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Sammanfattning 
I den här uppsatsen undersöks huruvida förändringar av betydelse i den Amerikansk-

Japanska alliansen kan upptäckas under de två första åren av Trump-administrationen. 

Uppsatsen utgår från Stephen M Walts teori om allianser och undersöker förändringar 

utifrån om alliansen förstärkts eller försvagats. Förstärkt allians definieras som att den leder 

mot ”uthållighet” enligt Walts teori, försvagad allians definieras som att den leder 

mot ”kollaps” enligt Walts teori. Det kan konstateras att osäkerhet kring Amerikas åtagande 

att försvara japanskt territorium samt skilda uppfattningar om handel kan ha något försvagat 

alliansen även om japansk säkerhetspolitik förblir oförändrad. Alliansen är dock robust då 

den vilar på gemensamma mål speciellt när det gäller Kina och Nordkorea och det är 

osannolikt att den skulle kollapsa inom den närmaste framtiden.  

Abstract  
This paper explores whether there has been any significant changes in the US-Japan alliance 

during the first two years of the Trump Presidency.  The paper uses a theory of why alliances 

endure or collapse by Stephen M Walt and analyses the alliance during the Trump 

administration in terms of a weakened or strengthened alliance. A strengthening alliance 

defined as leading towards endurance according to Walt's theory and weakening as leading 

towards collapse according to Walt’s theory. I conclude that increased uncertainty over 

Americas commitment to protecting Japanese territory and values on trade diverging has led 

to a slight weakening of the alliance, despite this Japanese defense policy has remained 

unchanged. Due to shared goals especially regarding North Korea and China, the alliance is 

robust and unlikely to collapse In the near future.  

要約 
本論文はトランプ政権初期から三年間で日米同盟に変化があったかどうかを述べる。本論文

はステファンウォルトによる「なぜ同盟が維持されるのか、崩壊するのか」という論を用

い, 同盟は強化するかまたは衰退するかという観点で政権期における同盟を分析する。ウォ

ルトの同盟論に基づくと同盟強化は「維持」に繋がると定義され、同盟衰退は｢崩壊｣に繋が

ると定義される。アメリカの日本領土に対する安全保障のコミットメントについての懸念と

貿易に対する別個の価値観のため同盟は僅かに弱体化している可能性がある。一方北朝鮮や

中国に対しての価値観は同様のため同盟はまだ強固であると結論づける。 

Conventions 
In this paper Japanese names are written with the surname last. Modified Hepburn 

romanization system is used except in cases were the name is more well-known in a 

different format, such as Shinzo Abe. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Purpose 
The United States of America and Japan are the largest and third largest economies of the 

world. They together encompass over 400 million people and have been close allies since 

the end of WWII. Analysis of this relationship is therefore of importance.  

When Donald Trump became president of the United States on January 20, 2017, he made 

several controversial proposals like withdrawing from NATO and rejecting important trade 

deals like the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP) and the North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA). Media claimed he would be different from previous presidents and cause damage 

to the American-led world order.1 

With 2019 marking the third year of the Trump presidency, this thesis analyzes the following 

questions: Has the the US-Japan relationship changed during the Trump presidency? If so, in 

what way? If it has changed what does this say about the US-Japan alliance in terms of 

security policy? An up-to-date analysis of actual changes is to my knowledge yet to be 

attempted.  

The start of bilateral relations between Japan and America can be said to be on July 8th of 

1853 when Commodore Perry first visited Japan2 with the aim of opening the closed-off 

nation to American trade or perhaps with the signing of the Kanagawa treaty on March 31th 

of 1854.3 Ever since then America has been an important part of Japanese foreign relations. 

The early relationship was an unequal one, with treaties being signed under threat of force.4 

Japan’s history has been characterized by a constant struggle for equal status with Western 

powers, America being one of them. In the words of political science scholar Kaoru Iokibe 

“Negotiations to revise these treaties based on the recognition that they were unequal 

lasted from the 1870s to the 1890s”.5 

The relationship turned adversely in the 1930s, with war in the 1940s and American 

occupation 1945-1952.6 In the following years, the relationship between the two nations 

continued to be characterized by inequality, but had morphed from one based strictly on 

force, to a willing but unequal partnership, where Japanese foreign policy came to be heavily 

influenced by American interests. Japan accepted America as the winner of the war and 

chose to cooperate willingly with the occupiers according to Yoichi Funabashi, chairman of 

the Think Tank Asia-Pacific initiative, It underwent a complete reorientation and became one 

of America’s closest allies. Funabashi goes on to argue that “This startling about-face was 

not merely a resignation to the sad destiny of the conquered, nor was it a product of a 

                                                           
1 For example: Anne Appelbaum, “Is this the end of the West as we know it?.” The Guardian, (2016) 
2 William Gerald Beasley, “The Perry Mission to Japan, 1853-1854”. (2003) 
3 Encyclopedia Britannica, Treaty of Kanagawa | Japan-United States [1854], (2019) 
4 Eijiro Honjo, “The last fifteen years of the Tokugawa Shogunate.”) Kyoto University Economic Review, 9/2: 18. 
(1934) 
5 Kaoru Iokibe, 世論、行政、居留地社会の 相互関係から迫る,明治の不平等条約改正とは?( Yoron, 

gyōsei, kyoryūchi shakai no sōgo kankei kara semaru Meiji no fubyōdō jōyaku kaisei to wa?) Tansei (University 
of Tokyo’s official magazine), 33: 12 (2016) 
6 Encyclopedia Britannica, Occupation (of Japan) | Japanese history [1945–1952]. (2019) 
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slavish mentality. On the contrary it represented a sort of unspoken celebration in the new-

found freedom that defeat brought to important segments of the population from 

oppressive institutions of Imperial Japan”.7 However, it is of course hard to say whether this 

is correct as there was no other choice. 

Japan’s foreign policy is often criticized as being a mere extension of American interests, 

such as in the often discussed and frequently mentioned book A Japan that can say no by 

former Tokyo Governor and nationalist politician Shintarō Ishihara.8 

The document that would come to define Japanese-American relations during the post-war 

era is the Treaty of mutual cooperation and security between the United States and Japan 

(1954) in which America guarantees the protection of Japanese territory from any armed 

attack.9 This document remains the foundation for American-Japanese relations. 

The most important principle guiding the foreign policy of post-war Japan has been the 

Yoshida doctrine (established under Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida’s administration 1948-

1954), under which Japan focused on the economy and relied on America for defense while 

military spending remained minimal. This doctrine became entrenched in Japanese politics 

and remained the fundamental guiding principle until the end of the Cold War.10 It is 

however important to note that already during the 1980s Japan was already beginning a 

gradual dissociation from the Yoshida doctrine, with caps on defense spending being 

removed.11 This is further explored below. 

Japan’s defense policy is undergoing a major shift under the second Abe administration 

(starting 2012) and it has been argued that we are seeing the emergence of an Abe 

doctrine.12 With Japan playing more of an active role in its foreign policy and in its alliance 

with America this includes increased defense spending and a reinterpretation of the 

constitution allowing Japan to defend its allies if it is determined to be necessary for the 

security of Japan.13 

According to Sheila Smith of the American Council on Foreign Relations and scholar Charles 

McClean,  the Trump campaign saw Japan figure prominently with critiques of Tokyo’s unfair 

trade policies echoing arguments made in the 1980s, and  claims that Japan is free riding on 

the alliance. They argue that Prime Minister Abe’s early outreach to Trump created an 

opportunity for discussions. They further argue that Abe is likely to seek to continue to keep 

the US a close ally but also increase Japanese self-reliance in terms of defense.14  

However, while Trump’s policy on trade differs significantly, Trump’s policies on geopolitical 

