as well.  
 
Japan’s composite materials industry is a third example of an area where defense-trade 
cooperation between the US and Japan could be a major boost to Third Offset 
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technologies, as well as other advanced systems. Military-grade composite materials are 
highly useful for their low weight, their durability, and their ability to protect the 
warfighter from injury. Today UAVs, UUVs, armored fighting vehicles, submarines, and 
other naval vessels, in addition to body armor, all involve composite materials, including 
advanced carbon laminates and so-called carbon sandwich products.  
 
Composite material consumption has increased significantly in the commercial 
aerospace sector, from 5 to 6 percent in the 1990s, to more than 50 percent in today’s 
advanced aircraft programs, such as the Boeing 787 and Airbus 350.287 
 
As it happens, Japan has been one of the pioneers in the development and manufacture 
of certain composite materials since the 1960s. Japan also ranks with the US, India, 
Brazil, and China as one of the lead countries in composite material research. The Japan 
Carbon Fiber Manufacturers Association includes Toray Industries, Inc., Mitsubishi 
Rayon Company, Kureha Corporation, Nippon Graphite Fiber Corporation, and other 
leading chemical, oil, and natural gas companies.  
 
The Japan Society for Composite Materials, founded in 1975, recently organized its 
seventeenth US-Japan Conference on Composite Materials at Hokkaido University, 
while Hokuriku Fiber Glass, a manufacturer of glass-fiber products in Komatsu, 
Ishikawa Prefecture, has developed a fiber-reinforced plastic, or FRP, using traditional 
Japanese weaving and braiding techniques that result in a three-dimensional, carbon-
weave, heat-resistant material able to withstand temperatures as high as 3,000 degrees 
Celsius or 5,432 degrees Fahrenheit.288 JAXA, the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency, 
will use this material to protect unmanned spacecraft and probes; its uses for other 
commercial or military satellite launches or for space reentry vehicles again seems 
obvious.  
 
Indeed, a number of companies in the US have begun using composite materials for 
light-weight launch rockets for small, or “cube,” satellites. These materials not only 
make the rocket lighter, but also easier to manufacture, and they can dramatically 
reduce the cost of a launch. The possibilities of partnering with Japanese companies 
such as Hokuriku Fiber Glass, which also offers the added advantage of composite 
materials with ultra-high levels of heat resistance, would appear promising.  
 
In summary, the market for Japan’s defense exports includes many products that are 
not immediately obvious for their military applications, but are both desirable and 
necessary as part of a US shift to a Third Offset overmatch of possible future 
adversaries. They are also fruitful avenues for US-Japan joint research and 
development.  
 
The most important area for Japanese defense-related technology exports, however, 
may be robotics. The robotics industry is more important in Japan, which has more than 
a quarter million industrial robot workers, than in any other country in the world. In the 
next fifteen years, Japan estimates that the number will jump to over one million and 
expects revenue for robotics to be near $70 billion by 2025. 289  
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Indeed, Japanese economic planners see robotics doing for Japan’s export economy 
what automobiles did in the 1970s and 1980s. Certainly something analogous may lie 
ahead in the area of defense-related robotics, which has assumed a new urgency within 
the Third Offset strategy model and where the Japanese enjoy several key comparative 
advantages.  
 
Of course, major Japanese companies such as Honda, Toyota, Hitachi, and Fujitsu have 
dominated the field of industrial and/or assembly-line robots for years—so much so that 
very few non-Japanese robotics firms have been able to survive, let alone thrive, in this 
highly competitive global market. Combined with additive or 3-D printing 
manufacturing techniques, advanced industrial robotics can bring dramatically 
improved production precision and performance to the US defense-industrial sector, 
from conventional arms systems to the more high-tech systems such as electromagnetic 
rail guns and directed-energy weaponry.  
 
Beyond that market, however, Japan has also surged ahead in the area of android 
robotics, including robots that mimic human actions such as walking, talking, or 
smiling, and a recently created robot called CB², or Child-robot with Biomimetic Body, 
can follow moving objects with its eyes. Companies have even developed HRP-4C, a 
Japanese robot that can mimic fashion models walking the catwalk, and Kirobo, the first 
robot astronaut, which traveled to the International Space Station in August 2010.290  
 
For Japan, the advantages of relying on robots and robotic technology are obvious. In a 
country with a declining birth rate, robots represent a major “force multiplier” in terms 
of work, but also in terms of quality of life for an aging population.  
 
Yet the same analogy applies to Japan’s military and self-defense forces, where a 
quality-over-quantity advantage vis-à-vis a possible antagonist such as China makes 
eminent good sense. It applies similarly to the US military and its Third Offset strategy, 
where robotics is not only one of the targeted technologies but has enormous 
applications across the entire field of advanced systems that make up the Third Offset 
arsenal, from advanced manufacturing processes to autonomous subsystems of larger 
networks.  
  
For example, while Japan has not directly entered the arena of unmanned aerial and sea 
vehicles, Japanese robotics companies would clearly offer a range of applications and 
products that would be extremely useful in further developments in these platforms and 
their accompanying capabilities, particularly in this defense-technology sector, where 
China has become increasingly active and competitive.291  
 
Finally, Japan’s preeminence in the area of robotics will strongly complement the work 
that the United States is doing in artificial intelligence. The United States has been 
heavily invested in AI for a decade or more. From Silicon Valley companies like Google 
and Facebook to IBM and its mascot AI computer, Watson, the private sector has been a 
leader in the Internet of Things (IoT), big data, and AI expertise.  
 



Pacific Partners: Forging the US-Japan Special Relationship 

121 
 

Japan’s work in AI, by contrast, has been hardware oriented and has been seen as an 
adjunct to robotics research and development. Japanese AI scientists have spent 
considerable time, for example, doing research “that help[s] robots learn and 
predictively determine what and how humans want them to act through experience-
based inferences,” Masakazu Hirokawa of Tsukuba University has been quoted as 
saying. 292  
 
Yet these developments of human-friendly robotic capability could complement AI 
developments in the United States, which emphasize independent creative thinking and 
deep learning. It could even dispel some of the suspicions about autonomous defense 
systems and “rise of the machines” scenarios.  
 
Above all, the Japanese expertise in highly sophisticated robotics could provide ideal 
platforms for AI developments in the future defense sector. Whether the US recognizes 
those opportunities for leveraging Japan’s lead in this area of Third Offset technology is 
difficult to say, and it depends on many factors. One of them without a doubt is how well 
Japan does the job of “selling” its advanced technologies as complementing or 
supporting similar developments in the US defense sector, and how skillfully it 
cultivates this potentially huge customer for its high-tech talents.  
 
Anti-A2/AA Opportunities for US-Japan Cooperation: UAVs, Cyber, and 
Space  
 
As previously noted, an effective counterstrategy to A2/AA technologies lies at the heart 
of the Third Offset initiative, and at the heart of that counterstrategy lie key advances in 
three areas: the use of autonomous—or unmanned—systems, the cyber domain, and the 
space domain. As it happens, each also offers important areas for US-Japan 
technological cooperation, once defense-trade and industrial cooperation are fully 
realized. 
  
Worldwide spending on drones is expected to double by 2023, and over the next decade, 
Japan’s Self-Defense Forces will spend 3 billion yen (roughly $27 million in 2017 
dollars) to grow their UAV fleet, according to a top-flight defense analysis agency, IHS 
Jane’s.  That may represent a small sum compared to what the Department of Defense 
spends on UAV’s ($4.6 billion in its FY 2017 budget)—roughly enough to purchase three 
MQ 9 Reapers—but it marks the beginning of a revolution for the JSDF.  
 
In recent years, the UAV has gone from a science fiction fantasy to lethal reality. In 
2000, the US military had 60, and today it has over 11,000, with more to come. From 
the Hellfire-missile-carrying Predator and the forty-foot Global Hawk, to the tiny Raven, 
which carries a camera the size of a peanut, UAVs are becoming ubiquitous. 
 
