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Abstract 

This thesis analyses the evolution of US alliances in the Indo-Pacific region from the 

beginning of the George W. Bush presidency in 2001, until the middle of the Joe Biden 

presidency, in 2022. In doing so, it employs the concept of ‘Pacific Dream’, a political, 

economic, and security vision for Asia that the US has largely adhered to since the end of the 

Second World War and that was articulated by President Barack Obama’s Secretary of State 

John Kerry in an April 2013 speech in Tokyo. It views this ‘Pacific Dream’ primarily through 

the lens of strategic culture – a domain within international relations theory which assesses 

the beliefs, attitudes, and actions of a country’s foreign policy strategy. Adopting this 

approach, the thesis assesses the primary alliance network of the US in the Indo-Pacific, the 

‘San Francisco System’, consisting of Japan, South Korea, Australia, the Philippines and 

Thailand. It assesses whether this alliance network has aided the US in achieving the foreign 

policy objectives of the ‘Pacific Dream’ and the degree to which it has been superseded by 

the Quad and Quad Plus. 

The thesis argues that US policy-makers have come to regard China as posing the 

greatest challenge to their worldview in the Indo-Pacific, and it explores notions of a ‘new 

Cold War’, and the ‘containment’ of China. It also examines the emergence of the Quad, an 

alliance between the US, Japan, Australia, and India, and the Quad Plus (encompassing, in 

addition, South Korea, the Philippines and Thailand), which are both aiming to compete with 

China in the Indo-Pacific. The thesis analyses the influence that US allies have had on US 

strategic  culture, making the case that they have played a greater role in shaping the US 

Pacific Dream – and US strategic culture - than is usually credited.  
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Impact Statement 

The analysis and insight provided by this thesis will have a positive impact both within and 

outside academia. Within academia, the thesis continues the line of scholarship exploring US 

alliances in Asia, moving into a contemporary period, by focusing on the years 2001 – 2022. 

To study this particular period using a predominantly historical approach will allow 

academics to discuss a contemporary time period in a different manner. The thesis will 

provide insight that will be of benefit to scholars of history and of international relations. The 

field of strategic culture will also benefit, due to the particular emphasis in the thesis on the 

Indo – Pacific.  

Outside academia, the thesis’ insights can shed light on the manner in which 

governments design policy, as well as the ways in which they deliver said policy. It can also 

be of use to the study of public discourse and its broader political effects. The thesis will also 

add details concerning countries’ security culture and how it has evolved over time. The 

impact of this thesis can occur through dissemination through outputs such as a published 

book, journal articles, collaborations with academics and non – academics concerning public 

policy and public service.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6 
 

Table of Contents 

 

Chapter 1 – Introduction. Pacific Dream? US strategic culture and alliances in the Indo-

Pacific, 2001-2022……………………………………………………….…...………...……13 

 

Chapter 2 – The emergence of the San Francisco System, 1951-2001…………………...….61 

 

Chapter 3 – George W. Bush and Quad 1.0, 2001-2009……………………………….…...116  

 

Chapter 4 –Barack Obama and the Asia Pivot, 2009-2017 ……………...............................163 

 

Chapter 5 – Donald Trump and Quad 2.0, 2017-2021……………………………………...208 

 

Chapter 6 – Joe Biden and Quad Plus, 2021-2022 …………………………….………… ..252 

 

Chapter 7 - Conclusions. The Pacific Dream Revisited……………………………….……297 

 

Bibliography………………………………………………………………………………...312 

 

 



7 
 

Terminology 

The term used by the United States Government to refer to the region that this thesis analyses 

has changed over time. In the Cold War era the term ‘Pacific region’ was generally used, and 

subsequently the term ‘Asia-Pacific’, which was most common in the immediate post-Cold 

War years. Since 2017, during and after the Trump administration, the US Government has 

preferred to use the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ owing to the greater emphasis on the role of India in 

the region. It should be noted that there is no major difference between the three terms, and 

they are all used to define the region that, starting with India, moves eastwards to include 

China, Taiwan, Thailand, Vietnam, North and South Korea, Japan, and the Philippines, as 

well as Australia and New Zealand, and across the ocean, Hawaii, San Francisco and the west 

coast of the United States. The official map of INDOPACOM (the US Indo-Pacific 

Command) on the next page conveys this definition of the region. 
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Map of the Indo – Pacific as established by the United States Indo-Pacific Command 

(INDOPACOM) 

 

Source: USINDOPACOM Area of responsibility1  

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 USINDOPACOM, Area of Responsibility, March 2022  
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Chapter 1 

Pacific Dream? The evolution of US alliances in the Indo – Pacific, 2001 – 2022 

 

‘Asia and the United States are not separated by this great ocean; we are bound by it.’ 

Barack Obama, Tokyo, November 14, 20092 

 

Introduction: The Pacific Dream  

On 15 April 2013, at the Tokyo Institute of Technology, US Secretary of State John Kerry 

presented the audience with his vision of a ‘Pacific Dream’. Kerry’s argument was clear: the 

United States, through its bilateral alliances, had made itself part of an increasingly secure 

Asia-Pacific. As the decades had passed, the US and its allies had become steadily closer 

owing to a number of shared values. What Kerry announced in Tokyo was a call for 

‘unprecedented security, economic, and social cooperation’. He outlined four main principles 

as the basis for this cooperation: strong growth (upholding the bilateral alliances), fair growth 

(open, transparent economies), smart growth (focusing on climate change), and just growth 

(democracy, rule of law, universal human rights, etc.). Claiming that the bilateral alliances of 

the United States had ‘underwritten the peace, stability, and prosperity of the Asia-Pacific’, 

Kerry added that the US and its allies were in a good position to counter the threats fostered 

in the 20th century.3 

The fundamental premise behind Kerry’s rhetoric was the belief that the Indo-Pacific’s 

stability was threatened. Kerry listed the dangers of the 21st century: nuclear threats, maritime 

disputes, and climate change. The first two were indirect references to North Korea and 

 
2 Barack Obama, ‘Remarks in Tokyo’, 14 November 2009  
3 John Kerry, ‘Remarks on a 21st Century Pacific Partnership’, 15 April 2013  
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China respectively. He then said that America and like-minded countries have a choice: 

‘either stand still and see them as obstacles, or we can join together and move forward and 

see them as opportunities’. Even so, Kerry was not hinting at conflict, instead, by 

‘opportunities’, he was talking about how the Pacific Dream could apply to other countries as 

well. He spoke of the need to ‘define our dream for the Pacific region, one in which nations 

and people forge a partnership that shapes our shared future’.4 That ‘shared future’ would be 

the result of shared values, and Kerry expanded on what they were: access to a good 

education, the dignity provided by a decent job, the need for safety in people’s 

neighbourhoods and security for their nations, as well as protecting people’s human rights. 

The universality of these values was viewed by Kerry as something more than simple 

ideology or political grandstanding; there was a certain humanism to his speech.  

The Pacific Dream was presented as an attempt to transform those shared values into a 

security and economic vision for the Indo-Pacific. Kerry spoke of breaking ‘new ground in 

how we keep countries safe, help economies to mature, create new jobs and embrace 

partnerships for the future’. He added, interestingly, that ‘we can do it while empowering 

people to make these choices for themselves’. By saying this, Kerry set the ground for one of 

the most fundamental changes that would take place both within US foreign policy for the 

Indo-Pacific, and for the way in which it would interact with its rival, China: emphasizing  

that alignment with the US was a choice, not the result of coercion. Kerry insisted that what 

he was presenting was not ‘a static set of commandments’, but the ‘mutual recognition that 

we are all in this together’.5 That recognition would often be validated by the behaviour of 

US allies, analysed throughout this thesis, proving Kerry to be essentially correct. 

 
4 Ibid.  
5 Ibid.  
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Kerry’s speech was a significant attempt by an American Secretary of State to articulate 

an American vision for the Asia-Pacific region. What Kerry was presenting was the US 

version of a ‘Pacific Dream’, a concept that is central to this thesis. The US Pacific Dream 

can be considered as a broader concept than traditional Presidential doctrines because it has 

spanned multiple presidencies and evolved over time. One way to understand the US Pacific 

Dream is through the lens of strategic culture, particularly through the three elements of 

‘beliefs, attitudes, and actions’. Rather than relying on traditional international relations 

theories such as Realism or Liberal Internationalism, this thesis analyses and assesses the 

Pacific Dream through the lens of strategic culture, as this approach is better equipped for 

assessing historical developments, since it is less rigid than the conventional theoretical 

frameworks of international relations and more accommodating to the inconsistencies, both 

apparent and real, in US foreign policy. Later in this chapter, a broader explanation of 

strategic culture, from its interpretation in international relations, to the analysis it brings 

from various regions will be made. An approach centred on ‘beliefs, attitudes, and actions’ 

allows for a broad and coherent analysis that encompasses the military strategy of the United 

States as well as its economic vision and its diplomatic pursuits. This focus on a ‘military-

political-economic’ outlook advances the assessment of US policy beyond national security 

and enables a broader analysis of America’s Pacific Dream and the evolution of the US 

alliance network in the Pacific region.  

Of course, US involvement in the Pacific region and the American vision of how the 

region should be regarded did not begin with Kerry’s speech or with the Obama 

administration’s much-discussed ‘Pivot to Asia’. The statehood of California in 1850,6 

together with the strategically located San Francisco harbour, was an important milestone 

 
6 National Archives, ‘Document for September 9th: Compromise of 1850’  
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towards the US becoming a Pacific power and by 1889 Oregon7 and Washington had also 

joined as states.8 The acquisition of the Philippines following the War with Spain in 18989 

confirmed this trend as did the annexation of Hawaii, which had become a US territory by 

1900.10 The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour in Hawaii on 7 December 1941 brought the US 

officially into the Second World War and led to the military occupation of Japan until 1952.11 

It was in Hawaii, in December 1975, that President Gerald Ford presented what he called 

his ‘Pacific Doctrine’. Speaking in the wake of the ignominious ending to US involvement in 

the Vietnam War seven months before, Ford, like Kerry some 40 years later, spoke of the US 

desire to move closer to a safe and prosperous Asia and, as with Kerry’s principles, Ford had 

his own six premises. Ford spoke of how essential the US military presence in the Asia-

Pacific was and how important the alliance with Japan had become. He wanted the 

normalization of relations between the United States and the People’s Republic of China 

(PRC), and continued US engagement with the security of South East Asia. Calling for a 

resolution of all regional conflicts and disputes, he avowed that ‘peace in Asia requires a 

structure of economic cooperation reflecting the aspiration of all the peoples in the region’.  

Ford clearly viewed his doctrine as one of peace. While he was focused on building trust 

with allies he did not shy away from criticising past US mistakes, such as the colonization of 

the Philippines, an excessive focus on Western Europe, and past periods of isolationism. Ford 

also argued that in US alliances, America’s allies were seeking ‘self-reliance in their own 

future and in their own relations with us’. Ford clearly envisioned American leadership as 

something that would take form through increased consultation with allies, and not something 

 
7 Oregon Secretary of State, ‘Act of Congress admitting Oregon to the Union’  
8 Benjamin Harrison, ‘Proclamation 294—Admission of Washington Into the Union’, 11 November 1889  
9 University of Central Arkansas, ‘United States/Philippines (1898-1946)’  
10 State Department, ‘Annexation of Hawaii, 1898’  
11 Milestones in the History of U.S. Foreign Relations, ‘Japan, China, the United States and the Road to Pearl 
Harbor, 1937–41’, FRUS  
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unilaterally decreed in Washington.12 Ford’s speech had the same ambitions as Kerry's a half-

century later. Sometimes called the Ford Doctrine, it can be viewed as his attempt at 

presenting the US Pacific Dream, a vision broader than a national security doctrine would 

conventionally offer. Once again, strategic culture can be of help in assessing this vision, 

because Ford, like Kerry after him, established a coherent set of US beliefs, attitudes and 

actions.  

Going back to the end of the Second World War, one can see signs of US attempts to 

establish the principles that would later be key tenets for Ford and Kerry. During the Truman 

and Eisenhower years, the US aimed at establishing a ‘Pacific Pact’, an agreement that tried 

to bring together countries allied with the US in the Asia-Pacific. Owing to mistrust of Japan, 

and a certain US indifference to the security environment in the region, the idea never came 

to fruition. Nevertheless, Secretary of State Dean Acheson gave a speech on Asia in 1950, in 

which he explained the core element of US security policy for the Pacific region: the 

disarmament of Japan. The disarmament had ‘placed upon the United States the necessity of 

assuming the military defence of Japan so long as that is required, both in the interest of our 

security and in the interests of the security of the entire Pacific area and, in all honor, in the 

interest of Japanese security’.13 

It was in this speech that Acheson identified the US ‘defensive perimeter’, from the 

Aleutian Islands to Japan, and then the Ryukyus, and to the Philippines, which is why it is 

often called the ‘perimeter speech’. It could be argued that the US alliance network that 

followed was an attempt to institutionalise and formalise the defensive perimeter. In this 

sense, there is a clear foundational principle for US strategic culture both in Asia and 

everywhere else: inherently defensive and a means to operate as a buffer zone against the 

 
12 Gerald Ford, ‘Address by President Gerald R. Ford at the University of Hawaii’, 7 December 1975, Gerald 
Ford Presidential Library and Museum  
13 Dean Acheson, ‘Speech on the Far East’, 12 January 1950, Archive.org  
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expansion of international communism, the dominant perceived threat of the time. Evaluating 

the speeches of Acheson, and then Ford and Kerry’s, it becomes evident that American 

strategy in the Asia-Pacific is an attempt at safeguarding US security and its worldview. 

What changes over time is the extent to which US allies are able to contribute or withdraw 

from this network. To better understand the origins of the US alliance system, and the 

security perimeter presented by Acheson, a review of Douglas MacArthur’s farewell address 

to Congress is useful. 

MacArthur’s speech, delivered on 19 April 1951, can be viewed as an example of a 

nascent Pacific Dream within US strategic culture. MacArthur argued that the US had to 

avoid being ‘blind to the reality that the colonial era is now past and the Asian peoples covet 

the right to shape their own free destiny. What they seek now is friendly guidance, 

understanding, and support -- not imperious direction -- the dignity of equality and not the 

shame of subjugation’. He spoke of how Japan had transformed into ‘an edifice dedicated to 

the supremacy of individual liberty and personal dignity; and in the ensuing process there has 

been created a truly representative government committed to the advance of political 

morality, freedom of economic enterprise, and social justice’. On the Philippines he said ‘the 

existing unrest will be corrected and a strong and healthy nation will grow in the longer 

aftermath of war's terrible destructiveness. We must be patient and understanding and never 

fail them -- as in our hour of need, they did not fail us’. Korea, he said ‘is the sole one which 

has risked its all against communism. The magnificence of the courage and fortitude of the 

Korean people defies description’. MacArthur was, in effect, describing a rough blueprint for 

a US alliance network in the Pacific:  

The Pacific was a potential area of advance for any predatory force intent 

upon striking at the bordering land areas. All this was changed by our Pacific 

victory. Our strategic frontier then shifted to embrace the entire Pacific Ocean, 
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which became a vast moat to protect us as long as we held it. Indeed, it acts as 

a protective shield for all of the Americas and all free lands of the Pacific 

Ocean area. We control it to the shores of Asia by a chain of islands extending 

in an arc from the Aleutians to the Mariannas held by us and our free allies. 

From this island chain we can dominate with sea and air power every Asiatic 

port from Vladivostok to Singapore -- with sea and air power every port, as I 

said, from Vladivostok to Singapore -- and prevent any hostile movement into 

the Pacific.14 

Both Acheson’s speech, as well as the opinions of MacArthur, can be viewed through the 

lens of the US Pacific Dream. They go further than traditional strategic planning: they make 

room for allies and partners, they take into account economic wellbeing outside the 

traditional framing of free trade, and they speak of freedom from tyranny in language that is 

not wooden. These speeches all point towards a US worldview as applied to the Pacific 

Dream. That vision, the Pacific Dream, would undergo a series of changes over time, but the 

endurance of certain basic principles sustained the coherence of the vision. By analysing 

American beliefs, attitudes, and actions in shaping policy towards the Pacific region this 

thesis assesses just how far the US has come in achieving its Pacific Dream. It could be said 

that the US had a ‘dream’ about how the Asia-Pacific would develop since the end of the 

Second World War, in a manner similar to its vision of European integration, although due to 

the political and military realities of the Pacific region, the development of this vision was 

considerably slower. That does not take away from the fact that what MacArthur, Acheson, 

Ford, and Kerry presented was a coherent, dynamic, and adaptable vision that helps to 

explain US policy in the Indo-Pacific today. The American Pacific Dream can also be 

contrasted with Xi Jinping’s ‘China Dream’, which he employed after becoming President in 

 
14 Douglas MacArthur ‘Farewell Address to Congress’, americanrhetoric.com¸19 April 1951  
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2012, although the contrast should not necessarily imply an inevitable clash. The Pacific 

Dream under Kerry especially was an attempt to give a more idealistic shape to America’s 

Asia strategy, moving beyond the militarism of the past.15  

To summarize, the American Pacific Dream is a vision articulated by John Kerry, Gerald 

Ford, Dean Acheson and other US policymakers since the end of the Pacific War in August 

1945 of how the Pacific region should be defended, navigated, shared, and governed – a 

vision drawing upon US strategic culture as applied to the Asia-Pacific, or the Indo-Pacific as 

it has become known in Washington DC. Central to this strategic culture since the Second 

World War is a commitment to finding and working with reliable allies and partners in the 

region, and preferably democracies, however imperfect, that purport to share the same 

‘beliefs, attitudes and actions’ – in other words the same ‘norms and values’ – as the United 

States.  

A case can be made that US strategy in the post-Cold War Asia-Pacific is an attempt to 

return to Warren I. Cohen’s concept of ‘an empire without tears’. In his chapter for US 

Leadership in a World of Uncertainties titled ‘“We will remain a Pacific Power”: America’s 

Self-Proclaimed Destiny in the Asia-Pacific Region’, Robert McMahon advances the notion 

that US plans for the Asia-Pacific had always lacked an enforcement mechanism, and 

whatever ambition the US might have for the Pacific in the future, it will be tied to the extent 

of resources it can commit to the region.16 As the current thesis argues, the US and its allies 

have correlated their ambitions to such an extent that they are working towards a viable 

‘enforcement mechanism’.  

 

 
15 Fu Mengzi, ‘Pacific Dream, US’ Ideal Diplomacy’, China-US Focus, 8 May 2013  
16 Robert McMahon, ‘“We will remain a Pacific Power”: America’s Self-proclaimed Destiny in the Asia-Pacific 
Region’ in Stricof, Michael, Vagnoux, Isabelle, US Leadership in a World of Uncertainties, Cham, Switzerland: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2022, 29-49  
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US alliances in the Indo-Pacific 

In the chapters that follow, this thesis will advance three main arguments. Firstly, it will 

argue that the US alliance network in the Pacific region has evolved significantly since 2001. 

In chapter 2, the historical background chapter, it will advance the notion that the San 

Francisco System was designed to be a bilateral alliance network, largely because US policy-

makers considered that its members were not sufficiently aligned with the US, or with each 

other, in terms of ‘norms and values’. The main body of the thesis, from chapters 3 to 6, will 

analyse how that situation changed between 2001 and 2021, resulting in the formation of the 

Quad and the Quad Plus.  

Secondly, the thesis will examine these developments through the lens of strategic 

culture, as conveyed by the notion of an American ‘Pacific Dream’. By studying the 

evolution of American strategic culture, it will be easier to understand key shifts and 

developments than it would be with traditional international relations theories. Strategic 

culture is more accommodating of a holistic, historical analysis of American diplomacy, and 

it does not bind research to the prescriptions that are typical of international relations theory.  

The third argument, which runs through the analysis in every chapter, is that the US has 

gradually been required to allow greater agency to its key allies, both in terms of alliance 

contributions and in terms of alignment with the US and its other allies and partners. As 

American allies have democratised and become more financially capable, and as China has 

evolved into a more sophisticated threat, the only way in which the US has been able to 

safeguard its ‘Pacific Dream’ and its worldview has been by ensuring that it finds common 

ground with the objectives and capabilities of its allies. The extent of that integration of 

purpose will be central to any future competition with China.  
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This thesis will build its arguments around the US attempts to pursue a ‘Pacific Dream’, 

the security successes that came with the aforementioned ‘dream’, as well as the economic 

and political challenges presented by it. Historically, from the end of the Second World War, 

the US negotiated a series of bilateral defence treaties in the Pacific region that formed a 

rough security architecture. These defence treaties were signed with Japan in 1951, Australia 

and New Zealand also in 1951, in the ANZUS treaty, the Philippines in the same year, South 

Korea, Thailand, and Taiwan in 1954, and South Vietnam in 1956. Of these countries, the 

relationship with Taiwan was downgraded following Nixon’s visit to China in 1972, and 

South Vietnam ceased to exist following the US defeat in the Vietnam War in 1975. This 

series of bilateral agreements has been labelled by academics the ‘San Francisco System’ or 

the ‘hub – and – spokes’ system, owing to US centrality and the fact that the 1951 defence 

treaties were signed in San Francisco. Although the system has endured throughout the Cold 

War and after, US policy-makers were always reluctant to formalize and institutionalize it, 

preferring to refer to ‘allies and partners’ or ‘allies and friends’ in the region. This was partly 

due to disagreements between these ‘allies and partners’, for example, Japan and South 

Korea, and partly due to US unwillingness to signal the need for an all-encompassing defence 

structure, due to the possibility of provoking China. The failed experiment of the Southeast 

Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) also made the US reluctant to pursue NATO-like 

structures.  

 

Key developments after 2001  

The year 2001 marked an important turning point in US strategy in the Indo-Pacific, not only 

because of the inauguration of George W Bush as the US President, and the events of 9/11, 

which directed the focus of his administration away from the region and towards the Middle 
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East, but also because of the admission of China into the World Trade Organisation (WTO) 

three months later, on 11 December 2001. The 2008 financial crisis was also important 

because it marked a key moment in Chinese strategy, when there was a clear impression that 

the US and the western world had begun to decline, and Chinese foreign policy changed to 

one of assertively challenging US primacy. The 2017-2022 period was another key period, 

since it marked a change in stance by the US, a response to the earlier change in stance by 

China. The US National Security Strategy (NSS) of October 2022 was a culmination of these 

changing trends. The 2022 NSS framed the US as being in a competition with both China and 

Russia, one shaped by a battle between democracies and autocracies.17 It also went further 

than many previous US NSS strategies in emphasizing the need to work together with allies. 

It called US alliances the ‘most important strategic asset’ in the attempt by the United States 

to ensure stability in the Pacific region and presented the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 

as America’s ‘most consequential geopolitical challenge’.18 It also highlighted diplomacy as a 

means to achieve goals, moving away from the strong focus on military power and promised 

to uphold the ‘Free and Open Indo Pacific’ (FOIP), a concept that had gained popularity 

during the George W. Bush administration.  

Along similar lines, Michael Mandelbaum published an article in Foreign Affairs in 

February 2019 entitled ‘The New Containment’, where he expanded on the need for the US 

to contain China, Russia, and Iran.19 In 2020, in the same journal, Mira Rap-Hooper 

published ‘Saving America’s Alliances’, an article where she called for a coherent US non-

military strategy to counter China and Russia. These opinion pieces gave expression to an 

adjustment in thinking in US government and academic circles. The question, in this case, 

was how the US vision for a Pacific Dream could take place in the context of increasing 

 
17 White House, ‘National Security Strategy’, October 2022  
18 Ibid., 11 
19 Michael Mandelbaum, ‘The New Containment’, Foreign Affairs, March/April 2019  
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securitization of the region, especially given the demands made of the US itself. The goal, 

this dissertation argues, would be one of preventing national security goals from clashing 

with economic and political objectives.20 

It is not just in the Indo-Pacific where belief in the US ability to lead has found a cautious 

post-Trump optimism. In Europe, with the Russian war in Ukraine, the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) has also found a new existential purpose. The war has allowed US 

allies from NATO’s eastern flank, also known as the Bucharest Nine, to position themselves 

as opponents to the invasion of Ukraine. Tensions emerged in Europe between what Donald 

Rumsfeld had called ‘Old Europe and New Europe’, with Germany in particular, and France 

as well on some occasions, encountering difficulties in taking a strong position against Russia 

owing to their economic ties with it and their own geopolitical balancing objectives. Many 

western European countries, excluding the UK, have found the war in Ukraine troublesome 

in terms of their long-term strategy of finding a middle line between the US and Russia. The 

newfound voice of NATO’s eastern flank reinforces the idea that America has allies which 

are gaining confidence and political clout and are making their voice heard on serious 

geopolitical issues. This suggests that both the Euro-Atlantic and the Asia-Pacific are 

experiencing something of a reaffirmation of trust in America as a leader, with the caveat that 

the allies of the United States are making more effort to put their points across and to gain 

credible advantages.  

 

Aims of thesis  

The key research questions of the thesis can be summarised as follows:  

 
20 Mira Rapp-Hooper, ‘Saving America’s Alliances’, Foreign Affairs, March/April 2020  
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• What is the nature of the US Pacific Dream and how does it relate to US strategic 

culture in the Indo-Pacific?  

• How has the US alliance network in the Pacific region evolved and to what extent has 

the San Francisco System been replaced by the Quad Plus?  

