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With Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022,
the continued growth of Chinese military power, and the escalation
of maritime disputes between China and many of its neighbors, the
first half of the 2020s witnessed substantial changes in the U.S.-Japan
alliance’s strategic environment. The United States has attempted
to grapple with immediate crises in Europe and the Middle East
while simultaneously preparing for a potential conflict over Taiwan
and long-term strategic competition with China. In recognition of
the deterioration in its security environment, Japan released a new
National Defense Strategy and National Security Strategy in 2022,
which included plans for substantial increases in defense spending
and the acquisition of long-range “counterstrike” capabilities.”

With the decade half over and Donald Trump returning to the
White House in 2025, it is an opportune moment to consider what
challenges, trends, and opportunities are likely to shape the U.S.-
Japan alliance over the next five years. The goal of this paper is not
to discuss the implications of the election for the alliance. Rather, it
explores the deeper forces that are likely to shape the alliance.

Moving forward through the remainder of this decade, the
alliance faces three key issues. The first are very real constraints on
American power, which are in no small part the result of its attempts
to balance commitments in three regions with its intent to prioritize
the Indo-Pacific. The second are Chinese maritime claims in the
South and East China Seas, exacerbated by growing Chinese military
power. The third are domestic politics in the United States and Japan.
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This paper begins by describing all three, and
then proceeds to evaluate their implications for
the alliance.

Constraints on U.S. Capabilities

Since President Barack Obama proclaimed
the advent of a U.S. “pivot to Asia,” successive
American presidents have indicated their
desire to focus more attention and resources
on East Asia and the Indo-Pacific more broadly,
and especially to counter the influence and
ambitions of China. President Donald Trump
openly cast China as a more serious threat to
American interests than Russia, while the Biden
Administration considered China the United
States’ “pacing threat.”

By and large, however, the pivot has proven
far more difficult in practice, in part because
of events in Europe and the Middle East.
Most notably, Russia’s annexation of Crimea
in 2014 and full-scale invasion of Ukraine in
2022 led the United States to maintain and
even increase its military footprint in Europe.
Moreover, Washington’s continued efforts to
deter and combat the Islamic State, Iran, and
Iranian proxies in the Persian Gulf, Red Sea, and
Levant—exacerbated by the October 7 terror
attacks committed by Hamas and subsequent
Israeli war in Gaza—Ilikewise continue to tie
down substantial amounts of U.S. air and naval
power."
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As a result, even though U.S. military
planning revolves around a “one war standard,”
wherein the United States is prepared to fight
a single major war at a time, in practice, the
U.S. military is widely distributed across three
main regions.’ This poses serious tradeoffs
around the procurement and deployment of U.S.
military capabilities and complicates the United
States’ ability to prioritize the Indo-Pacific.

However, some argue that there are at
least two reasons why these tradeoffs might
not be absolute. The first is that the military
capabilities needed in each region are not
entirely overlapping. In particular, land power
is far more important in Europe than in the
Indo-Pacific, and thus U.S. Army deployments
in Europe do not necessarily constrain Navy
and Air Force deployments needed in Asia.’
However, while this is true in the shortterm,
over the longer-term, the resources needed to
procure these capabilities are fungible, and thus
investments in land power today impinge upon
the United States’ ability to deploy air and naval
power in the future.

The second reason is that some observers
argue that Europe, the Indo-Pacific, and
perhaps even the Middle East are increasingly
connected. In this telling, close relationships
and extensive military and economic support
between Russia, China, Iran, and North Korea
make neatly distinguishing between defending
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NATO and defending U.S. allies in the Indo-
Pacific more difficult.”

But even if one accepts the premise that
Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran pose
a collective threat to pose regions, it does
not necessarily follow that U.S. attention and
resources in one region do not detract from
those in the others. NATO members can provide
diplomatic and economic support for U.S.
partners in the Indo-Pacific—and vice-versa.?
Moreover, partners in both regions can impose
economic punishment on shared adversaries,
as Japan, South Korea, and Australia have done
to Russia. Nevertheless, it is unlikely that U.S.
partners in either region will provide much in
the way of direct military support to those in the
other. The United States is ultimately the only
country that can deploy military power to either
or both regions. To the extent that the United
States expends scarce resources in one region
because partners in that region are unwilling
or unable to balance regional adversaries alone,
then, its ability to do so in other regions is less.

