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UNCOMMON ALLIANCE FOR THE COMMON GOOD:
THE UNITED STATES AND JAPAN AFTER THE COLD WAR
JAMES L. SCHOFF

The three decade-old U.S.-Japan alliance faced a major turning point in 1990, as the
Cold War wound down and a central pillar of the relationship—containment of the
Soviet Union—began to fall away just as bilateral trade competition was peaking.
Despite this, the allies deepened security cooperation throughout the next quarter
century, in addition to broadening collaboration in economics, technology, and
diplomacy. At the current juncture of global uncertainty and diversified threats to
prosperity, the allies should work to incorporate their full range of cooperation in more
direct service of comprehensive national strategies, recognizing the unique ways that
their alliance supports global stability and serves mutual interests. The start of a new
U.S. administration is an opportune time to recalibrate alliance interaction to keep it
relevant and productive.

Pressures After the Cold War

•• Broadly speaking, Washington and Tokyo seek stability, openness, and access around the world, with

access defined as an ability to secure the first two goals, particularly in the Asia-Pacific region. Their
post–Cold War vision for the alliance combines hard security cooperation—bilaterally and with
others—with a wide range of coordinated economic, technology, and diplomatic activities to support
these basic objectives.

•• In the wake of the Gulf War, both countries desired greater Japanese contributions to

global security, reinforced later by North Korea’s nuclear development and China’s military
modernization. The growing threat from terrorist networks in fragile states was another prompt for
what became Japan’s steady series of legal changes to allow its armed forces to participate in a wider
range of overseas missions and to provide more robust national defense. The alliance is better able
to respond to potential crises, but Japan has little room left to expand military engagement under
its current constitution.

•• The United States and Japan have also collaborated to try preventing security and economic

challenges before they manifest, through infrastructure investment in the Asia Pacific region,
development assistance, support for global healthcare and the environment, and promoting good
governance and institution building. While useful, most of these grand alliance endeavors have
devolved into a collection of disjointed programs with only marginal strategic impact.

•• Meanwhile, the acceleration of globalization is increasing pressure on what has been a productive and
open international system for managing economic and diplomatic affairs since the end of World War
II, a system the allies pushed to expand in the post–Cold War era through various trade, finance, and
technology standardization initiatives.

•• China’s future economic and political evolution is one of the most consequential variables for the
allies, but even though the U.S. and Japanese relationships with China feature strong economic
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interdependence and growing areas of common interest, there are still frequent instances of zero-sum
competition, limited mutual trust, and conflicting world views that hinder collaboration and provide
dry tinder for a destructive clash.

•• One way for the allies to balance China positively is to help build a strong, stable, and prosperous

Southeast Asia along China’s periphery that is relatively open and able to cooperate effectively to
protect shared interests. The purpose is not to contain China or minimize Chinese influence in
Southeast Asia but to foster the growth of a region where outside nations have equal access and vital
resources are protected sustainably.

Steps for the Allies in 2017 and Beyond

•• Conduct a five-step alliance strategy consultation early in the Donald Trump administration that

combines top-down strategic direction on common priorities with bottom-up interagency discussions
to effectively bridge the gap between alliance vision and coordinated action in the field.

•• Put China policy and support for balanced development in Southeast Asia at the top of the allies’

consultation agenda, followed by use of trilateral diplomacy to coordinate containment of the North
Korean nuclear threat and support multilateral cooperation for common interests in the Asia region.
Environmental protection and fisheries management in the South China Sea could be a productive
focus for sustained and strategic engagement.

•• Patiently but ambitiously implement the 2015 defense guidelines, a process that began in 2016

but will require multiple years of planning, training, and tinkering by the allies to make the most
of new opportunities for more integrated security cooperation. North Korea and East China Sea
contingencies should be the primary focus in the near term.

•• Reinvigorate engagement among the governments of Japan, the United States, and Okinawa to

pursue additional measures for U.S. military footprint and overall impact reduction over the long
term for political sustainability, even as the allies move forward with current plans for reduction and
relocation of U.S. Marines stationed there.

•• Elevate one or two areas of strategically important science and technology collaboration for more

significant and sustained investment by the allies, not only from a technical perspective but also in
terms of associated policy development at a global level. The field of artificial intelligence is a good
candidate, given how impactful and potentially disruptive this technology could be in economics,
politics, and security.
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