The most modern unmanned aircraft are, of course, far more than toy planes. They 
replicate most of the characteristics of manned aircraft—some, like the American Reaper 
and Golden Hawk, are even the same size. The biggest have human pilots flying them, 
by remote control, who are trained and licensed just like the real ones.  
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They also have key advantages over manned aircraft. They are “persistent,” meaning 
they can fly around the clock without inducing pilot fatigue or expending large amounts 
of fuel, because UAVs are also much lighter than conventional aircraft. This is especially 
useful for surveillance or reconnaissance missions, where staying on watch 24/7 is 
sometimes not only useful, but essential—and UAVs are able to arrive at their 
rendezvous point or flight path by GPS, without fear of human navigational error. They 
can also fire any missile with the same GPS-guided precision.  
  
UAVs are also inexpensive, especially compared to manned military aircraft, since they 
require no systems to protect a pilot’s health and safety or provide the pilot with 
onboard information.  
  
Above all, the UAV is entirely expendable. If it crashes or is shot down, no one dies, and 
the cost of a crashed Predator is about one-twentieth the cost of a downed F-18E Super 
Eagle.  
  
So while civilian uses of UAVs are growing every day, from monitoring traffic and forest 
fires to delivering packages, it is the world’s militaries that have embraced and driven 
the unmanned revolution. Modern militaries see them as an effective tool for risky 
missions, missions requiring 24/7 surveillance, and those requiring more stealth, with 
the buzz of a quiet motor instead of the roar of jet engines—although jet-engine-
equipped UAVs are in the offing.  
 
One of those militaries is China’s. The People’s Liberation Army has not only embraced 
the UAV revolution but is pushing ahead with its own generation of unmanned aerial 
technology. China’s most powerful is the Wing Loong, which was developed in 2005 and 
is similar to the American Reaper. Weighing 1.1 tons with a fourteen-meter wingspan, 
the Wing Loong carries and fires two Blue Arrow air-to-surface missiles, much like the 
Reaper, except that the Blue Arrow costs much less than the American missile. China 
has plans to build eleven drone bases along its coast, and in November 2013, it ran its 
first-ever combat drone equipped with stealth technology in a field test near the 
Senkaku Islands.293 
 
So it is little wonder that Japan is worried, and looking for help in building its own UAV 
fleet from the military UAV experts, the Americans. Yet Japan itself has been one of the 
world’s leaders in the development and deployment of agricultural drones since the 
1980s, as Japan’s farmers have embraced the high-tech revolution in a big way.294 
Agricultural drones, in fact, spray pesticides on an estimated 40 percent of the country’s 
rice crop. From that point of view, the coming of the UAV revolution could be a 
significant game changer for Japan’s own domestic industry as Japan expands its self-
defense capability. Certainly both the public and policymakers need to be aware of the 
pros and cons of this intriguing, but also controversial, new defense technology.  
 
According to the 2014 Ministry of Defense budget, a UAV fleet is necessary to “build 
defense capabilities to ensure security of the sea and airspace surrounding Japan,” or “to 
respond to an attack on the disputed Senkakus or islands even closer to Japan.”295 They 
can be invaluable in dealing with security and environmental challenges, such as 
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monitoring radiation leaks after the Fukushima disaster or unobtrusively keeping close 
tabs on security at the 2020 Tokyo Olympics. Indeed, some have proposed creating the 
first “drone zone” in and around Fukushima in order to test both existing drone 
technologies and development of the next generation of flying robots. 
 
This could indeed propel Japan into the forefront of the international drone industry. 
Kenzo Nonami, engineer and president of Autonomous Control Systems Laboratory in 
Chiba, has unveiled technology that flies autonomously with GPS but generates its own 
maps with a laser scanner.  
 
Drones with such autonomous capabilities could fly within tunnels and under bridges, 
where GPS signals would be blocked, to carry out important safety inspections in places 
that human operators cannot reach. Meanwhile, new AI applications will enable drones 
to avoid areas, such as military bases or public buildings, where their presence would be 
prohibited, and to detect their own malfunctions before they happen.  
 
Yet for Japan, a budding UAV fleet not only presents the possibility of providing early 
warning of attack and a quick response from systems doing round-the-clock 
surveillance; it is also a potential equalizer, with superior technology making up for 
inferior numbers. In addition, using unmanned systems, an aging population can still 
maintain a military that operates at peak efficiency—with far less risk to life and limb.  
 
Even more, deployment and development of unmanned systems—including UUVs—
demand the kind of high-tech skills in which Japanese industry excels. When Japanese 
aerospace firms start working with US partners on joint projects, it is easy to predict 
that in a few years, Japan will emerge as a leading maker, as well as user, of the next 
generation of drones. That next generation includes swarm technology, the Japanese 
bees.  
 
The second area where US-Japan present and future cooperation is not only desirable, 
but vital, is the cybersphere.  
 
In 2000, the Japanese government drew up a special action plan that recognized the 
growing cyber threat, especially for an advanced technological society that depends 
heavily on the free and efficient flow of information over the Internet and the electronic 
storage of valuable, even critical, data. 
  
Yet over the next decade, the number of worldwide cyberattacks skyrocketed, as Japan’s 
government and business communities looked all too vulnerable. In 2012, cyberattacks 
passed the 1 million mark, including attacks on the Japanese Diet and a nuclear power 
research institute. In April 2013, the major targets included Sony, Mitsubishi Heavy 
Industries, the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency, and Yahoo Japan. In the latter 
case, some 20 million user names and passwords were dumped into a file ready for 
remote download before technicians blocked the theft. In 2014, the number of attacks 
passed the 25 billion mark, with 40 percent traceable to China.296  
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Fortunately, the government of Prime Minister Abe has taken major steps to bring 
Japan’s cybersecurity policy into the twenty-first century. It discovered, for example, 
that only half of Japanese companies had an information-technology policy, while a 
report from the National Information Security Center (NISC) found that Japan has a 
shortage of some 80,000 cybersecurity engineers. The Abe government passed a law 
making NISC the cabinet’s chief watchdog over cybersecurity, while the Information 
Security Policy Council, chaired by Abe’s chief cabinet secretary, took the lead in 
directing cyber policy. The Ministry of Defense, building on a 2012 report, Toward 
Stable and Effective Use of Cyberspace, set up a Cyber Defense Unit to coordinate 
responses to threats by the ministry and the Self-Defense Forces.297 
 
Then, in March 2014, under Abe’s direction, the government ran its first broad 
cybersecurity drill, with 200 specialists trying to fend off simulated phishing attacks on 
twenty-one state ministries and agencies, as well as ten industry associations. (In a 
phishing attack, a hacker purporting to be a legitimate entity attempts to trick an email 
recipient into revealing sensitive information, such as passwords or credit card details.) 
  
The results were sobering. “It’s not that we haven’t put effort into cybersecurity,” Ichita 
Yamamoto, who at the time was minister in charge of IT policy, said afterward, “but we 
are certainly behind the U.S.” in being able to defend and respond to threats, especially 
in the critical areas of defense and civilian infrastructure.298 
 
Since then, Japan has been looking, correctly, to the United States for guidance (a series 
of multiagency US-Japan cyber dialogues have been taking place since 2013, while the 
latest revision of security guidelines has included provisions for cyber cooperation). Yet 
the United States has learned its own painful lessons on how to build a secure system of 
cybersecurity at the government and corporate level.  
  
Like Japan, the United States was woefully slow to realize the danger. It was not until 
2004, when hackers in China went after various US military computer systems, 
including the Army Space and Strategic Defense Command installations, that many 
officials began to wake up to the threat—and its principal source. 
 