                                                           
7 Yoichi Funabashi, “Japan and America: Global Partners.” Foreign Policy, no. 86, p. 24. (1992) 
8 Shintarō Ishihara, Japan That Can Say No. Simon & Schuster, (1992)  
9 Mutual Cooperation Treaty (1952) 
10 Sun-Ki Chai,. "Entrenching the Yoshida Defense Doctrine: Three Techniques for 
Institutionalization." International Organization 389-412, 51, no. 3 pp. (1997) 
11 Makoto Iokibe and Tosh Minohara, The History of US-Japan Relations.) pp. 193-212. (2017) 
12 Christiopher W, Hughes, “Introduction: From ‘Yoshida Doctrine’ to ‘Abe Doctrine’?” In: Japan’s Foreign and 
Security Policy Under the ‘Abe Doctrine’: New Dynamism or New Dead End?. (2015)  
13 Congressional Research Service. The U.S.-Japan Alliance. (2016) 
14 Shelia Smith & McClean, “US-Japan relations and the Trump effect.” Comparative Connections, 18(3), pp. 9-
16, 129-130. (2017).   
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security shows continuity with previous presidents. International security and strategy 

scholar Doug Stokes argues ”however, notwithstanding his often-bombastic statements, 

Trump's nascent foreign security policy is characterized by a greater deal of continuity than 

is commonly assumed”. He lifts examples such as increasing the US commitment to 

Afghanistan, tightening sanctions on Russia, bombarding Syria and maintaining US security 

commitments in Asia.15 

The Abe administration is showing great interest in strengthening the US-Japan relationship 

and changes in the scope of the Japanese self-defense force. Relocation of the Futenma 

military base and active participation in the TPP (the United States later left the agreement 

in 2017) are indications of a strong commitment to the US-Japan partnership argues 

Professor of international politics and Japanese studies Christopher W Hughes. He lifts 

problems for the relationship; in particular he argues that the Abe administration is fostering 

a climate of revisionism that has a risk of antagonizing other Asian nations and is therefore 

something that can cause problems in the US-Japan relationship, especially with the United 

States attempting to encourage closer cooperation between Japan and South Korea.16 

Researcher and expert on US-Japan relations James L Schoff argues that American politics is 

undergoing a significant change with Trump and that this could mark a possible turning point 

in the relationship. The Trump administration is undermining the security relationship and is 

sending mixed signals. Political fluctuations in American politics is nothing new, and the 

same types of ideas as those guiding the Trump administration are not new either. Schoff 

argues however that they have not influenced mainstream politics in any significant way 

before Trump. Trump is attacking internationalism and if this trend continues it could 

negatively influence America’s foreign relationships. Abe acted proactively and managed to 

curb some of Trump’s more extreme positions. Trump’s tougher stance against China is a 

welcome initiative that Japan supports. Japan feels a greater sense of urgency to expand and 

diversify its alliances. Japan overtaking the leadership of the TPP after the American 

withdrawal is a good example of Abe’s attempts to offset the negative aspects of Trump’s 

policies.17 

The Institute for National Policy Studies published a report following the inauguration of 

President Trump, with an attempt to predict what was going to happen and propose 

solutions to the Japanese government. It is argued in the report that the election of Donald 

Trump is exceptional because it marks the first time since WWII that an isolationist president 

is nominated by the Republican Party. It goes on to argue that both candidates in the 

election being against the TPP is evidence for a broader trend of increasing isolationism. It 

argues that it is essential for Japan to develop a more comprehensive defense capability in 

light of uncertainty they face with the Trump administration. It urges Japan to reaffirm 

American commitment to the defense of the Senkaku islands. It also urges Japan to try and 

                                                           
15 Doug Stokes, “Trump, American hegemony and the future of the liberal international order.” International 
Affairs, Volume 94, Issue 1, pp. 133–150, (2018) 
16 Christopher Hughes, “The ‘Abe Doctrine’ and US-Japan Alliance Relations”, Japan’s Foreign and Security 
Policy Under the ‘Abe Doctrine’: New Dynamism or New Dead End?”, pp 64-78 (2015) 
17 James L. Schoff, “Political Change in America and Implications for the US-Japan Alliance.”,  Asia-Pacific 
Review, 25:2, pp. 45-63. (2018)   
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persuade Trump that American involvement in the Asia-Pacific region is in line with 

American interests.18 

Professor and researcher of political and economic history in Asia, Shin Kawashima, 

discusses the Obama administration’s Asian pivot and his focus on international frameworks.  

He contrasts this with the Trump administration who pulled out from the TPP and questions 

whether the Trump administration will participate in economic and security frameworks in 

the Asia-Pacific region. He sees the possibility of a changing role for Japan in light of this. The 

Trump administration is reaffirming the importance of alliances with Japan and South Korea 

and that this is inherited from former Republican administrations. 19 

To summarize, it has long been argued that US-Japan relations are reaching a turning point, 

especially with the advent of the Abe administration and now again with the advent of the 

Trump administration in America. There have been speculative reports about possible 

developments during the Trump administration. Isolationist trends being prevalent in 

American politics is argued to be a worrying trend that might cause strain on international 

relationships with America’s allies, Japan being one of them. At the same time revisionist 

trends in Japan are argued to possibly cause problems for the relationship. However there 

does not seem to be much in terms of concrete changes to the relationship, the security 

treaty remains intact and the two nations remain on good terms with cordial relations.  

Has anything changed? 

1.2 Theory  
The theoretical foundations of this paper are based on the academic discipline of 

International Relations. Professor John J Mearsheimer provides an overview of the major 

theories within the discipline in the introduction to the book the Tragedy of Great Power 

Politics.20 

The major theories are Liberalism and Realism, and according to Mearsheimer most major 

debates take place either within or between these two schools of thought. Starting with 

Liberalism it is characterized by Mearsheimer as having an optimistic view of international 

relations. It is based on three core beliefs. Firstly, states(by states we mean nation states) 

are the main actors in the international system. Secondly, they in the words of Mearsheimer 

“emphasize that the internal characteristics of states vary considerably, and that these 

differences have profound effects on state behavior”.  Thirdly, they believe that calculations 

of power matter for explaining the behaviour only for some states but not all. A few 

important theories within this school is the idea that economic interdependence reduces the 

risk of conflict. Another is the idea that democratic states do not fight other democratic 

                                                           
18 Asia-Pacific Review, , “The Trump Administration and Japan: Challenges and Visions for Japan’s Foreign and 
Security Policy in the New Era.” Vol. 24, No. 1, pp. 1–22 (2017) 
19 Shin Kawashima, “Japan–US–China Relations during the Trump Administration and the Outlook for East Asia” 
Asia-Pacific Review, Vol. 24, No. 1, pp. 23–36 “ (2017) 
20 John Mearsheimer, The tragedy of great power politics, (New York: W. W. Norton and Company), pp. 14-22 
(2001) 
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states. Finally, one more common theory is that international institutions enhance the 

prospects for cooperation among states and make war less likely. 

The second school of thought is Realism, which according to Mearsheimer holds a more 

pessimistic view of international politics. This view is also based on three core beliefs. The 

first is identical to Liberalism namely that states are the main actors in the international 

system. Realists focus mainly on great powers because they dominate and shape 

international politics. The second belief is that states are mainly influenced by their external 

environment and not by their internal characteristics. The third and final belief is that 

calculations of power dominate state thinking and guide their behavior. According to 

Mearsheimer the two most important works in the realist school are Hans Morgenthau’s 

Politics among Nations  and Kenneth Waltz’s Theory of International Politics. The first is the 

principal theoretical work of the “classical realist school” that holds that human nature gives 

states a will to dominate other states, and “defensive realism” that holds that states merely 

strive to survive and not to dominate other states. Defensive realism says that states are 

forced by the structure of the international system to pay attention to the balance of power. 

Since the ultimate guarantee for security is power, states compete for it. According to Waltz, 

the system encourages states to maintain rather than upset the balance of power. 

Furthermore, states tend to balance against aggressive states which makes the aggressive 

states less likely to behave aggressively, war only happens when there is uncertainty and 

miscalculations. 

Mearsheimer on the other hand proposes his own theory, that of offensive realism. The 

main difference is that according to offensive realism all states seek to dominate their 

environment because it is the most certain way of ensuring survival. This is because states 

can never be sure about the intentions of other states and on how much offensive capability 

is enough to deter them.21 

This brings us to international relations scholar Stephen M Walt (not to be confused with 

Kenneth Waltz) who has proposed two theories that explain alliances, both of which I 

employ in this paper. It is important to note that Stephen M. Walt is a realist thinker and 

frequently argues in favor of this perspective, for example in a recently published article, he 

argues in favour of this.22 Thus this paper being based on Stephen M Walt’s theories is 

possibly skewed in the realist direction. Stephen M Walt’s theory is chosen because it holds 

explanatory power on the topic of alliances. However it is still worth noting that the 

underlying assumption of his theories is that of realism and not liberalism, which could be a 

potential weakness due to the lack of an opposite perspective. However, while 

acknowledging this I argue that his theories do not seem to be limited to the tradition of 

realism and is applicable also outside that context. 

