
 
 
New Approaches to security: Does Japan have other options than the US? 
 
The chair, Professor G. John Ikenberry, began by saying that the world is moving into an era 
of global disorder which is very troubling. Regional and strategic orders and security 
alliances are breaking down, climate agreements and arms control are not moving forward, 
and human rights are in trouble. Some of the watchwords he shared included populism, 
nationalism and decline. 
 
Ikenberry referred to three main shifts. The first is a shift in the global balance of power, 
especially with the rise of China. Historians argue that these power transitions are often 
dangerous moments. As China becomes more powerful, countries like the US will feel 
threatened and other countries may rethink alliances. The second, continued Ikenberry, is to 
do with interdependence. Although there may be a rise in nationalism, transnational 
connections are also growing. These are becoming more complex, and fraught with more 
difficulties in creating alliances. Global change, the issue with refugees and health 
pandemics are creating more demand for governments to intervene, though governments 
are proving unable to deliver. The third shift is to do with the West entering a period of 
instability and inwardness. Trump is holding back the US from being a global system 
organiser. The US is now more of a disorganiser. Much of the world has worked with the US 
as organiser, a role which is now vanishing. Uncertainties are creating new pressures, 
reflected Ikenberry. On this note, he went on warmly to introduce the keynote speaker, 
Professor Naoyuki Agawa, as a dear friend and colleague.  
 
Agawa began by wondering whether Japan can have a new approach to security. Prime 
Minister Abe and President Trump met very early on in Trump’s presidency. On 17 
November 2016, Abe was the first head of state of a major country to meet Trump at Trump 
Tower in New York. Abe had originally planned to be in New York to meet President-elect 
Clinton, but ended up meeting President Trump instead. Apparently their meeting went very 
well and Trump liked Abe. This was important for Japan as during his campaign, Trump had 
talked about the possible withdrawal of US troops from Japan. Trump had also said that he 
didn’t mind if Japan were to obtain nuclear weapons, as North Korea is Japan’s problem. It 
was very important for Abe to connect with Trump early on. Trump was pleased that Abe 
came to visit him at a time when many around the world were in a state of shock at the 
election result. 
 
Abe returned to the US soon after Trump was inaugurated. Their joint statement of 10 
February 2017 referred to the unshakeable US-Japan alliance as the cornerstone of peace, 
prosperity and freedom in the Asia-Pacific region. Trump also committed to defend Japan 
with the full range of US military capabilities if necessary. This was very different from what 
Trump had suggested about the alliance during the campaign. It was a constructive start and 
Japan breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
Trump is not less committed to the alliance, suggested Agawa. He is bilaterally and 
multilaterally committed to Japan, particularly because of his current relationship with China. 
Trump needs Japan in order to be able to deal with various Chinese policies. In terms of the 
North Korean situation, Japan, South Korea and the USA have to work together. Most 
recently, Vice President Pence and Abe were at the APEC meeting in Papua New Guinea 
and discussed trade and economic agreements. The USA seems to want to take a bilateral 
and multi-lateral approach to issues concerning geopolitics and security and a more bilateral 
approach to trade and economic relations with Japan. 
 
Abe and Trump’s joint statement issued on 26 September 2018 reaffirmed the importance of 
deepening their trade and investment relations. They also spoke of their continued efforts to 



promote trade, economic growth and high standards throughout the Asia-Pacific region. The 
leaders pledged to explore how best to accomplish these shared objectives, taking into 
account the US’s withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership. This will include on a 
bilateral US-Japan framework as well as Japan continuing to advance regional progress on 
the basis of existing initiatives. 
 
While Trump is trying to emphasise a bilateral approach to trade with Japan, Abe seems to 
be trying to restore a more multilateral approach, which is creating a source of tension 
between the two.  
 
In this multilateral vein, Japan is proceeding with the Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP), a proposed free trade agreement between the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) members and the six Asia-Pacific states with which 
ASEAN has free trade agreements, including China and South Korea.  
 
In the short- to mid-term, the US-Japan alliance is solid and robust, but there are some 
uncertainties. These include American reluctance with regard to overseas commitments, 
which began with President Obama, considered Agawa. Trump talks about the unfair burden 
of engaging overseas and the need for cost sharing. He is also looking at possible deals with 
China and North Korea, as well as linking security and trade. Some Japanese are worried as 
it is hard to predict what will happen next. 
 