The next China-based attack, in 2007, was far worse, with hackers getting into the 
secretary of defense’s email system. More than 1,500 separate Pentagon communication 
networks had to be shut down. Hackers followed by breaking into the US State, Energy, 
and Commerce Departments and got away with enough data—much of it highly 
sensitive—to fill every bookshelf in the Library of Congress.299 
 
In January 2008, following those attacks, President George W. Bush, at the urging of his 
director of national intelligence, authorized the Comprehensive National Cybersecurity 
Initiative. The goal was to develop a national cybersecurity strategy that created a strong 
frontline defense against immediate threats in order to protect information and 
communications across the entire spectrum of government agencies. The initiative also 
stressed the need for counterintelligence efforts to deter future attacks and for ways to 
“strengthen the future cybersecurity environment” through education, research, and 
cooperation. 
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That was followed in 2010 by creation of the US Cyber Command to oversee 
cybersecurity for the US military, in conjunction with the National Security Agency 
(NSA). The Department of Homeland Security has developed its own cyberattack alert 
and deterrence system, dubbed the National Cybersecurity and Communications 
Integration Center (NCCIC), along with various cyber emergency response teams. 
However, compliance with US government IT protection standards remains voluntary 
for private companies.300 
 
All this has marked a big improvement, but it is still far from foolproof. The sober fact is 
that the cyber defender, like his adversary, must be flexible and tireless, and any 
strategy that demands less is bound to fail. 
 
The principal cybersecurity lesson is that sharing information about attacks and threats 
is critical. Fears of liability and humiliation at being exposed as careless (or leaking 
valuable corporate data) have to be set aside to make sure the experts know who is being 
attacked and with what malware tools. A central cybersecurity agency like NISC is only 
as good as the cyber intelligence it collects. 
 
Japan’s two most hostile neighbors, China and North Korea, are also among the most 
persistent cyber criminals. This virtually ensures that any serious confrontation with 
either will involve a major cyber-assault aimed at disrupting Japan’s Self-Defense 
Forces and critical infrastructure–possibly even aimed at triggering a meltdown of its 
nuclear reactors as a diversion from military action. Any national strategy for Japan 
dealing with a geopolitical crisis has to include a full-spectrum cyberattack 
counterstrategy.301 
 
In the end, cybersecurity will have to become another robust and regular form of 
intelligence cooperation, as well as defense and security cooperation, between Tokyo 
and Washington. Both governments must encourage Japan’s biggest companies to 
become thoroughly adept in the field, just as America’s biggest defense contractors, like 
Lockheed Martin, Northrop Grumman, and Boeing have become leaders in the business. 
Likewise, Toshiba, Mitsubishi Heavy, NEC, and other technological and electronic 
giants need to plunge full speed into developing the tools, strategies, and above all, the 
personnel to do the job.302 
 
Ultimately, however, both the United States and Japan will have to develop a 
comprehensive cyber deterrence strategy to deal with what experts call Advanced 
Persistent Threats, or APTs, a category in which China and North Korea are leaders. 
Such a strategy could provide a model for other countries confronting APTs, and not 
only in Asia; Western and Eastern Europe face similar challenges. In the end, the global 
cyber threat is a problem that purely passive cyber defenses aimed at detecting and 
deterring attacks cannot stop. Japan and the US will have to develop what the experts 
call “active defenses,” aimed at disrupting, shutting down, and punishing the 
perpetrators, even if they are directly linked to governments.  
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The cybersphere is an area where the United States is positioned to take the lead in 
raising US-Japan strategic and technological cooperation to a new, special-relationship 
level. Space is the area where Japan has important lessons for the United States.  
 
Over the past decade, Japan has been quietly building a space program geared 
specifically for military surveillance, and in 2019, it plans to launch a “space force” for 
defending its assets in space. Japan even calls space “the fourth battlefield” and is 
thinking about it as the next frontier of a future war. 303 
 
And no wonder. Japan is surrounded by three nations with nuclear ballistic missiles—
China, North Korea, and Russia, two of which are hostile, the third potentially so. 
Getting warning of an attack in a matter of minutes is vital to national survival. Since 
2008, Japan has been committed to building an effective network of space assets for 
detecting and deterring any attack from above, as well as keeping track of China’s 
increasingly aggressive moves in the South China Sea. 
 
This is also about keeping track of China’s increasingly aggressive moves in space. 
Lieutenant General Ronald Burgess of the Pentagon’s Defense Intelligence Agency 
knows this only too well. He and others have been watching China’s fast-growing space 
program for the last half decade. According to General Burgess, China’s real goal is to 
find ways to “deny or degrade the space assets of potential adversaries” like the United 
States, while building up its own military capabilities, including beyond the earth’s 
atmosphere.304  
 
China’s space program is an arm of the People’s Liberation Army and is considered part 
of an overall military strategy to dominate space and defeat and deter foes, particularly 
the United States.305 In 2007, for example, China successfully tested its first satellite-
killing ballistic missile. Then, on January 11, 2011, it sent up a highly sophisticated out-
of-the-atmosphere kinetic kill vehicle, or KKV. The Chinese said it was for anti-missile 
defense. Others, including in the Pentagon, saw it was for shooting down satellites. Ian 
Easton, a researcher at a Washington think tank that tracks Chinese military trends, 
said at the time that “the implications of this test are potentially huge” in that the 
technology could expand China’s potential for rendering our satellite-based global 
positioning system useless.306  
 
GPS, of course, works by transmitting signals from satellites to receivers on earth, which 
then automatically coordinate signals from several satellites to give the user information 
not just on his location, but his speed, bearing, trip distance, and other data. The more 
satellites, the more exact the data—and our Department of Defense needs its thirty GPS 
satellites to keep exact track of ships, planes, and units scattered around the globe, but 
also to provide the data feed that delivers our precision-guided munitions, from ICBMs 
and JDAMs to Tomahawk missiles, right to target.  
 
If some—say a third—of those thirty GPS satellites were knocked offline or even 
destroyed, our forces would become effectively blind and impotent. Yet that is precisely 
what PLA cyberhackers have been working on for years—and what these satellite-killing 
missiles will be aimed to do. Meanwhile, China is also working on its own version of 
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GPS, the BeiDou Navigation Satellite System, and will have eighteen satellites up and 
running by 2018—and more are coming.307  
 
This means that in the event of a future conflict, the BeiDou system will allow Beijing to 
independently identify, track, and target our forces even as its hackers and missiles deny 
us the power to do the same thing. Navy subs, aircraft carriers, B-2 bombers, and stealth 
fighters will become sitting ducks, and blind ones at that. Manned Chinese space 
vehicles may even be able to hijack our satellites, with a future space station overseeing 
the entire operation. The Pentagon’s former top weapons purchaser, Frank Kendall, 
admitted in an interview that of all the Third Offset technology areas where the US is 
most threatened by Russia and especially China, “the space domain” is possibly the 
worst.308 
 
Fortunately, Japan offers some intriguing solutions to America’s most pressing 
problems in space.  
 
The first is that Japan has grouped all its military and civilian space activities under the 
strategic guidance of a cabinet-level Office of National Space Policy, including R&D for 
both military and civilian satellite technology—with a growing distinct bias toward the 
former. This does not preclude private-sector commercial development of space. But it 
does ensure that it is coordinated with the nation’s own national security priorities, 
including the kinds of launch vehicles and types of satellites sent into orbit.309  
 
The second is that Japan is integrating into a single force its surveillance systems for air 
defense, missile defense, and radar and space sensors for keeping track of what is 
happening in space (space situational awareness). This force will be capable of 
protecting against threats through the entire vertical dimension of aerospace—
something the United States still divides among its separate service branches and 
independent agencies like its Missile Defense Agency.  
 
The third is that Japanese space technology has trended away from large, multitasking 
satellites to smaller, more agile systems that are harder for an enemy to find and 
destroy—exactly the change needed to augment America’s space security. Japan’s Smart 
Sat program, for example, develops small satellites that could be launched not only to 
repair and maintain other satellites, but also for anti-satellite operations against a foe.310  
 
As more becomes known about the Japanese revolution in space, it is beginning to draw 
attention from other countries worried about China.  
 