Dec 2,2024

Making matters even more challenging
are limitations on the United States’ capacity
to build and procure military hardware. U.S.
stockpiles are limited, and according to some
estimates, for some kinds of munitions, the
United States would run out within a week
of a conflict over Taiwan.” Moreover, there is
considerable lag time in production, leading to
substantial delays." The U.S. Navy, in particular,
expects years of delays for its major shipbuilding
programs, and by some estimates the capacity
of a single Chinese shipyard for repairs and
maintenance exceeds that of all U.S. shipyards
put together."

At the same time, military aid to Ukraine
and U.S. partners in the Middle East have
put additional stresses on an already strained
U.S. defense industrial base and munitions
stockpiles. Many recipients, including Taiwan,
face a long backlog of U.S. weapons deliveries,
and Taiwan and Middle Eastern recipients
compete most directly for the same weapons
systems." Thus, in the absence of substantial
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prioritization in U.S. resources, the U.S.-Japan
alliance will run up against the reality of serious
constraints on American military power.

Chinese Maritime Claims in the South and
Fast China Seas

The second major factor likely to shape the
U.S.-Japan alliance for the remainder of the
2020s are China’s maritime claims. First and
most notably are China’s continued claims on
the Senkaku Islands. China Coast Guard vessels
frequently patrol the waters around the island, in
2024 even breaking the record for consecutive
days doing so."” Second, there is evidence that
China’s military coercion since the early 2010s
has disproportionately target the Philippines.™
In particular, disputes between China and the
Philippines around the Second Thomas Shoal
escalated in 2024." This notably included a June
2024 incident in which the China Coast Guard
forcibly boarded Philippines vessels, resulting in
several injuries to Filipino personnel.’® Last but
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hardly least, Taiwan remains perhaps the single
flashpoint with the greatest potential to escalate
into a broader regional war. Beijing’s claims to
the island are routinely bolstered by frequent
Chinese military exercises taking place very
close to the island.” In the event of a Chinese
attempt to forcibly seize control of Taiwan, there
is some concern that China might even try to
take some of Japan’s southwest islands to use
them as staging grounds for an invasion.'®

At the same time, China’s growing military
power makes it more capable of prevailing in
a conflict over these disputes. In particular,
growth in China’s air, naval, and amphibious
capabilities have made a Chinese invasion of
Taiwan far more plausible than had been the
case in previous decades.” Similarly, China’s
anti-access area-denial (A2/AD) capabilities—
particularly missiles that could destroy U.S.
planes, naval vessels, and base infrastructure—
make any U.S. attempt to project air and sea
power around China’s shores very costly and
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put U.S. base infrastructure at high risk.”’

Domestic Politics in Japan and the United
States

The third factor likely to shape the U.S.-Japan
alliance is domestic politics in both countries. In
Japan, the largest source of uncertainty stems
from the Japanese public’s willingness to sustain
elevated defense spending, acquire military
capabilities that could be considered offensive,
and perhaps most importantly use those military
capabilities in a regional conflict outside of
Japan’s home territory. In the United States, one
of the primary challenges to the alliance comes
from the country’s turn away from free trade.

The Politics of a “Normal” Foreign Policy in
Japan

Since the end of World War II, Japan’s
willingness and ability to play a proactive
security role in East Asia have been constrained
both legally by its constitution’s Article 9, which
prohibits the country from waging war or
acquiring the military means needed to wage
war, and by a norm of pacifism. As a result, for
decades Japan has spent around or below 1% of
its GDP on defense and has been reluctant to
both acquire offensive military capabilities and
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deploy its military forces abroad.”