Agawa went on to discuss options for Japan, though he was careful to say that there is no 
guarantee that any of these are possible. One option is to stay the course and maintain the 
alliance as the pillar of Japan’s security policy. A second is to create a new network of 
security arrangements, e.g., the revival of the Japan-UK alliance. A third option would be to 
become a tributary of China. A fourth would be a neutral and non-allied Japan, with or 
without military capabilities. This last option, remarked Agawa, is very idealistic. 
 
The only realistic option is to maintain the US-Japan alliance. Having said that, Agawa said 
that it could also be possible for Japan to engage in a new network of security arrangements 
and to work closely with like-minded friends such as Canada, Australia, India, France, the 
Philippines and the UK. 
 
France has a fairly important role in the Pacific, said Agawa. While the UK would be unlikely 
to send the Royal Navy to Japan or to defend Japan, the alliance would be more 
sophisticated, relying on the exchange of ideas and cooperation in terms of information 
technology, and security. 
 
Ways of maintaining the US-Japan alliance, continued Agawa, include increasing Japan’s 
defence capabilities, transforming the alliance into a global system, developing a new 
security network with like-minded countries and maintaining and increasing Japan’s 
presence in the United States in order to remain strong and open. 
 
Obstacles include Japan’s ageing and shrinking population, making it even harder for the 
Self-Defense Forces to recruit new members. Agawa also referred to Japan’s island 
mentality. Though Abe has proposed a new law to allow more foreign workers into Japan, 
65% of Japanese people are opposed. Agawa also wondered how constitutional reform 
would fare and whether Article 9 would be changed. He also referred to the fairly bad state 
of relations between South Korea and Japan, though hoped that the two countries can work 
together nonetheless.    
 
In closing, Agawa finished with, “Ask not what Trump can do for Japan. Ask what Japan can 
do for the world.” 



Once Agawa had finished his talk, Ikenberry asked him whether the US that Trump 
represents is an aberration that will go away in a couple of years or not. Agawa replied by 
saying that the Japanese assume that Trump is a symbol of change in the US, and that 
regardless of whether we like him or not, Trump was elected legitimately and there seems to 
be a fair amount of support for him in America. A sector of Americans are, of course, 
delighted when he asks Japan to buy American cars. 
 
Agawa said that criticism of Trump would not work and that the Americans are generally 
supportive of the alliance with Japan. He also noted that China has been surprisingly friendly 
to Japan, inviting thousands of businessmen to visit. India has been friendly as well.     
 
Ikenberry suggested that Japan can deal with the hard-nosed bargaining and the back-and-
forth bilateral bargaining, but not with the US leaving the East Asia region. 
  
Looking into the next 50 years, Ikenberry wondered what would be Japan’s major assets. 
Agawa responded by saying that Japan realises it is a declining power in terms of population 
and that there will be many downturns but that is has to survive. Agawa wants it to age 
gracefully, in the manner of the UK. He hopes that Japan will continue to be a peace-
oriented nation, friendly with most other states. He also hoped that Japan will choose not to 
use force and continue to excel in certain areas such as technology and work ethic. Agawa 
considered that Japan is a fairly quiet, polite and safe society with little in terms of extreme 
ideology. In this new phase, he continued, it cannot remain isolated and needs to be open. 
People in Japan, nonetheless, worry that it will be faced with large numbers of immigrants. 
Japan won’t be a superpower, remarked Agawa, but it will be able to contribute to the 
welfare of the world. It has lots to share. China, for instance, is keen to learn from Japan 
how to reduce pollution levels. 
 
Other questions and comments from the audience included the suggestion that if Japan 
developed nuclear weapons it might discourage the US from disengaging; the contrasting 
reality that Japan developing such weapons would destabilise the region and wouldn’t deter 
attacks by China or North Korea; the idea that it is best for Japan to rely on the West’s 
nuclear capability; the point that the nature of war is changing and that battles may be fought 
through cyber war and command of space; that Japan is adjusting to the US’s withdrawal 
from the Iran nuclear agreement, though rising oil prices will hit the Japanese economy; that 
diversifying the US-Japan alliance would strengthen it rather than result in alternative 
alliances; that Japan has been criticised for not apologising enough about its role in World 
War Two, but that it cannot apologise forever, and it continues to build trust with other 
nations; and that Japan would not benefit from a China-US confrontation as the Asian 
market is becoming more important to Japan than the American one.             
 
 
 