• In what ways have US allies influenced the evolution of the US alliance network in 

the Indo-Pacific and the achievement of the US Pacific Dream?  

• To what extent are the Pacific Dream and US strategic culture in the Indo-Pacific 

embodied in US National Security Strategies, especially Biden’s 2022 NSS?  

• How inherent is the containment of China to the US alliance network in the Indo-

Pacific and is this alliance network fit for this purpose? 

 

Original Contribution to the field  

The Pacific Dream as a concept in American foreign policy has not previously been analysed 

in any depth. This is because most works in this field are heavily reliant on international 

relations framing and are very theoretical in their analysis of contemporary US foreign 

policy. The approach of this thesis is to analyse the Pacific Dream by using strategic culture 

as a lens. Doing this better enables analysis of US alliance policy, as strategic culture makes 

room for an overview of ‘beliefs, attitudes, and actions’. This can be done in a security sense, 

by focusing on the evolution of the San Francisco System, and the emergence of the 

Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (known as the Quad) as well as the Quad Plus (a looser, 

more trade-minded variation of the Quad), and other multilateral groups such as AUKUS 

(Australia, the UK and the US), as well as in a political and economic sense by evaluating 

trade agreements such as the TPP, and attempts to form political integration such as the East 

Asia Community or the East Asia Summit.  
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Secondly, the thesis traces and analyses the evolution of the ‘San Francisco System’ 

between 2001 and 2022 from a loose network of bilateral alliances without an official title 

into the Quad Plus. The works that analysed it tended to focus on territorial disputes, or 

general disagreements between the US and its allies which strengthened the impression that 

the alliance network was dysfunctional. This thesis approaches the San Francisco System 

differently, analysing how it compares to the Quad and the Quad Plus and assessing its 

potential role in the increasingly expansive political, economic, and security formats present 

in the Indo-Pacific. There have been very few works that link the San Francisco System and 

the Quad Plus so directly and that evaluate their historical evolution.  

Thirdly, the role of US allies in developing the US alliance network in Indo-Pacific is 

analysed in detail and found to be more influential than is often supposed. For example, it 

was Japan’s ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ (FOIP) concept that became a key reference point 

in US strategy. Australia’s national strategy of relying on one superpower - be it Britain or 

America – to help in its defence, has paved the way for deeper cooperation not only with the 

US, but also with Japan and the Quad. It was the Philippines that took China to the 

International Court of Justice over its South China Sea border dispute, while South Korea and 

India both put forward national strategies, the ‘New Southern Strategy’ and the ‘Act East 

Policy’ respectively, that were designed to enable common ground not only with each other, 

but with the US and other allies as well. India’s border skirmishes with China in the 

Himalayas proved decisive in determining New Delhi to take a more supportive policy 

towards the Quad. Taiwan’s pro-democracy President, Tsai Ing-wen, never ceased to insist 

that US support for the Republic of China must remain steadfast. These are all examples of 

US allies in the region pressing and influencing US policy, in accordance with their own 

domestic agendas, national security concerns and strategic culture.  
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Fourthly, the thesis assesses the Biden administration’s National Security Strategy (2022), 

as well as earlier NSS documents, especially since 2001, in terms of their positioning of the 

US alliance network in the Indo-Pacific and their relationship with the US Pacific Dream and 

US strategic culture in the region. This has not been done before and it aligns the thesis as far 

as possible with a developing strategic environment. Analysing NSS strategies also enables 

an examination of the importance of the San Francisco System during different presidential 

administrations. For example, some National Security Strategies have separated the 

Philippines and Thailand from Japan, Australia, and South Korea, while others have treated 

them as one category. The changing US view of the degree of threat posed by China since 

2001 is also reflected in the NSS documents – especially the Biden NSS published in October 

2022. 

Fifthly, and finally, the thesis makes the claim that US-China rivalry is happening as a 

competition of values. The two countries have embarked upon an increasingly conflictual 

stance, resembling a new Cold War. This thesis analyses the challenges and successes the US 

side has had in establishing its own rules aimed at shaping the Indo-Pacific region. 

Ultimately, the Indo-Pacific is undergoing a battle between two visions or ‘dreams’, one put 

forward by China, and one presented by the US. Both visions are evolving with time; but the 

nature of this competition raises questions about the validity of observing the Pacific region 

through the lens of traditional containment. It also invites a judgement as to how far the US 

alliance network in the Pacific is strengthening the US position vis a vis China both within 

the region and globally.  

 

Methodology / Strategic Culture  
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The research method used in this thesis is primarily historical analysis based on primary 

sources and informed by the twin concepts of the American Pacific Dream and US strategic 

culture more generally. The research process, through employing secondary sources, also 

contextualises why the decision-makers pursued the paths they did, with attention being 

given to economic, political, military considerations. The thesis aims to balance what the 

primary sources reveal with the wider context in which key decisions and developments have 

been made. The emphasis on an historical approach allows for a better understanding of the 

evolution of American strategic culture in the Pacific region. How American strategic culture 

has evolved has considerable implications for US national security policy, and thus, for its 

alliances, not least in the Asia-Pacific. Every presidential administration leaves its mark on 

US strategic culture, as the Bush administration did with the Iraq War. Toby Lauterbach 

defines strategic culture as being ‘concerned with the role of cultural influences, influences 

on how political entities judge the proper time to employ force, ways of using force during a 

conflict, and ways of determining the best time to terminate conflict’.21 

This definition suits the structure of the thesis, since it allows for an assessment of how 

political entities, such as the Presidency, the Defense and State Departments, as well as the 

similar agencies of US allies shape alliances. A constructivist understanding of strategic 

culture, focusing on ideology and national identity, prioritizes norms, which again is 

important for the thesis, since the US has made ‘shared norms and values’ a key point of its 

strategic culture and its alliances, as shown in the Pacific Dream. The concept of strategic 

culture also raises the question of how much difference there is between the strategic culture 

of the US and that of China, its main challenger in the Indo-Pacific.22 David Haglund makes 

the case for strategic culture in his 2014 article ‘What Can Strategic Culture Contribute to 

 
21 Toby Lauterbach, ‘Constructivism, Strategic Culture, and the Iraq War’, ASPJ Africa & Francophonie, 4th 
Quarter 2011, 61-87  
22 Kerry Longhurst, ‘On Strategic Culture’, Germany and the use of force, Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2004 
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Our Understanding of Security Policies in the Asia-Pacific Region?’ In this he advocates the 

use of strategic culture as a way of understanding international relations, including in the case 

of the Indo-Pacific, and he supports the contribution of the ‘strategic culture toolkit’ in 

providing a better understanding of the region.23 

One of the most helpful sources on the issue of strategic culture and the Indo-Pacific for 

the current thesis is the Contemporary Security Policy Volume 35, Issue no. 2 of 2014, on 

‘Strategic Cultures and Security Policies of the Asia-Pacific’. This collection assesses 

strategic culture in Japan, China, Australia, South Korea, the Philippines, and the US, and 

represents one of the strongest recent efforts to connect strategic culture with the Indo-

Pacific. Haglund favours ‘path dependence’ as one of the best ways of employing strategic 

culture. Path dependence, a social science concept whereby past events are seen to determine 

the direction of future actions, has considerable value in understanding the strategic culture of 

the US and its allies in the Pacific. It is similar to the approach of the historian in establishing 

the chronological background and wider context of an event in order to explain its origins, 

evolution and outcome. The strong emphasis on history rather than international relations 

theory has been an aspect of strategic culture that has been applauded by Haglund and others 

and is adopted in the current thesis.  

The Contemporary Security Policy article by Brice Harris on US strategic culture in the 

Indo-Pacific takes a somewhat different approach from that employed in the present thesis 

but is mentioned here as one of the very few attempts to analyse US policy in the Indo-

Pacific in terms of strategic culture.24 Harris focuses on the American prioritisation of 

technology within its strategic culture, making the broader point that this focus actually hurts 

 
23 David Haglund, ‘What Can Strategic Culture Contribute to Our Understanding of Security Policies in the Asia 
– Pacific Region?’, Contemporary Security Policy, Vol.35.2, 2014, 310-328  
24 Brice Harris, ‘United States Strategic Culture and Asia – Pacific Security’, Contemporary Security Policy, 
Vol.35.2, 2014, 290-309  
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US ambitions, since it detaches Washington policymaking from understanding allies and 

rivals in a cultural sense. The narrow focus on technology by Harris is not adopted in the 

present thesis which approaches strategic culture through a political and diplomatic lens, and 

argues that it is key political figures in the US and allied countries, that define their nations’ 

strategic cultures. Harris also argues that America’s ‘pivot’ to Asia is a sign of historical 

continuity but while it is true that the US has regarded itself as a Pacific power since at least 

1898, the present thesis makes the point that it was only after ‘the pivot’ that the Indo-Pacific 

became the main strategic priority for the US, after decades of being the second, or even 

third, area of interest for America.  

The Contemporary Security Studies volume also provides other articles that have 

informed the analysis of the Indo-Pacific in this thesis, both in terms of US allies, and the 

perception of China as a challenger. Alex Burns and Ben Eltham’s article makes the point 

that Australian strategic culture outlasts any one political administration, and that Australia 

has been one of the most consistent allies of the US. They also argue that there is a difference 

between Australia’s national security aspirations, and the reality of its military capabilities, 

whereas this thesis takes the view that Australia’s cooperation with the US and allies has led 

to a palpable improvement in Australian security through its alliances with the US and the 

UK.25 As regards Japan, Andrew Oros argues that Tokyo is in its fourth wave of strategic 

culture, one that aims to move beyond the pacifism of the Cold War. This thesis argues that, 

in both a diplomatic and military sense, Japan is well on the way to developing a more 

militarised posture.26  

 
25 Alex Burns, Ben Eltham, ‘Australia’s Strategic Culture: Constraints and Opportunities in Security 
Policymaking’, Contemporary Security Policy, Vol.35.2, 2014, 187-210  
26 Andrew Oros, ‘Japan’s Strategic Culture: Security Identity in a Fourth Modern Incarnation?’, Contemporary 
Security Policy, Vol.35.2, 2014, 227-248  
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Jiyul Kim’s article on South Korea’s strategic culture finds three pillars: prosperity, 

defence against North Korea, and maintaining a strong relationship with the US. Kim uses the 

ideas of shared historical memory to advance the notion that South Korean strategic culture is 

both unique and a source of clues for analysis that can then be applied to other case studies. 

Kim’s points play out well with this thesis, as a number of American and Korean politicians 

have pointed to their countries’ historical alliance, resulting from the Korean War, as a source 

of continuity in the security ties between the two. What Kim does not account for, however, 

is the value of groupings like the Quad Plus, and their effect on South Korea’s security 

options, in offering more autonomy while remaining in alignment with the US.27 

Renato Cruz de Castro’s article examines the Philippines’ strategic culture in the context 

of the increasing competition between the US and China and argues that it is showing signs 

of moving from an inward focus, centred on the threat posed by insurgency, to an outward 

one, focusing more on China. Castro’s point is that the Philippines’ strategic culture has been 

more consistent than it would appear, and that expectations of a greater role in the deterrence 

of China are overblown. Castro’s insight is valuable, and contributes to the broader 

assessment made by this thesis as to whether the Philippines can find a helpful position 

within the American security infrastructure, especially given the splintering of the San 

Francisco System that has been taking place with the emergence of the Quad and the Quad 

Plus.28 

Regarding China, Andrew Scobell has made the case that China is operating on the basis 

of two myths: firstly, the myth of China’s perception of its own actions, and secondly, the 

myth of how it perceives the policies and actions of its rivals. Scobell claims that this leads to 

 
27 Jiyul Kim, ‘Strategic Culture of the Republic of Korea’, Contemporary Security Strategy, Vol.35.2, 2014, 270-
289  
28 Renato Cruz De Castro, ‘Philippine Strategic Culture: Continuity in the 
Face of Changing Regional Dynamics’, Contemporary Security Policy, Vol.35.2, 2014, 249-269  
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a dissonance, whereby the actions of China are viewed as always well-intentioned and 

positive, and the actions of its rivals are always viewed with suspicion, a development which 

adds to the region’s security dilemma, since the US tends to think the same way about its own 

actions, as well as the actions of its rivals. Scobell’s approach supports the argument made by 

this thesis that China’s outlook is defined by a marked lack of confidence in the US 

worldview, and that its approach to foreign affairs is transactional. Nevertheless, Scobell does 

not fully explore the potentially harmful implications of Chinese strategic culture on its 

neighbours, as he focuses mainly on relations with Japan and the US. This thesis adds to that 

discussion by presenting a fuller picture of how US allies have acted, and are acting, to 

safeguard their security in the light of their own perception of, and reaction to, Chinese 

doubts and mistrust.29  

Strategic culture itself has a series of subcultures, such as security identity, a topic which 

is also of value to this thesis as not only the US and its allies but also China can go back to 

history and use path dependence to make the argument that they have a security identity 

which makes their behaviour more predictable and easier to analyse - a point made by 

Haglund when discussing Australian, Japanese, and Korean security identities. Similarly, 

Huiyun Feng and Kai He’s ‘A dynamic strategic culture model and China’s behaviour in the 

South China Sea’ discusses China’s approach to its territorial disputes in the South China 

Sea, assessing whether it shows that realpolitik or traditionalism is at work.30 

Gregory Raymond’s 2020 article ‘Strategic Culture and Thailand's Response to 

Vietnam's Occupation of Cambodia, 1979–1989: A Cold War Epilogue’ examines an 

historical episode through a strategic culture lens. The focus on Thailand is particularly useful 

 
29 Andrew Scobell, ‘China’s Real Strategic Culture: A Great Wall of the Imagination’, Contemporary Security 
Policy, Vol.35.2, 2014, 211-226  
30 Feng Huiyun, He Kai, ‘A dynamic strategic culture model and China’s behaviour in the South China Sea’, 
Cambridge Review of International Affairs, Vol.34.4, 2021, 510-529  
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for this thesis, since the country has been a member of the San Francisco System and is now 

part of the Quad Plus network.31 Jordan Becker and Edmund Malesky explore strategic 

culture and NATO, with a focus on burden sharing, in their article for International Studies 

Quarterly, especially the coexistence of ‘Atlanticist’ and ‘Europeanist’ strategic cultures.32 

Similarly, Frederik Doeser and Joakim Eidenfalk discuss strategic culture as a means of 

understanding expeditionary operations, with a particular focus on Australia and Poland’s 

missions against the Islamic State.33 All of these are examples of how the strategic culture 

approach can be employed to analyse specific historical episodes and international relations 

concepts such as the Pacific Dream.  

 

Chapter Structure  

❖ Chapter 1 – Introduction - includes the key research questions, the main elements of 

originality in the central argument of the thesis, an indication of the primary sources used, 

the literature review, and a methodology section focusing on strategic culture.  

❖ Chapter 2 – The emergence of the San Francisco System 1951 – 2001 - provides historical 

context regarding the evolution of the San Francisco System from the end of World War 

II until 2001.  

❖ Chapter 3 – George W. Bush and Quad 1.0 - analyses the emergence of a perceived threat 

to the US and its allies by terrorism, the normalization of relations with India, and the 

evolution of US bilateral alliances in the context of an increased focus on security.  

 
31 Gregory Raymond, ‘Strategic Culture and Thailand's Response to Vietnam's Occupation of Cambodia, 1979–
1989: A Cold War Epilogue’, Journal of Cold War Studies, Vol.22.1, Winter 2020, 4-45  
32 Jordan Becker, Edmund Malesky, ‘The Continent or the “Grand Large”? Strategic Culture and 
Operational Burden-Sharing in NATO’, International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 61, 2017, 163-180  
33 Frederik Doeser, Joakim Eidenfalk, ‘Using strategic culture to understand participation in expeditionary 
operations: Australia, Poland, and the coalition against the Islamic State’, Contemporary Security Policy, 
Vol.40.1, 2019, 4-29  
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❖ Chapter 4 – Barack Obama and the ‘pivot’ to multilateralism - analyses the attitude of the 

Obama presidency towards China, the pivot to Asia, and US efforts to enhance 

multilateralism within the San Francisco System.  

❖ Chapter 5 – Donald Trump and Quad 2.0 - looks at the changes brought about by the 

Trump presidency, including a move away from multilateralism, a more aggressive stance 

on China, and the void created by US strategic ambiguity.  

❖ Chapter 6 –Joe Biden and Quad Plus - analyses the policy of the Biden presidency until 

the publication of the 2022 National Security Strategy, as well as the 2022 midterms and 

their implications. It also assesses the extent to which the Biden administration’s Indo-

Pacific policy, the emergence of the Quad Plus, and the 2022 NSS have affected US 

alliances and strategic culture in the region. 

❖ Chapter 7 – Conclusion. The Pacific Dream Revisited – presents a summary of the 

analysis and reflections on the main findings of the thesis. 

 

Primary Sources  

Owing to the COVID-19 pandemic, most of the primary sources consulted for this thesis had 

to be accessed online. Nonetheless, as the thesis focuses mainly on a contemporary topic, 

many of the most important primary sources are online. These have been supplemented by a 

wide range of contemporaneous newspaper and journal commentaries. 

For documents related to statements from US Presidents, the American Presidency 

Project hosted by the University of California, Santa Barbara has been of great help. All the 

Presidency Project documents are available online, and sources were consulted from George 

W. Bush to Joe Biden. For documents from State Department officials, the archived version 

of the State Department website from the George W. Bush administration to the Donald 
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Trump administration has been used. For the Joe Biden administration, the current version of 

the US State Department website has been consulted. All sources consulted were available 

online. For documents from US Defense Department officials, the same approach was used, 

archived versions of the Defense Department websites were consulted until the Biden 

administration, where the current version of the Defense Department website was consulted. 

For US Congressional testimony, the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee website has been 

consulted, as well as the House Foreign Affairs Committee website. Some strategy 

documents were consulted on the White House website, both in its archived and current 

versions. The Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS) collections have provided very 

valuable information for the historical background chapter, as well as insight into key themes 

that have continued since 2001. Sources from the Truman administration to the Clinton 

administration were consulted, in order to map the evolution of US grand strategy. The FRUS 

collections are available online, at the Office of the Historian website.  

The website of the US Indo-Pacific Command has also been consulted for primary 

sources concerning military and strategic affairs. INDOPACOM sources have covered all the 

administrations from Obama to Biden. Memoirs from US Presidents, such as Barack Obama, 

as well as memoirs from former US policy makers such as Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 

have also been consulted. As regards primary sources concerning US allies, the website of the 

Japanese government, the Kantei, has been consulted to obtain speeches by various Japanese 

Prime Ministers. In addition, the website of the Japanese Foreign Affairs Ministry has been 

consulted. All sources were available online. The Japanese Defense Ministry website has also 

been consulted with relation to Defense White Papers and other strategy documents. With 

regards to South Korea, the same approach was used, the website of President, along with 

those of the Foreign Affairs Ministry were consulted for speeches and strategy documents. 

For Australia, aside from the Prime Minister’s website, a specific website called PM 
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Transcripts, which belongs to the Prime Minister’s cabinet has been used in order to consult 

previous speeches by Australian Prime Ministers. As was the case with the other allies, the 

Foreign Affairs and Defense Ministry websites were also consulted for speeches and strategy 

documents.  

 

Literature Review  

The literature review is divided into four sections. The first section will make a short 

review of the international relations concept of ‘soft power’, as this is the main area from the 

field of IR which can be of use to the analysis of this thesis. The second section analyses 

significant works on the evolution of the US-China relationship, while the third examines 

scholarship on the San Francisco System, including works on the relationship between the US 

and its allies in this network - Japan, South Korea, Australia, the Philippines, and Thailand. 

There is also a sub-section on India, as a member of the Quad. The fourth section reviews the 

growing literature regarding the US and the Quad, consisting of the US, Japan, Australia, and 

India, as well as other more loosely affiliated countries, such as South Korea, the Philippines, 

Thailand and   New Zealand in the Quad Plus.  

 

The Indo-Pacific and ‘soft power’  

In international relations, the way in which states act can be labelled in a number of ways. 

One popular approach is to use the terms ‘coercive’ and ‘co-optive’.  The coercive approach 

is sometimes called ‘hard power’, because it is a process through which a country uses tools 

such as economic sanctions or military operations to determine other states to behave in 

accordance with the stronger state’s interests. Alternatively, ‘soft power’ is used as to define 

the approach where culture, history, and diplomacy represent the main avenues through 
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which states try to convince others to align their behaviour and pursue similar goals. The term 

has been popularised by Joseph Nye in his 1990 book, Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature 

of American Power.34 The Indo-Pacific, the San Francisco System, the Pacific Dream, they 

all can be analysed through the lens of soft power. They are means through which the US 

tries to influence allies and like-minded countries to reach common ground with 

Washington’s vision without relying on the possibility of war, economic sanctions, or similar 

methods. As Nye would add in his 2004 work on soft power, in the information age, public 

diplomacy has become key. And for success in public diplomacy, soft power is the best 

means.35 This thesis also analyses aspects such as multilateral cooperation and diplomatic 

forms of self-praise and criticism of others. These are all well-established concepts that Nick 

Cull examines in his article for Place Branding and Public Diplomacy.36  

 

The US-China relationship  

The literature on US-China relations is central to understanding the emerging rivalry in the 

Indo-Pacific. There are a number of subsections in this literature. Some works can be 

classified as part of what might be termed the cautionary school, warning of China’s 

evolution from a poor country to a powerhouse. This has evolved over time into the threat 

school, where China is presented as an already transformed challenger to the US. The threat 

school has become more outspoken over time and culminated in the New Cold War school, 

one of the most hawkish manifestations of the US-China literature. Two counter currents 

emerge at the same time: the China decline school, which argues that China has passed its 

peak and is entering a period of weakness, and the more dovish compromise school, which 

 
34 Joseph Nye, Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power, New York: Basic Books, 1990  
35 Joseph Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics, New York: Public Affairs, 2004  
36 Nick Cull, ‘From soft power to reputational security: rethinking public diplomacy and cultural diplomacy for a 
dangerous age’, Place Branding and Public Diplomacy, Vol. 18, 18-21  
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argues that, regardless of PRC or US flaws, both need to find common ground, or else a war 

will break out. Before the analysis section begins, a note needs to be made of the nature of 

great power competition. In her book, Eisenhower and American Public Opinion on China, 

Mara Oliva argues that that the cold relations between Washington and Beijing in the 1950s 

gave little attention to public opinion, and American policy with regards to China remained at 

the discretion of the President and Secretary of State. This is a reminder that US-China 

competition is designed by policymakers, and thus, this thesis’ analysis of public diplomacy 

is even more important.37  

One of the earlier works on the cautionary school was written by Warren Cohen and 

Akira Iriye in 1989, The United States and Japan in the postwar world. The China section 

expanded on the flaws of US policy towards China and provided insight into the traditional 

balancing act undertaken by Japan at a time when China was not perceived as geostrategic 

threat.38 Another early work that asked for caution in expectations on the US side came from 

Elizabeth Economy, along with Michel Oksenberg and Lawrence Korb. Their book, written 

for the Council of Foreign Relations in 1998, was entitled ‘China Joins the World: Progress 

and Prospects.39 The book urged prudence on the US side in order to prevent Chinese 

dissatisfaction with the US-supported world order. Mark Haas’ The Ideological Origins of 

Great Power Politics,40 written in 2005, explored the rifts in the Sino-Soviet alliance, and 

how the US capitalized on that division. He offered considerable insight into the Chinese 

perspective on American power, claiming that, while China saw a clash with America as 

being inevitable, there was a difference between the issues that scared China and those that 

 
37 Mara Oliva, Eisenhower and American Public Opinion on China, Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018  
38 Warren Cohen, Akira Iriye, The United States and Japan in the postwar world, Lexington, Kentucky: 
University Press of Kentucky, 1989  
39 Elizabeth Economy, Michael Oksenberg, Lawrence Korb, ‘China Joins the World: Progress and Prospects’, 
Council of Foreign Relations, Washington DC: Council of Foreign Relations, 1998  
40 Mark Haas, The Ideological Origins of Great Power Politics, 1789-1989, Ithaca, New York: Cornell University 
Press, 2005   
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western powers believed acted as drivers for China’s impulses. The book also laid out how 

important historical grievances are in defining Chinese foreign policy, outlining how they 

pushed China away from both the US and the Soviet Union, and set it on a relatively 

independent path. In this sense, Haas added to the cautionary literature by pointing out the 

underlying strategy within China towards the United States.  

The evolution from caution to threat is observable in Yi Edward Yang and Xinsheng 

Liu’s 2012 article that assessed US media coverage from 1992 to 2006.41 The article outlined 

the fact that China’s military power, its increasing economic influence, and its ideological 

differences with the US all added to the ‘China threat’ narrative. The article also pointed out 

that threat perception tends to be strongly influenced by unanticipated events rather than 

predictable patterns, and that the perception of threat tends to linger in the US mindset. The 

China threat perspective has also been discussed by Steven Chan, in his book ‘Looking for 

Balance – China, the United States, and Power Balancing in East Asia’ written in 2012.42 

Using balance of power theories, Chan argued that China was not a threat to the US, while 

claiming that China’s neighbours were not actively trying to push back against it, choosing to 

consolidate economic ties instead. Michael Mandelbaum’s ‘The New Containment’,43 

published in Foreign Affairs, assessed China, along with Russia and Iran, as revisionist 

powers. Mandelbaum’s work is one of the main articles on the China threat moment.  