Over time, however, Japan has gradually
expanded its willingness to play a security role
in both its own defense and in its region.” In
the early 1980s, for example, Japan pledged
to defend its sea lanes up to 1,000 miles under
considerable pressure from the United States.”
In the decades that followed, Japan began
participating in United Nations peacekeeping
operations, contributed to antipiracy operations
as well as refueling operations in the U.S. War
on Terror, and even temporarily deployed forces
to Iraq.” This evolution in deployments was
accompanied by a similar evolution in legal
interpretations of the Constitution’s Article 9,
notably include Abe Shinzo’s reinterpretation
to allow for collective self-defense.”” Most
recently, Japan’s 2022 National Security Strategy
and National Defense Strategy called for
dramatic increases in defense spending and
the acquisition of long-range strike capabilities
that could neutralize an adversary’s offensive
capabilities. Early indications, moreover, suggest
that Japan is following through on these plans.*

These changes in Japanese defense policy,
in turn, raise questions about its long-term
prospects. The first is whether the spending
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increases are sustainable. Some estimates
suggest that by 2027, Japan will be spending
around 1.6% of GDP on defense.” However,
given the country’s already-sizable national
debt, coupled with increased demands on
social welfare spending, Japan’s ability to
maintain higher defense spending is not a
given. Spending increases are all the more
difficult given the weak Japanese yen, which
cuts the purchasing power of spending
increases especially of American imports given
the strength of the U.S. dollar.”® Second, it
remains to be seen how and to what extent the
acquisition of additional military capabilities,
including long-range strike, will translate into a
willingness to use those capabilities in conflict—
including during a contingency over Taiwan.
Such a decision would be a difficult one even
in the best of circumstances, given the risk of
reprisals that a Japanese use of force would
invite. But in Japan’s case, that decision would
be even more fraught as it would represent a
rejection of pacifism—especially if the country
gets involved before being struck first—thus
truly putting to the test Japan’s willingness to
conduct a so-called “normal” foreign policy.”

The Politics of Protectionism in the United States
In the United States, meanwhile, foreign
trade remains one of the largest sore spots in

27 Johnstone, “When Actions Match Words,” 171.
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U.S. efforts to build relationships with partners.
Most notably, both the Biden Administration
and the Trump Administration have imposed
substantial tariffs on Chinese imports into the
United States. But the broader shift away from
free trade extends beyond China. The United
States has not yet joined the Comprehensive
and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership. Moreover, Donald Trump has
called for a general 10-20% tariff on imported
goods if he is elected President, and even many
of the Biden Administration’s signature pieces of
legislation, most notably the CHIPS and Science
Act and the Inflation Reduction Act, include a
variety of subsidies for American producers as
well as “Buy American” provisions.”

This, notably, is despite public opinion polls
indicating plurality if not majority support for
foreign trade.”® However, because the costs of
foreign trade are highly concentrated while its
benefits are diffuse, the politics of trade tend to
skew toward interests that are harmed by trade,
rather than the large numbers of consumers
that benefit from it.*

In the case of the U.S.-Japan alliance
in particular, the most recent, high-profile
indication of the protectionist turn in American
politics was the Biden Administration’s effort to
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block Nippon Steel’s acquisition of U.S. Steel.”
To the extent the United States is willing to act
as a credible economic alternative to China, this
will make it more difficult for China’s neighbors
to reduce their dependence on Chinese
economic ties.

Implications

These issues are likely to have several
implications for the U.S.-Japan alliance during
the remainder of the 2020s. First, defense
burden-sharing is likely to remain a priority
issue, and one that is at least occasionally
contentious. Second, the United States, Japan,
and other regional states are likely to prioritize
acquiring military capabilities that can allow
them to deny China’s ability to impose its will
over maritime disputes. Third, mutual threat
perception is likely to bind the U.S.-Japan
alliance together, though there is potential for
trade disputes or Donald Trump’s reelection to
cause friction. Fourth, mutual concern about
China is also likely to drive the United States
and Japan into closer security relationships with
other states in the region, though the process
may prove slow and uneven.