Specifically, this paper uses scholar Stephen M. Walt’s theory about the collapse and 

endurance of alliances to analyze the significance of changes in the relationship.23  

                                                           
21 John Mearsheimer, The tragedy of great power politics, (New York: W. W. Norton and Company), pp. 14-22 
(2001) 
22 Stephen M. Walt, “The World Wants You to Think Like a Realist”, Foreign Policy, (2018) 
23 Stephen M. Walt,  “Why alliances endure or collapse,” Survival, 39: 1, pp. 156-179, (1997) 
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Furthermore the paper explains state behavior in terms of structural realist theory and use it 

to analyze Japanese behavior in the world today. 

Walt’s theory identifies six reasons why alliances collapse. 

1: Changing Perceptions of Threat:  

According to Walt, one of the reasons for the collapse of alliances is that the power of the 

former threat decreases or the power of one of the alliance members increases. Another is 

that the perception of the enemy state’s intentions has changed and it is no longer viewed 

as a threat, thus there is no longer a need for an alliance. 

2: Declining Credibility: 

Walt identifies two types within this category, the first being doubts about the strength of 

the allied state, the other being doubts about the allied states commitment. 

3: Demographic and Social Trends: 

This category, proposes that an alliance can dissolve because the members of either state 

has lost its historical, ethnic or ideological sense of connection with the allied state due to 

demographic changes. 

4: Domestic Competition: 

This category proposes that an alliance can weaken or dissolve due to political 

considerations of individual factions within either of the allied states. This is more likely 

when the alliance can be seen as an affront to national sovereignty or as unfair towards 

either party of the alliance. 

5: Regime Change: 

Different factions within a state can see the state’s needs differently and therefore prioritize 

in another way. This is an especially prevalent occurrence in the case of a major revolution 

and especially if the former regime was seen as being propped up by the allied state. 

6: Ideological Divisions: 

In the case that states espouse different ideologies or core beliefs this can lead to the 

weakening or dissolution of the alliance. Walt also mentions that even with similar 

ideologies, quarrels about who has the right interpretation is likely to lead to a weakening of 

the alliance. 

He further identifies five reasons why an alliance persists even when the original motivation 

for its existence disappears. 

1 Hegemonic Leadership: 

Exercise of hegemonic leadership is a factor that makes an alliance endure. If hegemonic 

power is exercised in one of the following ways it can lead to an alliance with greater 

endurance. The first factor is that the hegemonic power is capable of and willing to bear a 

disproportionate share of the costs. The second possible way is that a hegemonic power 
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provides material benefits for the other power. Finally, it can threaten to punish disloyal 

regimes. 

According to Walt, this rests on two important factors. Firstly, the hegemonic power is 

committed and willing to spend resources and efforts to preserve the alliance. It must also 

be significantly stronger than other alliance members. 

This is not a permanent solution according to Walt, because leaders interests can change 

depending on external changes, and the additional burden of the alliance leadership will 

eventually erode the asymmetry of power on which it depends. 

 2 Preserving Credibility: 

Walt argues that if an alliance is seen as symbolizing whether a member is credible, it can 

lead to the alliance members preserving the alliance even if it is of little intrinsic value. This is 

especially prevalent when an alliance consists of many members. 

3 Domestic Politics and Elite Manipulation: 

An alliance can persist if there are elites within a state that needs the alliance to support 

their own self-interests. 

4 The Impact of Institutionalization: 

The more institutionalized an alliance is the more likely it is to persist. Agreements, formal 

rules and organizations dedicated to specific tasks related to the alliance increase its 

endurance. 

5 Ideological Solidarity, Shared Identities and Security Communities: 

When two states share values or objectives. 

Structural realist theory says that due to the lack of a higher authority above that of 

individual states, states are in constant danger of being conquered by other states, thus to 

ensure its survival a state relies on increasing its power in order to deter other states. 

Structural realist theory is the overarching theory of both offensive and defensive realism. In 

other words, it is what defensive and offensive realism both agree on, since both of these 

are subgroups of this theory.24   

This theory predicts that states will ally with other states in order to balance against the 

state they view as posing the most serious threat. The paper uses this theory as an 

overarching complement to explain state behavior. 

The paper also employs another of Stephen M Walt’s theories, specifically his theory of 

threat balancing outlined in the paper “Alliance formation and the balance of power”.25   

The theory attempts to answer the question of what causes the formation of alliances. 

States will join alliances to deal with threats. There are two possible strategies, “balancing” 

                                                           
24 John J. Mearsheimer, "Structural Realism," in Tim Dunne, Milja Kurki, and Steve Smith, eds., International 
Relations Theories: Discipline and Diversity, 3rd Edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp. 77-93, (2013) 
25 Stephen M Walt, "Alliance Formation and the Balance of World Power", International Security 9, no. 4, pp.3-

43, (1985)  
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and “bandwagoning”, balancing is when a state joins the weaker side and “bandwagoning” is 

when a state joins the stronger.  

Walt argues that it is flawed to think of it the way outlined above and argues instead that 

states ally against the most threatening power. He goes on to argue that threats that are 

proximate are more likely to cause neighboring states to either balance or bandwagon. 

Furthermore states with a superior offensive power are more likely to provoke an alliance. 

However states that are close to the threat tend to balance only if potential allies are also 

close enough to come to their aid. Otherwise they may be forced to bandwagon. Finally 

states that appear aggressive are more likely to cause states to balance against them. Walt 

concludes that balancing behavior appears to be the dominant tendency.  

1.3 Method 
This paper investigates meetings between the Prime Minister of Japan, Shinzo Abe and 

President Donald Trump. It looks at the topics being discussed and agreements made as well 

as analyze policies relevant for the security relationship. The information is gathered from 

contemporary news articles as well as official government sources. The newspapers used are 

Asahi Shimbun and Yomiuri Shimbun. They are the two most widely circulated newspapers in 

Japan and their political leaning places them at opposite sides of the conventional political 

spectrum. Therefore they have been judged to be the two most suitable newspapers for 

analysis. 

As said above this paper attempts to find out whether there has been continuity or 

discontinuity with previous adminitrations because one has two compare with what came 

before to understand if something has changed. The paper defines change in the 

relationship as discontinuity in areas of importance for the bilateral relation, which have 

been chosen on the basis of whether they can be analyzed or not and on whether they affect 

the security alliance. In the case that discontinuity is found, the significance of this is 

analyzed on the basis of Walt’s theory of alliances in his article “Why alliances endure or 

collapse”  in order to find out if it is significant enough to constitute a strengthening or 

weakening of the alliance. Strengthening is here defined as leading towards endurance 

according to Walt’s theory and weakening is defined as leading towards collapse of the 

alliance according to Walt’s theory. 

The behavior of states is analyzed according to Walts second theory “alliance formation and 

the balance of world power”.  

The purpose of this is to use these theories to say something about the Trump 

administrations effects on the US-Japan relationship. 
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2. Background  

2.1 The Security Treaty  
The Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the United States and Japan (1954) 

serves as the basis for US-Japan relationships ever since it was first established. The current 

version has been in effect since May 19, 1960. It was originally established out of American 

wishes to deter Soviet expansion in the region. Article 6 forms the legal ground on which 

American troops can be stationed in Japan.26 

However, with the end of the Cold War, during the 1990s doubts were increasingly cast on 

the continual existence of the alliance. In a 1998 paper, political science scholar Daizo 

Sakurada outlines the major arguments against the continuation of the security treaty. One 

important argument prevalent among Japanese critics is that the agreement essentially 

contradicts article 9 of the Japanese constitution which among other things prohibits Japan 

from entering into military arrangements with foreign powers. However the official position 

of the Japanese government is to this day that the security treaty is not in violation of the 

constitution as it is necessary for Japan’s inherent right to self-defense. 