John J. Mearsheimer’s book, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics44 was also used as 

a reference for the ongoing US-China dispute. Mearsheimer updated his book with a special 

chapter on US-China relations. Mearsheimer presented his work through the lens of 

international relations theory, particularly Realism. He wrote as an Offensive Realist, 

 
41 Yi Edward Yang, Xinsheng Liu, ‘The “China Threat” through the Lens of US Print Media: 1992-2006’, Journal 
of Contemporary China, Vol.21.6, 695-711  
42 Steven Chan, Looking for Balance-China, the United States, and Power Balancing in East Asia, Stanford, 
California: Stanford University Press, 2012  
43 Mandelbaum, ‘The New Containment’ 
44 John Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2014  
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believing that countries seek to preserve their dominance through pre-emptive, maximalist 

behaviours. In this sense, his ‘tragedy’ of the Great Powers is one where a growing China 

will most likely challenge the US presence, and a panicked US will try to preserve its status 

as a leading power, a scenario which will lead to inevitable clashes. While Mearsheimer is 

correct in expecting this intensification of rivalry to occur, he suffers from a rather Euro-

centric and America-centric outlook, placing the onus on the US to silently back down from 

most problematic issues, something which is not necessarily logical or correct. Mearsheimer 

excuses China’s behaviours as normal features of an expanding power and considers it best 

for the US to cede influence, regardless of what US allies believe, or the risks of conflict that 

would come with that.  

One work that has gained considerable traction in the media concerning US-China 

relations is Graham Allison’s Destined for War: Can America and China escape Thucydides’ 

Trap?.45 Allison applied the notion of Thucydides’ Trap – where one superpower becomes so 

wary of an emerging superpower’s challenge that its attempts to prevent war lead to war – to 

the US-China rivalry and argued that China’s pursuit of power and its rise as a global 

superpower are placing it on a collision course with the current hegemon, the US. Allison’s 

argument assumes that war is almost inevitable in spite of the severe economic distress an 

armed conflict would bring. The main issue of contention is Taiwan, with the US and China 

narrowly avoiding military conflicts a number of times. Comparisons with the Peloponnesian 

War and trying to draw parallels between US hegemony and Spartan domination of ancient 

Greece may also be considered far-fetched, especially making assumptions about the US-

China rivalry by taking inspiration from a European conflict. Allison adds to the tendency in 

western literature to expect China to behave in a manner similar to a European country, in 
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spite of considerable strategic differences. Both Mearsheimer and Allison represent the 

fatalistic side of the threat school.   

The logical continuation of the threat school is represented by the New Cold War 

school. Here, a growing number of academics, policymakers, and officials claim that the 

ongoing US-China tensions increasingly resemble the US-USSR disputes of the past. Robert 

Kaplan in 2019 wrote in Foreign Policy on the imminence of a new Cold War.46 This 

perspective can be contrasted with Michael O’Hanlon and Sean Zeigler’s No, we aren’t on 

the brink of a New Cold War with Russia and China,47 also written in 2019 for the Brookings 

Institution, where the argument was that both Presidents Barack Obama and Donald Trump 

have been pursuing deterrence, and that fears of China as a threat are overblown, since the 

threat is non-ideological. It is the non-ideological element that can act as a double-edged 

sword, though. Mandelbaum himself outlined the decrease in traditional ideology when 

assessing China, Russia and Iran as threats, and interpreted this as a sign of their adaptability. 

This suggests that until the Trump administration the US lacked consensus on whether China 

was a threat.  

Stephen Wertheim joined the debate in the same year and asked if it was ‘too late’ to 

stop the inevitable Cold War between the US and China. All these debates are quite recent, 

and they do not just reflect media momentum. Reviewing the literature, it is evident that 

China has been consolidating authoritarian powers into the office of the CCP General 

Secretary while the US under Trump has retreated from a series of international commitments 

relating to the Indo-Pacific, creating a power vacuum that China used to expand its influence 

in the region.  
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The emergence of the China decline school can be seen in works by Michael 

Beckley,48 who warned of the risks posed by an enlarged and unsustainable Chinese 

economy. He claimed that China was becoming a power that lacks confidence, and that if its 

economy continued to slow down, it would act in an increasingly risk-taking manner. Jiwei 

Ci has painted a similar picture, hinting that China needs democratization, otherwise its 

development will decrease.49 This is the ‘China has peaked’ side of the argument. A thesis 

that provided a welcome change in perspective came from Christina Lai, who observed 

China’s diplomatic strategy in the post-Cold War period, highlighting how the country had 

attempted an assurance strategy until 2010, with the goal of preventing its regional partners 

from turning against it. This approach is understood in international relations as the 

‘responsible stakeholder’ theory, the belief that China was willingly adhering to US-led 

norms and values, only to inevitably transform into a free-market democracy, like Japan and 

South Korea did. Lai also pointed out that Realist theory does not provide enough flexibility 

for a proper analysis of all the nuances of the region.50   

One of the most important works on China, of great value to this thesis, is Rush 

Doshi’s The Long Game.51 Doshi, a member of the Biden administration, analysed the 

evolution of Chinese foreign policy from the end of the Cold War until present day, providing 

an accurate roadmap of how China chose to strategically align itself with western 

organizations in order to gain influence and legitimacy. Doshi’s book argued that the 1989 

Tiananmen massacre, and the 2008 financial crisis were key moments in Chinese foreign 

policy. The first event consolidated the survival instinct of the Chinese Communist Party, and 
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the second event made it appear to Chinese elites that the US-backed world order was 

declining, and that there was a power vacuum that China could fill.  

Doshi had consulted Chinese archives, and conducted interviews with key 

policymakers on the subject, in what is a very well-researched book that offers insight into 

the Chinese perspective with a depth that many western works on the subject lack. The book 

examined Chinese economic strategy and political objectives, and it expanded on the 

evolution of the Chinese military, and its internal domestic ruminations. What is striking is 

just how constant the dynamic between China and the US has been in Chinese strategic 

thinking. Doshi’s book articulated a clear Chinese strategy of competition with the US. That 

is one of the key developments that this thesis underlines: that US primacy is being 

challenged. China usually goes for two objectives: maximizing its sphere of influence and 

consolidating its power in such a way that it can handle any potential coercion from the US. 

In that sense, the book has proven to be an important addition to this literature review and to 

the bibliography.  

Aaron Friedberg can be viewed as a representative of the hawkish school, especially 

in his essay, ‘An Answer to Aggression’.52 He has criticised the ‘responsible stakeholder’ 

strategy, claiming that it did little to weaken Xi Jinping or change his foreign policy outlook 

and called for more military spending, in order to counter China’s revisionist goals. The US 

and its allies also need to regain the initiative in the defining narrative of the conflict, he 

argues. China has managed to advocate for its autocratic system at a time when the US and 

many western powers have done little to push back or advocate for their own systems. The 

solutions for Friedberg are simple - more military spending, more aggressive safeguarding of 

western principles like democracy and free societies, and some degree of economic 

disengagement with China, so that its growth is stifled. 
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Former Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd has joined the conversation, and he 

can be added to the dovish school. Rudd, a China specialist in his younger days, wrote ‘Short 

of War’, an article that explored how the US and China can avoid conflict despite their 

tensions. Rudd explained that China would have preferred Trump to continue into a second 

term, owing to his perceived incompetence, especially in domestic issues. According to 

Rudd, China believes that the US is in irreversible decline, and that Trump has accelerated 

that decline. In that sense, the election of Joe Biden is problematic for China, because there is 

acknowledgement that a Biden administration would be more competent, both at home and 

abroad, than a Trump one. Rudd’s solutions consisted of mutual de-escalation, notably fewer 

cyberattacks, less overt US support for Taiwan, and fewer Chinese military exercises in the 

South China Sea. The two should also look for the possibility of cooperation, in areas like 

climate change, denuclearization, and a more stable financial system. It would seem that 

Rudd’s expectations have been too optimistic to date.53  

Audrye Wong’s article ‘How Not to Win Allies and Influence Geopolitics’ aimed to 

review one of China’s biggest problems in foreign policy: its lack of alliances. In general, 

China’s lack of allies had been presented as an advantage – China has a free hand to create 

tension among other countries – but Wong’s article changed the tone of the conversation.54  

Her critique is on the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), and how there is a difference between 

how China presents the BRI as one of the greatest economic frameworks ever created, and 

how it actually functions. Wong claimed the BRI is a mechanism of economic coercion, and 

its coercive nature has reached a point where China is losing the support of countries it needs 

if it wishes to balance the US. She also argues that the US support for China entering the 

WTO has backfired in a strategic sense.  
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At the end of 2021, Hal Brands, along with John Lewis Gaddis, published an article in 

Foreign Affairs called ‘The New Cold War’, in which they argued that while the world is not 

in an identical scenario to that of the historical Cold War, it is increasingly finding itself in a 

similar, Cold War situation, and that both the US and China seemed to have accepted that 

reality.55 In that case, the US and China would have come full circle, from an era of cordiality 

to the beginning of an era of competition. John Mearsheimer added to the debate in claiming 

that both the US and China are currently behaving in accordance with Realist logic, after a 

long period of US mismanagement of the China problem because of misguided adherence to 

liberal internationalism.56  

Overall, the literature on China has captured a transforming environment. A number 

of works are shaped by scepticism about China’s rise, and they warn of the dangers its 

challenge brings to the US’ status as a world superpower. There are counterpoints that focus 

on building consensus, aside from the already expansive literature on US decline and its 

implications in general. The emergence of works that focus on China’s peak and decline is 

also of note, since they confirm its status as a superpower and assess its ability to maintain 

this position. There have also been plenty of works that focus on adding valuable background 

to China’s own strategic concerns, which has strengthened the literature, since few pre-2001 

works had focused on trying to understand China’s own strategy. The works that focus on Xi 

Jinping and his personalist rule have also added much needed nuance to understanding 

Chinese authoritarianism.  

 

The San Francisco System  
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There are two types of literature concerning the San Francisco System: the post – Cold War 

works that focus on the group of alliances as a whole, and the Cold War era works that focus 

on the alliance members as case studies, without particular attention to the broader grouping. 

Both the writings that directly mention the San Francisco System and those that do not 

outline two common themes: the historical endurance of the bilateral alliance system, and 

Japan’s centrality in the US security architecture. Among the common negatives within both 

types of literature, there are the rise and endurance of nationalist sentiments in countries like 

China, Japan, and South Korea, as well as, again, Japan’s centrality, which makes 

cooperation among San Francisco System members harder. Most works on the San Francisco 

System tend to focus on territorial disputes and unsolved historical grievances between San 

Francisco System members as an impediment to further integration. While that is correct, the 

existing literature could do more to survey the alliance system’s weaknesses. For example, it 

could touch on the hierarchical structure of the system, and its tendency to splinter. It has 

become obvious since the early 2000s that both the Philippines and Thailand are regarded 

less and less by the US as key allies, and instead, they feature quite often within US planning 

for ASEAN. This is a downgrade, because US policy towards ASEAN is often vague and the 

group is not regarded by Washington as being high priority in terms of US ambitions for the 

Indo-Pacific.  

On the San Francisco System as a whole, Kimie Hara’s edited book, The San 

Francisco System and its Legacies, Continuation, transformation, and historical 

reconciliation in the Asia-Pacific57 discussed the territorial disputes between San Francisco 

System members, and added to a general point she has made through her scholarship, that the 

San Francisco System was poorly equipped for further integration owing to the difficulty of 

resolving these disputes. In 1999, she revisited the Cold War in the Pacific region in an article 
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for the Pacific Review.58 She had previously focused on Japan’s territorial disputes, in a 2001 

article for Pacific Affairs,59 as well as Japan and China’s territorial disputes, in a 2004 article 

for the American Journal of Chinese Studies.60 Hara’s book tended to portray US endeavours 

in the region as imperialistic, as some chapters painted Japan as a compliant client state, for 

example the chapter by Gavan McCormack.  

On the other hand, works such as Scott Snyder and Brad Glosserman’s The Japan-

South Korea Identity Clash, East Asian Security and the United States have assessed public 

opinion in countries that are part of the San Francisco System and have gone into depth 

contextualizing the fact that, for example, the citizens of Japan were aware of the imbalance 

of power and did not take kindly the perception of their country as a free-rider.61 Aside from 

Hara, a number of scholars have also focused on the San Francisco System including Kim 

Beazley, who explained that only the lack of alternatives had made the San Francisco System 

the de facto alliance system for the US in Asia.62  Like Hara, Beazley acknowledged clashes 

between members of the network. In her assessment, the durability of the system was 

ultimately of far greater significance than the occasional clashes between network members.  

Another scholar to have examined the origins of the San Francisco System is Kent 

Calder, who saw the San Francisco System as a clear result of the US-Japan peace treaty of 

1951, and who described the system as a product of consecutive, but separate, US defence 

treaties with countries in the region.63 For Calder, the 1950s served as the incubation period 
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for the San Francisco System. He went into detail when explaining the features of the system, 

seeing it as an asymmetric structure, based on one-way economic support from the US, with 

Japan as a regional centre. He also emphasized the endurance of the system, describing how 

the geopolitical and economic changes that ensued after the Cold War did little to alter the 

security infrastructure that the US had laid out decades before. Calder’s framing was built on 

how the US envisioned its early role in Asia, especially regarding Japan’s centrality.  

Significant work on the US alliance system in the Asia-Pacific has also been produced 

by Victor Cha, particularly in his article, ‘Powerplay: Origins of the US Alliance System in 

Asia’,64 which he would later expand in a book with the same name.65  Cha generally adhered 

to the notion that the US desired some form of control over the region, and that the San 

Francisco System was not entirely the result of what was happening on the ground in Asia, 

but more of a strategic solution created in Washington. This point, while valid, is also not 

surprising: it is normal to expect the US to pursue avenues that suit it and do not fully reflect 

the reality on the ground. The US in the early years of the San Francisco System was trying 

to adjust the realities on the ground to its ambitions, with varying degrees of success.  

The feasibility of a more integrated San Francisco System was examined by 

Youngshik Daniel Bong, in his article ‘Past is Still Present: The San Francisco System and a 

Multilateral Security Regime in East Asia’ for Korea Observer, where he outlined the main 

reasons why it would be very hard to create a multilateral structure in the Asia-Pacific owing 

to the difficult territorial disputes between the member states of the San Francisco System.66 

Bong went to considerable lengths to point out just how difficult Japan’s foreign policy was, 

as it consisted of having to take contradictory positions on related issues simply because 
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some of the lands it claims are under its control, while others are not. Bong discussed one of 

the most common themes pointed out by the literature when exploring the San Francisco 

System - that the members could not overcome historical and territorial grievances among 

themselves. The issue of territorial grievances in particular is enduring; but if one looks at the 

San Francisco System from a US viewpoint, the expectations of managing the disputes are 

different.  

Leszek Buszynski also examined the San Francisco System, with particular focus on 

its contemporary perception, and gave insight into the numerous uses of the term, ranging 

from its meaning as a synonym for the US-Japan alliance, to the broader tendency of the US 

to engage with its multiple bilateral allies in the region.67 Buszynski implied that the San 

Francisco System had no clear origin, and that multiple events that ranged from political to 

economic, had all played a role in developing the system as it was then. He then proceeded to 

narrate the history of the network, with emphasis on the changing manner in which the US 

and its allies perceived China, as it became increasingly assertive. Buszynski was correct in 

assessing that there was no grand plan behind the San Francisco System; but that should not 

invalidate the attempt at building a NATO-like structure, in the form of the Pacific Pact. An 

article by John Dower also offered a history of the San Francisco System, noting both its uses 

and its potential to inhibit long-term security development in the Asia-Pacific.68 Dower made 

a review of the San Francisco System’s flaws, ranging from nationalism and dealing with 

China, to the lack of a nuclear umbrella. Mason Richey of the Lowy Institute published his 

own ‘five factors’ that could prove decisive for the San Francisco System, raising questions 

 
67 Leszek Buszynski, ‘The San Francisco System: Contemporary Meaning and Challenges’, Asian Perspective, 
Vol.35, 2011, 315-335  
68 John Dower, ‘The San Francisco System: Past, Present, Future in U.S.-Japan-China Relations 

サンフランシスコ体制 米日中関係の過去、現在、そして未来’ , The Asia – Pacific Journal, 2014, 

Vol.12.2, 1-41  



50 
 

about its values, about Trump’s effect on the alliance, China’s dominance, and the potential 

reasons for the collapse of the hub-and-spokes system.69  

An edited book by Oliver Turner and Inderjeet Parmar, The United States in the Indo 

– Pacific¸ Obama’s Legacy and the Trump Transition, added usefully to the debate.70 

Examining Obama’s approach to China, as well as India, it reviewed the US relationship with 

Japan, Australia, and the countries of ASEAN, and it also gave space for analysing the 

differences between the Obama administration’s foreign policy, and that of the Trump 

administration. The book argued that the US has struggled to find a coherent China policy, 

and that it has tended to focus too much on militaristic solutions instead of credible economic 

alternatives.  

Another work from Kent Calder examined an issue that indirectly affected the San 

Francisco System – free-riding. In his article, ‘Beneath the Eagle’s Wings? The Political 

Economy of Northeast Asian Burden-Sharing’, Calder discussed the difficult choice Japan 

and South Korea have had to make when balancing diplomacy with military decision-making 

and emphasized that while the two countries do share common interests, there are 

considerable differences between them stemming from history.71 He also pointed out that the 

differences in the way in which their economies work have implications for the way in which 

they engage with the US, and how easy it is for them to fulfil their duties in the alliance 

network. John Ikenberry and Moon Chung-In’s edited book The United States and Northeast 

Asia gave excellent historical insight into how the US decided to pursue a policy of 

economically developing Japan, and evaluated South Korea as a middle power.72 It also 
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assessed how US policy changed under the George W. Bush administration, thus addressing 

both the pre and post-Cold War considerations the US had to make.  

Tsuyoshi Hasegawa’s edited book, The Cold War in East Asia, undertook a similar 

review, with chapters ranging from the evolution of China in the early Cold War, to the 

consolidation of the US military presence in South Korea after the Korean War.73 The book 

made the analysis of diplomatic endeavours between the powers of Northeast Asia its 

centrepiece. Xiaobing Li’s work, The Cold War in East Asia, also provided an historical 

analysis of the region, over the same period of time, with particular focus on its economic 

transformation.74 Hasegawa and Li’s works complement each other quite well. The works do 

not talk about the alliance network per se, but they contribute pieces of a puzzle that can be 

used to better understand the dynamics of the region. Park Jae Jeok’s article ‘The persistence 

of the US-led alliances in the Asia-Pacific: an order insurance explanation’ aimed to point out 

why the security infrastructure in the region had prevailed, especially after the end of the 

Cold War.75 His argument was that as long as there was a perceived threat in the region, the 

San Francisco System would continue to exist.  

To add to the historical background, an understanding is required of why there is no 

NATO-like structure in the Indo-Pacific. This topic was addressed by Christopher Hemmer 

and Peter Katzenstein.76 They argued in favour of bilateralism, contrasting NATO and 

SEATO, and claimed that there was such an imbalance between the Pacific powers and the 

US that any multilateral framework would have resulted in a net loss for the US as the 

hegemonic power of the western world. The analysis had several strong points, but it did not 
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sufficiently take into account the existing asymmetrical structure of the San Francisco 

System. They argued in favour of bilateralism, with the hub-and-spokes system serving as an 

example of that. This suggests that the San Francisco System’s loose structure, combined 

with a reluctance in academic discourse to address it as a valid concept until recently, 

highlights a gap in the literature. For many historians, the lack of a formal recognition of the 

existence of a ‘San Francisco System’ invalidated the alliance network entirely, yet recent 

works have shown a shift in the discourse, viewing US alliances in the Asia-Pacific as more 

enduring.   

A similar work by Kirsten Rafferty, entitled ‘An Institutionalist Reinterpretation of 

Cold War alliance systems: Insights for alliance theory’, examined the structural differences 

between the two alliances, NATO and SEATO. It argued that improper institutionalization 

made the SEATO alliance too loose, and that factor, combined with the fact that its members 

had different perceptions of what constituted a threat, eventually resulted in the alliance’s 

termination.77  

Nicholas Anderson and Victor Cha analysed the pivot’s effects from a systemic point 

of view and concluded that it was far from being a failure, but also needed considerably more 

effort to come across as a success.78 Lai-Ha Chan evaluated the pivot’s role in the developing 

of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank,79 while Hugh De Santis assessed the pivot’s 

effects as a means to deal with China’s threat to US supremacy.80 Kurt Campbell, who 

worked within the Obama administration, and would later be appointed by Joe Biden as his 

own ‘Asia Czar’, has written on the issue of the pivot and how the Obama administration 
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viewed US strategy for the Indo-Pacific.81 Campbell has added insight into the central 

objective of the Obama administration: establishing a solid economic framework in the 

region, and how the culmination of that effort was the TPP. In view of the eventual failure of 

the TPP, partly at the hands of Donald Trump, Campbell’s views on the Asia pivot inevitably 

appear in a different light.  

A work that challenged conventional wisdom in the literature on US grand strategy 

was written by David Kang, American Grand Strategy and East Asian Security in the 

Twenty-First Century. 82 Instead of writing about the dangers the rise of China posed for US 

interests, Kang advocated that the rise of China was not only inevitable, but something that 

the US should accommodate with clearly and logically. He argued against the notion that the 

Pacific was becoming militarized and cast doubts on the triumphalist rhetoric from 

Washington policymakers that the US was achieving ground-breaking progress in its 

diplomacy with countries in China’s periphery, such as Vietnam. Kang advocated a 

minimalist strategy for Asia, focused on developing economic ties, and he argued that the US 

must reconsider its tendency to approach problems from a national-security mindset. One 

could criticise Kang’s tendency to downplay the militarization of Asia, nevertheless, his 

approach to US-Vietnam relations and emphasis on the economic realities of the Asia-

Pacific, where the US was no longer the powerhouse, should be taken into account.  

A book that reviewed the foreign policies of Indo-Pacific countries over the past 

decade, edited by Ash Rossiter and Brendon Cannon, called Conflict and Cooperation in the 

Indo-Pacific, New Geopolitical Realities, focused on the US, Japan, Australia, and India in 
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particular and assessed each country’s foreign policy strategy, allowing for the observation of 

overlaps between the US and its allies.83  

Alexander Cooley and Dan Nexon argued that the US hegemonic system was 

encountering new and unique changes in their book, Exit from Hegemony, the Unraveling of 

American Global Order.84 This work examined a range of issues, with particular focus on the 

challenges the US was facing: Russia and China’s attempts to change the hegemonic order 

from the outside, the changing power dynamics between the US and countries it seeks to 

influence, and the risks posed by challenges from within the US itself. The book was timely 

in the sense that it came out in 2020, before the events of January 6, 2021 supported by 

Donald Trump in Washington DC.  

A book that surveyed South Korea’s transformation from the Korean War to the early 

2020s and conveyed just how much the country has changed was written by Ramon Pacheco 

Pardo, entitled Shrimp to Whale, South Korea from the Forgotten War to K-POP.85 Pardo 

underlined South Korea’s increasing independence and newfound assertiveness following its 

democratisation, which has developed in largely positive terms for the US, as it has 

minimised conflict and allowed for better negotiation of sensitive issues.  

Thomas Wilkins’ article in 2022 for Asian Affairs, on how the San Francisco System 

has evolved to meet modern challenges, argued that among the recent developments there are 

better relations between the ‘spokes’, as well as new US-centric multilateral groupings. But 

his approach is heavily influenced by traditional international relations theory and relies on 
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theoretical analysis such as observing the differences between alliances and alignment.86 

Asian Politics and Policy’s 2020 edition focused on the hub-and-spokes concept in the Indo-

Pacific. Charmaine Misalucha-Willoughby examined the hub-and-spokes model in the 

region, arguing that the system is still enduring, in spite of clear signs of contestation.87 A 

similar message of endurance came from Sarah Teo and Ralf Emmers, who argued that the 

San Francisco System will persist in a more diffused form, a development that will actually 

be more beneficial for US allies.88 William Tow and Md Zaidul Anwar Hj Md Kasim have 

explored why the San Francisco System has endured, in spite of international relations theory 

arguments that the lack of a serious threat leads to alliance dissolution. They claimed that 

geopolitics, economics, and regional institutions will not allow the San Francisco System to 

disappear, although it would become harder for the US to manage it.89   

Among PhD theses, an orthodox analysis of the origin of the hub-and-spokes system 

was provided by David Capie, who argued that the San Francisco System followed a bilateral 

structure in order to prevent the risks posed by multilateralism.90 He described the Pacific 

Pact as a manifestation against regional threats, pointed out the flaws of traditional Realist 

theory in explaining the emergence of the US security system, and presented a good 

historiographical review of why overtures from Korea and Taiwan served only to dissuade 

the US from closer relations. Concluding with the Bill Clinton administration, he also pointed 

out how the lack of a perceived threat and the tendency to safeguard existing institutions after 

the Cold War further consolidated the system. Capie’s thesis is valid, but, being published in 
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2002, it could not account for how the San Francisco System has evolved since then. The 

current thesis continues from where Capie’s thesis ends, by focusing on the years 2001 to 

2022– the period during which the San Francisco System has undergone its biggest changes.  