The Promises and Pitfalls of Defense Burden-
Sharing

The U.S.-Japan alliance has long been an
unbalanced one when it comes to defense
burden-sharing. The Mutual Defense Treaty
does not require Japan to come to the United
States’ defense, and Japanese defense
spending has historically remained around
or below 1% of GDP. The reasons for this are
manifold, but include Japan’s postwar culture
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of antimilitarism, enshrined in Article 9 of its
constitution, as well as U.S. ambivalence about
the prospects of a substantially more capable,
more independent Japan.* Over time, however,
Japan has expanded its role not only in its own
defense, but also in regional defense. Moreover,
the Trump and Biden Administrations have by
all indications been less reluctant to encourage
Japan to invest more in defense than many of
their predecessors had been.

Burden-sharing is likely to remain top of the
agenda in the alliance for the near future. The
reasons for this are threefold. First, the United
States’ continued efforts to deter Russia and
Iran and provide military assistance to Ukraine
and Israel constrain its ability to prioritize
the Indo-Pacific. Second, the combination of
inflation, high interest rates, and ever-growing
U.S. government debt will continue to make
substantial increases in U.S. defense spending
unlikely. Third, continuing and even escalating
concerns about China’s capabilities and
intentions are likely to increase both Japanese
and American estimations of the amount of
military power needed to discourage China from
challenging the territorial status quo. Taken
together, this suggests both that the United
States is likely to favor Japan’s assuming more
of the burden for regional security, and that
Japan will continue to boost defense spending
as a hedge against Chinese ambitions and a
constrained United States.

This greater emphasis on burden-sharing
in the alliance, however, may be complicated
by both Japanese domestic politics and the
United States’ reluctance to give up control in
the relationship. As noted above, it remains to
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be seen how willing the Japanese public will be
to sustain elevated levels of defense spending,
including procurement of strike capabilities,
let alone to get involved in a conflict beyond
Japanese territory. Moreover, the United States
has historically been ambivalent about Japanese
defense burden-sharing, fearing that a more
powerful Japan might be less deferential to
U.S. preferences and or seek to acquire nuclear
weapons.” However, there is some reason
to expect that this may be changing due to a
combination of China’s rise and constraints
on the United States’ ability to counterbalance
China alone.

The Need for Maritime Denial Capabilities

Second, given China’s A2/AD capabilities
along with its numerous maritime territorial
claims, the United States, Japan, and other
regional states are likely to prioritize procuring
weapons systems that can frustrate China’s
ability to project power at sea and in the air and
nullify its ability to hold its neighbors’ vessels
and aircraft at risk. The capacity to deny China a
swift and decisive victory is likely to be the most
potent means of deterring it from trying.*® This
is all the more important given that territorial
acquisition in the modern age tends to occur as
a result of fait accompli land grabs, rather than
extended efforts at coercion.”’

China’s efforts to acquire capabilities that
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make U.S. power projection more difficult—
including anti-ship and surface-to-air missiles—
are ones that can be and are being emulated
by its neighbors. Doing so can make a Chinese
attempt to seize islands in the South and East
China Seas prohibitively costly.”® Similarly,
surface-to-surface capabilities that can neutralize
Chinese missiles and aircraft before they leave
the ground may make it easier for U.S. and
other actors’ ships and planes to operate closer
to China’s shores. Indeed, acquisition of long-
range strike capabilities has been a cornerstone
of Japan’s recent defense policy documents.”

A Close Alliance with Some Potential for
Turbulence

Third, a shared perception of the threat posed
by China will likely continue to bring the United
States and Japan together. Japan’s position is
geostrategically important to the United States
in a contest with China for at least three reasons.
First, Japan is the northernmost link in the “First
Island Chain,” the series of islands stretching
from the Japanese Islands to Borneo that
constrain China’s ability to project naval power
beyond its shores. Second, Japan’s proximity to
China makes it useful as an “unsinkable aircraft
carrier,” from which U.S. air and sea power can
be deployed in the defense of Taiwan or other
regional states.’” Finally, the size of Japan’s
economy and population make its partnership
with the United States and independence from
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Chinese domination particularly valuable to
Washington.