Arguments against the treaty common in America include criticism against the unilaterality 

of the agreement (America is obliged to defend Japan but not vice-versa) and  a critique 

concluding that Japan is free riding and not paying enough. Conversely the reverse argument 

is common in Japan. Sakurada argues that Japan allowing territory for usage by the American 

military is a significant burden. He further argues that Japanese financial contribution to the 

American bases has increased. Therefore he concludes that Japan is not freeriding. The 

reverse argument made by the Japanese side is also unsound according to Sakurada. He 

argues that these critics overestimate the security of Japan in a post-Soviet world and argues 

that Japan faces serious threats from China and North Korea. In response to Americans who 

argue that the costs outweigh the benefits, he lifts the significant strategic benefits In having 

Japan as an ally in the region, it allows for America to pursue its interests freely in the region. 

Some Japanese nationalists argue against the treaty on the basis of it undermining Japanese 

sovereignty. Sakurada argues that Japan remains a sovereign state and lifts the Vietnam War 

as an example of Japan not being forced to participate in American wars in the region. 

Sakurada concludes that the alliance is of great importance and should be kept, chiefly due 

to the strategic benefits and the guarantee that a Japanese-American war will never occur 

again.27  

Professor Yoshimasa Muroyama argues that the alliance functioned as the main deterrence 

of Soviet expansion in the North East Asia region. He argues that the alliance is still of 

importance in the post-Cold War era due to the increasing economic importance of the 

                                                           
26 Ministry of Defense Japan, Japan-U.S. Security Treaty (1952) 
27 Daizo Sakurada, “Why we need the US‐Japan security treaty”, Asia‐Pacific Review, 5:1 pp. 13-38, (1998)   
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region, and also lifts worries over a nuclear North Korea and the possibility of China as a 

threat in the region as arguments for the importance of the alliance.28 

2.2 Historical Background  
This part of the paper introduces the relationship and its historical background, in particular 

it provides an overview of 1980-2017, analyzes why the alliance endured despite the end of 

the Cold War using Walt’s theory of alliances. This provides a framework from which the 

years 2017 and 2018 are analyzed as well as provide the necessary background. 

In the 1980s, President Reagan, who focused on combating the threat of the Soviet Union, 

wanted to strengthen the American position. While America had a closer relationship to 

China since the Nixon visit, it was still seen as an unreliable partner. He therefore looked to 

Japan as an ally in the Asia-Pacific region. Japan’s responsibilities in the alliance were 

expanded. In May 1981, it was agreed that there would be an “appropriate division of roles” 

between America and Japan. Japan was at first unwilling to contribute militarily. When 

Nakasone Yasuhiro was elected Prime Minister in November 1982, he made it a priority to 

strengthen the alliance with America and to increase the capability of Japan’s defense. 

Nakasone ordered the defense budget to be increased by 6.5 percent. The defense spending 

limitation of 1 percent was abolished. Despite economic frictions, the alliance came out of 

the 1980s stronger than before.29 The alliance  in the 1980s held an intrinsic value of 

combating the Soviet Union, as such it was strengthened out of actual necessity according to 

Iokibes book. America has long been a hegemonic leader in this alliance and willing to be the 

one bearing the majority of the cost. However in the 1980s pressure was put on Japan to 

expand its role in the alliance. This would according to Walt’s theory weaken the alliance as 

it diminishes the hegemonic leadership of America. However in reality the alliance was 

strengthened because of shared goals, also consistent with Walt’s theory. 

In the 1990s, criticism against Japan for its failure to contribute to the Gulf crisis had a 

significant impact on the American perception of the alliance, and “had it not been for the 

building up of the alliance during the 1980s, it might have inflicted serious damage on the 

relationship” argues professor Kōji Murata in The History of US-Japan Relations. Prime 

Minister Kiichi Miyazawa managed to pass a bill extending the usage of the Japanese Self-

Defense force to also be allowed to contribute to UN peace keeping missions. The alliance 

faced a lack of a clear purpose in the 1990s. Experts were prone to predict a dissolution of 

the alliance according to Iokibe’s book. For example international Relations expert and 

scholar Bruce Stokes argued in 1996 that the Japanese-American relationship was changing 

especially with regards to the security treaty. Since the end of the Cold War the rationale to 

keep American troops in Japan was not clear, and the security treaty’s continual existence 

                                                           
28   Muroyama Yoshimasa Reisen-go no nichibeianpo taisei - `reisen anpo' kara `sai teigi anpo' e - : Nichibeianpo 
taisei - jizoku to hen'yō.)( 冷戦後の日米安保体制-「冷戦安保」から「再定義安保」へ-:日米安保体制-持

続と変容) International Relations, 115: pp 126-143. (1997) 
29 Makoto Iokibe and Tosh Minohara, The History of US-Japan Relations pp 193-212, (2017)  
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was uncertain. He goes on to argue that we might see a future where Japan’s and America’s 

foreign policies are independent of each other.30 

In 1995, a report was published arguing for a redefinition of the alliance and for the 

importance of American involvement in the region, the so called United States Security 

Strategy for the East Asia Pacific Region report (AKA The Nye Report). Concerns about the 

potential rise of China and the security on the Korean peninsula were cited as primary 

reasons for continuing the relationship with Japan. In 1996 a joint statement was issued 

declaring that Japan and America would remain allies and that they shared profound 

common values and interests.31 Common interests and shared values are what made the 

alliance endure the 1990s and new reasons for the alliance were found in the threat of China 

and North Korea as well as providing a stabilizing power in the region. Professor Francis 

Fukuyama and professor Kongdan Oh argued in 1993 that Japan faced four significant 

challenges to security in the region, the first being a conflict regarding the Spratly islands, 

the second being China’s increase in military capabilities, the third was the unstable peace in 

Cambodia and the fourth was the threat posed by then North Korean regime.32 We can see 

that two of these four concerns are still present more than 25 years later in 2019 and 

perhaps remain part of the reason for the continual existence of the US-Japan security 

relationship. 

In the 2000s with the election of President George W Bush in America and Prime Minister 

Junicihiro Koizumi in Japan, once again a strong personal relationship resulted in a 

strengthening of the state to state relationship. The war on terror provided another reason 

for America to reach out to its allies in order to combat the new threat. Koizumi responded 

that Japan would stand by America’s side in the new conflict and provided logistical support 

for the American invasion of Afghanistan in 2001. He further supported America in its 

invasion of Iraq.33 This was possible due to the passage of the Iraq Special Measures Law 

which allowed Japan to contribute to the war effort with humanitarian and 

reconstruction  support for coalition forces. This marks the first time since 1945 that 

Japanese forces have been deployed abroad.34 This is the most significant change in the 

role of the Japanese self-defence force in the post-war period. 

The next president of America, Barack Obama, declared Asia a top priority due to rising 

concerns over China, a move welcomed in Tokyo due to Japan’s own increasing concerns 

about the same issue.35 

The election of Shinzo Abe’s second government was a significant development as the new 

leader seeked to strengthen relations with America and increase Japan’s military capabilities. 

The Abe-Obama relationship was not particularly strong, despite this the two made 

                                                           
30 Bruce Stokes, “Divergent Paths: US-Japan Relations towards the Twenty-First Century.” International Affairs 
(Royal Institute of International Affairs 1944-) 72, no. 2, p. 281. (1996) 
31 Makoto Iokibe and Tosh Minohara, The History of US-Japan Relations, pp 215-232, (2017) 
32 National Defense Research Institute, The U.S -Japan Security Relationship After the Cold War, (1993) 
33 Makoto Iokibe and Tosh Minohara, The History of US-Japan Relations, pp. 235-241, (2017) 
34 Institute for Security and Development Policy. Amending Japan’s Pacifist Constitution - Article 9 and Prime 
Minister Abe.. (2019)  
35 Makoto Iokibe and Tosh Minohara, The History of US-Japan Relations, p. 246, (2017) 



 

14 
 

 

significant progress with strengthening the alliance in terms of establishing the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership. Another significant development is Abe’s push to reinterpret the constitution to 

allow for collective self-defense in some circumstances.36;37  

2.3 The Clinton Administration in-depth  
The US-Japan relationship during the Clinton administration was often described as an 

“alliance adrift”38 and it was uncertain whether it would last until the release of the Nye 

report (mentioned earlier) and the Clinton-Hashimoto summit where it was announced that 

the two nations remained committed to the security alliance.39 The relationship had been 

plagued during the late 1980s by trade disputes, and this caused significant strain on the 

relationship. This continued during the 1990s, Clinton was determined to expand US access 

to Japanese markets, and faced opposition from the Japanese side who wanted to focus on 

multilateral agreements as opposed to the US who wanted bilateral ones. However pressure 

to contain supposed Japanese global economic domination decreased as it became clearer 

that the Japanese economy was not as strong as previously thought.40 Analysist Gerald 

L .Curtis argues that the 1990s saw increasing worries about the US drifting away from its 

alliance with Japan. However, security ties remained tight during the 1990s.41 

2.4 The Bush Administration in-depth 
The Bush Administration coincided with the Koizumi one. The two leaders were close, and 

this period was marked by close US-Japan cooperation, with Japan even sending troops to 

Iraq. These troops were not allowed to engage in active combat. Scholar Michael J. Green 

argues that the alliance was strengthened during this period. However, this does not mean 

that there were no points of contention. He mentions the lifting of unilateral American 

sanctions on North Korea in 2007  as an example of this.42 Scholar Mike M. Mochizuki argued 

in 2003 that the Koizumi and Bush administration shared common goals and values but that 

the Bush administrations reliance on military preemptive action was a possible area of 

contention.43 

Of greatest importance for the US-Japan relationship during the Obama administration is the 

so-called Pivot to Asia which is discussed in a later chapter. 