One is India, which actually has more assets in space than Japan, and more potential 
enemies to deal with than just China. The Indian military would like to find ways to 
integrate ground and space observation sensors into a single system for intelligence-
gathering and defense and is looking to Japan for ways to do it.311 
 
Another country is, and should be, the United States. Though the United States owns 43 
percent of all orbiting satellites, both military and civilian, and although it has launch 
system and satellite technology more advanced than Japan’s, Washington and the 
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Pentagon have only just begun thinking about the vulnerabilities of those assets to 
attack by China in the event of a conflict, as Japan has.  
 
In 2017, both countries committed to increasing their cooperation in space as part of the 
new revision of the US-Japan security guidelines. In response, American companies 
need to be working with their Japanese space-industry counterparts like NEC, Toshiba, 
and Mitsubishi Electric on ways to shore up our vulnerable space assets, including those 
the American military relies on for everything from communications and intelligence to 
precision strikes.312  
 
North Korea and Ballistic Missile Defense  
 
On December 8, 2015, the US Missile Defense Agency, the Japan Ministry of Defense 
(JMOD), and Japan’s Acquisition, Technology, and Logistics Agency (ATLA), in 
cooperation with the US Navy, announced “the successful completion of a Standard 
Missile-3 (SM-3) Block IIA flight test from the Point Mugu Sea Range, San Nicolas 
Island, California.” According to the announcement, “This test, designated SM-3 Block 
IIA Cooperative Development Controlled Test Vehicle-02, was a live fire of the SM-3 
Block IIA. The missile successfully demonstrated flyout through kinetic warhead 
ejection. No intercept was planned, and no target missile was launched.”313 
 
This test was the result of the SM-3 Cooperative Development Project, a long-term joint 
US-Japan development of a twenty-one-inch-diameter SM-3 variant, designated Block 
IIA, to defeat medium- and intermediate-range ballistic missiles. Aegis Ballistic Missile 
Defense is the naval component of the US Ballistic Missile Defense System (BMDS). The 
Missile Defense Agency of the US Department of Defense and the US Navy cooperatively 
manage the Aegis BMD program. 
 
In December 2007, Japan conducted a successful test of an SM-3 Block IA against a 
ballistic missile aboard JDS Kongō. This was the first time a Japanese ship was employed 
to launch the interceptor missile during a test of the Aegis BMD system. In previous 
tests, the JMSDF had provided tracking and communications only.314 
 
In 2006, Japan began co-development of the SM-3 Block IIA with the United States. 
The twenty-one-foot SM-3 missile, designated RIM-161A in the United States, is a major 
part of the US Navy’s Aegis BMD system and is a complement to the shorter-range 
Patriot missile. The intercept velocity of the latest SM-3 is around 6,000 mph, with a 
ceiling of 100 miles and a range of 270 nautical miles.  
 
The missile’s kinetic warhead is a lightweight exo-atmospheric projectile (LEAP), a non-
explosive hit-to-kill device. According to non-classified sources, Japan is overseeing 
development of the nose cone, which protects an infrared ray sensor from heat 
generated by air friction, as well as the second- and third-stage rocket motors and the 
staging assembly and steering control section for the missile.315 As for the rest of the 
missile, the booster is the United Technologies MK 72 solid-fuel rocket, and the 
sustainer is the Atlantic Research Corp. MK 104 dual-thrust solid-fuel rocket. The third 
stage is the Alliant Techsystems MK 136 solid-fuel rocket. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aegis_Ballistic_Missile_Defense_System
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japan_Maritime_Self-Defense_Force
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Cooperation on the Block IIA proceeded smoothly, but when the United States was set 
to export it to other countries, Japan’s Foreign Ministry noted that this would be a 
technical violation of the long-standing ban on defense exports. After considerable 
discussion and considerable prompting from the US Department of Defense, then-prime 
minister Yoshihiko Noda decided to make an exception for weapons systems produced 
as part of bilateral defense agreements. As such, it was a fairly minor revision of existing 
policy. Nonetheless, in retrospect, it was widely seen as opening the door to other 
bilateral defense agreements and to the Abe government’s revising the entire export 
policy, leading ultimately to his lifting of  Japan’s blanket defense export ban in 2014..316  
 
The reasons why the SM-3 Block IIA has been a relative success for Japan in taking the 
first concrete steps toward defense-industrial cooperation with the United States are 
many.  
 
First, Japan conducted this venture in complete cooperation with the US government 
and US defense companies.  They were not only able to serve as the dominant  technical 
and industrial partners; they  were able to arrange for sale to other countries that use 
the Aegis system because the Americans  were more experienced in the vicissitudes of 
the international defense trade.  
 
Second, Japan was working in cooperation with the United States in ballistic missile 
defense, an area in which it faces few clear competitors, and indeed, an area in which the 
opportunities for more cooperation and co-development are relatively expansive. These 
include, for example, airborne boost-phase intercept ballistic missile defense. The 
United States already had a laser airborne system, which it is currently working to 
upgrade using unmanned platforms.  
 
However, there is currently a proposal, involving two Japanese companies and a US 
technology firm, to develop an unmanned boost-phase interceptor, or BPI, using a 
conventional anti-missile missile. This could target and destroy missiles fired from 
North Korea while they are still in their boost phase, whereas land-based systems such 
as THAAD and Aegis Ashore do so only in the terminal phase.  
 
If Japan moved ahead with this BPI, it would actually enjoy an advantage over the 
Pentagon and its usual US defense contractors. This is because development and 
deployment of BPI will be relatively inexpensive (less than $25 million by recent 
estimates), and if existing technologies are used, it can be implemented on a relatively 
short time line. Indeed, it could become an export package system that other countries 
threatened by rogue nations’ ballistic missiles will want to purchase, and thus it could 
lead to a made-in-Japan ballistic missile defense system.317 
 
Third, the SM-3 joint development project was underpinned by formal agreements 
between the two countries. In August 1999, the Japanese government agreed to conduct 
cooperative research on four components of the interceptor missile being developed for 
the US Navy Theater-Wide (NTW) anti-missile system for use against short- and 
medium-range missiles up to 3,500 kilometers.318 In 2007 came the signing of the 
GSOMIA between Japan and the United States, followed (after considerable delay) by a 
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formal Reciprocal Defense Procurement Memorandum of Understanding, or RDPMOU, 
in 2016. The United States has similar RDPMOUs with twenty-two other nations, but 
this was the first such agreement signed with Japan, and it points the way to further 
defense-industrial cooperation down the road.  
 
Fourth, the SM-3 project was undergirded by an American desire to encourage Japan’s 
more proactive defense and defense-trade posture to benefit the United States as well as 
Japan. Then-secretary of defense Robert Gates was a prime mover in getting the joint 
development of SM-3 underway and promoting its export sales as an important adjunct 
to US-Japanese strategic cooperation at the broadest level.  
 
Fifth, unlike the abortive FSX fighter program of the late 1980s, SM-3’s development 
came in response to a specific threat, North Korea. In 1998, North Korea launched the 
Taepodong intermediate-range missile. That, in turn, launched a joint cooperative 
research effort between the United States and Japan, which ultimately produced joint 
cooperative development of a variant of the SM-3 that became the Block IIA. The truth 
is, Pyongyang has been the major stimulant to ballistic missile defense research and 
development between the United States and Japan. It is bound to continue to be so in 
the future. 
 
In the end, only regime change in Pyongyang will finally, definitely bring the North 
Korean missile and nuclear threat to an end. But, in the meantime, US-Japan 
cooperation on ballistic missile defense, including unmanned BPI with conventional 
interceptors and eventually airborne laser systems, could deprive Kim Jong-Un of his 
chief tool for regional blackmail. Given the recent difficulties with tests for the SM-3 
missile, unmanned BPI could be the best option for US-Japan cooperation on BMD for 
the near term.319 
 
The US-Japan Special Relationship: Creating a New Regional Security 
Architecture  
 
In any case, the future of the US-Japan partnership is inextricably linked to the larger 
picture of peace and stability in East Asia.  
 