Other PhD theses by Tatsuya Nishida91 and Lee Jeongseok92 have tackled a similar 

question: how the San Francisco System emerged in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Both 

works mentioned the Pacific Pact, and its eventual failure. Lee presented this as a significant 

aspect of the literature, proving that American multilateralism was always an option, while 

Nishida tended to simply mention it in passing. The historical positioning vis-à-vis the Pacific 

Pact had been outlined by Ben Limb in Foreign Affairs, and Lee attempted to make an 

argument that Washington did consider some form of inclusive multilateralism, only to 

confusingly abandon the attempt.93 In the end, the literature consensus on the topic was that 

Japan, as a potential member of a multilateral structure, was too dangerous, given its past, 

while Britain wanted to ensure that any US-centric alliance would have a Commonwealth 

element. The initial attempt of the Pacific Pact was therefore replaced by what is ANZUS 

today. Nevertheless, Lee and Nishida examined the hub-and-spokes system comprehensively, 

with particular attention given to the early 1950s and post-Cold War evolutions, concluding 

that the frail alliance infrastructure had endured under the principle of ‘if it’s not broken, 

don’t fix it’.  

 

The Quad and Quad Plus  
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This literature review has established that a significant feature of US strategy for the Indo-

Pacific is Japan’s position at the centre of the US security infrastructure. It has also 

established that this strategy has put other San Francisco System members in a difficult 

position, due to the fact that Japan and countries like South Korea have not fully overcome 

their historical animosities. In this sense, the Quad can be seen as having another useful role, 

providing a platform that features Japan heavily, but also allowing an opt-in for South Korea, 

via the Quad Plus, moving the discussion away from trying to ‘fix’ the San Francisco System. 

Since 2017, the Quad has re-emerged in light of the fact that its members have all 

encountered a heightened security risk from China. Since the re-appearance of the Quad a 

number of works examining it and the Quad Plus directly or indirectly have appeared, and 

this section reviews the most important ones.  

Some of the most important works outlining the evolution of the Quad have come 

from Tanvi Madan, whose article in War on the Rocks, ‘The Rise, Fall, and Rebirth of the 

“Quad”’, has provided valuable background on Quad 1.0, and raised questions on the reasons 

why the first iteration of the Quad was side-lined.94 Her Foreign Affairs article, along with 

Dhruva Jaishankar, ‘How the Quad Can Match the Hype’, subsequently examined the 

development of the Quad during the Trump and Biden presidencies, essentially Quad 2.0, and 

the way in which it was becoming increasingly significant.95 However, although the Quad 

became more organised over time, doubts persisted. For example, Kishore Mahbubani’s 

article in Foreign Policy argued that the Quad would fail to contain China as long as Beijing 

remained patient because all the Quad members, Australia especially, and Japan to a lesser 

extent, were vulnerable to taking a hard line against China owing to their economic ties with 

Beijing.96  Mahbubani claimed that the Quad would fail to find a unifying set of values and 
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that, in the end, economic ties would bring the Quad members back to being more 

accommodating towards China.  

An edited book by Jagannath Panda and Ernest Gunasekara-Rockwell, entitled Quad 

Plus and the Indo-Pacific has assessed the evolution of the Quad in its engagement with 

countries and organisations that are outside it, especially South Korea, New Zealand, 

ASEAN, the United Kingdom, France, and Canada.97 This edited work has provided a 

thorough review of the growing number of countries that are associating themselves with the 

Quad, and its analysis of the Quad Plus was a welcome one, especially because there are very 

few works that examine it in any detail, because of doubts about its long-term viability. This 

thesis aims to explore the Quad Plus concept, because the Quad itself, despite attempts to 

broaden its purpose, is becoming increasingly institutionalised so that its members and their 

foreign policy beliefs are being signalled more clearly. As a result, should any country wish 

to associate closely with the Quad, it would be making a big commitment, whereas the Quad 

Plus has an increasingly economic-centric format, which is loose and less institutionally 

formalised. It could therefore provide a more suitable platform for countries like South 

Korea, Vietnam, and New Zealand, because they have been pursuing a less bellicose foreign 

policy towards China in the past decade.  

 

Conclusions / Gaps in the literature  

There are several gaps in the literature on US strategy in the Indo-Pacific that this thesis seeks 

to address. Firstly, with regard to the dynamics between China and the US alliance network 

overall, most works have focused on a US-China duality and assumed that third party 

countries will either pick a side or avoid controversial issues. Nonetheless, there is room for 
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more nuance. Has the US been consistent in its attitude towards allied opinions, during and 

after the Cold War? Does democratisation play a part? Is the US becoming more worried that 

it might lose allies to China? Now that China has become a strong economy, why is it that the 

San Francisco System endured, given the growing economic ties US allies themselves have 

with China? The current thesis adopts an original approach towards these issues by 

examining them through the lens of strategic culture and the aspirations of the US Pacific 

Dream.  

Secondly, this thesis moves beyond the existing literature on the San Francisco 

System by viewing it in the context of the emergence of new multilateral organisations in the 

form of the Quad (the US, Japan, Australia, and India), the QUAD Plus (with South Korea, 

the Philippines, and Thailand) and AUKUS (Australia, the UK, and the US). There are as yet 

no works that analyse the evolution of the US alliance network in the Indo-Pacific, and the 

transition from the San Francisco System to the Quad and Quad Plus, and there are few 

works that look at the future of the US alliance network in the Pacific. Even if organisations 

like the Quad and AUKUS push US strategy beyond the original purpose of the San 

Francisco System, that transition needs to be identified and analysed, and this is one of the 

main aims of the current thesis.  

Thirdly, there is a lack of detailed investigation as to how much US allies have 

contributed to the San Francisco System and its successors. The alliance network in the 

Pacific is usually analysed as an exclusively US-supported construct, and while that is a valid 

approach, it would be wrong to assume that every development within the San Francisco 

System and the Quad, etc, has been initiated by the US, with its allies simply having to 

choose whether they comply or not. One example is the ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’ strategy, 

which was a Japanese idea that has been adopted in full by the US. Another example is the 

importance of India’s deteriorating relationship with China which has led India to embrace 



60 
 

alignment with the US, without which the Quad and Quad Plus would not be viable 

structures. India has also rejected joining China’s Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 

(AIIB), which is another blow to China’s apparent goal of integrating Asian economies 

within its own rulebook. The increasing military cooperation between South Korea and the 

US, Australia and the UK, is also an example of US allies taking the lead in transforming the 

region’s security infrastructure.  

Fourthly, the National Security Strategies, and similar documents, produced by each 

US presidential administration, have tended to be underused, but they are a very valuable 

primary source when analysing US policy in the Pacific region - a gap in the literature that 

the current thesis intends to rectify by evaluating each of the National Security Strategies 

since 2001, especially the Biden NSS published in October 2022.  

Fifthly, there is more research to be done on the nature of the rivalry between the US 

and China and the extent to which there is a ‘new Cold War’ in the Pacific, in which the 

American ‘containment’ of China has been aided by its allies in the region. A good example 

of this would be the Biden policies that aimed to restrict China’s ability to develop 

semiconductor chips, and to improve the US’ own chip infrastructure. This required a 

common front to be made by the US with South Korea and Taiwan to pursue export controls 

that restrict China’s ability to develop semiconductor chips - the microchips (essentially 

computer chips) that play a key role in items such as missiles, supercomputers, and 

smartphones.    
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Chapter 2. The emergence of the San Francisco System, 1951 – 2001 

 

‘The peoples of Asia are so incredibly diverse and their problems are so incredibly diverse 

that how could anyone, even the most utter charlatan, believe that he had a uniform policy 

which would deal with all of them’ 

Dean Acheson, 12 January, 195098 

 

One of the key points of this thesis is the focus on the historical evolution of the San 

Francisco System. This chapter analyses how America’s bilateral alliances evolved over a 

period of 50 years, from the initiation of the San Francisco System in 1951, until 2001 when 

the US enabled China to join the WTO. Between 1951 and 2001 it is quite easy to observe 

the ‘hub-and-spokes’ system at work. There was also a notable absence of any attempt by US 

policymakers to attach an official title to the loose set of alliances referred to by scholars as 

the San Francisco System. Throughout this period, the Pacific Pact of the 1940s, along with 

SEATO, emerged as the only attempts by Washington to actively name and promote 

multilateral alliances in the Pacific region. The failure of both those groupings may have 

inhibited successive US administrations from presenting the San Francisco System as 

anything more than a bilateral alliance network. It is perhaps unsurprising therefore that 

academic commentators have been the main group to try to label the alliance network in any 

way. The American thinking behind this bilateral structure has been suggested by Victor Cha 

in his article ‘Powerplay Origins of the U.S. Alliance System in Asia’. Cha argued that the 

US wanted a good economic relationship with its allies, along with a bilateral approach in 
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order to ensure that it would avoid any quagmires while remaining an essential security 

player.99  

This does not mean that the San Francisco System did not have a pronounced 

diplomatic and military footprint throughout this period. On the contrary, this chapter shows 

that the US constantly urged members of the San Francisco System to develop their 

militaries, both for their own security and to reassure the US that it would not have to 

shoulder their entire defence burden. Still, there was a difference in the US approach towards 

its allies depending on whether they were democracies or not. The eventual democratisation 

of all the members of the San Francisco System by the end of the 1980s would pave the way 

for a more fundamental change of the San Francisco System in the decades to come. With 

more democratic allies in the 1990s, the question arose as to how the San Francisco System 

might progress, although it was not until the George W. Bush administration that the 

possibility of a more coherent alliance network emerged.     

 

NATO vs. the San Francisco System  

The US had been very efficient in establishing the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO) in 1949 with eleven other founding members – Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, 

Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal and the UK. Greece and 

Turkey joined in 1951 and West Germany in 1955. If the initial stage of NATO was 

consolidated between 1949 and 1955, the same cannot be said for the US security 

architecture in Asia. On 30 August, 1951, the US and its former colony, the Philippines, 

signed a security treaty. On 8 September 1951, effective 1952, the US and Japan signed the 

Treaty of San Francisco, thus normalizing their relationship. The same day, the US and Japan 
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signed their own Security Treaty, which would last until a new and improved version was 

agreed upon in 1960. On 1 October, 1953, the US and the Republic of Korea (ROK) signed 

their own mutual defence treaty. On 2 December, 1954, the US and the Republic of China 

(ROC) signed their own security treaty. Finally, in March 1962, through the Thanat-Rusk 

Communique, the US and Thailand signed a security treaty built upon their previous Treaty 

of Amity and Commerce established in 1833. It can be said that the San Francisco System 

was formed over a period of 11 years, between 1951 and 1962, almost twice that needed for 

NATO’s consolidation.  

The US had thus established what is sometimes called the hub-and-spokes system, an 

informal bilateral alliance network whose defence clauses resembled NATO’s Article V. The 

process the US needed to establish this system was lengthy, yet the system was also notable 

for its reliance on US centrality (the hub). This was a hierarchical structure, which inhibited 

inter-alliance cooperation and demanded more pronounced US intervention in alliance 

affairs. Indeed, the United States often avoided complications pertaining to the mutual 

defence clauses of its very own treaties, and repeatedly alternated between trying to 

disengage militarily with its allies, and engage, by offering more support. As Kent Calder 

would explain, this network of alliances had six key features: bilateralism, the ‘hub-and-

spokes’ layout, an asymmetric structure (its members were ranked below the US in influence, 

and some members were more important than others), Japan as a regional centre (the Asian 

core of the alliance), reduced participation from Western Pacific nations (the alliance had an 

increasingly East Asian focus), and extensive US economic support for its members.100  

 

No shared norms and values   
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In the late 40s and early 50s, there was an attempt to build an Asian equivalent to NATO in 

the form of the Pacific Pact. The membership for this group was always in flux. The countries 

most often considered were Japan, South Korea, Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, and 

Taiwan. For various reasons, the attempts to establish the Pacific Pact failed. Among them, 

there was a belief that it would be difficult for the US to enact a charter of shared values and 

objectives. The Pacific Pact had Australian and British origins. Diplomatic cables between 

the British Ambassador to the US and the US Secretary of State hinted that it would be 

difficult to find a group of countries in the Pacific with ‘common interests and ideals’. There 

was also a belief that, with the exception of the Philippines, the countries of Asia would not 

be capable of ‘continuous and effective self-help and mutual aid’.101 The US tacitly supported 

some form of regional integration as long as it was based ‘upon the consent of their people 

and should move at whatever pace is possible toward an increasing degree of constitutional 

processes reflected in individual liberties, representative government, free elections, and the 

due process of law’.102  

There were two major principles that took shape throughout the Cold War, and that 

would become important to the US from the 1990s onwards. The first one was democracy, 

which sometimes took the form of self – determination, and opposition to British and French 

imperialism, and the second one was free markets, which largely meant a country’s 

willingness and openness to trade with the US first and foremost. Free markets were the main 

requirement that allowed the US to rebuild countries it considered vital to its security. 

Democratization was something that had to manifest within the allied country, it didn’t seem 

genuine if was dictated from Washington.  
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The US Director of the Office for Far Eastern Affairs believed that the Atlantic 

security pact was a product of unique circumstances and that the conditions in the Pacific, 

with diverse security risks, did not allow for a more coherent approach.103 The US was aware 

of attempts by Taiwan and the Philippines to establish a Pacific Pact, but it was reluctant to 

play a major role in it, due to fears that the Pact would be seen as an American venture.104 

State Department memorandums further emphasized the point that not only was the US 

worried about being viewed as a ‘sponsor’ for this alliance, but that openly supporting it 

would give Asian countries false hope of US economic assistance.105  

The National Security Council assessed that US policy was incoherent and it 

prioritised Northeast Asia far more than South Asia. The NSC concluded that an alliance 

would be welcomed by Japan, South Korea, and the Philippines due to the security 

guarantees, but India would oppose such an alliance also due to the implied security 

guarantees, since India was non-aligned and was thus sceptical of a too strong American 

defensive alliance network.106 By 1951, the US Joint Chiefs of Staff concluded that 

establishing a Pacific Pact would be a welcome idea, as long as it consisted of the first island 

chain, namely, Australia, Japan, the Philippines, the US, and possibly Indonesia.107 This 

decision was part of a broader shift of perception, driven by the likes of General Douglas 

MacArthur, who did not enjoy seeing US policymakers assess the Pacific as a secondary 

theatre. He criticised the movement of troops from the Pacific to the Atlantic as an attempt to 

‘scuttle’ the Pacific.108 A memorandum by John Foster Dulles gave further insight into how 

the US was planning to draft a potential Pacific Pact: Indonesia’s presence was viewed as not 

imperative, and the US introduced language to prevent intra-party attacks. This was done to 
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ease fears concerning the risk of pact members being attacked by Japan. The Pact was 

designed as a ‘recommendatory’ body in order to bypass the need for Senate ratification.109 

The Draft of the Security Treaty,110 along with Dulles’ comments on it, added further 

information: Australia and New Zealand were reluctant to join an alliance with Japan.111 The 

Treaty’s Article IV borrowed from the Monroe Doctrine to bind countries to act in case one 

of them is attacked, without committing to any side in particular. This was designed so that 

the US could disavow its obligations to allies should it see fit.  

The speeches of key US Secretaries of State gave insight into how the US established 

its strategy for Asia. One of the most important addresses given on early US Asia strategy 

came from Dean Acheson, in his 1950 Speech on the Far East.112 Acheson built on the 

existing divergences of norms and values, as well as the existing differences of threat 

perception in claiming that the ‘peoples of Asia are so incredibly diverse and their problems 

are so incredibly diverse that how could anyone, even the most utter charlatan, believe that he 

had a uniform policy which would deal with all of them’. Acheson did outline two unifying 

factors for East Asia: the ‘revulsion against the acceptance of misery and poverty as the 

normal condition of life’, and the ‘revulsion against foreign domination’. These two 

revulsions did influence US strategy to a considerable extent. For the entirety of the Cold 

War, the US pursued policies aimed at improving the economies of its allies, and, in the early 

stages of the Cold War, until the Korean War, it was very sensitive to being perceived as an 

imperial power. The revulsion against foreign domination could also be interpreted as a sign 

that the US was willing to entertain democratization within its allies.  
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John Foster Dulles’ speech at the signing of the San Francisco Peace Conference on 5 

September, 1951, also could be of use to understand how US strategy had evolved.113 Dulles 

emphasized that, with the occasion of the peace, and the outcome of the war, it was the US’ 

duty to take the initiative and shape the peace. Dulles pointed out that the treaty was indeed 

designed to be non-punitive to Japan, underlining the US priority to see Japan re-emerge as 

an economic and political force. The reason for this was the belief that Japan would transform 

into a country that would be normatively-aligned with the US. He refuted assertions that the 

terms of the peace coerced Japan into becoming a US protectorate. Dulles strongly affirmed 

that Japan had a high degree of flexibility in terms of choosing its development strategies.  

 

The US and China   

With the end of WWII, the US, under Franklin Delano Roosevelt, made efforts to include 

China in its global order. Roosevelt spoke of the ‘four policemen’ that would provide global 

order: the US, UK, USSR, and China. Unfortunately for US ambitions, the China it was 

supporting, led by Chiang Kai-shek and his Nationalist faction, the Kuomintang, was 

defeated by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in the 1945-1949 Chinese Civil War. The 

Kuomintang retreated to Taiwan, and the CCP would de facto control mainland China. Thus, 

two Chinas emerged, and for initial US interests, the Kuomintang, or the Republic of China, 

was what represented the ‘true’ China.114 

Until the mid-1960s the US assessment was that the CCP would still struggle to 

consolidate its power, and it would have no foreign policy aspirations. China’s growing 

population, poor technology, and ideological rigidity would all hinder its growth and it was 
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regarded as a country bound to struggle economically in the future.115 The Americans were 

aware that two poles of communist power were emerging, one Russian and one Chinese. By 

1964, the US believed that the Sino-Soviet rift had ‘no chance of reconciliation’ and they 

expected armed conflict. The perception of China as a counterweight to the USSR was 

becoming increasingly important to the Americans.116 The US believed Chinese foreign 

policy objectives were threefold: firstly, ‘eject’ the west from Asia, and diminish its global 

influence, secondly, increase the influence of communist China in Asia, and thirdly, increase 

the influence of China in the undeveloped world. The US believed that China viewed it as its 

primary enemy, due to both ideological and nationalistic reasons. Sentiments of rivalry with 

the USSR persisted as well.117  

By early 1966, the US assessed that China would avoid economic collapse following 

the Great Leap Forward. The war in Vietnam had little effect on the Chinese economy. The 

US still expected the economy to grow slowly.118 A Special State-Defense Study Group 

assessed the China threat in mid-1966. The biggest problem was that China had objectives of 

regional hegemony and world revolution. These clashed with US objectives of preventing 

one single power dominating Asia and maintaining a democratic international system. The 

US outlined three strategies for dealing with the China threat: disengagement, containment, 

and showdown. Disengagement was considered a betrayal of US allies, and an early 

showdown was viewed as not producing the desired effects of changing China, quite the 

opposite. The containment strategy would be the preferred option.119 Given Mao Zedong’s 
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Cultural Revolution, the US assessed that there was room for incremental diplomatic and 

economic reform.120  

During the Nixon years, the US estimated in 1969 that China was not very successful 

in its attempts to establish dominance in South and East Asia. This was due to Maoism, the 

domestic costs of the Great Leap Forward, and the breakdown with the USSR. China 

obtained nuclear weapons in 1964, and this added to Washington’s anxiety, nevertheless, the 

US believed the threat from China would take the form of insurgency, and it would not be 

very effective.121 Memorandums between National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger and 

President Richard Nixon further emphasized the idea that the Sino-Soviet split, particularly 

the border tensions between the two, determined the US to capitalize on the crisis, by easing 

economic controls against China.122 The US eventually realised that, because of its sheer size, 

it would be inevitable for China to become a global power, and it would want a seat at the 

UN Security Council. It did not believe China was capable of achieving those objectives in 

the late 60s. The US was also aware that most of its dealings with other states in Asia had to 

account for the China factor. Over the next decade, the US took into consideration the 

possibility that China might become more belligerent. This was due to Nixon’s Kansas City 

Doctrine, where he outlined five global power centers – the US first, Western Europe second, 

Japan as the third power centre, and the Soviet Union and China as the fourth and fifth. 

Nixon made the point that the US could not afford to isolate China, given its economic 

potential123. The US concluded that, should China become a more moderate and pragmatic 

power, there would be short-term losses and long-term gains, especially in terms of stability 
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in East Asia.124 A memorandum from Secretary of State William P. Rogers to President 

Nixon explained that the reason behind the US easing of economic sanctions on China was 

the attempt to confuse the USSR.125  

US assessments in late 1970 confirmed that China was indeed transitioning to a more 

moderate stance, even though domestic problems persisted, and China’s actions externally 

would be limited by the greater diplomatic clout of the USSR.126 The Nixon Doctrine, which 

stipulated that the US would move away from supporting its allies through ground troops, 

and it would instead prefer economic and military aid as the means of support, was expected 

to have positive and negative impacts on China. On one hand, a smaller US military presence 

would ease tensions, on the other hand, China had reservations about the hardened, anti-

communist stance of US allies post-US troops reduction. Japan was very worried about the 

pace of reductions. South Korea, Taiwan, the Philippines, Thailand, Indonesia, Cambodia, 

and South Vietnam made peace with the idea as long as US material assistance would 

strengthen. The Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand were open to improving ties 

with communist countries as a means of easing tensions.127 As of mid-1971, the US noticed 

that China’s behaviour changed from one that was nationalistic and combative to one focused 

on diplomacy, with the goal of improving China’s international status.128 Kissinger’s 

impression was that a balanced approach to both the USSR and China would have positive 

effects on Moscow. He thought US allies like Japan or Taiwan could be easily reassured. He 

was very much tempted by the historical prospects of normalization.129 During a conversation 

with Nixon in February 1972, Kissinger told the President about China: ‘I think, in a 

historical period, they are more formidable than the Russians. […] For the next 15 years we 
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have to lean towards the Chinese against the Russians. We have to play this balance of power 

game totally unemotionally. Right now, we need the Chinese to correct the Russians and to 

discipline the Russians’.130 

An October 1975 meeting between Kissinger and the CCP Foreign Minister clarified 

US policy towards China for the foreseeable future. The Chinese insisted on two principles: 

they would not pursue hegemony and would continue a policy of self-reliance. Kissinger, 

insisting as he often did on how impressed he was with the Chinese reception, and relying on 

considerable hyperbole, would claim that ‘there is no relationship to which the United States 

assigns greater significance than its ties with the People’s Republic of China’.131 Later on, in 

a speech by Kissinger, in November 1975, at the Economic Club of Detroit, he spoke of how 

the lack of US engagement with the PRC for the previous 20 years was a form of 

‘isolation’.132 Three principles were present throughout Kissinger’s entire speech: strong 

global markets, better relations with China, and a more pronounced role for Japan in global 

affairs. Kissinger presented the US as a ‘Pacific power’, and mentioned the US bilateral 

alliances, however, it was Japan that often stood out by itself.  

During a March 1976 statement to the House of Representatives International 

Relations Committee, Kissinger spoke of a dedication to ‘maintain and continually revitalize 

our relations with allies and friendly countries with which we share values and interests’. On 

one hand, he emphasized the ‘norms and values’ philosophy; on the other hand, the language 

was so vague that it allowed even China to meet the criteria for cooperation. Kissinger also 

emphasized that ‘the foundation of our foreign policy is security’. East Asia was the biggest 

recipient of US security assistance programs, with $496 million for fiscal year 1977, 
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accounting for 12 per cent of the program, and surpassing Europe, with $448 million, and 11 

per cent of the money.133  

Normalisation with China did come with a broader problem: the fate of Taiwan, and 

the implications for the first island chain. President Jimmy Carter had continued the path of 

cultivating good relations with Beijing, inviting Chinese President Deng Xiaoping to 

Washington DC, where they exchanged views about the future of their countries, views that 

were well-received by Deng.134 US recognition of the PRC during the Carter administration 

meant that Taiwan would need another legal designation. In 1979, the US Congress passed 

the Taiwan Relations Act which renewed the US commitment to Taiwan despite the recent 

change in stance with regards to China. Particularly significant was the wording that the US 

‘shall provide Taiwan with arms of a defensive character and shall maintain the capacity of 

the United States to resist any resort to force or other forms of coercion that would jeopardize 

the security, or social or economic system, of the people of Taiwan’.135 By doing so, the US 

ensured that it kept all options on the table should China attempt to annex Taiwan by force. 

This diplomatic status has continued up to the present day.  