                                                           
36 Ibid, pp. 247-256 
37 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, “Cabinet Decision on Development of Seamless Security Legislation to 
Ensure Japan's Survival and Protect its People” (2014) 
38 Tsuneo Akaha, “US-Japan Security Alliance Adrift?” Mongolian Journal of International Affairs, (2015) 
39 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, Japan-U.S. Joint Declaration on Security - Alliancce for the 21st 
century ,(1996) 
40 Gerald L. Curtis, "US Policy toward Japan from Nixon to Clinton: An Assessment," New Perspectives on U.S.-
Japan Relations; (edTokyo: Japan Center for International Exchange, pp. 30-38, (2000) 
41 Ibid 
42 Michael J. Green, “The United States and Asia after Bush,” The Pacific Review, ),  21:5 pp. 583-594. (2008) 
43 Mike M. Mochizuki, “Strategic Thinking under Bush and Koizumi: Implications for the US-Japan Alliance,” Asia 
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3. Analysis 
First an overview of the meetings between Trump and Abe is provided, then it is followed by 

an in-depth analysis of the major issues facing the relationship. Whether anything has 

changed regarding these issues is analyzed in-depth. 

3.1 Defense  
It is the commonly held view that the most important factor in the US-Japan relationship is 

the security treaty. Therefore any change in Japanese contribution to the security 

relationship can be said to be of great significance. This means that Japanese domestic 

politics as it determines how much Japan can contribute, plays a huge role in most major 

changes in the relationship. We can identify three major changes in this regard since the 

establishment of the treaty, each creating the conditions for the next. Firstly, the 

reinterpretation of the Japanese constitution in 1993 that permitted the Japanese Self-

Defense Force to participate in UN peace-keeping missions. This allowed Japan a greater 

ability to contribute militarily and remains an event of importance for the Japanese-

American security alliance. The second is the Iraq Special Measures Law which made it 

possible for Japan to contribute with humanitarian aid and reconstruction during the 

Iraq war. The third is the reinterpretation of the Japanese constitution under the Abe 

administration which permits the use of the Japanese self-defense force in the case of 

an attack on a close ally, making it possible for Japan to contribute militarily if America 

is attacked.  

Thus it can be said that the US-Japan relationship’s biggest changes have come from 

acts by Japan, although these changes have been continuously requested by 

Washington since the start of the Cold War. It can therefore be said to be consistent 

over time. 

With regards to defense spending, the current Japanese defense budget is decided 

according to guidelines approved by the Diet on December 7, 2013.44 These guidelines 

state that the security enviroment has become more severe and that this requires 

increased defense spending. The foundation of future Japanese security policy is said 

to be one of active pacifism45, a wording that differs from the previous guidelines 

which were said to be based on preventing threats from directly spreading to Japan.46 

Japanese defense spending has been increasing every year since 2012 and the defense 

budget for 2018 put spending at the highest level since 2002.47 It is planned to further 

increase with the budget proposal for 2019 and is expected to reach 44.5 billion USD 48 

which is the most Japan has spent on defense ever, and with the next 5 year plan it is 

                                                           
44 Kantei( Japanese white house),. Heisei 25-nen 12 tsuki 17-nichi naikaku kanbō chōkan danwa | Heisei 25-nen 
| naikaku kanbō chōkan danwa nado | kisha kaiken | shusōkantei hōmupēji.( 平成 25 年 12 月 17 日 内閣官房

長官談話 | 平成 25 年 | 内閣官房長官談話など | 記者会見 | 首相官邸ホームページ) (2013) 
45 積極的平和主義(Sekigyokuteki heiwa shugi). 
46 Ministry of Defense Japan,  平成２３年度以降に係る防衛計画の大綱について.  (Regarding the general 

rules for defense from 2011) http://www.mod.go.jp/j/approach/agenda/guideline/2011/taikou.pdf. (2011).  
47 Ministry of Defense Japan, Defense programs and budget of Japan  for 2018, (2018) 
48 Ministry of Defense Japan, Defense programs and budget of Japan  for 2019, (2019) 
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expected to further increase.49 Worth noting however is that this  still does not exceed 

1 percent of the Japanese GDP estimated at approximately 4,937 billion USD in 2018 

according to government statistics.50 

With regards to the Japan-America security alliance, current policies are defined by the 

Guidelines for Japan-US Defense Cooperation (2015) where the two governments 

agreed to strive for enhanced cooperation.51 

One more noteworthy development is that the Japanese ban on arms exports was 

lifted in 201452 and Japan has since then exported to numerous states around the 

world including The United Kingdom53, the Philippines 54 and Vietnam.55  

Accoridng to Christopher Hughes, this development is to open for Japan to strengthen 

old and build new security alliances, with India, Australia and the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) states. This is argued to be part of the Japanese 

strategy and serves to mitigate risks of abandonment or entrapment. Japanese arms 

transfers can be seen as a means to build a collation of likeminded states and balance 

against China, although Hughes concludes that Japan is still deeply committed to the 

US-Japan relationship and is only diversifying within the alliance.56 

No huge changes have occurred regarding defense during the years 2017 and 2018, and 

if it were to occur it cannot be said to be due to anything new coming from the 

American side as demands for increased Japanese participation in defense is a policy 

that has been continuous ever since the start of the Cold War. Thus Japanese policies 

remain the same, independent of the Trump administration. This is evident if we 

consider the fact that Japanese defense spending has been increasing every year since 

2012, which is five years before Trump was inaugurated as president.  

However this does not mean that it can definitely be concluded that the behavior of 

the Trump administration does not weaken the alliance even if Japanese policies would 

                                                           
49 Asahi Shimbun, 防衛費、５年２５兆円台 増額抑制でも最大 中期防(Bōei-hi, 5-nen 25 chō-en-dai 

zōgaku yokusei demo saidai chūki bō)( Defense budget, 5years 25 trillion yen, even with defense spending 
limitation, higest ever. Mid term defense) (2018/12/13). 
50 Ministry of Finance of Japan  平成 31 年度の経済見通しと経済財政運営の基本的態度.  Economic outlook 

and concrete stance on financial management for 2019, (2019) 
51 Ministry of Defense Japan, 防衛省・自衛隊：日米防衛協力のための指針(Bōei-shō Jieitai: Nichibei bōei 

kyōryoku no tame no shishin ) (Ministry of Defense, Self-Defense Forces: Guidelines for Japan-US Defense 
Cooperation), (2015) 
52 Asahi Shimbun). 武器輸出、歯止めあいまい 対象は政権判断 新方針閣議決定.( Buki yushutsu, 

hadome aimai taishō wa seiken handan shin hōshin kakugi kettei.)( Weapons export, removing 
ambiguity,targeted by an administrative decision. New policy decided by cabinet)  (2014/04/02) 
53 Assets publishing service UK, Defense budget for 2015 UK, (2015) 
54 Prashanth Parameswaran, T. “Japan-Philippines Security Ties in Focus with Patrol Vessels.” The Diplomat. 
(2018).  
55 Rachel Armstrong, “Vietnam expects Japan costguard ships next year”, (2014) 
56 Chris Hughes, “Japan's emerging arms transfer strategy: diversifying to re-centre on the US–Japan alliance”, 
31:4, The Pacific Review pp. 424-440, (2018) 
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have remained the same, there can still be a possibility of a weakening alliance in terms 

of confidence in American commitment. 