Similarly, partnering with Japan’s defense
industry may be an opportunity to relieve or
circumvent the woes of the American defense
industrial base. Revitalizing the defense
industrial base is one of the core pillars of
Japan’s 2022 defense documents, though as
of this writing reforms have proceeded at
a modest pace.” The U.S. Navy is already
looking to Japanese and South Korean
shipbuilders as sources of investment in
American shipyards.” These efforts, however,
may be hobbled by legal restrictions aimed at
supporting American workers, including “Buy
American” requirements and limitations on the
circumstances under which U.S. vessels can be
repaired in foreign shipyards.”

Additionally, Japan’s perception of the
threat posed by China is likely to keep it highly
motivated to maintain close relations with
Washington. While Japan is large and capable
on its own, China’s population, economy, and
defense spending are several times larger than
Japan’s. As a result, U.S. support offers Tokyo
a means to deter challenges to its territorial
integrity and the regional status quo more
broadly.

This is not to suggest that the relationship
will be frictionless. In particular, trade is likely
to remain a point of contention. Moreover, there
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is reason to be concerned that Donald Trump’s
return to the White House could lead to volatile
and unpredictable U.S. policies toward Japan
and its region. Prior to leaving office in 2021, for
example, Trump demanded a quadrupling of
Japanese host-nation support for the costs of U.S.
bases in Japan.*

Prospects for Deeper Regional Security Ties

Much in the same way that mutual concern
about China is likely to continue bringing the
United States and Japan together, the same may
be true for East Asia as a whole. The academic
literature on alliances suggests that, when
faced with a powerful, threatening rival, states
tend to band together to counterbalance that
threat.”” The logic here is one of mistrust: any
rival that becomes powerful enough to dominate
its region cannot be trusted to refrain from
abusing its position, no matter its assurances. If
countries do not work together, then they risk
allowing their rival to pick them off one-by-one,
and they leave themselves vulnerable to being
coerced and attacked.

Developments over the last several years
suggest that greater Chinese assertiveness
in its maritime claims, coupled with China’s
growing military power, have contributed to
tightening regional security cooperation among
many of its neighbors. The most longstanding of
these is “the Quad,” the grouping of Australia,
India, Japan, and the United States. The Quad
had its origins in the 2000s but has increased
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the frequency of its military exercises and
established regular summits.’® More recent
are improved relations and greater security
cooperation between South Korea and Japan,
culminating in their trilateral Camp David
Summit with the United States in 2023.” The
second is trilateral defense cooperation between
the United States, Japan, and the Philippines.
The Philippines have expanded U.S. bases to
military facilities for the first time since the end
of the Cold War, and Japan and the Philippines
signed a reciprocal military access agreement in
July 2024."

This is not to say that any attempt to balance
China will come easily. Balancing is often slow—
sometimes too much so to prevent a rival from
achieving regional hegemony.” There are three
principal reasons for this. First, balancing is
costly, as states that openly stand against a
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powerful rival at a minimum risk having to go to
war, and at a maximum risk their own survival.
States may hope to stand on the sidelines
while other countries do the costly work of
counterbalancing the threat.”® Second, states
may disagree on the intentions of the potential
regional threat.” Finally, the rival state can
attempt to drive a wedge between the balancing
coalition, offering inducements to countries
that stay on the sidelines and threatening
punishment upon those that stand up to it.”

In China’s case in particular, any effort to
counterbalance it faces at least two obstacles.
One is geography; states that are more insulated
from China are likely to see less need to
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every country in its neighborhood, Beijing can
use the prospect of economic ties as a carrot
and a stick to discourage a potential balancing
coalition from forming. This, in turn, is made all
the more challenging given that Washington’s
protectionist turn has reduced the United States’
viability as an alternative trade partner.
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