The election of Ronald Reagan as US President brought a change in how the US 

viewed its status as an economic superpower. The US and China had finalised establishing 

formal diplomatic relations during the Carter administration. A series of visits by high 

ranking US officials, such as Secretary of State Alexander Haig, had convinced Jimmy Carter 

that the Reagan administration would succeed in continuing the diplomatic path he set out in 

the late 70s.136 This was in spite of the Reagan administration’s decision to sell more arms to 

Taiwan, a decision that Carter described as compatible with the 1978 accords, and justified 
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given that the weapons were defensive in nature.137 Reagan met with Chinese leaders in 

October 1981, and during those talks he expressed optimism concerning the future of US-

China relations, pointing out that a poor nation’s problems can be best solved by ‘the magic 

of the marketplace’.138 In 1982, Reagan sent his Vice President, George Bush, on a trip to 

China, in what was viewed at the time as gesture of goodwill, and a tacit acknowledgement of 

the Chinese view of the ‘One China principle’. The topic of selling arms to Taiwan was 

weighing heavy on the Reagan administration, and thus, visits to reassure Taiwan took 

place.139 

On his way to a 1984 trip to China, Reagan declared before departure that his goal 

was to ‘strengthen Chinese-American friendship, open new markets for American trade and 

establish a foundation for “opposing expansionist aggression”’.140 Under Reagan, during the 

mid-1980s, the US still did not perceive China as a threat, and was focused on the USSR and 

triangulation with China. Reagan also pushed for more trade, acknowledging that diplomacy 

and commerce often combined their interests, and that trade was the main vehicle for 

improving ties with China.141 Reagan remained consistent in this philosophy; one year later 

he signed a deal with China for the selling of US nuclear reactors and nuclear technology.142 

By 1988, most Reagan administration officials supported the selling of US commercial 

satellites to China.143 The Reagan administration came to an end on 20 January 1989, three 

months before the Tiananmen protests began. Nonetheless, Reagan gave comments on the 
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event, and made it clear that Tiananmen took place due to endemic problems within the 

communist ideology.144  

Tensions between China and the US eased during the George H. W. Bush 

administration. Following Tiananmen, the US halted weapons exports to China, however, by 

1992, the Bush administration restarted them.145 Tiananmen also determined the US to give 

more attention to the issue of human rights in China, and, from 1990, the Bush administration 

started a dialogue with China concerning the issue. By 1992, human rights had already 

become weaponised as a topic, with China halting talks over political prisoners as a way to 

signal its displeasure to US administrations.146 The House of Representatives had voted 418-0 

to condemn Beijing in 1989 after Tiananmen, and Congress imposed sanctions. The sanctions 

package did not have the support of Bush, but still Congress pushed ahead. There was no 

threat of a veto.147  

The Bush administration tried to reshape US trade strategy in Asia, fuelled by US 

fears of Japanese economic dominance. Numerous barriers in trade with China had been 

lowered, and an impending trade war between the two had been avoided, as the US gave up 

its policy of punitive tariffs.148 Trade between the US and China boomed in the early 90s, 

despite Washington expressing frustration that its diplomacy concerning human rights was 

not yielding results.149 In July 1991, the Senate attempted to impose conditions on trade with 

China – the measure passed 55-44. Lacking a two thirds majority to pass the filibuster, it did 

not become law, and the failure was regarded as a win for the Bush administration.150 Bush 

vetoed the legislation, which would have imposed conditions on China’s status as most 
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favoured trading nation, in March 1992.151 During a May 1991 speech, Bush outlined his 

approach to China, and it reflected Republican orthodoxy, claiming that he refused to punish 

China economically due to a belief that through free trade and dialogue China would change 

its behavior.152  

The Clinton administration did not consider foreign policy its main priority, and Bill 

Clinton came to power at a moment when the US had the impression most of its geopolitical 

worries were minor, due to the fall of the USSR and the lack of a clear threat. Bill Clinton 

made it clear he would still be tough on China concerning human rights, while, at the same 

time, he also made it clear the door was open to more economic cooperation, a continuation 

from the Bush years.153 China did not progress on human rights, but Clinton was reluctant to 

penalise China economically for those faults.154 Clinton’s policy on China was one of 

engagement, which he defended in 1997, claiming that isolating China would be 

‘unworkable, counterproductive and potentially dangerous’. Clinton’s conciliatory approach 

to China brought criticism from Nancy Pelosi, who called Clinton’s 1997 China speech 

‘masterful in its craftiness in whitewashing China's record’.155 Clinton visited China in 1998 

and his remarks then were some of his most optimistic. He claimed the arrival of democracy 

in China was inevitable, acknowledged key differences between the US and China, yet also 

supported the idea that only through economic liberalisation can China transform.156  

 

The US role in Asia after the Cold War  
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In the 1987 National Security Strategy, the US outlined three principles that it would abide 

by: freedom, peace, and prosperity. The US also made it clear that it would support its 

alliance partners and uphold the moral distinctions between totalitarianism and democracy.157 

The US considered that its policies for the past few decades of supporting its allies and 

ensuring their economic development were a success, and thus expected its allies to play a 

bigger role in burden-sharing.158 The NSS made a point of connecting democratization with 

free trade. The 1987 NSS also cemented the US desire for ‘unimpeded’ access to oceans, 

which would become another enduring principle in the post-Cold War period. The US 

continued the Nixon/Kissinger philosophy of working with the PRC. The NSS made it clear 

that the US saw the USSR as its main adversary, and China was a state that it could cooperate 

with in order to balance Moscow.159 The 1987 NSS also described the US as a ‘Pacific 

power’, and outlined the hierarchical nature of the San Francisco System, with Japan clearly 

presented as the main ally, and the bilateral alliance with South Korea a close second.160 The 

five treaty allies of the San Francisco System were always mentioned on an individual, case-

by-case basis, further outlining the US hub-and-spokes approach. The US emphasized the 

antithetical approach to alliances it had with China: the PRC’s lack of alliances was viewed 

as a major weakness.161 The 1988 NSS largely adhered to the same principles.162  

By March 1990, the US had made it clear that after WWII, its burden of rebuilding 

allied countries had ended, and it was expecting more balanced relationships. Secondly, the 

US also re-stated that it would seek a stable military balance of power in regions where other 

countries might seek regional dominance. There was no clear mention of China, but this 

policy design made the US-China clash an observable possibility. Thirdly, the US made it 
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clear that its alliances and networks were not only successful, they also fundamentally altered 

the shape of East Asia and tied-in the US to it. The US described its own security as resting 

on ‘an unprecedented structure of harmonious relations’, with the US-Japan alliance as the 

most important one.163  

On 24 August 1991, Mikhail Gorbachev resigned as General Secretary of the Central 

Committee of the Communist Party (CCCP). By December 1991, the USSR had collapsed, 

and with it, the biggest threat to US primacy. The US National Security Strategies of August 

1991 and January 1993 highlighted the struggles that would come with the disappearance of 

Soviet communism. The 1991 NSS made the point that the collapse of the USSR meant that 

the US should continue to use alliances as a means to promote democracy. The US expressed 

a renewed interest in the US-Australia alliance, and also claimed that the loss of Clark Air 

Base in the Philippines did not fundamentally alter the meaning of the alliance with the 

Philippines.164 The 1993 NSS, published in January that year, allowed the US to state its 

strategy more clearly for the post-Cold War era. By having no clear adversary, the US lacked 

strategic clarity, and began a process of focusing on narrower threats. The 1993 NSS made 

democracy promotion key, and it also made it clear the US saw the end of the Cold War as a 

victory for democracy and multilateral organisations. The focus for the coming years was on 

economic integration. For Asia, the US outlined five objectives: maintain its status as a 

Pacific power, expand market access, bilaterally and multilaterally, balance China in a 

manner that protects US interests, play a critical role in the peaceful unification of the Korean 

peninsula, and normalize relations with Indochina, as well as expand ties with the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).165 
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The Clinton administration tried to establish new objectives for US foreign policy in 

the 1990s. The 1994 NSS was built around two pillars: more economic engagement and 

consolidating the military overseas presence. It placed strong emphasis on the Asian Pacific 

Economic Cooperation (APEC). One of the more striking developments was that the US 

delinked China’s most favoured nation trading status with its human rights record. The July 

1994 NSS stressed its support for the New Pacific Community, an attempt to consolidate 

democracies in Asia.166 The 1995 NSS marked the submission of the United Nations 

Convention of the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), the convention which codified US ambitions 

concerning sea lanes.167 Ironically, the US Senate never ratified UNCLOS. In the 1996 NSS 

the US gave ‘democracy with Chinese characteristics’ a way in, by making the statement that 

‘each nation must find its own form of democracy’.168 The May 1997 NSS mentioned that the 

US expected China to cooperate with the multilateral economic bodies that it viewed as 

successful in Asia, such as APEC, the ARF, and the Northeast Asia Security Dialogue. The 

NSS avoided touching on the issue of human rights in China, and when it did, it invited 

constructive dialogue.169  

The 1997 Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) outlined the alliances with Japan and 

South Korea as ‘critical to US security’. Forecasting for the period until 2015, the QDR 

expected that ‘more than one aspiring regional power will have both the desire and the means 

to challenge US interests militarily’, with the security environment being ‘marked by the 

absence of a “global peer competitor” able to challenge the United States militarily around 

the world as the Soviet Union did during the Cold War’. After 2015, there was an expectation 

that China or Russia could emerge as competitors, but the US believed that by cooperating 
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with China, it would slow down its military development.170 In the October 1998 NSS, the 

US confirmed that it would not reduce its 100,000-troop military presence in Asia. It also 

referred to its bilateral alliance network as the ‘foundation for America’s security role’. The 

US claimed it would be difficult to amass support among its allies for a hard line on China. 

The US was also proud of its achievements in working with China to combat piracy of 

intellectual property. For Thailand, the US concluded that, given the country’s democratic 

difficulties, it would be best to ‘lessen the financial burden of military programs, including 

decreasing the scope of military contacts such as visits and exercises, and looking for ways to 

reduce the impact of the crisis on security assistance programs’.171 

The December 1999 NSS was used by the US to cement ‘democratic ideals and 

values’ as a means of international leadership and power. Democracy and human rights were 

tied not only to US values, but also to US security and prosperity. One hallmark of the NSS 

was the praise offered to China for joining the US in criticising India and Pakistan for 

conducting nuclear tests, and joining the US in asking them to sign the Comprehensive Test 

Ban Treaty.172 The last NSS of the Clinton administration, published in December 2000, was 

largely similar to the previous ones, with the caveat of adding Japan as a key partner to the 

sections that deal with denuclearization of the Korean peninsula.173 The September 2001 

QDR called the international system ‘fluid and unpredictable’, and proclaimed that relations 

with other countries were ‘often characterized both by competition and cooperation’. The 

QDR acknowledged that Asia was ‘emerging as a region susceptible to large-scale military 

competition’, and noted that the ‘East Asian littoral - from the Bay of Bengal to the Sea of 

Japan - represents a particularly challenging area’. It also emphasized the US needed to ‘take 

account of new challenges, particularly anti-access and area-denial threats’, a tacit 
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acknowledgement of China’s new military capabilities. It asked for a more flexible and 

pronounced US military presence in the Indian Ocean and Western Pacific.174 Another sign 

that the outgoing Clinton administration had a strategy of integrating China was the support 

from Bill Clinton on bringing Beijing into the WTO. His March 2000 speech on the China 

Trade Bill emphasised that not only would the PRC’s entry into the WTO be beneficial to the 

US, but that, quite frankly, the US was in no position to stop it, as the agreement would 

‘move China in the right direction. It will advance the goals America has worked for in China 

for the past three decades’.175  

 

Finding shared norms and values  

This chapter established that the early post-WW2 era was marked by a US belief that its allies 

in the San Francisco System lacked the required set of norms and values that would facilitate 

deeper integration. One change that happened throughout the Cold War and culminated in the 

early post-Cold War years was the emergence of some degree of normative alignment 

between the US and its allies.  

 

US bilateral alliances   

Now that it has been established that the US decided to pursue a security format under the 

hub-and-spokes principle, an analysis of the evolution of bilateral policy is key. Each 

individual section will assess how the bilateral relationships were influenced by attempts to 

consolidate shared norms and values, and threat perceptions.  
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US-Japan relations  

Concerning relations with Japan, the main US objectives after WWII consisted of attempting 

to reintegrate Japan in global affairs, and ensuring that it was committed to building a robust 

defence. Both these objectives took a considerable amount of time to come to fruition. 

Eisenhower expressed frustration that the US was inefficient in guiding a new Japanese 

nationalism into a more militaristic philosophy. According to NSC assessments in 1955, 

Japan was not in a position to regain global status or a strong military, it was mainly 

interested in economic reconstruction. Japan was very pacifist, and the US had the impression 

it pushed too hard for militarization. The main worry was economic stability.176 Nevertheless, 

by late 1955, the US was considering some troop reduction – from 117,000 to around 90,000 

– in order to further determine Japan to play a more active role in its self-defence.177 The 

Japanese elections of the mid-50s brought a considerable amount of socialists to power and 

thus the US assessed that its plans for rearmament would not be able to pass the Japanese 

Diet. US officials also decided to move United Nations (UN) command from Japan to Korea, 

in order to remove the idea that Japan is ‘occupied’, claiming that if ‘we could not succeed in 

destroying this idea, we stood to lose our entire position in the Japanese islands’.178 The US 

also attempted to address Japanese sovereignty by affirming that it did not seek permanent 

control of the Ryukyu Islands.179 A conversation between General MacArthur and President 

Eisenhower, among others, further emphasised the point that the US felt Japan had reached a 

certain degree of diplomatic normalization, and was thus very open to the idea of disengaging 

militarily to a high extent, as long as that would determine Japan to also normalize in the 
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terms of defensive organization. The Americans were worried that if they would not retreat 

from Japan to a certain degree, they would run the risk of losing Japan as an ally.180  

During the Kennedy administration, the US wanted to establish a United States-Japan 

Committee on Trade and Economic Affairs, modelled after the US-Canada version. The US 

believed this would ease Japanese worries that its primary economic interests are in Western 

Europe,181 since Japan’s growth in the last decade had been due to access to US technology 

contracts, as well as US equity investments.182 During the Johnson administration, the 

forecast for Japan throughout the 1960s and into the 70s was that it would become 

‘increasingly strong, confident, and nationalistic’. The Americans expected conservative and 

socialist factions to alternate being in power. The expectation was that the alliance would 

become less important in the long term due to Japan carving its own path. The US was 

expecting Japan to play a more assertive foreign policy role at some point in the 70s, 

preferably by contributing to UN peacekeeping missions.183 Until the mid-60s, the US 

assessment was that while trade frictions and the war in Vietnam could embolden the 

Japanese socialist faction, the security treaty would endure largely unchanged.184  

In the late 1960s, with the beginning of US-USSR détente, Japan developed anxieties 

concerning its role in the US security architecture. Japan wanted China to be not strong 

enough to challenge it, but also strong enough to not be dominated by the USSR.185 A 

memorandum in August 1967 from McNamara to President Johnson emphasized that with 

the US reversion of the Ryukyus ownership to Japan, the US approach should be based on the 

US unwillingness to ‘stand alone’ in the Pacific, and that even though reversion would 

happen, the US saw its military installations as both aiding the defence of Japan and the 
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defence of the US itself.186 A memorandum from Rusk to Johnson in September 1967 

emphasized that the US wanted Japan as an ally, not a rival. Yet, this did mean that Japan 

needed to share more of the military burden. Japan regaining the Ryukyus and Bonin islands 

should not deter the US from its own defensive commitments in Asia.187 A US assessment of 

Japan’s foreign policy trends in 1968 concluded that while Japan was developing 

economically quite well, it would still rely on the US for security, and it would be reluctant to 

directly ‘contain’ communism. The Americans believed there was some openness from Japan 

in accepting some security responsibility in Northeast Asia. The US assessed that Japan saw 

China as a long-term competitor, nevertheless, it would work with it to develop trade, while 

also trying to increase its influence in South Korea and Taiwan.188 

Under Nixon, the first problem that came at hand was the reversion of control over 

Okinawa. The US assessed that should there be no agreement before the 1969 general 

election, the US-Japan relationship would deteriorate considerably. The issue was political, 

not logistical. The Americans also believed the Japanese leaders saw the security treaty as a 

very advantageous element, and expected them to persist in being reluctant to share the 

burden on security issues.189 The issue for the US was that while losing Okinawa would not 

present a major problem for day-to-day operations, it would degrade US nuclear capabilities. 

On both Okinawa and the Ryukyus, the Americans understood that giving them back to Japan 

would result in ‘significant’ military costs, but the political pressure of doing so was too 

great.190 The NSC assessed that, throughout the 70s, Japan would be able to fully assume its 

international commitments. The problem was the extent to which Japan would remain aligned 

with US interests. The NSC advised against a neutral Japan, and it also advised against a full 
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collective security relationship. The best course of action was to improve the ongoing 

agreements, with minor to no changes. Even though Japan spent only 1% on its defence, the 

US assessed that its military, ‘the largest non – communist navy and air force in Asia’, was 

adequate for most dangerous scenarios, excluding an all-out Soviet attack. The US would 

continue to passively support Japan’s military modernization, even though inputs from US 

Treasury favoured a more aggressive investment plan.191 By May 1969, the NSC further 

cemented these points, with Okinawa to be given back in 1972, should there be an agreement 

in 1969.192  

The US forecast for Japan in the 70s was that the country would have a dynamic 

economy, a motivated population, and a stable government. The question was whether Japan 

would be able to find a role for itself on the global stage. The US expected that by the 1980s, 

Japan would match it in terms of economic relations. The Americans believed the Japanese 

saw themselves as ‘bridge-builders’ between the communist and non-communist worlds. The 

US expected Japan to moderately oppose its military footprint in the country, but there would 

be no calls for dismantling the security alliance.193 Nixon’s announcement of plans to visit 

China created shockwaves in Japan, as he did not consult with the Japanese in advance.194 

Aware of the poor optics with their ally, the US eventually became open to consulting with 

the Japanese on China,195 expecting the new Tanaka government to prefer continuity in the 

relationship.196 Once the US normalised relations with China, Japan followed suit. An 

intelligence note from October 1972 assessed that the US-Japan security treaty was not 

viewed by China as an obstacle for China-Japan relations.197  
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Under Reagan, the US and Japan entered a more tense phase. Japan had become an 

economic power, and throughout the 1980s, within the US, a climate of doubt concerning 

Japan emerged, largely focused on the fear that Japan would overtake the US in terms of 

being the world superpower. The Reagan administration, strongly fixated on trade and 

commerce, did not see the economic framework that was designed to help Japan grow as 

something positive for the US. Instead, they saw preferential trade with Japan as a liability 

for US business. Despite these tensions, the military ties between the two remained strong. 

Reagan’s cabinet was divided on trade with Japan from the very beginning. There were 

tensions between the free market purists and the pragmatists over offering relief to the US 

automobile industry by asking Japan to restrain its car exports to the US.198 The trade woes 

never really had an effect on the US-Japan military alliance. In 1983, Reagan and Japanese 

Prime Minister Nakasone Yasuhiro claimed that the defensive rearmament of Japan would 

continue. The broader goal of this move was to ensure that Japan was properly armed in order 

to fend off a potential attack from the USSR.199  

Reagan visited Japan later that year, in November. Even though he declared that ties 

between the US and Japan remained strong, there was a tense atmosphere, largely due to the 

changes in the status of the two countries. The US was still reeling after a period of economic 

troubles, and Japan was no longer a country transitioning to an economic powerhouse, it had 

become one. A Japanese lawmaker told a member of the US delegation that ‘your country is 

still above the standard, of course, but you're not as far above the standard as you used to be’. 

The Japanese were angry that the US was blaming its economic problems on Japan, and there 

were doubts over the reliability of the US as an ally.200 The meeting itself was more cordial 
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than previous ones, with Reagan emphasizing a need for the US to have greater access to the 

Japanese market.201 

The trade tensions did not go away. By late 1984, the US had a record trade deficit 

with Japan, between $35 billion and $50 billion, and Reagan’s cabinet wanted to address it. 

Limits on US imports of Japanese goods, such as steel, were set, and Reagan began 

pressuring Nakasone to pursue a trade policy that would enable Japan to buy more goods 

from the US.202 Reagan told Nakasone that unless he opens Japanese markets for US trade, he 

would not be able to stop Congress from its goal of enacting protectionist measures of its 

own. Reagan officials claimed that Congress was ‘exasperated’ with the lack of movement on 

Japan, and that Reagan had no choice but to increase pressure.203 One year later, in November 

1985, Reagan’s ‘strike force’ on trade recommended that he should consider making unfair 

trade complaints concerning both Japan and Taiwan, due to selling semiconductors below 

market price. Reagan’s administration was targeting Japanese private companies. 

Nevertheless, the move also put the Japanese government in a difficult position because it 

would have been expected to settle these disputes. Competition with Japan badly hurt the US 

semiconductor industry, as well as computer sales overall.204 These events were taking place 

in the broader context of the signing of the Plaza Acord, where the US, France, West 

Germany, the UK, and Japan signed an agreement to depreciate the US dollar in relation to 

the currencies of the other signatories.205  

By 1987, the Plaza Accord was having an effect, and the trade tensions eased to a 

certain degree. In April 1987, Reagan lifted some tariffs on electronic goods. This was 

described by the White House as an ‘incentive’ for Japan, as it had stopped its policy of 
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dumping semiconductors on the global market below cost.206 In November 1987, the US 

further lifted restrictions. Once again concerning imports of electronics, the US renounced a 

policy of 100% punitive tariffs. Again, the goal was to persuade Japan to stop its dumping 

policies. Reagan claimed he was enforcing the principles of ‘free and fair trade’. Sanctions on 

computers remained active.207 By October 1989, Japan’s transformation in the eyes of the US 

had been completed. Reagan claimed Japan had ‘responsibility for more than its own 

success’, and asked it to contribute more financial aid to poor countries. He asked Japan to 

continue ‘being a major aid donor, championing free trade and supporting mutual security 

relationships’.208 This made it clear that the US expected Japan to finally integrate within the 

US alliance system and play an active role.  

The trade tensions between the US and Japan continued under Bush. Pressured by 

Congress, Bush moved quickly and tried to see if he could reach common ground with 

Japanese leaders on improving economic ties.209 Bush was reluctant to economically penalise 

Japan.210 America underwent a short recession during the Bush years, and Bush refused to 

blame Japan for America’s economic woes.211 The year 1991 was also the moment Japan’s 

economic development begins to stall, and the country entered its ‘lost decade’ period, which 

would go on to cover the rest of the 90s, the 2000s, and even the 2010s. By that point, Japan 

began pursuing a strategy of trying to stimulate its economy,212 and it cooperated with the US 

to do so in a manner that would be beneficial to both.213 In early 1992, Bush reached an 

agreement with Japan on the auto industry, despite criticisms from carmakers of the deal as 
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inadequate.214 Japan’s underwhelming support of the US war in the Persian Gulf prompted 

criticism from the American side. In April 1991, Bush had also tried to mend ties with the 

Japanese, and stop the ‘bashing’.215 

Japan’s changing economic fortunes provided Bill Clinton with a chance to change 

the nature of the US-Japan relationship. Unfortunately, Clinton did not capitalise on the 

opportunity that was presented. In July 1993, before a trip to Japan, Clinton presented 

optimism, but the results of negotiations over the trade deficit and greater US access to 

Japanese markets were underwhelming.216 This was happening right after the Plaza Acord 

was reversed with the Louvre Acord, which stabilised the dollar, but left Japan’s economy 

dealing with more problems than before.217 An overly strong yen was proving hurtful for the 

Japanese manufacturing industry, as Japan was dealing with an asset price bubble following 

the Plaza Accord. The slow pace would persist into 1994, and in September of that year, the 

Clinton administration threatened Japan with trade sanctions.218 By 1996, with the tense 

atmosphere persisting, the Clinton administration began signalling a shift in its approach, 

moving away from a strong focus on trade, to one focused on defence.219 In 1998, the US and 

Japan reached an economic agreement on the deregulation of several sectors of the Japanese 

economy, and greater access to foreign companies. The weakening of the yen and the 

growing trade deficit with Japan were the key facilitators to the deal.220  

 

The US and Australia  
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After the US established the ANZUS alliance, relations between the two did not encounter 

major problems. There was a gradual replacement of British influence with an American one 

throughout the years. Opposition began to show with the US war in Vietnam. Australian 

Prime Minister Gough Whitlam of the Labor Party was critical of the US intervention in 

Vietnam, and opposed Australian involvement in the war. Whitlam, the longest-serving 

Labor Prime Minister, campaigned against the war and won, thus having a notable 

democratic mandate to oppose the US. The impression in Washington was that ending the 

war would allow for better relations with Australia, and the ANZUS treaty was not under 

threat because of US military adventurism in Vietnam. Whitlam supported a constructive 

approach to North Vietnam, wanted the ROC expelled from the Asia-Pacific Network on 

Science and Technology (ASPAC), and ASEAN expanded. His views were called 

‘doctrinaire’ by members of the NSC. Whitlam did change his view on SEATO, no longer 

opposing it, but he wanted its scale to be drawn down.221  

Whitlam’s vision of security for Southeast Asia clashed quite strongly with US 

ambitions. The Australian Prime Minister asked the Indonesian President Suharto to pressure 

Thailand to remove its US bases. He planned to use Australia’s SEATO membership to raise 

the issue with Thailand personally. He believed the US military presence in Thailand would 

provoke North Vietnam, and destabilize Indochina. Whitlam did not believe in the ability of 

great powers to stabilize Southeast Asia, and believed it was Australia’s duty to play a 

different role. Suharto did not promise Whitlam anything concrete, alluding that it was up to 

Thailand to decide what to do with US bases. Indonesia did see North Vietnam and the PRC 

as threats, and was hoping for the US, Australia, Japan, and New Zealand to help 
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economically and militarily. The opposition of Indonesia to Australia’s plans was a blow for 

Whitlam.222  

As of March 1973, rifts began to appear between Whitlam and the Labor Party. The 

pro-US Australian ambassador to Washington informed the Americans that a major battle 

within Labor was coming, with the party’s left wing trying to renounce all of Australia’s 

defence alliances and compromise classified US space installations in Australia.223 The 

relationship between the Americans and Whitlam was glacial. An NSC memorandum to 

Kissinger concerning a potential meeting between Kissinger and Whitlam said the meeting 

would have been a ‘waste of your time and an indication of excessive interest’ in Whitlam. 