3.2 Closing statements on background 
In the period 1980-2017 there was a weakening of America’s role as a hegemonic power. 

However, we have also seen that the relationship persists due to shared ideological and 

strategic goals. China, North Korea and the stability of the Asia Pacific Region have replaced 

the Soviet Union as the justification for continuing the alliance. According to Walt’s second 

theory the rise of China (due to its proximity with Japan and to its perceived offensive 

intentions) would predict Japan to do two things, strengthen its alliance with America and at 

the same time seek to diversify its alliances in the region to balance against the perceived 

threat. 

Japan now officially sees itself as a close ally of the United States, and the official position of 

the government of Japan is that America and Japan are two states that share common 

values and strategic interests.57 

3.3 Overview of meetings 
Here, an overview of the period from the first meeting between Trump and Abe until the 

end of 2018 is provided. The two leaders met 7 times during the period, on 17th of 

November 2016 (unofficial), February 10, 2017 (first official), on the May 26, 2017, on July 8, 

2017, November 6, 2017, on April 18, 2018 and on June 7, 2018. 

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was the first foreign leader to meet with the then yet to be 

inaugurated president on the November 17, 2016. The unusual nature of this move cannot 

be understated and is pointed out in both newspapers analyzed. The reason for this meeting 

was according to Prime Minister Abe an attempt to build trust between him and the next 

president. Abe discussed his way of thinking in general.  Concrete questions being discussed 

was two of President-elect Donald Trump’s campaign promises, that is  withdrawing from 

the TPP and his promise to withdraw American troops from Japan in the case that Japan 

would not bear the cost. The Japanese position is that keeping the troops in Japan and 

remaining in the TPP is beneficial for both nations and it can be assumed that this was 

discussed at the aforementioned meeting.58  

In January 2017, the recently inaugurated president Trump decides to withdraw from the 

TPP despite Japanese efforts to hinder this. This move shows discontinuity in the behavior of 

the president with  previous presidents and it reverses a free trade strategy adopted by 

presidents of both parties since the Cold War.59  

                                                           
57Ministry of Foreign Affairs Japan,日米関係 (Nichibeikankei), (2019). 
58 Takeshi Satō, Shushō, toranpu-shi to hatsu kaidan shinrai kyōchō, naiyō wa hi kōhyō irei no shūnin mae, yotei 
kosu 90-bun (首相, トランプ氏と初会談 信頼強調、内容は非公表 異例の就任前、予定超す９０分). 

(2016/11/19). 
See also: Hiroshi Tajima, Toranpu-shi to hatsu kaidan shushō `shinraidekiru shidō-sha' shunō kaidan 2 tsuki ni 
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(2016/11/19) 
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The first official meeting to take place was on the February 10, 2017. One topic being 

discussed at this meeting was the question of American troops in Japan which Trump had 

promised to withdraw.60 Other topics include the threat of North Korea, the American-

Japanese alliance, trade and economic cooperation.61 

This meeting resulted in a joint statement on the relations between US and Japan in which 

the status quo of American guarantees of Japanese territorial integrity was reaffirmed as 

well as the presence of American soldiers. It was also specified further to explicitly include 

the Senkaku islands (which continue to cause strain on Sino-Japanese relations) as part of 

Japanese territory, thus strengthening the Japanese position with regards to China. 

However, explicit American admission of the inclusion of the Senkaku Islands as an integral 

part of Japanese territory is not a new development, as it merely reaffirms statements made 

under the Obama administration.62  

Economic issues were also discussed and it was decided that the two nations should 

cooperate and strengthen their economic relationship. However no concrete agreement was 

reached regarding the economy.63  

A telephone meeting was held between Trump and Abe on April 6, 2017. Where Trump 

reiterated America’s support for Japan as an ally, it was also agreed that the two nations will 

continue to strengthen their response towards North Korea.64 

On  May 26, 2017, Abe and Trump met at the G7 summit in Italy. It was agreed that America 

and Japan will cooperate in the North Korean question. Cooperation in the South China Sea 

were Japan has territorial disputes with China was also agreed upon.65;66 

The next time Abe and Trump met was on July 8, 2017. They met in Hamburg and mainly 

discussed the North Korean issue.67 

On August 17 a meeting between the defense ministers was held and it was agreed to 

further strengthen the alliance.68 

Trump visited Japan on November 6, 2017, a meeting was held and it was agreed to put 

more pressure on North Korea. They also discussed the situation in the South China Sea and 

                                                           
60 Kōtarō Ono, 日米共同声明は当日合意 国際会議で必ず首脳会談 首相説明 (Nichibeikyōdō seimei wa 

tōjitsu gōi kokusai kaigi de kanarazu shunō kaidan shushō setsumei).  Asahi Shimbun. (2017/02/14). 
61 Yomiuri Shimbun, 米首脳会談 安倍・トランプ会談 主なやりとり(Nichibei shunō kaidan Abe toranpu 

kaidan omona yaritori). (2017/02/12). 
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agreed on their opposition to anything that would alter the status quo (by China). Trump 

reaffirmed his support for a Japanese permanent seat at the UN-security Council. The two 

leaders further reconfirmed the relocation of the Futenma military base.69 

Japanese military spending in 2017 continued its increase as mentioned in the background 

chapter. Worthy to note here is that all new military equipment was either domestically 

produced or imported from America,70 which suggests continued trust in America as a 

security partner. If there had there been significant imports from other states it would 

suggest declining trust in America but this was not the case at least during 2017. 

On April 18, 2018, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe visited the United States and a meeting was 

held. The North Korea question was discussed; cooperation between America, Japan and 

South Korea was stressed and held up as important, Abe and Trump agreed that Trumps 

strategy against North Korea had worked and that it had driven North Korea to seek 

dialogue. They noted that North Korea had not taken any concrete measures yet. They 

stressed that North Korea must follow the United Nations Security Council resolutions, the 

issue of Japanese abductees by the North Korean government was also brought up and 

Trump agreed to bring it up with Chairman Kim Jong Un. 

Perhaps the most important development was an agreement to start talks on a new trade 

agreement between the two nations.  The US-Japan military alliance was also discussed and 

it was agreed that America stands behind Japan and that the Senkaku Islands are part of 

Japanese territory. The two nations oppose any action that changes the status quo in the 

South China Sea.71 

This meeting was important as it decreased the anxiety in Japan over sanctions on Japan’s 

steel exports.72 

On June 7, 2018, Abe and Trump met yet again. The North Korean issue was discussed again 

and talks about a new trade agreement was continued.73 

Yet again defense spending increased in 2018 and all new military equipment was again 

either produced in Japan or imported from America. No change can be seen in the policy 

regarding procurement of military equipment.74 

However the defense budget for 2019 is planned to include a 70percent increase in the 

purchase of American weapons systems.75 This possibly indicates that the security alliance is 

strengthening or at least that there is a political will to strengthen it on the Japanese side. 
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The 2015 guidelines for cooperation remains in effect and new guidelines have not been 

taken during the Trump Presidency. Japan remains focused on North Korea and China as the 

two main threats to its security in the region.76 

Japan continues to diversify its alliances in South East Asia, this is not a new development 

under Trump but has been Japanese policy for years, as evident by the gifting of military 

ships to the Philippines free of charge that started in 2015.77 

3.4 Japanese concerns over China 
One of the main concerns for Japanese foreign policy is the Senkaku islands78 dispute (as 

evident by the fact that the Japanese government have on numerous occasions asked for 

explicit American confirmation that the islands are part of the security treaty). This has been 

an issue since the 1970s, but the issue can be traced back all the way to the 1960s when 

reports of possible large reserves of oil surfaced. However, the significance of the islands is 

mainly political.79 The most recent time the dispute flared up and resulted in huge protests 

in China was in 2012 when Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda announced that the government 

would nationalize the island and huge protests erupted in China. The Chinese state echoed 

the rhetoric of the protestors but when the protest spiraled out of control the Chinese state 

quickly shut it down.80 Japan views the islands as an integral part of Japanese territory. In 

Japan we can notice that American policy during the Obama administration was viewed as 

too neutral and that Japan cannot expect America to protect the islands, despite official 

declarations stating that the islands are included under the security treaty by Obama and 

now again by Trump. 81 

This dispute is part of a larger anxiety over China in Japan, as well as a growing assertiveness 

by Tokyo that has been increasing since the end of the Cold War. Already during the Koizumi 

administration it was argued that Japan was taking a more assertive policy towards China 

due to the advent of a new generation of Japanese leaders that no longer feel the same guilt 

over the Second World War.82 Professor Kei Koga argues that Japan has been involved in 

balancing against China since the end of the Cold War and that this behavior escalated in the 

2010s. However the advent of the Abe administration did not start this escalation, it was 

already under way during the previous DPJ (Democratic party of Japan) government. 