Virtually every expert agrees that the security architecture created by the hub-and-spoke 
alliance system built by the United States after the Korean War is, if not exactly broken, 
increasingly ineffective. As Michael Auslin of the American Enterprise Institute has put 
it, “That structure is faced with the ascendancy of China in regional prominence and the 
relative decline of the United States and its allies in Asia. It is time to reassess the 
balance of power in Asia to determine whether existing alliances there are capable of 
meeting US strategic objectives”—not to mention those of allies like Japan.320 
 
So what is the answer? Some have argued that the US and its allies must move to a 
NATO-style multilateral alliance system, even though that means working out a 
confusing multiplicity of competing military structures and strategic priorities (it is 
difficult, for example, to see how the Philippines and Taiwan would function together as 
part of a NATO alliance, when they are themselves competitors for sovereign claims in 
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the South China Sea). Auslin proposed a new concentric system of alliances 
supplementing, rather than replacing, the traditional hub-and-spoke approach, with an 
outer circle “that would couple Australia, India, Japan, and South Korea” as US allies, 
and an inner circle that would cause non-allies like Indonesia and Singapore (but also 
the Philippines) “to anchor security cooperation in the Indo-Pacific region,” while also 
acting to “enhance security in the littorals and guarantee access to the South China 
Sea.”321 
 
Similar multilateral approaches to enhancing, or even replacing, the older system have 
been explored by scholars such as Sheldon Simon, John Ikenberry, and Yoichiro Sato, 
usually focusing on building stronger trilateral ties with third parties such as South 
Korea and Australia.322  
 
All the discussion about multilateral solutions, however, begs an inevitable question: 
what about expanding the scope of the existing bilateral alliance between the US and 
Japan? 
 
Unlike the proposed multilateral models, the bilateral model at least is firmly grounded 
in historical reality, namely seventy years of close US-Japan cooperation, and in 
historical precedent, namely the Anglo-American alliance. Here, an important parallel 
between the US-UK alliance and US-Japan alliance presents itself. In the interwar years, 
the US-UK alliance was allowed to lapse, as we have seen. The US and Great Britain saw 
their interests as increasingly divergent, especially concerning the future of Britain’s 
colonial empire. Neither saw the point of continuing the naval and maritime 
cooperation developed during the Great War; indeed, the one maritime priority both 
shared in the interwar years was to reduce the size of their fleets through formal treaty 
and to place limits on future naval growth. In Britain’s case, it sought security by 
developing alliances elsewhere, particularly with France—even for a time (as Hitler’s 
power grew) with Italy. In America’s case, it withdrew into a neutralist cocoon.  
 
As we have also seen, the decline of the US-UK alliance coincided with, if it did not 
cause, a decline in international stability—not only in the Atlantic, but also the Pacific. 
At the same time, the world returned to the anarchy that had existed before 1914. “Every 
sovereign state, great or small, again had to rely on armed strength, diplomacy and 
alliances for its security. The former victors had no advantage; the defeated, no 
handicap.”323 It was precisely to avoid a return to such a situation that the US built a 
new alliance system after World War II—a conflict largely produced by the earlier 
anarchy. That system centered on the United States and Britain in Europe and on the 
US and Japan in Asia. 
 
Now that the need to rethink the existing alliance system has become an imperative, 
with the rise of China and the threat of North Korea, it may be time to think about not 
broadening or flattening out the current US-Japan partnership through “trilateral 
dialogues,” but raising it to a level that matches the intimacy and mutuality that 
characterized the US-UK alliance during and after World War II—indeed that 
characterizes it until today.  
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Enhancing the existing special-relationship-style pillars of the US-Japan alliance —
diplomatic, strategic, military-maritime, and intelligence cooperation—and forging new 
levels of cooperation in the defense trade, and military-industrial sector, could have 
serious reverberations around the region. Other countries would naturally look to 
securing better ties with a powerful Tokyo-Washington axis, in effect a double hub-and-
spoke architecture that would not only act as a counterbalance to China’s regional 
hegemony, but also reinforce democratic values and economic prosperity across Asia.  
 
One of those countries would be Australia. The US and Japan already have strong 
formal ties to Canberra. Australia is one of the Five Eyes arising from Anglo-American 
intelligence cooperation, and Prime Minister Abe has signed formal agreements with 
Australia both for building stronger regional security ties and for defense-trade 
cooperation.324 Although Japan’s loss of the Soryu-class submarine deal to France in 
2015 has somewhat dampened Tokyo’s enthusiasm for cooperation with Australia, both 
countries recognize that they have a stake in a more stable security environment in the 
eastern Indian Ocean as well as the South China Sea. 
 
Rebuilding that confidence and extending future cooperation in areas such as joint 
military exercises, including in the South China Sea, may depend less on what transpires 
between Tokyo and Canberra than between Tokyo and Washington. In short, a US-
Japan alliance that is strongly buoyed up by a deep structure of mutual cooperation, 
especially defense-industrial cooperation, will encourage Australians to feel that 
stronger links with Japan also entail stronger links with an even more important ally 
and protector of regional security, the United States. That same perception would also 
apply to South Korea.  
 
The place where a strong bilateral US-Japan partnership might have the most ground to 
gain, and the biggest impact, would be with India. 
 
Once again, delays over New Delhi’s purchase of US-2 seaplanes from Japan have not 
served to change the fact that both countries have a powerful stake in restraining the 
advance of Chinese power in both South Asia and East Asia and in bringing the United 
States on board as a significant regional ally.  
 
Indeed, it can be argued that growing India-Japan ties will be transforming Asia in the 
twenty-first century, and that other countries—including China and the United States—
are going to have to catch up with this new geopolitical reality. 
 
India and Japan are of course the two biggest economies in Asia after China, and trade 
between them has been a staple of both economies for decades. But these two Asian 
economic giants have inevitably been pushed together by regional trends, which not 
only included the rise of China but also, recent doubts about America’s strategic and 
military commitment to the region, despite assurances about a Pacific pivot and an 
Asian rebalance. 
 
The new India-Japan partnership is not just about strategy and geopolitics. Economic 
calculations also play their part. Prime Minister Narendra Modi, for example, clearly 
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sees Japanese direct investment in India as an important component of his plan to 
revitalize his country’s sluggish economy. The number of Japanese companies operating 
in India has skyrocketed from 267 in 2006 to over 1,800 in 2013—a sixfold jump in just 
seven years. Indeed, Prime Minister Abe’s hopes of pushing Japan through its current 
economic doldrums have to include expanding export opportunities to India’s one-
billion-plus population. 
 
But above all, Abe and Japan are looking for a strong reliable partner to counterbalance 
the rise of an aggressive, militarized China, and India is the perfect candidate. Both 
Japan and India have contentious territorial disputes with Beijing; both have watched 
China’s decade of double-digit increases in military spending, on ballistic missiles to 
aircraft carriers and stealth fighters, with alarm. Both also correctly see China’s new 
expansionist economic strategies, such as the Silk Road Initiative and the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor, as neo-mercantilist moves aimed at displacing both Japan 
and India as trade rivals in Asia and the Middle East. 
 
For his part, India’s Modi has shown a willingness to pursue a closer relationship with 
Japan without being concerned about “optics,” that is, how it looks from Beijing—even 
though India-China economic relations remain closer than Japan might like (India is a 
member of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, for example, while Japan is not).  
 
On the other hand, it was New Delhi, not Washington or Tokyo, that suggested 
including Japan in the 2016 annual India-US joint naval war games known as the 
Malabar exercises, something that Japan’s Self-Defense Forces have wanted to join for 
years. Japan has participated before, but this will be only the second time that Japan 
joins the Malabar maneuvers in the Indian Ocean, India’s own maritime backyard. 
Modi’s government pushed the invitation without worrying whether it might “offend” 
China, even though Beijing did take offense when the US and India invited Japan and 
Australia to join the exercises back in 2007, and managed to get New Delhi to call the 
quadrilateral exercises off.325  
 
Part of the shift in India’s policy has to do with the fact that, despite the need to 
maintain cordial relations with Beijing, Modi and Indian politicians generally have few 
illusions about China’s ambitions in the region, which have become increasingly 
disruptive. China’s growing economic and military footprint in Nepal, Pakistan (where 
President Xi has pledged a $46 billion investment in infrastructure and energy projects), 
Sri Lanka (where Chinese companies helped to build a harbor at Hambantota that could 
be quickly converted to a naval facility), and the Seychelles have made Indians feel that 
China is trying to surround their country or even cut off its access to the Indian Ocean. 
In addition, China’s push to become the dominant naval power in the Indian Ocean 
poses a distinct challenge to India’s assumption that its navy would be “ruling the 
waves” in the region, after the British Navy’s decline, as a strategic presence.  
 