His upcoming meeting with Nixon was described as ‘all the attention Whitlam deserves or 

requires’.224 A letter from Acting Secretary Kenneth Rush to Defense Secretary James 

Schlesinger emphasized US worries over its alliance with Australia. Some of Whitlam’s 

foreign policy decisions were called ‘rather erratic and even irresponsible’, with the warning 

that ‘if present trends are not halted, there is little question that grave damage will be done to 

Australian/American relationships and, in the process, to our vital interests in Australia’. The 

US hoped to influence Whitlam by appealing to his Defense Minister, Lance Barnard, who 

was viewed as competent and more aligned with US interests.225  

Under Carter, in the late 70s, there were problems concerning the ANZUS alliance 

and nuclear proliferation. An exchange of letters between Australian Prime Minister Malcolm 

Fraser and Jimmy Carter emphasized general agreement over the terms of non-

proliferation.226 Carter was open to integrating US allies in the US review process.227 Fraser 

thanked Carter for his support and stated that the US President had ‘put democracies on the 
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offensive where too often they have been defensive and reactive to events’.228 Fraser was also 

a supporter of ASEAN, and he welcomed meetings between ASEAN and Japan, Australia, 

and New Zealand. He believed that anti-communism was the main driver of ASEAN. 

Concerning US policies in Southeast Asia, Fraser told Carter that ASEAN believed there was 

a ‘continuing note of puzzlement and lack of understanding of American policies’. Carter’s 

plans concerning reducing the number of troops in South Korea added to that impression.229 

Carter acknowledged the input as helpful, but he did not go beyond telling Fraser that the US 

‘is fully committed to retaining its presence and influence in Asia and the Pacific’. He also 

informed Fraser that the US was reassuring Japan and the ROK about troop withdrawals, 

going as far as mentioning a potential build-up of forces in South Korea.230 Fraser largely 

aligned Australia with the circumspect US stance on the Vietnam-Cambodia conflict of the 

late 70s.231  

Problems occurred concerning New Zealand and its Labor government, which 

supported the creation of a nuclear-free zone in the South Pacific. The US believed that the 

imposition of a nuclear-free zone would both lead to ‘restrictions on internationally 

recognised rights of free passage of ships and aircraft’, and also make it harder for the US to 

enforce the ANZUS treaty. The conservative National Party that replaced Labor in New 

Zealand opposed the concept, but, the US believed that once Labor came back, the issue 

would return.232 

Under Reagan, as was the case with Japan, the US felt that its economic treatment of 

Australia was disadvantageous, and there were calls for the US to impose import quotas on 
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Australian beef,233 as well as other agricultural products.234 Bush’s visit to Australia as 

President in 1992 did little to change the tense trade dynamic.235 Australia was running a 

trade surplus with Japan, but a trade deficit with the US. At the same time, the US felt its 

recession was also being affected by Japanese trade policies. In this three-way conflict, Bush 

offered Australia declarative support, but the results were lacking.236 Australia itself was 

undergoing a recession in the early 1990s, and the US behaviour of the time did little to 

improve relations.237  

Clinton visited Australia in 1996, in a trip that was perceived by both the US and 

Australian press as being too formal, given the ongoing trade disputes between the two 

countries. Clinton was only the third sitting US President to visit Australia, and the visit was 

viewed as a chance for a new beginning.238 While the meeting was generally positive, and the 

US economy did improve in the late 90s, Clinton still did not hold back from imposing tariffs 

on Australian goods in an attempt to fight dumping practices.239  

 

The US and South Korea  

The war in Korea, 1950-1953, had a strong effect on the US security posture in Asia. The war 

resulted in an armistice between the US/UN forces and China, and led to the separation of the 

Korean peninsula in two: North and South Korea. Both war-torn countries were strongly 

dependent on their security guarantors. The US struggled considerably with its early 

relationship with South Korea, shifting from the need of maintaining its client state to 
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avoiding too many security commitments. South Korea was led by Syngman Rhee, a US-

backed dictator, and, at the time of the Korean War, the US and South Korea did not have a 

mutual defence treaty. It was only close to the war’s end, in 1953, and at Rhee’s insistence, 

that the US considered a mutual defence treaty. It was particularly irritating to South Korea 

that the US established mutual security treaties with Japan, Australia, and New Zealand, 

given that Korea was the main battleground at the time.240 Once the US and South Korea 

agreed on a mutual defence treaty in 1955, the South Korean government tried to amend it. 

South Korea wanted the US to pay more in compensation to Koreans using US facilities, and 

at least partial jurisdiction over US troops in Korea. The fact that the US had status of forces 

agreements with other countries, and, specifically, a criminal jurisdiction section in their 

status of forces agreement with Japan, was a particularly sensitive issue to South Korea.241 

This was all done under the backdrop of a potential North Korean attack happening at any 

point. The Americans, according to a National Intelligence Estimate dated 7 September 1961, 

assessed that North Korean subversive tactics were prominent, yet they were also confident 

that the communist forces would not push for an armed conflict, remaining of the opinion that 

the greatest risk to South Korea was domestic, as the country was lacking ‘a sense of national 

purpose and faces both tremendous economic problems and a brittle political situation’.242  

During the April Revolution of 1960, Syngman Rhee was ousted from power. The US 

was aware in early 1961 that South Korea was still politically unstable, and it believed the 

combination of corruption, poor leadership from the United States Operations Mission 

(USOM), and a lack of change in posture from the US could lead to another revolution, with 

a potentially anti-American inclination.243 These worries were correct, and, in early 1961, 

South Korea saw the end of its Second Republic and the rise of another dictator, Park Chung-
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hee. The US expected the new leadership to be less experienced, more authoritarian and 

nationalistic, overall, harder to work with.244 In spite of difficulties – and ongoing US 

assessments to see if Park was a communist – the new government understood its dependence 

on the US, and the conclusion was that the security relationship would not be imperilled.245  

The US still believed that as long as it was committed to defend the ROK, the risks of a 

communist attack were low.246 South Korea was still considered ‘an essential element of our 

forward defense’.247  

During the Kennedy-Johnson years, the issue of US withdrawal from South Korea 

was still prevalent. Communications between Secretary of State Dean Rusk and Defense 

Secretary Robert McNamara showed that both considered the possibility of reducing US 

troops and the size of the South Korean army itself, but eventually gave up on those plans in 

early 1964 because the political costs were too big. The Americans still wanted some cuts in 

forces by 1965 at latest.248 The Defense Department was eager to redeploy some troops in 

order to give the US more flexibility, especially combined with America’s plans to use 

nuclear weapons as a deterrent. The State Department was opposed, thinking that 

withdrawing forces at a time when the Vietnam War was generating considerable costs would 

send not only the wrong message to South Korea, but also the region.249 

The US supported Japan-South Korea normalization because it saw it as one of the 

few issues that could stabilize the struggling South Korean economy to a certain extent, in 

spite of the political costs that would come with it.250 As of early 1964, President Johnson 

was being advised to push Dean Rusk quite strongly in order to ensure the US lobbied Japan 
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and the ROK for some kind of settlement. A settlement would have provided an influx of 

over half a billion dollars in the South Korean economy, and this was a great selling point in 

the US view.251A memorandum from Robert Komer of the NSC to Johnson pointed out that 

in spite of US investments, South Korea was still an ‘unstable US stepchild’, and this was due 

to both poor South Korean leadership, and US neglect. The conclusion was to push for a 

Japan-South Korea settlement so that Japan can ‘start sharing the burden’.252 

One big issue at the time was South Korean support for the US war in Vietnam. South 

Korea was one of the few countries that supported the US in the war. The US wanted to send 

a South Korean combat division to South Vietnam, and it assessed that neither North 

Vietnam, China, or North Korea would react too strongly to that development. The US 

viewed this development as ‘one more complication to an already difficult situation for 

Moscow’.253  During a conversation between President Lyndon Johnson and President Park 

Chung-hee in Manila in October 1966, Johnson spoke positively of the ROK support, and 

contended that there needed to be more balance between the European and Asian theatres in 

US strategy.254 The two continued conversing throughout the next months, and another talk in 

December 1967 added insight into how Park wanted South Korea to support the US because 

of fears of US withdrawal from Asia. South Korean support for the Vietnam War raised 

questions about a possible attack from North Korea, therefore it was up to the US to increase 

its military support for South Korean defence at the same time as the commitment to 

Vietnam.255  
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In January 1968, the USS Pueblo, a US navy intelligence ship was captured in North 

Korean waters. That same month, North Korea sent commandos to perform a raid on the Blue 

House in Seoul – the President’s residence – with the goal of assassinating Park. The raid 

failed, but the ensuing tensions on the peninsula further strained the US-South Korea 

relationship. Park pressed for more US military support, actively considered a variety of 

retaliatory actions, and pushed for an amendment to the Defense Treaty that would make US 

defence of South Korea automatic in case of attack. South Korea cited similar US language 

for the Philippines as a reason for its demands. As was the case in the past, the US was 

reluctant to amend the treaty, however, it offered unofficial assurances that an attack would 

lead to US support for South Korea.256 A US assessment of the risk of hostilities in mid-1968 

showed that the chance of a conflict was small: the greatest risk was that of 

miscommunication, and the situation would remain tense, but relatively stable.257   

A memorandum from Under Secretary of State Katzenbach to President Johnson in 

December 1968 highlighted how the US felt bound to Korea not only by treaty commitments, 

but also by history. The Americans assessed that the South Korean economy was growing at 

a rapid pace, and the South Korean military was also now viewed as ‘among the best in the 

world’. US objectives focused on preventing North-South hostilities, improving South 

Korean development of the economy, political stability, and its defensive capacities, 

maintaining the status quo on the peninsula, and encouraging Japan to play a more active role 

in South Korean prosperity and security.258 During the Nixon administration, the US had 

continued with its strategy of supporting the modernization of the South Korean army, while 

at the same time, reducing its own military footprint.259 The Americans were wary of 

undertaking the balancing act too hastily, as it would unsettle not only South Korea, but also 
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Japan.260 Park’s fears of appearing unable to have something to show from his negotiations 

with the US in light of the upcoming presidential election of 1971 meant he gave up on his 

demands that the Americans consult with him in advance of any troop reductions.261  

By the end of 1970, the US assessed South Korea to be in an improved position, both 

politically and economically. The US also believed the South Korean military was a good 

enough deterrent to the North Korean threat. The South Korean diplomatic position had also 

improved considerably. The Americans believed that the withdrawal of one US Army 

division would not alter the balance of power. North Korea started resorting to paramilitary 

and terrorist attacks instead of a more conventional military approach.262 A memorandum 

from Henry Kissinger to President Richard Nixon about a conversation between US General 

Wheeler and President Park emphasized this new situation. The US still believed that a full 

withdrawal would guarantee a North Korean attack.263 Nixon presented his Doctrine – also 

referred to as the Guam Doctrine – to Park in two letters, one sent in May 1970, and the other 

in July 1970. The May letter pointed out how Nixon viewed US policy for Asia. Defense 

treaties would be upheld, but as US allies become stronger, he believed South Korea needed 

to share more of the burden.264 Nixon’s second letter restated the points of the first, with more 

guarantees of keeping some US troops, providing more money, and beginning a new military 

modernization process. The US withdrew 20,000 troops from South Korea.265 

With Ronald Reagan, the US-South Korea relationship did not manage to evolve past 

the tense mood of the previous decades. This was due to a number of reasons, one of them 

being Reagan’s support for South Korean President Chun Doo-hwan. Chun was a dictator, 

very much disliked in Korea, and the US gave the impression that once again, in the name of 
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stability, it supported dictators at the expense of South Korea’s clear lack of democratization. 

The US supported Chun due to the belief that he was the best option to ease tensions with 

North Korea. What the US was looking for was a scenario where it would feel less bound by 

the obligation to support South Korea militarily in case of war. Chun’s rival, pro-democracy 

candidate Kim Dae-jung had been sentenced to death by execution, and Chun gave in to US 

pressures to change the sentence to life imprisonment. At that time, South Korea was 

considering nuclearizing its energy production, and Chun gave signals that he was willing to 

award construction contracts for nuclear power plants to the US. South Korea was planning 

to build 46 nuclear plants by 2000.266  

In November 1983, Reagan visited the demilitarized zone (DMZ) between the two 

Koreas. The visit did not result in any new agreements,267 nevertheless, it was criticised by 

both the USSR268 and China.269 Reagan’s visit to South Korea was protested by students, due 

to Reagan’s association with Chun.270 During his visit, Reagan promised that the US would 

meet its ‘responsibilities as a Pacific power’ by selling more weapons to South Korea.271 The 

US fears of instability in South Korea came true in the late 1980s, as Chun’s dictatorship 

began to crumble. As protests against Chun mounted, Reagan urged him not to react 

violently, and to ensure a transition to democracy. The Reagan administration went as far as 

supporting a Congressional resolution criticising Chun and urging constitutional reform, free 

press, and freedom of assembly in South Korea.272 Chun eventually gave in, and the 1987 

elections were the first free elections in South Korea since the early 70s. Reagan talked with 
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Roh Tae-woo, Chun’s designated successor, a move which was viewed as tacit support for 

Roh despite the Reagan administration claiming the opposite.273 Roh would go on and win 

the election, and during a 1989 meeting with him, Reagan claimed that the US would 

consider withdrawing troops from South Korea should the tensions on the peninsula 

dissipate.274 

Buoyed by improving ties with China, in February 1989, George H. W. Bush also 

praised South Korea for trying to improve ties with North Korea. He believed the moves 

would increase the stability of the region.275 Bush said that after a trip to Asia, where he 

claimed ‘that America is and will remain a Pacific power’.276 The Senate, on the other hand, 

was not happy with the US military footprint in South Korea, estimated at around 43,000 

troops in 1989, and pushed Bush to try to reduce it.277 Roh visited Bush in July 1991, at a 

time when South Korea was establishing diplomatic ties with the USSR and China, and the 

issue of US troops in Korea was difficult, and anti-American protests were common. Despite 

that, Roh emphasized that he would like the US presence to continue in a largely similar 

form.278 By the end of 1991, the US would withdraw its nuclear bombers from South Korea, 

as part of broader series of cuts in nuclear missiles and artillery shells.279 Another issue of 

contention was Korea’s trade surplus with the US. The Bush administration warned South 

Korea of sanctions should the trade deficit not be addressed.280 
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Building on diplomatic visits from Jimmy Carter, the Clinton administration offered 

North Korea an ease of sanctions in exchange for high-level talks over denuclearisation.281 

Clinton was very optimistic about the possibility of dialogue.282 An agreement was reached in 

late 1994 through which North Korea would freeze its nuclear program in exchange for the 

US and other countries financing the construction of two light water nuclear reactors.283 The 

talks never really kicked off, and North Korea instead moved to a strategy of forcing conflicts 

in order to bring the US to the negotiating table, so that a peace agreement would be reached 

over the status of the Korean peninsula.284 Through 1998 and 1999, the Clinton 

administration tried to strike a conciliatory tone,285 sometimes expressing worry over the 

evolution of the North Korean nuclear programme, other times hinting that it might ease 

sanctions as long as that programme is slowed down, suspended, or abandoned.286 

 

The US and the Philippines  

In April 1949, the US and the Philippines concluded a military base agreement. The US was 

worried about the ‘lawlessness’ of the Philippines, but the Joint Chiefs of Staff believed that 

the risks posed were not high enough to endanger the military relationship.287 During a 

meeting between President Truman, President Quirino, Secretary Acheson, and others, 

Quirino demanded more military assistance, as well as war reparations. Truman was sceptical 

of funding the Philippines due to its financial instability.288 As of 1951, in accordance with 

NSC-84, the US, ‘regardless of the cost and despite any eventualities, as part of its Pacific 
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policy’, would ‘retain the Philippines within the orbit of the democratic powers and to deny it 

to the Soviet orbit’. The US expected, given the surge of communism, to have a 50-50 chance 

of maintaining control of the Philippine archipelago. Losing the Philippines would make the 

first island chain crumble. The US believed that ‘the luxury of retaining the Philippines 

within the American orbit for the most part by relatively long-term economic methods can no 

longer be afforded’.289 The US ensured the Philippines did the relevant economic reforms that 

allowed for the transfer of more military funds. The US concluded that the ‘determination of 

the Philippines to play a role in the struggle of the free world against communism has been 

demonstrated’.290  

A letter from President Eisenhower to President Quirino also pointed out urgency on 

the US side for allowing the expansion and development of US bases.291 As of 1954, the US 

wanted to see in the Philippines a government that would be aligned with American interests, 

a capable Philippine military that would restore internal security, and a stable economy. For 

these, the US provided military guidance and economic support.292 An NSC report that same 

year described the Philippines as a key part of the ‘Far East defense perimeter’, and its 

democratic and economic progress was a good example of US commitment to supporting the 

country’s transition from colonialism to self-determination.293  

A planned visit by Nixon to the Philippines led to a memorandum from Kissinger to 

the President, expressing concern over the high levels of corruption in the Philippines, which 

were affecting the country’s economic stability. There was also a sense that there was 

domestic opposition to the Philippines’ support for the Vietnam War due to a perceived need 

for the government to focus on domestic problems. The US-Philippines relationship was 
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described as ‘ambivalent’, with the countryside being pro-American and Manila turning 

against the US. The presence of US bases also incited anti-American sentiment, but 

Kissinger’s assessment was that the Philippines were not willing to actually compromise the 

relationship. To add to this, with elections in the Philippines approaching, both Ferdinand 

Marcos and his rival, Sergio Osmena, presented themselves as independent politicians and 

people who can work and obtain support from the US.294  

By the early 70s, US-Philippines relations were marked by a Muslim insurgency in 

the Philippines, new negotiations over US bases in the country, and discussions over US and 

Philippines positions on the Spratly Islands as well as the Paracel Islands. The US was 

worried about Philippine nationalism, and the problems it would pose for US basing access as 

well as the US ability to protect its business interests in the Philippines. President Marcos 

appealed to the public’s nationalist sentiments by asking for a review of all Philippine treaties 

with the US. Marcos consolidated his dictatorship by imposing martial law in September 

1972, which, ironically, made him more dependent on the US.295 Marcos sought US support, 

telling American Ambassador Byroade that he required ‘active help’ and wanted to know if 

the US supported him, while complaining about a hostile press. He also asked for more loans, 

something which the US refused in order to avoid further entanglement. Marcos was afraid of 

a revolution and saw the ambivalent US position as a form of punishment.296 Byroade’s own 

view of Marcos is enlightening. Calling Marcos ‘a product of the political system’, Byroade 

implied that the Philippines President, like all major politicians in the Philippines, was the 

benefactor of a system that demanded politicians to invest millions of dollars with the 

expectation that they would recover their investment once they come into office. Byroade 

said Marcos had ‘always been corrupt by American standards, but by Filipino standards he is 
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no better or no worse than other Filipino politicians’. He acknowledged, nevertheless, that 

Marcos was very efficient, and did more for the Philippines than many other politicians.297  

As early as 1971, the US assessed the Philippines situation to not be as bleak as 

previously thought. While the Philippines were corrupt, the Americans were optimistic about 

the endurance of the democratic system: the Constitution had prevailed, the transfer of power 

was peaceful. Changes to the Constitution would come through a Constitutional Convention, 

not revolution. In his report, Kissinger said that the ‘Filipino is addicted to elections and if 

much energy is absorbed in the political game it fulfils the special purpose in the Philippines 

of serving to deal with the oriental problem of face. The Filipinos are unusual in Asia for 

knowing how to find a respected place for defeated ex-Presidents’. The press was presented 

as useful in weakening revolutionary impulses, Kissinger claimed that the Philippines are a 

‘compulsively open society, where the life span of a secret is measured in hours’. He also 

said that the ‘democratic values which the U.S. planted in the Philippines have now assumed 

their own indigenous forms. The roots are deep and if we have faith in the capacity of our 

own society to change and survive, we cannot give up hope for the Philippines’.298  

Concerning the Spratley Islands, the US embassy in the Philippines asked what the 

US can legally do if Philippine forces are attacked in the Spratleys.299 The Philippines told 

the US that the PRC views both the Spratleys and the Paracels as its territory, and took 

measures to deploy troops around them, which surprised US intelligence. The embassy had 

requested the State Department for ‘authoritative interpretation of US obligation to “act” if 

Phil forces are attacked in Spratleys’. It also restated its demands for US surveillance and 

informing China that military action in the Spratleys would trigger the US mutual defence 
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treaty.300 The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) assessed that even though the PRC had no 

plans to attack the Spratleys, the Philippines, Japan, and South Vietnam were worried about 

the possibility. Some islands were occupied by the ROC, while the PRC occupied others. 

Kissinger made the remark that the US should ‘steer’ the PRC to the Senkakus Islands, which 

were disputed by Tokyo and the Beijing. This surprised Kissinger’s aides at a meeting. Asked 

if he really wanted to do so, Kissinger claimed that the move ‘would teach religion to the 

Japanese’. Eventually, they concluded that it would not be worth the price. The Americans 

were also struggling with the legal justifications of invoking the mutual defence treaty with 

the Philippines if an attack on the Spratleys would occur. Neither the Philippines nor 

Kissinger thought that it was worth invoking the security treaty in case of an attack. The 

Americans were worried that they were losing their ambiguity on the issue.301 Similar 

discussions took place over the Paracel Islands. The Americans viewed the ‘logical’ 

conclusion to the dispute to be the International Court. Kissinger had a poor grasp of the issue 

and was wary of the US patronising the Philippines with legal arguments.302  

The National Security Council undertook a review of the status of US bases in the 

Philippines in the 1970s, and concluded that US bases had not led to a position where the US 

‘controls a disproportionate share of land in the Philippines’. Forces would be reduced to a 

certain extent after the Vietnam War.303 Some bases, such as Subic Bay, would be downsized, 

the bases agreement would run until 1991, and the bases would be ‘filipinized’, allowing the 

Philippines a role over immigration, heath, customs, and even a symbolic joint command on 
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the bases. The Philippines kept insisting that the 1952 Security Treaty allowed the US more 

leverage than other similar treaties, and the US was reluctant to renegotiate.304  

In the mid-70s, Marcos planned to announce a new relationship with the US, which 

would include a new Military Base Agreement.305 By April 1975, the US assessed the 

circulation in the Philippines media of stories that claimed the Philippines were ‘reassessing’ 

their security relations with the US. American withdrawal from Vietnam was one reason, 

however, a visit by Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceausescu to Asia, along with a speech by US 

President Gerald Ford, which omitted the Philippines when it mentioned US security 

commitments (Ford did mention Japan, the ROK, Australia, New Zealand, Indonesia, and 

Singapore) also fuelled doubts. The US embassy in Manila did not have clear knowledge of 

whether Ford’s omission was deliberate or not.306 A speech by Schlesinger in New York, 

which mentioned Japan and the ROK but also omitted the Philippines, added to the tension. 

A telegram from the embassy to the NSC talked about the need of a visit by Ford to amend 

the sensation of abandonment.307 The instability of the Marcos regime also led to problems 

for the Americans. They knew that Imelda Marcos was trying to position herself as Ferdinand 

Marcos’ successor, and that he did not approve of this. Kissinger enquired if there is a limit to 

Marcos’ term, and Ambassador Sullivan replied ‘no, but someone might shoot him’. The 

Philippines wanted to negotiate a new framework whereby the US paid for its bases. 