Specifically Japan has tried to diversify its alliances in East Asia as well as attempting to 
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strengthen the alliance with the United States.83 It is safe to say that this overall strategy is 

going to continue and that it will not change during the immediate future. 

According to Professor Thomas J Christensen the risk of increased tension in the region 

would be particularly high in the absence of an American military presence. Most scholars 

agree that the American presence in the region is nessecary to contain potential tensions. 

Furthermore, the goals of the American presence in the region are twofold. Firstly it is to 

encourage increased Japanese participation in the alliance. Secondly it is to reassure Japan’s 

neighbors that Japan will not remilitarize. These contradictory goals have according to 

Christensen been achieved by encouraging a non-offensive role for Japan. He further argues 

that Chinese analysts fear any change in the US-Japan alliance as they fear it would lead to a 

more militarily active Japan; China dismisses Western theories about pacifism being 

entrenched in post-war Japanese society.84 Japanese security policy researchers argue that 

American presence in the region is paramount to prevent China from military expansion, for 

example Professor Takeshi Niinuma argues this in 2010. However he concludes that in the 

present state military action by China is unlikely, and goes on to argue that America is 

unlikely to withdraw from East Asia.85 This shows that conversely on the Japanese side there 

are fears over the growth of China, and likewise on the Japanese side there is not the belief 

that China is inherently pacifist.  

China is a rising power and according to Professor John Mearsheimer, since the goal of every 

state is to maximize its power, China will attempt to dominate its region of the world. This 

will cause other states in the region to try to balance against China, and since an East Asia 

dominated by China will not be tolerated by the United States (because it wants to remain 

the only state that dominates it’s own region), USA will have a key role in this.86 One can 

deduce from Japanese documents on defense policy that Japanese policymakers think 

similiarily or at least is not willing to bear the potential risks of not taking this possibility into 

consideration.87  

While others might not go as far as Mearsheimer and some even argue that China has never 

and will never be an aggressive state, most notably Chinese intelectuals like Zheng Bijang.88 

Who one could on the other hand easily argue has vested interests in promoting this theory.  

It would therefore be unwise for any policy maker in Tokyo to completely ignore this 

possibility. 

It is consistent with Japanese behavior in recent years; the increase of the military budget as 

well as attempts to strengthen the alliance with the United States. As well as recent closer 
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cooperation with other states in the region, including the Philippines and Vietnam (see for 

example the fact that Japan exported vessels for military use to Vietnam89 and to the 

Philippines90) is perhaps evidence of attempts to balance against China if one is to accept 

Mearsheimers analysis of future Chinese behavior, furthermore it is hard to see any other 

reason why Japan would act this way(it is not the behavior of a state that feels that it is 

secure and without threats). During the 1990s it was common for scholars to view realist 

theory as only applicable to Japan’s economic endeavors 91; however, we can now see 

evidence of Japan acting in accordance with realist conceptions and especially in accordance 

with Walt’s theory about threat balancing, especially since the Senkaku island dispute blew 

up in 2012. 

3.5 American Concerns over China and Obama’s Pivot to Asia 

In 2011 the Obama administration began indicating that there would be an expansion and 

intensification of an American presence in the Asia-Pacific region. This is commonly known 

as the pivot to Asia. Much of the policy pursued has been a continuation of earlier policy, 

particularly during the George W Bush administration, a free trade agreement with South 

Korea was ratified and negotiations for the TPP begun. However, new aspects are numerous, 

particularly in the military sphere, with America announcing new deployment of troops in 

Singapore and Australia, although modest it is of symbolic importance. The pivot is designed 

to provide a balance against China’s rising influence in the region. 92 This was a necessary 

rebalancing to avoid fueling the belief that America is in decline. However risks of the US-

China relationship deteriorating into a new Cold War are important to consider, thus 

American policy requires a careful balancing.93 However, some analysts argue that China 

cannot rise peacefully meaning that they will be more proactive in their foreign policy 94, 

which in turn would have the implication that American policy necessarily must be 

somewhat confrontational and requires balancing against China. If China cannot rise 

peacefully it would inevitably lead to American attempts to contain it, but this will happen 

earlier if China is believed to not be able to rise peacefully than it had if the opposite belief 

was held. With Obama’s pivot to Asia we can already see the beginnings of an American 

attempts to contain China and balance against it. Walt’s theory of threat balancing would 

predict that this will lead to states who fear China’s rise to balance against China and 

bandwagon towards the United States. This will include Japan, mainly because it is unlikely 

that China will have Japan’s best interests in mind for historical reasons. Anti-Japanese 

sentiment is prevalent in China as evidenced by the 2012 anti-Japanese protest.95 
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This has significance for the Japanese-American alliance because it means their strategic 

interests align, thus this would according to Walt’s theory (on alliance collapse and 

endurance) lead to a stronger alliance due to shared objectives. 

3.6 The North Korean nuclear issue  
North Korea has been a major source of instability in the region since the early 1990s. 

Scholar Frank Langdon identifies the first missile test in 1993 as the first regional security 

challenge after the Cold War. America turned to Japan for assistance. However Japan 

refused many of the requests made by the United States because according to the then 

official interpretation of the Japanese constitution, Japan could not engage in what was 

known as collective self-defense. The Japanese Self-Defense Forces could fight alongside US 

troops in the case of an attack on Japanese territory but were not permitted to engage in 

warfare in the case that America was attacked by another country such as North Korea in 

this case. However article 6 of the US-Japan treaty permitted the use of Japanese bases and 

military facilities by American troops for deployment elsewhere.  The US considered the 

Japanese-American security relation to be important for the defense of Korea for this 

reason.96 However, despite being unwilling to contribute as much as America wanted, Japan 

still viewed and continues to view North Korea as one  of the principal threats to security in 

the region.97 Ever since 1969 Japan has acknowledged that the situation on the Korean 

peninsula is of importance for its own security and the North Korean threat was in the late 

1990s seen as the main threat to Japanese security.98 In the 2000s experts analyzing 

Japanese security policy still argue that North Korea is the principle threat. In 2009 

Christopher W Hughes argues that Japan’s normalization as a military actor is driven in part 

by fears over North Korea.99 

The most recent North Korea crisis occurred in 2017 when North Korea fired a missile into 

the Sea of Japan on April 5,100 resulting in America sending one of its warships to the Korean 

peninsula.101 Another missile was fired over the Japanese island of Hokkaido on the 29 

August.102 North Korea fired yet another missile over Japan on September 15.103  

Increased tensions between the US and North Korea eventually culminated in a summit 

between Donald Trump and Kim Jong Un, where the two leaders agreed on denuclearization 
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and improving relations.104 International relations scholar Narushige Michishita speculates 

on what this will mean for Japan. He lifts four possible scenarios and speculates on what 

each one would mean for Japan. Under the first scenario which he calls the “OK scenario”, 

North Korea would denuclearize and improve relations with the US. The second scenario he 

calls the “Relit Crisis scenario”. In this scenario North Korea breaks it’s promises and does 

not denuclearize. The third scenario he calls the “Precarious Peace scenario” under which 

Trump lowers the number of US troops in South Korea and the two Koreas declare an end to 

the Korean war. Finally there is the “Gorbachev scenario” under which North Korea 

undergoes reforms to the society and the economy.105  

What does this mean for Japan? Professor Michishita argues that under the first scenario 

North Korea is likely to want closer relations with Japan, in light of its desire to rebuild its 

economy. The second scenario, is a worst case scenario for Japan because it could interfere 

with the 2020 Olympics. The third scenario could have either positive or negative 

consequences for Japan. Positive effects  could be that there would no longer be any risk that 

Japan could be dragged into a conflict on the Korean peninsula. However it could also have a 

negative impact. North Korea might be more willing to act provocatively against the South 

which would increase tensions in the region. Furthermore there is the possibility that if the 

US-South Korea alliance weakens it could lead to increased Chinese influence over South 

Korea which would tilt the balance of power in an unfavbourable direction for Japan. The 

Gorbachev scenario is uncertain in what it would lead to.106 

What does this mean for the US-Japan relationship? Since North Korea is a major concern for 

Japan it is important to know whether the US will coordinate and act on Japan’s behalf 

regarding this question. 