This is just one reason why, during Modi’s visit to Tokyo in May 2016, he released a 
vigorous statement about protecting freedom of navigation—a statement endorsed by 
Prime Minister Abe. This is why China’s buildup in the South China Sea has India, like 
the rest of Asia, deeply worried. China’s maritime aggressions pose a big opportunity for 
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Japan to recruit India to its cause, whether it is upholding the principle of free 
navigation in the South China Sea or closer to home, in the East China Sea.  
 
It is an opportunity the Abe administration is not likely to miss: building the strategic 
alliance with India is one of the keystones of the prime minister’s entire revamping of 
Japan’s defense policy. Indeed, Japan’s 2013 national security strategy as well as its 
National Defense Program Guidelines both mandate increased cooperation with India, 
including at sea. The NDPG states, “Japan will strengthen its relationship with India in a 
broad range of fields, including maritime security, through joint training and exercises 
as well as joint implementation of international peacekeeping activities.”326 
 
Japan also has a Security Cooperation Agreement with India—an agreement it 
previously had with only two other countries, the US and Australia—and in June 2012, 
the Indian and Japanese navies conducted their first ever JIMEX (Japan-India 
Maritime Exercise) in the Sea of Japan, which they repeated in 2013 in the Bay of 
Bengal.327 
 
This move toward closer strategic and military cooperation with India is especially 
important, since the Obama administration continually dragged its heels when it was 
asked to be Japan’s forthright supporter in defending the Senkakus from Chinese 
aggression, including, if necessary, by military action. Since World War II, the US, 
especially the US Navy, has been the principal guarantor of security and stability around 
the Pacific Rim. Since 2011, India and Japan have also participated in a trilateral 
strategic dialogue with Washington at the Obama administration’s suggestion.  
 
Yet private conversations with Indians and Japanese convey the impression that the 
consensus in both New Delhi and Tokyo was that the Obama Asian rebalance was 
largely talk without action—and that if push came to shove in dealing with China in 
territorial disputes, whether over the Senkakus or over the stretch of India-China border 
between Jammu and Kashmir, Japan and India might find a stronger partner in each 
other than in the US.  
 
The US will need to finally wake up to the fact that its best partners in Asia are also the 
continent’s two biggest democracies, India and Japan. Indeed, the stronger ties grow 
between Japan and India in the meantime, the more the US will come to see the value in 
joining both in a new geopolitical balance for Asia, for now and in the future.  
 
As for Japan, ties with India are probably not growing as fast as the Abe administration 
would like. Japan hopes for more two-plus-two dialogues between the countries’ defense 
and foreign ministers, something the Modi government has resisted—although the 
prime ministers of both countries do have an agreement to meet at least once every year, 
an arrangement no two other Asian countries have.  
  
How to encourage this next series of steps? By showing that joining more closely with 
Japan at all kinds of levels, including future defense trade, also means joining more 
closely with the United States. It is Washington that needs to send that particular signal; 
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a firm verbal as well as substantive commitment to forging a US-Japan special 
relationship will be an important way to do that.  
 
In short, a US-Japan special-relationship-style partnership can provide a strategic 
center of gravity for the failed Pacific pivot around which other countries can connect 
and integrate their own interests. These would include intelligence cooperation in the 
form of an integrated ISR network that would span the entire Indo-Pacific region; 
military cooperation at the level of interoperability into which other countries could plug 
and connect; defense-industrial cooperation that would make that interconnection 
possible, especially along the new frontier of the Third Offset; and diplomatic 
cooperation that should ultimately lead to Japan’s assumption of a permanent seat on 
the United Nations Security Council.328 These are the building blocks by which both the 
first and second island chains can be secured against aggression, and they will also make 
it possible to effectively confront rogue nation threats, like North Korea, and 
transnational threats, like Islamic terrorism—a growing threat in Southeast Asia with 
the emergence of ISIS, and in the Philippines, a US ally and Japan’s neighbor.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

hat can be concluded from a close study of the US-Japan alliance, past, 
present, and future?  
 
First, as constituted, the alliance has served both countries well. As noted by 

Jakub J. Grygiel and A. Wess Mitchell, authors of the recent The Unquiet Frontier, the 
hub-and-spoke pattern of post–Cold War US alliances had a “calming effect” on Asia, 
particularly littoral and archipelago Asia. “American security linkages with the region’s 
small coastal states,” they wrote, “have acted as a hedge against hegemonic aspirations 
by the area’s largest land power, China, while assuaging tensions between US allies (i.e., 
Thailand and Singapore or Japan and South Korea).” Further, “US-backed defensive 
alliances along the Asian coastline helped to channel China’s latent power potential into 
a grand strategy of a ‘peaceful rise’ that for many decades allowed this region to avoid 
military buildups, confrontation, and geopolitical instability.”329 
 
Unfortunately, the period of China’s “peaceful rise” is now largely over. But in the 
meantime, the US-Japan alliance kept Japan firmly in the free world orbit during the 
stressful years of the early Cold War, and permitted the rise of a prosperous, democratic, 
and pacific Japan that was no threat to Japan’s neighbors—or to other US allies.  
 
That was the key geopolitical advantage of the alliance from America’s perspective—
even more important than being able to maintain US bases in Japan. For Japan, the 
alliance allowed the United States to tend to the business of taking care of Japan’s 
security and military needs, along with those of the rest of East Asia, so that Japan could 
focus on rebuilding, reforming, and reinvigorating its economy and society without the 
burden of rearming or assuming a more active strategic role in the region, as its 
economic and historical status would seem to require. As we have seen, the so-called 
Yoshida model gave Japanese democracy a long, secure incubation period from which a 
new, modern Japan emerged—one with a high-tech economic sector that could almost 
rival that of the US, and which, in some ways—such as in consumer electronics in the 
1980s and 1990s and in robotics today—even surpasses its American counterpart.  
 
Today, as we have suggested, that high-tech sector may have some important, fresh uses 
for the alliance, which also fit in with Japan’s reemergence as a regional strategic player. 
The conclusion here is that such a new relationship with the US will be one of the 
foundations as well as the dividends that can flow from a special-relationship model.  
 
The Six Pillars of the Special Relationship  
 
Based on our study of the US-UK alliance in part I, we were able to pinpoint six major 
areas of cooperation that were essential to the Anglo-American special relationship, and 
will be essential to forging an analogous partnership between the US and Japan.  
 
The first is diplomatic cooperation, in which the US and Great Britain have stood 
foursquare together on virtually every major international issue for nearly a century, 
from defeating Germany in two world wars through the Cold War, Desert Storm, and 

W 
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intervention in Iraq and Afghanistan. That cooperation has been as both allies and 
participants in multilateral forums such as the United Nations General Assembly and 
Security Council, NATO, the G-7, and the G-20. Since 1951, the record of diplomatic 
cooperation and collaboration between the United States and Japan has been very 
similar, especially on Asian security matters.  
 
The second is strategic cooperation, the formal terms of which were laid out in the 
series of US-UK agreements that created the alliance in World War I and particularly 
during World War II, and then as joint members of NATO. In the case of the US and 
Japan, those terms were embodied in the 1954 mutual security treaty and in the 
multiple iterations of the security guidelines in the intervening decades.  
  
The third is military and maritime cooperation which, as we have seen, started with 
joint operations by the Royal and US Navies in World War I; was then extended through 
all areas of arms during World War II; and has continued to today in the entrance to the 
Hormuz Straits of the Persian Gulf and in anti-piracy patrols off the Horn of Africa—not 
to mention in Iraq and Afghanistan—with correspondingly high levels of joint command 
and interoperability.  
  