Nonetheless, the Americans believed there would be no real desire from the Philippines to 

administer US bases.308 

The issue of bases persisted into the Carter administration. In the late 70s, the US 

renegotiated its basing agreement with the Philippines. The US did not need a new 
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agreement, since the terms of the previous one were satisfactory, but it did recognize that ‘the 

post-World War II environment which gave rise to the defense relationship has changed, and 

that events in Vietnam and in the Philippines add urgency to the quest for a more equal and 

modern relationship’. The Philippines requested the renegotiation and the US agreed. The 

Philippines also protested that the nature of the Security Treaty would prompt a delayed US 

response in case of attack on the Philippines. The Philippines often tried to make the treaty 

provisions ‘automatic’, not conditioned by a series of debatable factors. The treaty also had 

no applicability over insurgencies, or disputed territorial claims. The US believed that Marcos 

did not actually want pragmatic agreements, knowing that the US would ultimately act as a 

security guarantor for the Philippines. He instead wanted the negotiations to go on 

indefinitely, because they improved Marcos’ position domestically and in the third world.309 

The Philippines assessed that the US was not helping with the Muslim insurgency in the 

south and with the ongoing disputes concerning the Spratly Islands. Marcos capitalised on 

that and took a more invested role in the renegotiations.310 The two sides eventually agreed 

on a revision to the bases agreement, with the US increasing military funding for the 

Philippines by around $500 million in the 1980-1985 period.311  

On 21 August, 1983, Marcos had his long-time rival, Benigno Acquino Jr., 

assassinated. This made 45 US House of Representatives members urge Reagan not to visit 

the Philippines, and also urge the US to reconsider its policy of support for Marcos.312 The 

visit was postponed, citing the lack of security in the Philippines.313 One month later, in 

November 1983, 15,000 Filipinos marched in support of the US near Clark Air Base, led by 

Benigno Acquino Jr.’s mother, a sign that the Acquino political family was trying to gain 
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support from the US.314 The Marcos dictatorship would end in 1986. Following US pressure, 

a snap election was called for early 1986, in which Marcos ran against Corazon Acquino, 

Benigno Acquino Jr.’s wife. Reagan expressed his hopes that the election would be free.315 

Marcos won the election on extremely dubious terms, sparking tensions between Reagan 

senior advisors, who urged the two sides to work together, and the State Department, who 

wanted to criticise the Philippines for the fraudulent election.316 As it became increasingly 

difficult for Marcos to hold on to power, the US considered the possibility of offering him 

asylum, in exchange for him giving up power, a move that raised ethical issues, since Marcos 

stood accused of various human rights abuses.317  

What proved decisive was the campaign to gently oust Marcos in a way that would 

ensure the Philippines did not enter the communist sphere of influence. Slowly but steadily, 

key parts of the army were turned against Marcos.318 Corazon Acquino took power and was 

quickly invited to the White House, in a move that signalled US support for the new 

regime.319 During Marcos’ last years, a communist insurgency developed in the Philippines, 

and Reagan urged the Philippines military to continue fighting the communists and also 

accept the rule of Acquino.320 Thus, the Marcos dictatorship came to an end, and the US 

alliance system in Asia increased its number of democracies.  

The Bush years were the moment when the US military footing in its Indo-Pacific 

alliance system appeared vulnerable. They were marked by a stark reduction in the US 

military footprint in the Philippines, one of the most striking changes in the US position of its 

forces in Asia since the withdrawal of troops from Taiwan. In January 1990, the Philippines 
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accused the US of violating provisions in its agreement concerning two military bases in the 

Philippines. The problem was a law that required US bases to buy only US products, which 

irritated the Philippines, who were trying to increase foreign exchange earnings at the time.321 

As talks moved on, US sources conceded that the days of a large American military presence 

in the Philippines ‘are coming to an end’.322 The two sides did reach an agreement for the 

bases at Subic Bay and Clark Air Base,323  but, the odds of the Philippines Senate ratifying it 

were low. The reason was that the bases impinged on the Philippines’ sovereignty.324 Once 

the bases issue was resolved, and the US presence in the Philippines decreased, the two 

countries maintained good relations, and the Clinton administration focused on improving 

economic ties. Clinton visited the Philippines in late 1994, with trade on his mind, but there 

was also room for amendments to the military relationship. Clinton negotiated an agreement 

‘giving formal approval for American warships to refuel and pick up food supplies in the 

Philippines’, in a move that irritated some in the Philippines’ Senate.325 

 

The US and Thailand  

As of the early 1950s, with the Korean War ongoing, the US could count on Thai military 

support. The Thai government supported the US anti-communist position and was worried of 

the possibility of communist military intervention in Indochina. Thailand was open to 

receiving US support, however, the certainty of said support was under discussion in 

Washington.326 The US was convinced that there were communist elements in Thailand that 

were ready to strike when given the signal. The Americans counted on the Thai monarchy, 
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Thailand’s historical resistance to foreign domination, its strong economy, its dislike of 

China, which it viewed as a harbinger of communism, and the anti-communist position of the 

Thai government, as well as its ‘active overt and covert psychological war program’ as 

factors that would oppose any potential pro-communist movements. The US was not 

expecting China to invade, but it nevertheless pursued a policy of arming the Thai military.327  

The war in Vietnam had considerable ramifications for US Thailand policy. Thailand 

was worried about the potential expansion of the Vietnam War. On one hand, the Thai 

leadership wanted a more pronounced US presence, on the other, it feared that more US 

troops would further determine North Vietnam and the PRC to attack it.328 The US increased 

its military presence in Thailand, but it could not increase its military assistance programs, 

which strained the relationship. The Americans also believed the Thai leadership did not fully 

appreciate the efforts undertaken by the US to keep Thailand free and stable. Thai support for 

a heavier US presence was due to a coincidence of Thai and US interests.329 The US covertly 

supported a Thai government party, a process which began in 1965 with the February 1969 

elections in mind. The goal was to ensure a pro-US government in Thailand that would 

guarantee the continuity of the existing leadership.330  

CIA assessments of Southeast Asia pointed out that Thailand was deeply worried 

about the security struggles in Indochina, with Laos being a particular point of interest. Some 

territories of Laos (Sayaboury, Champassak and Sithadone) were viewed by Thailand as 

being Thai, the argument being that France took them away from Thailand during the 

colonial period. North Vietnamese control over parts of Laos was interpreted by Thailand as 

an invasion of Thailand. Also, the CIA believed that Thailand took the Nixon Doctrine 
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literally, believing that it had helped the US enough by allowing base support, helping with 

the war against Vietnam, and intervening in Laos.331 The situation in Laos was similar to that 

of Cambodia. The US embarked on a policy of supporting Thailand, but it would do so in a 

manner that would prevent Thailand from invoking SEATO.332 Thailand was wary of the 

possibility of US troop withdrawal after the 1969 Paris Peace talks, and wanted a slow and 

gradual retreat of US forces.333 

Poor management of the country led to a coup in Thailand in 1971. The coup was not 

tied to any foreign policy issues.334 This was a common trend, as a 1969 assessment of 

Thailand’s domestic politics would reinforce that point. The US acknowledged that Thailand 

suffered from coups, but, most of these were ‘palace coups’ and the rationales for them were 

domestic. Thailand was viewed as economically strong and actually quite stable.335 The 

Nixon Doctrine made a poor first impression on Thailand, who viewed the US as abandoning 

the region, and Thai leaders even considered reorienting towards the USSR as a solution. 

Kissinger told Nixon that he would try to correct the misrepresentation of the Nixon 

Doctrine.336 Following the US decision to stop bombing Cambodia during the Vietnam War, 

Thailand requested the US to reduce its military footprint in the country. With the Vietnam 

War settled, Thailand was facing domestic criticism concerning the continued US military 

presence, especially at a time when there were calls for normalization of relations with North 

Vietnam and China. The US was indeed considering some reductions in the military 

footprint.337 The Thanom government fell during student protests in October 1973, but, the 
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US assessed that the new Thai government, under Sanya Thammasak would not pose a threat 

to the relationship.338   

By the end of 1973, the US concluded that the security situation in Indochina did not 

warrant a heavy US presence, and it was optimistic that it could withdraw troops by its own 

schedule. Decisions339 concerning long-term deployments were deferred until the military 

situation stabilized.340 It was considerably difficult for the Thai government to tolerate US 

presence in light of the wider perception of the US presence there as undermining Thailand’s 

sovereignty. Out of the $135 billion in military and economic aid offered to Indochina since 

1951, Thailand received only $2 billion, despite being the main US military hub, with 

opportunities for US military operations in Laos and Cambodia. The US ignored this 

financial detail, but Thailand was very aware of it. The embassy also argued that Thailand 

was treated ‘as a normal developing country in most aid planning, and a minor ally in most 

MAP (military assistance programs) programming’. The question was ‘how much does the 

USG want in Thailand and at what price’.341  

A May 1975 conversation between Kissinger and his staff illustrated tensions among 

them. Some staff members believed the US military presence was heavy and the US attitude 

towards Thailand had been reckless. Kissinger was dismissive, implying that Thailand, 

through allowing US bases, shared complicity with US actions.342 By March 1976, frictions 

emerged between the US plans for a residual military presence, and the extent to which the 

Thai hierarchy was willing to accept it. The US believed Thailand had lost faith in the value 

of American presence as a counterweight to Vietnam.343 The US eventually agreed to draw 
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back most of its residual military presence.344 Given the unstable situation in Cambodia, 

Thailand played an active military role there. The extent of US support for these overtures 

was deemed underwhelming by Thailand.345 As of the late 70s, the US-Thailand relationship 

was marred by drug trade issues, particularly regarding heroin and opium. The US and 

Thailand saw eye to eye on narcotics.346 As of 1979, Thailand was worried that Vietnam 

would invade,347 and requested the US send more military support.348 The US offered relief 

aid, and Thailand welcomed it.349 By the mid-1980s, the US offered military support, in an 

accelerated fashion.350 

Under Reagan, Thailand’s wariness concerning US support for stability in the 

Vietnam-Cambodia conflict continued.351  The raising threat posed by Vietnamese troops in 

Cambodia determined the US to sell 40 M-48 tanks to Thailand.352 By the end of the Reagan 

administration, the US revoked special trading privileges worth $165 million for Thailand 

due to the refusal to grant copyright protection for US pharmaceuticals and software.353 

During the Bush administration, the US and Thailand went through their own period of 

tensions over trade. The Bush administration threatened Thailand with retaliatory tariffs in 

order to improve US copyrights of computer software, music, movies, and books.354 Tempers 

flared in March 1992 as well, when the Thailand military junta appointed a prime minister, 

Narong Wongwan, who the US considered had ties to drug trafficking.355  
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With Bill Clinton elected President in 1992, trade would become the focus of the 

relationship throughout the 90s. During a tour of the Asia-Pacific in 1996, Clinton claimed 

the US and Thailand share ‘the dream of an Asia-Pacific region where economic growth and 

democratic ideals are advancing steadily and reinforcing one another’.356 The late 90s were 

difficult for most countries in Asia, culminating with the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997. 

Thailand was no exception, needing a bailout from the International Monetary Fund (IMF). 

The $16 billion rescue package had the support of the Clinton administration,357 which also 

urged investors to spend money in Thailand in order to avoid a deeper recession.358  

 

Conclusion  

How did the US alliance network evolve in Asia in the half century from 1951 to 2001? The 

first conclusion is that the San Francisco System was a far less integrated alliance network 

than one would normally see in a grouping like NATO, for example. The US had remained 

consistent in maintaining a bilateral approach to alliance affairs, with little opportunity for its 

members to work together as each alliance was based on a separate security arrangement. The 

unwillingness of the US to encourage member states of the San Francisco System to form a 

collective was so pronounced that it did not have an overarching term for them, preferring 

instead either to refer to its ‘bilateral alliances in Asia’ or simply to enumerate the five treaty 

signatories – Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Thailand and Australia - when addressing 

security issues in the Pacific.  

Another conclusion concerns the differing US attitude towards those allies that were 

democratic and those that were non-democratic. It is possible to infer an American approach 
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to alliance policy in Asia depending on the democratic status of the ally concerned. US 

policymakers appeared to respect a country that was a democracy far more than one which 

was a dictatorship. In the case of an ally that was a dictatorship, the US would pursue a 

strategy of ensuring it was well-defended, and it would then encourage it towards market 

liberalization and free trade, in the belief that this process would lead to the eventual 

democratisation of the ally. This scenario was visible across the San Francisco System. In the 

case of Japan, a democracy, the US expected it to join the international community and it 

gave back territories like the Ryukyus, Bonin Islands, and Okinawa, in order to resolve 

political tensions. Similarly, in the case of  Australia, when the US was challenged by an 

Australian Prime Minister who  did not believe in the American approach to security and 

diplomacy for Asia, frustrations arose in Washington. Still, the manner of the approach was 

restrained, and the episode maintained a certain degree of diplomatic finesse.  

In the cases of South Korea and the Philippines, the US was far more cynical. It 

supported dictators as long as they kept the two countries aligned with the US. It was 

preoccupied with the economic development of those countries regardless of any issues that 

might prove to be problematic down the road, as was the case with normalization between 

Japan and South Korea. Once the Philippines people removed their dictator and started 

pushing for the US to remove its bases in the 1990s, there was no major pushback from 

Washington. As regards Thailand, the US government viewed it as a democracy, albeit a 

flawed one, and it became desensitised to Thailand’s inclination towards coups. American 

policymakers simply concluded that the coups were palace coups with little effect on the 

alliance with the US, and thus they decided to largely gloss over them. While this instinct was 

understandable, it is striking that the US would not push for the correction of an otherwise 

worrying development, all because it maintained a passive belief that ultimately, Thailand 

was a flawed democracy.  
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As regards China, a significant conclusion to be drawn from this chapter is that the 

Sino-American relationship went from a position where American policymakers did not even 

consider the Beijing regime as being the ‘true China’ to one where Washington willingly 

cooperated with China to undermine the USSR. The US was so committed to this strategy 

that it completely disregarded the shockwaves that working with China would send through 

Tokyo. The US and China entered something of a golden age in their relations from the 

1970s until the 1990s. In the late 1990s the first complaints began to surface regarding 

China’s lack of common ground with US values in terms of human rights, but the Clinton 

administration chose to ignore them. China’s entrance to the WTO in 2001 would mark a 

peak moment when Washington believed that, with the USSR out of the picture, China would 

eventually follow in the footsteps of the US towards capitalism and democracy.  

Another key development that took place during the 50 years from 1951 to 2001 is 

that American allies, from Japan to Thailand, had cultivated a security relationship with the 

United States which ensured that their own militaries had become increasingly effective. In 

addition, in spite of occasional economic downturns, another clear development by 2001 was 

that all of the US allies in the Asia-Pacific had made progress in terms of improving their 

financial health so that by the turn of the 21st century, the San Francisco System had emerged 

as a more stable, competent, and better suited collection of allies for working with its central 

‘hub’, the United States, than had previously been the case.   
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Chapter 3. George W. Bush and Quad 1.0 

 

‘The Cold War is over. Exactly against whom are we non-aligned?’ 

K. Natwar Singh, Indian Minister of Foreign Affairs359 

 

The United States lacked a clear threat at the end of the 1990s. With the USSR gone, 

and many Asian economies still reeling after the 1997 IMF crisis, the question was what the 

future would look like for the US network of alliances in Asia. During the George W. Bush 

administration, the tragedy of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks would determine a 

strong shift in what America considered a threat and in its strategic culture. The new main 

threat for the Bush administration was terrorism. Interestingly, all US allies in the San 

Francisco System adapted to terrorism as the new existential threat for America, and 

implicitly, the American worldview. This chapter is structured as follows: firstly, it will 

assess US-China relations, insisting on the point that as of 2008, the two countries did not 

behave like rivals. It will then move on to an analysis of the San Francisco System, 

expanding on how all five US allies went along with the Bush administration’s 

counterterrorism agenda in order to ensure their bilateral alliances with the US would remain 

stable. Thirdly, it will look at attempts to pursue greater political and economic integration in 

Asia, with a particular focus on the Quad, concluding that neither the US nor its allies were 

sufficiently committed to a comprehensive multilateral political format that would advance 

their interests.  
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The US and China  

As was the case in previous administrations, the US was willing to establish increasingly 

closer ties with China. The Bush administration was a clear example of a presidency which 

willingly disregarded persistent flaws in Sino-American relations in order to pursue the 

greater goal of facilitating China’s transformation into a democracy by increasing its access 

to free trade. The Bush administration was aware of China’s poor human rights record, and it 

was aware of its tense relationship with Taiwan and Hong Kong, but key members from the 

President to his Secretaries of State and cabinet members chose to treat those problems as 

secondary. The result was a thaw in Sino-American relations that allowed China to not only 

better position itself as a counterweight to America, but also allowed it to pressure and obtain 

the dissolution of key bodies that could have posed problems to it, such as the Quad.  

Since Nixon’s visit to China, the US had hoped that with time the PRC would slowly 

adapt to the US-led worldview and become a compliant state. The Bush years were a good 

example of that. The Bush family had strong ties with China, and Sino-American politics 

went smoothly. This impression was best expressed in comments made by US Secretary of 

State Colin Powell in 2001, when he both welcomed China’s bid to enter the World Trade 

Organisation (WTO) and also labelled China a ‘strategic competitor’.360 Powell eventually 

conceded that the foundation of the US-China relationship would consist of economic 

reforms and integration.361 This rationale made sense knowing that the WTO is a US-led 

body, a part of the established US-led economic infrastructure, and it makes it clear that, at 

the time, the US believed China would be integrated into its economic system. Powell and 
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US National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice specifically refuted the notion that China 

was a threat in speeches given in 2002 and 2003.362  

In a similar vein, James Kelly, Assistant Secretary for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 

emphasized that not only the US, but also its allies, were optimistic about China’s 

contributions to the global economy. At the same time, he confirmed lingering doubts from 

the Clinton years about Chinese authoritarianism, nationalism, and he claimed he worried the 

Chinese political establishment had a poor understanding of the US political process363 and 

intentions.364 Both Randall Schriver,365 Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian 

and Pacific Affairs, and James Kelly expressed the belief that market liberalisation would 

alter the nature of Chinese politics, forcing the country to democratise.366 The WTO was seen 

as a mechanism that would amplify those developments.367 

The Bush administration was very committed to free trade as a mechanism of change, 

continuing Reagan era principles. Assistant Secretary of State Anthony Wayne’s remarks to 

the American Chamber of Commerce in Hong Kong emphasised four pillars of US economic 

policy, three of which were tied to free trade (resilient markets, trade flexibility, free trade as 

a principle). Only the fourth pillar, strengthening of international institutions, did not directly 

touch on free trade. Still, it could be considered something that also enables free trade, as the 

Bush administration has always supported economic groups such as the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), or the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC).368 

George W. Bush also displayed a more positive position towards China. Bush was 

consistent in this throughout his administration. During a 2001 talk with Chinese Vice 
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Premier Qian Qichen, Bush said that ‘friendly relations and cooperation between China and 

the United States is in the interest of Asia’. During a press conference with President Jiang 

Zemin, Bush denied the US and China were in a ‘clash of civilisations’, and added that 

‘different civilizations and social systems ought to have long-term coexistence and achieve 

common development in the spirit of seeking common ground while shelving differences’.369 

During a 2002 meeting, both of them saw the economy, trade, science, and technology as 

areas where the US and China could cooperate, and both agreed that they need to make a 

common front against terrorism. Jiang told Bush that China did not see the US as a threat, 

even though he reminded him to ‘not do unto others what you would not like others to do 

unto you’.370 During another meeting in Crawford, Texas, in 2002, Jiang insisted that China 

was not an expansionist power, and even when it would become more developed, it would 

not aim to threaten other countries.371 When Hu Jintao replaced Jiang as President of China, 

not much changed. Despite tensions over Taiwan, by 2003 Bush maintained the principle that 

more economic freedom would lead to political liberalisation.372 

There was a short window in 2005 when the US expressed doubts concerning China’s 

intentions. During an April 2005 hearing in front of the House International Relations 

Committee, Schriver commented on China’s passage of anti-secession legislation, a move 

targeted at Taiwan. The law essentially forbade the Republic of China (ROC) to secede from 

the People’s Republic of China (PRC), and hinted at military action should Taiwan consider 

the option. Schriver proclaimed US opposition to the legislation, implied it was 

counterintuitive to traditional Chinese policy on cross-strait relations, and that any move that 

made the likelihood of military action more likely was unwelcome. Schriver accused China 
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of undermining cross-strait relations.373 The tone from other US officials that same year was 

relatively different. In May 2005, Evans Revere, Acting Assistant Secretary for East Asian 

and Pacific Affairs, pointed out in a conference at the Center for Strategic and International 

Studies (CSIS) that China would be welcomed as a global power if it could raise to meet the 

expectations that are usually held of such powers.374 

Similar ideas came from Christopher Hill, Assistant Secretary for East Asian and Pacific 

Affairs, in testimony to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in June 2005. Hill warned 

that US-China competition should not be viewed as a zero-sum game and claimed that 

China’s desire to have its political influence match its economic weight would allow it to 

shape the regional system to its advantage. Hill also expanded on how China tended to use its 

trade influence to alter the behavior of other countries, notably Taiwan and North Korea, and 

claimed the unresolved historical tensions with Japan could add to the tense political 

environment. Despite this critical framing, Hill was ultimately conciliatory regarding US 

strategy for China: he said China’s ‘global emergence is a natural consequence of economic 

growth and development’, and that the US ‘must work with China, and with our partners 

around the world, to ensure that its emergence takes place within strong regional and global 

security, economic and political arrangements’. He also told the Committee that America 

must ensure it would not have its influence in Asia diminished.375 To add to this, Nicholas 

Burns, Under Secretary for Political Affairs, claimed ‘we don’t seek to contain China, we 

seek to engage China’ during a talk in New York City in October 2005 at the Asia Society.376  

Bush and Hu met in New York City at the Waldorf-Astoria in September 2005. Most key 

remarks came from Hu. He stated that China did not purse a trade surplus with the US as a 
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strategy, he promised concessions on intellectual property reforms, an area where the US 

often complained, and applauded US opposition to Taiwan independence. Hu pointed out that 

the US and China ‘need to see the fact that mutually beneficially and win-win cooperation is 

the mainstream of our relationship’.377 At the same summit, Mike Green, Special Assistant to 

the President for National Security Affairs, and Senior Director for Asian Affairs told the 

press that Hu expanded on his peaceful development theory, informing Bush that should 

China have access to a peaceful environment to develop normally, tensions would recede. 

Green also described the meeting as ‘cordial’ and ‘friendly’.378 During a March 2006 speech 

in Sydney, Rice also spoke on the issue of China, claiming that ‘we want conditions in which 

China's rise is a positive force for the region.’ She restated the US belief that membership in 

the WTO would determine China to open up its autocratic regime.379  

An April 2006 meeting between Bush and Hu gave more indications about the tone of the 

relationship. Bush claimed that the US and China ‘don't agree on everything, but we're able to 

discuss our disagreements in a spirit of friendship and cooperation’. Hu added that the two 

countries ‘share extensive, common strategic interests, and there is a broad prospect for the 

mutually beneficial cooperation between the two countries’. Hu offered little surprise by 

claiming that Taiwan is ‘an inalienable part of Chinese territory’, and he also offered evasive 

answers to questions regarding China’s democratization. Asked when China would become a 

democracy, Hu diminished hopes of democratization, as it was understood by the West:  

I don't know—what do you mean by a democracy? What I can tell you is that we've 

always believed in China that if there is no democracy, there will be no modernization, 

which means that ever since China's reform and opening up in the late 1970s, China, on 
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the one hand, has vigorously promoted economic reforms, and on the other, China has 

also been actively, properly, and appropriately moved forward the political 

restructuring process. And we have always been expanding the democracy and 

freedoms for the Chinese citizens. In the future, we will, in the light of China's own 

national conditions and the will of the Chinese people, continue to move ahead the 

political restructuring and to develop a socialist democracy. And we will further expand 

the orderly participation of the Chinese citizens in political affairs so that the Chinese 

citizens will be in a better position to exercise their democratic rights in terms of 

democratic supervision, democratic management, and democratic decisionmaking’.380 

In spite of Hu’s remarks, which should have given a very clear signal that China was not 

willing to join other countries in Asia down the path of democratization, the US NSS was 

cautiously optimistic about Chinese-American relations. It claimed that as long as China 

would keep its commitment to peaceful development, it would realize that it shared the same 

exposure as the US to the challenges of globalization and transnational threats. Mutual 

interests were expected to bring the US and China together on issues such as 

counterterrorism, nuclear proliferation, or energy security. Combating disease pandemics, 

fighting climate change and environmental degradation were also areas of interest.381 

It is clear that for the Americans, the rise of China was viewed as something enabled by 

the international economic system that they backed, and in that case, it was logical to 

welcome China as part of the group of developed countries. These sentiments were amplified 

by President Bush during an August 2008 radio address, when he told Americans that 

China’s changes were something to be welcomed, because they provided investment 
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opportunities for the US.382 The consistency of the American thoughts on China was also 

presented by Deputy Assistant Secretary for East Asian and Pacific Affairs Thomas 

Christensen, in a March 2008 statement before the US-China Economic and Security Review 

Commission. Christensen pointed out that the US was ‘not attempting to contain or counter 

China’s growing influence’, and that in ‘sharp contrast with the Cold War containment policy 

we applied to the Soviet Union, we are actively encouraging China to play a greater role in 

international diplomacy and in the international economic architecture’. He explained that a 

strong US presence in Asia would incentivize China to make choices that would also align 

with US interests, and that the integration of China into multilateral groups such as the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) would be a net positive.383  

In hindsight, the handling of China during the Bush administration was poor. There was 

too much optimism concerning the free market’s power as a tool of democratization, and the 

US willingly disregarded problems concerning human rights and authoritarianism that it had 

known about for decades. America had one brand new structural problem however, and that 

was its increasing financial dependence on China. After WWII, the US economy grew 

rapidly, and defence spending was not too much of a problem. However, after 9/11, America 

found it more challenging to sustain the international system that suited its ambitions. 