Trump is sending mixed signals that is increasing fears of abandonment in Japan. Professor 

Matteo Dian argues that “any decline in the level of US commitment towards the region and 

the US-Japan alliance runs against Tokyo’s security interests” due to fears of North Korea 

and China. He goes on to argue that Japan is discussing how to prepare for a decrease of US 

interest in protecting Japanese territory.107 The Economist also argues that there are signs 

that Japan is worried about American commitment especially in light of Trump not 

consulting with Japan before announcing talks with North Korea.108 

However whether these fears are real or misplaced remains to be seen. One can argue that 

America sending one of its warships when North Korea fired missiles over Japan is an 

indication that America is willing to act when Japan is threatened.  

The North Korean issue is possibly tilting Japan towards accelerated military development. 
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3.7 Relocation of the Futenma military base 
Okinawa hosts 25 percent of all US military facilities, and about half of the military 

personnel. This makes it the most important area for the US deployment of troops in Japan, 

which has since long been judged as necessary for the defense of Japan. One important issue 

is the perceived heavy burden imposed on the local populace due to hosting military bases.  

In 2006 it was formally agreed that the Futenma military base should be relocated to a less 

populated area.109 However, the decision to move the base had already been taken in 1996, 

a decision that was triggered by the rape of a 12-year-old Japanese schoolgirl by three 

American servicemen. This act caused outrage in Okinawa and in order to ease tensions it 

was decided that the Futenma military base should be moved.110 Over 20 years later the 

base has still not been moved. The current governor of Okinawa is against the relocation and 

in a referendum on the issue a majority of Okinawans were against it.111 Despite this the 

Prime Minister of Japan’s official policy is to continue with the current relocation plan.112 

This was reaffirmed already in the February 10, 2017 Trump-Abe joint statement where it 

was affirmed that the United States and Japan are committed to the current relocation 

plan.113 However this is consistent with the policy of the Obama administration who in 2015 

affirmed  together with Prime Minister Abe in a joint press conference that the United States 

and Japan were committed to relocating the Futenma airbase to  Henoko, which is the same 

plan that Trump reaffirmed later.114 

4. Conclusion  
The three main political issues that bilateral relations are made up of are trade, defense and 

geopolitics.  

Some experts such as James L Schoff argues that Trump is weakening the alliance by 

sending mixed signals. Changes in Japanese security policy means an increased possible 

usage of the Self-Defense Forces. This can be seen as Japan strengthening its own 

capabilities due to decreased trust in America as an ally, its increasing its capabilities in 

order to contribute more to the alliance thus decreasing the likelihood of 

abandonment. Trump’s mixed signals are possibly contributing to a loss of confidence 

in the American commitment to Japan. However due to Japan’s reliance on America as 

an ally it is unlikely to lead to anything but an increased contribution by Japan in order 

to prevent abandonment. It can however be said that according to Walt ’s theory this is 

a step in the direction of dissolution and it can thus be said that had the alliance not 
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been so important for both parties it would have caused damage. Because of course 

one would prefer to have certainty when it comes to your closest ally, especially when 

the stakes are high as they always are in the international arena. 

Trump having made comments that would suggest an American abandonment of Japan 

as an ally could have done more damage were it not for what looks like Abe having 

changed Trump’s mind. This is in line with Schoff’s insights about Abe’s ability to offset 

the negative aspects of Trump’s policies. 

Japan is increasing its military capabilities due to a desire to be geopolitically relevant 

and due to increased fears over China and North Korea and this is independent of 

whether they have trust in America as an ally or not. Because pursuing these goals 

would only be possible while at the same time attempting to strengthen the alliance 

with America. In other words, even if Japan lacks trust in America as an ally they would 

still act in the same way. It is possible that the mixed signals sent by Trump is making 

Japan more eager to show that it can contribute to the alliance and thus speeding up 

Japanese militarization. Furthermore Walt’s second theory would predict that 

balancing against China would be a main goal of Japanese foreign policy.  

This policy is consistent with previous policies under the Abe administration and can 

therefore be said to be driven by Japanese internal politics and not to be a result of 

Trump’s policies. 

The withdrawal from the TPP marks a reversal of trade polices implemented by the previous 

president Barack Obama. This decision by the Trump administration shows a different 

approach with regards to trade. It does show discontinuity in policy but not specifically 

towards Japan, instead it is part of a broader trade policy. However trade is still a 

contentious issue and Japan’s and America’s policies and wishes run counter to each other. 

Thus it can be said that while trade policies of the Trump administration are not specifically 

targeted against Japan it still runs a risk of weakening the relation. Shared values are 

important for the endurance of an alliance and the two states values when it comes to trade 

are starting to differentiate. Thus according to Walt’s first theory it can be said to be leading 

towards dissolution meaning a weakening of the alliance.  

One can easily draw parallels to the late 1980s and early 1990s when US policy on trade ran 

counter to Japan, Clinton wanted bilateral agreements on trade that would be more 

favorable to the United States, something that Trump also claims he wants. This changed 

when the American economy became stronger. In the absence of a stronger American 

economy we will likely see Trump’s trade policies remain the same. 

The joint statement made on February 10, 2017 shows no discontinuity as it affirms already 

established principles, which essentially just reaffirms the alliance as is. 

This  sends positive signals for the alliance, thus the Trump administration’s behavior when it 

comes to actual defense policies does not seem to be leading towards a weaker alliance 

even if his comments are sending mixed signals. One can see a clear consistency here in that 
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previous American administrations such as the Clinton administration, have remained 

unchanged on security issues while pursuing a confrontational trade policy with Japan. 

Geopolitically there are two issues that are of importance to the US-Japan alliance; these are 

the North Korean missile issues and the increasing Chinese expansion. 

Since Japan’s and America’s interests in the region align on these important geopolitical 

issues, the alliance holds intrinsic value, strategic goals and values align and this is according 

to Walt’s first theory a major reason for the endurance of an Alliance. 

It is important whether the US is willing to coordinate and act on Japan’s behalf when it 

comes to these questions. Trump’s agreeing to bring up the question of Japanese abductees 

can be seen as a sign that the alliance is strong even when the interests do not directly align 

and America is willing to act on Japan’s behalf when nessecary, however since no progress is 

yet to be made on this issue it can be questioned whether Trump has placed much 

importance on the abductee question. 

With regards to the South China Sea and the Senakaku islands, Trump has reaffirmed 

Obamas policy of explicitly stating that they are included in the security treaty. Which is 

another sign that the alliance remains strong. Since this does not directly align with US 

interests in other ways than balancing against China and strengthening the Alliance with 

Japan. 

If we further analyze the alliance in terms of Walt’s second theory it can be deduced that 

since no state can know the intentions of another state, they will seek to balance against 

powerful states that are possible threats. Especially if those States are seen as having 

offensive intentions and if they have proximity, both of these two conditions apply to China. 

It can therefore be assumed that Japan will seek stronger and more diversified alliances to 

balance against a rising China. The US-Japan alliance remains the most important strategic 

part of any such attempt. 

In conclusion we can see how the alliance is possibly weakening in terms of declining 

credibility due to mixed signals by the Trump administration. We cannot see that there is 

any ideological divide in terms of security issues. We can also determine that there are no 

changing perceptions of threat on either side, as both America and Japan continue to be 

worried about North Korea and China. 

My conclusion is that the alliance will endure aswell as further strengthen unless there are 

any drastic changes in either parties goals and perceptions of threat and that changes in the 

Trump era are only slight and not of a significant nature. 

Furthermore I conclude that strategic goals and changes of the balance of power in the 

international arena over long spans of time is more significant than the policies of one 

particular leader at any point in time. 
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