The fourth area of cooperation is close intelligence sharing, which also began during 
World War I and blossomed during World War II and the Cold War.330 Today, that level 
of sharing has intensified thanks to the war on terror.  
 
The fifth area is nuclear cooperation, in which British scientists were essential to 
conceptualizing the Manhattan Project during World War II, while the United States 
continued to share its major nuclear technologies with Britain all through the Cold War, 
including those sustaining its nuclear submarine fleet.  
 
The sixth area is defense-industrial cooperation. Indeed, we have argued elsewhere that 
it was the combination of British scientific and engineering expertise and American 
productive skill that uniquely produced the famous arsenal of democracy of World War 
II.331 During the Cold War, the United States assumed more of the technological burden, 
with complex weapons systems like Trident, but the shared trust and cooperation 
needed to maintain the ongoing Anglo-American defense-industrial complex has never 
been questioned—or even seriously overtaken by outside foes.  
 
Of course, there are other significant aspects to the US-UK special relationship, however 
it may be defined, that commentators have pointed out: a grounding in a common 
Anglophone cultural and political background, including our representative 
constitutional systems of government; the similar belief of the English-speaking peoples 
in the rule of law; and adherence to an economic model that still by and large rests on 
free-market capitalism rather than government intervention and dirigisme. Similarly, 
until recently there was a common educational legacy and social class affinity that 
linked the political classes of both countries, which one commentator dubbed “the 
Transatlantic persuasion.” That affinity made men like Churchill and Roosevelt appear 
almost like classmates from the same elite boarding school, rather than leaders of two 
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different foreign countries.332 The same could not be said of Reagan and Thatcher, still 
less of Blair and George W. Bush.  
 
Mention of Churchill and Roosevelt does, however, remind us of another key ingredient 
of the US-UK special relationship, less tangible and measurable than the others but still 
vital: the role of personal leadership, which can transform or revive the alliance in ways 
that reliance on conventional treaties or agreements alone cannot, and that can 
overcome bureaucratic and institutional inertia, even resistance, when energy, vision, 
and direction are needed most. 
 
But in the final analysis, it is the military and strategic cooperation that has been the 
sustaining force of the US-UK alliance, and arguably its most persistent contribution to 
peace in Europe and stability elsewhere in the world.  
 
The same may be true with Japan and Asia in future, but not in the development and 
deployment of conventional forces, including maritime and naval forces. Instead, with 
the US and Japan, it is the component of defense-industrial cooperation that will be the 
keystone of a future special relationship, with the development and deployment of 
advanced technologies that can deliver the strategic and operational advantages 
required by the Third Offset and that will also foster an emergent Japanese defense-
industrial sector. 333 
 
Japan’s Future in the Special Relationship 
 
Is this future possible? As Herman Kahn wrote in his 1970 classic, The Emerging 
Japanese Superstate: Challenge and Response, “In some ways the Japanese are among 
the most forward-looking and future-oriented people in the world—if not the most so. In 
other ways they cling tenaciously to traditional patterns and ways.”334 
 
In the more than seventy years since the end of World War II, that “traditional pattern” 
has been the pacific, even pacifist stance, toward the rest of the world that has stood 
Japan well for seven decades and allowed the former imperial-military nation to 
reintegrate itself into the community of nations—and even cultivate warm relations with 
neighbors who suffered at its hands, such as Australia and India, not to mention the 
United States.  
 
In 1970 Kahn wrote: “Is it possible for Japan to become a top economic power in the 
world without an increased commitment to military and political influence? If so, will it 
be willing to do so?” After thirty-five years of further insulation from world affairs prior 
to Shinzō Abe’s second premiership, the question has gained even more relevance. At 
the time, Kahn quoted what was a widely circulating Japanese cliché, “Can Japan be a 
technological and economic giant while remaining a political and military pygmy?”335 
 
Today, of course, as any review of Japan’s relative naval prowess confirms, the island 
nation is hardly a pygmy—although it is certainly not a behemoth. Yet old habits die 
hard, even in the face of rapidly changing circumstances. Today those circumstances are 
steadily forcing a major change in Japan’s perspective on the world—and its perspective 
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on the alliance with the US. Virtually every contemporary observer has underlined the 
fact that the alliance that worked so well for seven decades has outgrown its original 
rationale and dynamics—in reality, a tribute to its success. Now America and Japan 
require a new dynamic for their partnership, one that will allow it to respond to the 
challenges of the present and grow with the needs of the future.  
 
As we have seen, this shift in perspective on Japan’s part, as well as that of the United 
States, has come as the result of new emerging threats.  
 
One very obviously is China. Indeed, one could argue that China has been the central 
issue in the history of modern Asia for two hundred years.336 Again, the Anglo-American 
example provides an important parallel. The US-UK alliance arose to deal with “the 
German problem,” first in one world war and then in a second. It persisted in the 
postwar period to deal with “the Russian problem”—indeed, insofar as confronting a 
post–Cold War Russia remains the most important challenge for NATO, which means 
the US and the UK, it still persists.  
 
Today, the US-Japan alliance must deal with “the China problem.” China is the one 
sitting great power—economically, militarily, and diplomatically—on the continent of 
Asia. In time, India may be able to close the gap, but for now, the only possible place to 
confront and contain Chinese power is from offshore—which means Japan. And while 
India as a great power is likely to want to adhere to the international rules governing 
today’s global order, China clearly is not. Any effort to restrain China’s attempt to revise 
and disrupt the current world order, and to guide it into becoming a constructive and 
cooperative member of the international community, will require Japan as a major 
player and partner—and Japan cannot be a major player without the help of the United 
States.  
 
The other threat is North Korea. As we have seen, not only does Pyongyang’s effort to 
develop long- and intermediate-range ballistic missiles capable of carrying a nuclear 
warhead pose an increasingly urgent threat to its East Asian neighbors; it is also 
emerging as a threat to the US. The United States mainland is fast becoming the most 
prominent target for Kim Jong-Un’s missile and nuclear menace. Halting and/or 
deterring such a menace requires, however, action in the East Asian sphere. It is 
conceivable that a large-scale ballistic missile defense system anchored in Hawaii and 
spread along the US East Coast could halt an ICBM attack from North Korea—or 
possibly a submarine-launched missile attack operating from off the California or 
Oregon coast—given sufficient time and investment in resources.  
 
A far more cost-effective, and arguably more feasible, approach would be development 
and deployment of such a missile defense network from Japan—one that involves 
multiple layers of anti-ballistic missile systems, from Aegis and THAAD, to BPI, using 
conventional missiles and then laser. Indeed, such a system could not only intercept 
missiles aimed at Japan or the United States before they left North Korean air space (as 
in the case of BPI); it could also be the means of preventing a North Korean attack from 
becoming the trigger of a war that would swiftly engulf South Korea, Japan, China, and 
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Taiwan, and require a major intervention of US forces—including possibly nuclear 
forces.  
 
In the case of North Korea, then, stronger strategic and military, as well as defense-
technological cooperation within the alliance, not only helps to shield Japan from 
attack, but deals with a long-term threat to the United States as well.  
 
The same is true of the third threat forcing a change in the US-Japan alliance, the US 
vulnerability to A2/AD strategies in the Pacific Rim. As we have seen, while the threat of 
A2/AD may not pose a decisive challenge to the United States as the world’s supreme 
military power both in Europe and in Asia, it is very real—and without adequate 
response, China will steadily close the gap. That response, we have suggested here and 
elsewhere, is, and must be, to seek technological advantage and to strengthen 
conventional forces. The Third Offset strategy was developed from the beginning to 
provide the agenda for building such an advantage. As we have also argued, Japan can 
play an integral part in developing those technologies, both for the United States and for 
itself—and indeed for other allies of both.  
 
Yet countering the A2/AD threat is not just a matter of vital concern for the United 
States and its forces. An American military whose range of motion, and areas of 
operations, are weakened or denied altogether, will be unable to provide the kind of 
extended deterrence Japan and other countries in the region have relied upon for 
decades—indeed, since the end of World War II. A weakened United States is a direct 
threat to Japan; Japan will never be in a position to make up the loss of countervailing 
strength in confronting an antagonist such as China. In the past, some Japanese 
analysts have argued that a stronger Japanese military was needed in order to avoid 
continued dependence on a far stronger US.337 The size of the Japanese military needed 
to avoid dependence on a greatly weakened United States will be far greater—too great, 
in fact, for Japan to bear.  
 
In short, the ability to deal with the Chinese challenge; confront and deter the North 
Korean missile threat; and counter the A2/AD strategies of both China and Russia—not 
to mention enhancing the national security agendas of both Japan and the United 
States—ultimately depend on raising the US-Japan alliance to a level analogous to that 
of the post–World War II US-UK relationship.  
 
How to do this is, of course, the issue at hand. Finding the answer also requires close 
study of the alliance’s Anglo-American counterpart—not just of what has gone right, but 
what can go wrong, in a special relationship.  
 
Japan and the Special Relationship: Two Models  
 
The US-UK alliance built during World War I could have kept the scales of power in 
balance in the postwar period, but isolationist sentiment in the United States allowed it 
to slip away. The result was the resurgence of German ambitions in Europe under Adolf 
Hitler, as well as the rise of another revisionist power in Asia, imperial Japan. The 
outbreak of war, first in Europe and then in Asia, with the attack on Pearl Harbor, 
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forced the US and the UK to draw together once more, first with the intense military-
industrial cooperation that created the arsenal of democracy.  Then as the war 
continued, the alliance expanded to include close coordination in military strategy and 
operations, along with sharing of military equipment that virtually reached the level of 
interoperability (with for example British use of American-made tanks, aircraft, and 
naval vessels).  It was this close interweaving of military and industrial resources 
between British and American forces that provided  the key to victory in the West as well 
as in Asia. 
 
Of course, during that conflict, the United States also maintained a close strategic 
alliance with the Soviet Union, but the political and cultural differences were too 
extreme for any serious long-term cooperation. In addition, while Russia’s war aims 
were geared around its interests as a Eurasian land power, the US and the UK shared 
important long-term strategic goals, including freedom of movement and access to sea 
lanes ; maintaining the territorial integrity of the British Isles as America’s gateway to 
Western Europe; and preventing a single Eurasian land power from dominating the 
European continent and its littoral, whether it was Germany or, in the immediate 
postwar period, their former ally Soviet Russia.  
 
In the end, Great Britain has been the key beneficiary of the special relationship over 
eight decades, yet it was the perception by the United States that the future of Great 
Britain was also America’s future that in the end truly mattered.  
 
Japanese observers worry whether the United States, and specifically the Trump 
administration, feels the same sense of necessary intimacy. A recent poll in Japan found 
that not one Japanese company was willing to say that Japan’s security environment 
was going to improve under President Donald Trump. Yet in the last decade, Pew 
Research polls consistently show that two out of three Americans have a favorable view 
of Japan, and according to a 2010 survey, three in five wanted to increase trade with 
Japan (by contrast, four in ten Americans see China as their leading economic 
challenger and nearly half want Washington to be tougher with Beijing on economic 
matters). This shows the rise of Japan as a good corporate steward here in the United 
States. Unlike the fearsome economic predators of 1980s myth, Japanese companies 
like Honda, Nissan, and Toyota opened auto plants in the US that had created more 
than 1.3 million jobs by 2013, as well as being innovative partners in new manufacturing 
areas like robotics.338  
 
Moreover, American policymakers, especially in Congress, also recognize that their 
seventy-year-old alliance with Japan—America’s oldest in Asia—is the present and 
future anchor of collective security in the region, whether it is dealing with China’s 
aggression in the East and South China Seas or confronting North Korea’s nuclear 
challenge.  
  
“America’s most profound task in foreign policy,” the late Peter Rodman once wrote, 
“has been to find the way to reconcile its moral convictions and its strategic 
responsibilities.”339 In that sense, American policy has succeeded enormously with 
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modern Japan. It has been an alliance that defends the democratic values of both 
countries, and their strategic interests.  
 
Yet as the original alliance paradigm fades, what does the future hold? Here once again 
the British parallel offers two models for Japan—and the United States—to consider.  
 
One is the traditional bilateral relationship and alliance model, in which the asymmetry 
of the relationship continues to yield important, even indispensable, benefits to both. 
This was the model that held for Anglo-American cooperation through World War II 
and through the early years of the Cold War—and that was nearly wrecked by the Suez 
crisis. 
 
The other is the “three circles” model, in which Japan serves as the middleman/broker 
for America’s dealings with other states and institutions.340 This model allowed Britain 
to act as go-between in negotiating with both the US and Europe, including the 
European Community and the European Union. Even after Brexit, it is difficult to 
believe that Britain’s role as middleman will change dramatically.  
 
In Japan’s case, this three circles model would enable it to became the main conduit 
through which the United States seeks joint action with other Asian countries, including 
eventually China. To an important degree, this is the role the US plays now between 
Japan and South Korea, given the two countries’ history and sometimes bruising 
relations since World War II.  
 
In the future, it is easy to imagine Japan playing a similar intermediary role between the 
US and India; between the US and the states of Southeast Asia, especially Vietnam; even 
with Australia and Taiwan. Japanese sensitivity to the wants and needs of other Asian 
countries, combined with the need for the US to protect and reinforce its Pacific flank, 
offers enormous opportunities for Japanese diplomats, including Prime Minister Abe, to 
find degrees of common ground on which to build a future collaborative security in East 
Asia as well as Southeast Asia.  
 
In short, it is not hard to see Japan becoming the key player in achieving the goals of 
America’s Asian rebalance, which include “strengthening individual ties to allies, 
and . . . seeking to link allies together in common purpose.”341 On the other hand, the 
Campbell-Green model of US-Japan cooperation depends far too much on the US 
adopting a “lead from behind” paradigm: “Federated approaches would connect allies 
and partners with one another, often with the United States in the background. ”342 Far 
too often in history, multilateralism becomes the alibi for doing nothing.  
  
Instead, a robust US-Japan special relationship would be one to which others could 
connect and in which they could become strategically, as well as operationally, 
involved—Australia, South Korea, India, or Taiwan. In addition, the economic and 
military resources that could be harnessed to such a partnership, not to mention the soft 
power flowing from a US-Japan cooperative model, could be truly formidable. When 
large-scale defense-industrial cooperation is thrown onto the geopolitical scales, with 
India and South Korea making important contributions—but still with US-Japan 
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dominance—the results could be transformative for Asia. At the same time, it is not hard 
to foresee a time when Japan’s close economic and diplomatic ties with the United 
States become the means by which the US enjoys a new influence and prestige across 
the region.  
 
Either way, Japan’s opportunities in a special relationship with the United States, built 
upon the six existing pillars and sustained by personal leadership, may be far greater 
than the UK’s. Instead of linking its future to a declining colonial power like Britain, the 
United States will be linking its future in Asia to a rising regional geopolitical presence—
and a special relationship grounded in a formal alliance far older than the one that 
existed between the UK and the US when Winston Churchill delivered his speech in 
Fulton, Missouri, in March 1946.  
 
In that speech, Churchill said: 
 

If the population of the English-speaking Commonwealths be added to that of the 
United States with all that such co-operation implies in the air, on the sea, all 
over the globe and in science and in industry, and in moral force, there will be no 
quivering, precarious balance of power to offer its temptation to ambition or 
adventure. On the contrary, there will be an overwhelming assurance of 
security.343 

 
If “Japan” is substituted for “the English-speaking Commonwealths,” a vision of peace, 
stability, and prosperity for East Asia and the Pacific Rim begins to emerge, within the 
powerful scope of the US-Japan special relationship.  
 

• • • 
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