America’s current account deficit is on an unsustainable path, and without deficit reduction, 

the country will encounter inevitable economic pitfalls. As of 2004, Asian countries, 

especially China and Japan, accounted for 80 percent of central bank purchases of dollars in 

the US. The biggest issue was that China surpassed Japan in terms of being the US’ biggest 

creditor. The extent to which China needs US Treasuries decreases, but the US needs China 

or other countries to buy them, and thus, a dilemma is created. On the other hand, a collapse 

of the US economy would end up hurting the Chinese and other Asian economies too. The 
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more positive scenario requires a form of sustainable economic burden-sharing. For the US, 

the fact that the country with the heaviest say on ownership of its debt had shifted from Japan 

to China, was something with considerable geopolitical implications, and made its overall 

economic outlook less predictable.384  

 

The San Francisco System  

The Bush administration was, in many ways, one of the last orthodox administrations when it 

came to the San Francisco System. Bush was a believer in the conventional way of doing 

diplomacy, which was essentially bilateral. The signs were visible in many areas: focusing on 

Japan as the centrepiece of the hub-and-spokes system, choosing not to go further with the 

Quad, aiming to cooperate with China, having a common ground with countries in the same 

region, such as counterterrorist cooperation with both the Philippines and Thailand, and still 

being reluctant to explore more integrated options, not engaging too much with either the 

East Asia Community or the East Asia Summit, and the list could go on. The Bush years 

represented one of America’s last flirtations with the diplomatic behaviour of the Cold War 

and the 90s.  

America’s bilateral alliances served their purpose during the Cold War. With the 

USSR having collapsed, the San Francisco System did not go away. What happened during 

the Bush years was actually the opposite: the San Francisco System found a new purpose, all 

under the guise of fighting terrorism. The 2002 National Security Strategy (NSS) described 

the ‘single sustainable model for national success: freedom, democracy, and free enterprise’, 

spoke of a strong military defence against terrorism, and promised to promote democracy as 

the only system that guaranteed freedom. The third chapter of the NSS expanded on how 
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alliances could be used to counter terrorism. It spoke of how the US could collaborate with 

allies to fight a ‘war of ideas’ against terrorism. Chapter Eight of the NSS mentioned that the 

9/11 terrorist attacks had ‘energized’ the bilateral alliances in Asia and gave clear hints on 

how the US would plan to work with allies. There was a clear expectation from the US for 

Japan to play a leading regional and global role. The shared values and norms facilitated that. 

For South Korea, the goal was to improve cooperation with North Korea on denuclearization. 

For Australia, there was no specific mention other than a need for the alliance to keep on 

developing on positive terms. The US also remained committed to keeping forces in Asia in 

order to reflect its commitment. Finally, it emphasized the positive effect of economic 

alliances such as ASEAN and APEC, and committed to support them.385  

In a speech in New York City in 2002, Powell described the US as the ‘balance wheel 

of security in Asia’. Kelly also used the phrase ‘five traditional allies’ when giving testimony 

to the House International Relations Committee386. When giving a speech in Washington DC, 

Director of Policy Planning Mitchell Reiss claimed that the US must continue the 

‘commitment to our five bilateral alliances and key security partnerships’.387 This is an 

example of how, at the time, the US was still reluctant to put a label on the San Francisco 

System, instead going by generic formulations. When the Bush administration became 

increasingly intertwined with the fight against terrorism, Rice hinted that counterterrorism 

might be a chance for Asia’s bilateral security framework to change into something more 

comprehensive, but did not give more details.388 The fact that the US was willing to entertain 

multilateralism under the guise of counterterrorism shows just how important the issue was 

for the Bush administration, in spite of it never managing to gain strong traction after the 

Bush years.  
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The US and Japan  

The paradox of Japanese security is that while Japan is more dependent on the US for its 

defence than most countries, it had, for most of its post-Cold War history, refused to reshape 

its security policy into a more autonomous one, despite repeated attempts from the US to 

encourage exactly that. The Bush years saw Japan pursue a change of approach, as Tokyo 

began to consider a foreign policy that was more involved, especially on security matters. 

Japan slowly became more receptive to playing an active role, and it did so through 

alignment with the US on the issue of wars in the Middle East. However, it would be wrong 

to say that Japan’s change in strategy was visible only through closer cooperation with the 

US over Afghanistan and Iraq. For example, Prime Minister Abe Shinzo’s overtures to both 

India and NATO can serve as examples of a strategy that was trying to become more global.  

Under Koizumi Junichiro,389 Japan embarked on a series of painful economic reforms 

that had the full support of the US.390 Even before the 9/11 attacks, Japan was considering 

improving military cooperation with the US, specifically on ballistic missile defence.391 What 

considerably improved the relationship was Japan’s support for the wars in Afghanistan and 

Iraq. In the 1990s, Japan’s support for the US war in Kuwait had been deemed insufficient, 

and that prompted a change in approach from Tokyo.  

Koizumi told the Diet the 9/11 attacks determined Japan to play a more active role in 

international affairs, and the Self-Defense Force (SDF), along with the Japan Coast Guard 

(JCG) needed reforms in order to be better equipped to deal with threats. Koizumi’s 

government passed an Anti-Terrorism Special Measures Bill that reflected the need for those 
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changes.392 His plans were outlined in the same month the attacks took place, when he 

promised Japan would play an ‘active’ role, dispatch SDF troops, and urged for more 

cooperation on diplomatic, economic, humanitarian aspects, in order to complement the 

rapidly evolving military developments.393 

Bush visited Asia in 2002, and during his speech to the Japanese Diet, he was 

interrupted for applause 25 times.394 Japan became an active member of the counter-terrorist 

coalition, deploying the Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) to provide logistical 

aid to the operation in Afghanistan. Japan also expressed openness to helping with the 

rebuilding of Afghanistan after the war.395 Bush added North Korea to his ‘axis of evil’ 

nations, along with Iraq and Iran, and that led to an overlap between the counter-terrorist 

narrative and the presentation of states as active threats. This was a worthwhile approach, 

since it enabled Koizumi to emphasize Japan’s willingness to work with the US in countering 

North Korea. Koizumi396 did not refrain from supporting Bush’s ‘axis of evil’ comments.397 

Bush added during a meeting with Koizumi that the US and Japan see the Pacific as a 

‘fellowship’ of nations, united by institutions and trade.398 

In a speech at the UN in 2002, Koizumi declared that ‘now in the international 

community, Japan is--well, I felt that various countries around the world are looking to Japan 

to play its appropriate part in the international community on the Afghanistan question’. 

When talks of a war in Iraq emerged, Koizumi hoped that the international community would 

reach some kind of consensus concerning sanctions that would prevent the possibility of 
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war.399 When Koizumi addressed the General Assembly, he declared there would be an active 

response to those who used weapons of mass destruction and claimed that Japan would 

actively help the US coalition with nation-building.400 When the US began its military 

operation against Iraq, Koizumi maintained a supporting role, troops were dispatched to aid 

the war effort, and, at the end of 2004, Koizumi maintained that Japan would continue the 

humanitarian assistance and rebuilding efforts underway. He also expressed an openness to 

play an active role in information gathering.401 

During a speech at the Baltimore Council of Foreign Affairs, Revere noted that the 

alliance with Japan needed to become ‘a more mature partnership’, as the US was pushing for 

its ties with Japan to transform.402 Revere followed up those statements a few weeks later 

when he called Japan a ‘key partner in the global war on terror’ and applauded recent 

decisions by Tokyo to pursue a more proactive foreign policy.403 Hill gave remarks to the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee on US relations with Japan and added that ‘our alliance 

represents more than a defensive balance of power’. He hinted that Article 9 of Japan’s 

Constitution was part of the ‘constraints’ the country faced in its attempts to play a more 

invested global role, but he also said that it was up to the Japanese Diet to decide on the next 

steps. Japanese contributions to the rebuilding of Iraq and Afghanistan were applauded. Hill 

said he was aware that China and South Korea were sceptical of Japan due to its history. 

Nevertheless, he noted that both China and South Korea were also prone to nationalist 

resentment.404  
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During remarks in Kyoto on November 2005, Bush praised Japan’s transformation, 

saying that ‘Japan is a good example of how a free society can reflect a country's unique 

culture and history while guaranteeing the universal freedoms that are the foundation of all 

genuine democracies’.405 Japanese Foreign Minister Machimura Nobutaka addressed an 

audience in New York in 2005 to mark the 60th anniversary of the end of World War II and 

claimed the ‘importance of Japan-US relations will clearly not diminish over time. […] We 

share the core values of freedom, democracy, and belief in the market economy, and we are 

solid and reliable allies in the areas of security and defense. Japan considers the further 

development of its good relationship with the United States a top priority’.406  

The 2006 US NSS also pointed out Japan as the most important US ally in the Indo-

Pacific, claiming that America and Japan’s economic ties, as well as the strength of their 

democracies were the key factors holding the two together.407 This was another sign of the 

orthodox approach of the Bush administration, relying on the historical impulse of the United 

States to perceive Japan as its most important ally in Asia. A joint statement by Bush and 

Koizumi in June 2006 re-stated the US-Japan alliance’s core objectives. Among the common 

values were ‘freedom, human dignity and human rights, democracy, market economy, and 

rule of law’. Among common interests were ‘winning the war on terrorism; maintaining 

regional stability and prosperity; promoting free market ideals and institutions; upholding 

human rights; securing freedom of navigation and commerce, including sea lanes; and 

enhancing global energy security’. Discussions about ballistic missile development offered 

new opportunities for the relationship to develop, and the two sides agreed to make a 

common front on supporting a seat for Japan at the UN.408  
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A better understanding of the often downplayed security transformations that took place 

in Japan can be made by analysing a speech given by Abe at the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) headquarters in January 2007. Abe was the first Japanese Prime 

Minister to address NATO officially, and the meeting signalled Japan’s desire for closer 

association to the US-backed military alliance. Abe pointed out similarities between Japan 

and NATO, claiming they ‘have in common such fundamental values as freedom, 

democracy, human rights and the rule of law. It is only natural that we cooperate in protecting 

and promoting those values. My government is committed to reinforcing the stability and 

prosperity of the world based on the fundamental values I have just mentioned. For its part, 

NATO is widening the circle of freedom through an expansion of membership and 

partnerships’. He hinted at a willingness for Japan to collaborate with NATO and build trust, 

pointing out that he elevated the Japan Defense Agency to a Ministry. He also said that Japan 

‘will no longer shy away from carrying out overseas activities involving the SDF, if it is for 

the sake of international peace and stability’. He added that Japan and NATO would 

collaborate more on peace building, reconstruction and disaster relief.409 

 

The US and Australia  

Like Japan, Australia is a country that depends considerably on the US for its defence. 

Australia did not renounce the concept of offensive war like Japan did; nonetheless, both 

were aware that they needed a stronger power to provide for their defence. Ever since its 

independence from Britain, Australia had tried to keep either the UK or the US close to it for 

security purposes.   
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Prime Minister John Howard was visiting the US exactly around the 9/11 terrorist 

attacks, and thus he could observe and communicate from a privileged position, at a time of 

considerable domestic panic in the US. During his visit, Howard spoke with Bush of better 

defence cooperation, improving trade ties, supporting China for the WTO, and many other 

issues. Howard’s410 visits in late 2001 had largely411 corrected412 the US-Australia413 

relationship.414 What was symbolically important was Howard’s decision to invoke Article 

IV of the ANZUS Treaty. The 9/11 attacks determined the US to invoke Article V of NATO, 

but Howard considered it would be useful to complement the decision with a similar one for 

ANZUS. ANZUS at the time was a moribund alliance, with New Zealand largely 

participating in name only. Still, Howard’s decision re-enforced the alliance’s potential, and 

underlined the US’ status as a Pacific nation. Less than a week after the attacks, Howard was 

devising plans for an Australian force deployment, which would consist of maritime aircraft, 

special forces, tanker aircraft, frigates, amphibious command ships, and various other 

aircraft.415 

Howard never moved away from his alignment with Bush. Like Koizumi, he 

embraced Bush’s ‘axis of evil’ speech.416 He also expressed support for regime change in 

Iraq, a contentious issue on which many other world leaders disagreed.417 One reason why 

Howard might have made that comment could be interpreted from a speech he made a few 

days later, where he claimed that he hoped Australia would be consulted by the US should 
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any military decision on Iraq be made.418 He met with Bush again in 2002 and the two 

defined the norms and values that bind their countries: ‘individual liberty, the centrality of the 

family in national life, a belief in robust but ethical capitalism, and also a belief that we have 

a responsibility to expand the horizons of democracy and expand the horizons of the common 

political values that our parties share’.419 

As the war in Iraq was coming closer, the positions taken by Howard became more 

evasive. In a 2003 interview in Washington DC, Howard expressed hope that the military 

option should not be necessary, provided that a UN resolution could be successful, a 

sentiment shared by Koizumi.420 Despite that statement, Bush told the press in a meeting with 

Howard that Australia was part of the US coalition, and that concerning Iraq, the risks of 

doing nothing outweigh those of doing something.421 The same sentiment was obvious during 

talks with US Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, as Australia was already engaging in 

pre-deploying forces.422 In a national address, Howard explained the eventual decision to 

send troops to Iraq, saying that ‘it is right, it is lawful and it's in Australia's national interest’. 

He also mentioned the close alliance with the US as another reason for the decision. During 

the speech, he stressed the fact that the US must remain engaged with Asia, and Iraq would 

be only one of the topics of interest, with the behavior of North Korea also something that 

warranted continued US engagement with Asia. Howard claimed ‘Australia is a western 
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country with western values. Nothing will or should change that’ and called US critics 

‘opportunistic and inconsistent’.423 

If anything, a key problem for US-Australia relations was that the two countries were 

seen as being too close. One contentious issue concerning Bush’s relationship with Australia 

had to do with some in the media having divergent interpretations of a remark by Bush, 

where he described Australia as a US ‘deputy sheriff’. For many in the media, the 

comparison created the impression that Australia is an American ‘lapdog’, an issue that has 

been present for quite some time in Australian discourse and is often brought up by those 

who believe that the two countries are sometimes too close. When speaking to reporters in 

Canberra, Bush tried to clarify the remark, declaring that while he indeed referred to 

Australia as a ‘sheriff’, this was not meant to imply an expected submissiveness, instead, it 

was a typically Texan way of speaking about a friend. Bush underlined the fact that in spite 

of the usage of the word, the US and Australia should be viewed as equals.424 The NSS did 

not refrain from describing the relationship as a far-reaching one, claiming the ‘alliance is 

global in scope. From Iraq and Afghanistan to our historic FTA, we are working jointly to 

ensure security, prosperity, and expanded liberty’.425 During a press conference with John 

Howard, US Vice President Dick Cheney said he was grateful for Australia’s support in the 

wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.426 Howard continued his support for the US alliance, telling a 

crowd in New York City in September 2005 ‘that strong global leadership by the United 

States is crucial to Asia's future stability and prosperity. The United States is not only a great 

global power, indeed the world's only superpower’. He also supported the US presence in 

Asia and its alliances, claiming a strong US presence was vital, and Australia would anchor 
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it. He further hinted at greater cooperation by saying close ties with the US were a positive 

thing, not a negative.427  

The US and Australia would go on and sign a Defense Trade Cooperation Treaty which 

would improve military ties between the two. Bush would praise the agreement in September 

2007, recalling once again the important role Australian support in the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan had played.428 Bush reiterated US support for Australia that same month, in 

remarks to the APEC Business Summit in Sydney. There, he claimed America’s 

‘commitment to the Asia-Pacific region was forged in war and sealed in peace’, pointing out 

that ‘alliances with Australia, Japan, South Korea, Thailand, and the Philippines and our 

defense relationships with Singapore, Taiwan, Indonesia, and others in the region form the 

bedrock of America's engagement in the Asia-Pacific’.429 

Australia’s next Labor Prime Minister, and former Ambassador to the US, Kevin Rudd, a 

China specialist in his younger years, claimed during a press conference at the UN in March 

2008 that there are ‘three pillars’ to Australian foreign policy: the ‘alliance with the United 

States, our membership of the United Nations, and our policy of comprehensive engagement 

in Asia’.430 Rudd would largely repeat the same points in a talk at the Brookings Institution in 

Washington DC that same month, claiming that the post-WWII ‘institutions are under strain 

and are in need of reform - reform that once again must be driven by US global leadership’.431  

What Rudd said in March 2008 was a continuation of his claims during the first national 

security statement he had given to the Australian Parliament, in February 2008. There, he 

expanded on the nature of the relationship. Rudd said that the ‘United States alliance remains 
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fundamental to Australia's national security interests - both globally and in the Asia-Pacific 

region’. He added that the ‘Government believes that the future strategic stability of the Asia-

Pacific region will in large part rely on the continuing strong presence of Australia's closest 

ally, the United States’. He urged greater cooperation between the US, China, and Japan, 

claiming that tensions between all three had the potential to hurt Australia. On his ‘pillars’ 

statement, he gave more detail, asserting the ‘alliance with the United States will remain our 

key strategic partnership and the central pillar of Australian national security policy’. 

Interestingly, Australia hinted at integration of its own, which partly overlapped with the San 

Francisco network, by pointing out that the government decided to ‘strengthen security policy 

cooperation with a number of regional partners including Japan, South Korea, Indonesia, 

Malaysia and Singapore’.432  

 

The US and South Korea  

The US alliance with South Korea was always slightly different to that with Japan or 

Australia. There were two developments in the South Korea alliance during the Bush years. 

Firstly, North Korea would still serve as the main rationale for the bilateral alliance between 

the US and the ROK, even though it would acquire a more ominous framing, given Bush’s 

categorization of the DPRK as being part of the ‘Axis of Evil’. Secondly, like all San 

Francisco System members, South Korea would ensure it was aligned with the US on the 

matter of wars in the Middle East. One of the side effects of this was that it eased pressure 

and reduced tension within the alliance during more strenuous moments. In spite of these 

developments, the US call for the alliance to move beyond its security rationale – a call that 

was answered diplomatically by South Korea – did not succeed in a palpable sense.  
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In the early days of the Bush administration, the issue at hand was working with Kim 

Dae-jung and his Sunshine Policy, focused on bettering diplomatic ties between the North 

and the South. Bush was reluctant to pursue this due to the hawkish instincts typical of a 

conservative administration, however, he eventually yielded,433 meeting Kim in 2001 and 

endorsing his Sunshine Policy.434 Powell, along with Rice, also made efforts to support the 

policy.435 During a 2002 visit to Asia, Bush expressed support for Korean unification, as long 

as it took place under South Korean terms. Kim also praised the alliance, calling it 

‘indispensable’, and gave signs of a strategic shift consisting of embracing the emerging US 

narrative on counterterrorism. What Kim did not do, which separated him from Koizumi and 

Howard, was agreeing with Bush’s ‘axis of evil’ formulation. Nevertheless, Kim downplayed 

his unwillingness to embrace the term,436 claiming that the US and South Korean worldviews 

were ‘fundamentally similar’.437 

Two factors made it easier for the US and South Korea to convey a positive relationship: 

a short period of cooperation in the multilateral talks with North Korea and South Korea’s 

decision to support the US wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Kelly stated as much in remarks to 

the House International Relations Committee, pointing out that South Korea’s support for 

Operation Enduring Freedom was well received (the support ranged from military to 

economic to diplomatic).438 Bush and Kim met again in 2003 and those were the issues both 

presented as being key in ensuring a good relationship, along with the usual reminder that the 

US and South Korea shared similar norms.439 The fact that the US requested South Korea to 
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dispatch more troops to Iraq and the South Korean government agreed also ensured the 

relationship remained free of stress.440  

During November 2005 remarks to troops at Osan, South Korea, Bush claimed the ROK 

‘has grown more free and prosperous, it's built an increasingly capable military that is now 

ready to assume a larger role in defending its people. By assuming some responsibilities that 

have traditionally been shouldered by American forces, South Korea will strengthen the 

deterrent on the Korean Peninsula and free up some of our combat forces to help us win the 

war on terror’.441 The idea of reducing the US military presence in South Korea had been 

mentioned before by Revere in May 2005, when he spoke of combining troop reduction with 

improving deterrence capabilities.442  

Testimony to the House Committee on International Relations by Hill pointed out that the 

US desired the alliance with South Korea to move ‘beyond its original security rationale as 

the nation begins to play a global political role commensurate with its economic stature’.443 

As with Japan, the US wanted its alliance with South Korea to evolve into a broader one, 

moving beyond the military aspect. Revere also added the need for South Korea to be more 

‘confident and assertive’, as the US pursued plans to give back military control to the South 

Korean army, especially by giving back control of the Yongsan military garrison, redeploying 

troops, and enhancing technological capabilities, in attempts to create more ‘strategic 

flexibility’.444 The US was optimistic about its alliances at the beginning of the second Bush 

term, as a speech by Ambassador Marie Huhtala, Deputy Assistant Secretary for East Asian 

and Pacific Affairs to the Asia Society and Texas Ambassadors Forum pointed out. Huhtala 

was particularly positive about South Korea, claiming that as a ‘new generation of leaders 
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emerges which has no direct experience of the Korean War and which is often suspicious of 

U.S. motives, we are reaching out to younger Koreans, establishing new friendships and 

invigorating our public diplomacy’.445 The NSS of 2006 noted that the US and South Korea 

were tied by the strength of their democracies, as well as their economic interconnectedness, 

a point that had been made in relation to Japan as well.446  

President Bush had two interactions with South Korean President Lee Myung-bak in 

2008, one at Camp David during April, and one in Seoul during August. The April meeting 

focused on keeping the current troop levels, touched on the military upgrade plans that were 

presented to Congress, and hinted that the relationship needed to adapt to new challenges.447 

The August meeting went further concerning plans to expand the alliance beyond the 

military, with Lee urging for more cooperation on the ‘maintenance of peace, eradicating 

terrorism, climate change, and nonproliferation’, and Bush adding that ‘transformation 

involves realigning our forces here in Korea, improving the interoperability of our forces, as 

well as preparing for Korea to take on greater operational responsibilities in times of 

conflict’.448  

A March 2007 speech by South Korean Foreign Minister Song Min-soon maintained the 

idea that the US is an indispensable security partner, as he reinforced the US status as a key 

ally for South Korea.449 He gave more insight into how the alliance evolved, praising the 

initiation of the Strategic Consultation for Allied Partnership, annual dialogues between 
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Foreign Ministers, and the annual Security Consultative Meetings. He added that he hoped 

South Korea would be more independent in the alliance in the future.450  

A June 2007 speech by Song in Seoul expanded on the role of the US-South Korea 

relationship. He said the ‘Korea-U.S. alliance has been seen as one of the most successful 

post-World War II alliances. Such assessment is shared by the peoples of both Korea and the 

United States, and there is a consensus on that view in the international community as a 

whole’. He added that the alliance had provided economic and military stability to the Korean 

peninsula and East Asia. On the issue of growing scepticism in South Korea concerning the 

alliance, he claimed that had been a ‘blessing in disguise’, allowing the two to improve the 

relationship. He argued that the alliance was not rigid – quite the contrary, the occasional 

disagreement between the two sides allowed for the alliance to develop and become better.451  

More notably, the US and South Korea agreed to transition wartime operational control 

from Washington to Seoul by 17 April 2012.452 It should be noted that the US and South 

Korea have a combined military command, and that if war breaks out on the peninsula, 

Koreans claim they do not have full sovereignty over their own military forces. The end of 

the Bush years were marked by the occasional hint at the US ceding operational control. This 

would not happen throughout the Bush, Obama, or Trump administrations, despite occasional 

attempts and new deadlines. The issue remains contentious and poses a series of logistical 

challenges.453 Reviewing the US-South Korea alliance relations in a June 2008 speech, 

Foreign Minister Yu Myung-hwan, claimed that the ‘strategic importance of the ROK-U.S. 

alliance should not be overlooked under any circumstances’. He added that ‘The ROK-U.S. 

alliance is the “safety valve” maintaining peace in Northeast Asia at a time when the North 
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Korean nuclear threat still remains and regional cooperation and conflicts coexist in the 

region’.454  

 

The US and the Philippines  

When the US had to downgrade its military presence in the Philippines in the early 1990s, it 

seemed like the bilateral alliance would drift away with time, becoming something symbolic, 

like the US-New Zealand security ties. This was not the case. The new focus on terrorism 

provided the US and the Philippines with a chance to work together on an area where they 

cooperated before: counterterrorism operations. The Bush years would actually yield an 

improvement in the alliance – the Philippines would be granted Major Non-NATO Ally 

(MNNA) status by the US. On the negative side, US strategy for Asia placed the Philippines 

strongly in the regional category of Southeast Asian affairs, a logical move, but it was also 

one that removed the Philippines from the strategic conception of the San Francisco System 

as a common front of allied nations. It conveyed the idea that the US had an even more 

regional conception of the Philippines’ role in its alliance infrastructure than it had for South 

Korea.  

As Acting Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian Public Affairs Thomas Hubbard 

noted, the US praised the Philippines for its free press, pointed out the strong trade 

relationship between the two countries, with the US being the largest trade partner and the 

largest foreign investor in the Philippines, and declared that the Visiting Forces Agreement 
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(VFA) would ‘rebound’ from its 1992 stalling. He expanded on how there was an interest 

from the US in modernizing the Philippines army.455 

In the years that followed, Southeast Asia would become a region of key strategic interest 

for the US mainly due to counterterrorist operations. In 2003 testimony to the House 

International Relations Committee, Matthew Daley, Deputy Assistant Secretary for the 

Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs offered praise to the Philippines, while also calling 

for more spending on security.456 Ambassador Cofer Black, Coordinator for 

Counterterrorism, also declared in testimony to the same committee that the Philippines, 

along with Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand were countries with which the US was 

working on training counterterrorist troops.457 The Bush administration continued this note of 

praise for the Philippines throughout its entire tenure.  

Bush met with Macapagal-Arroyo in late 2001, and the two spoke of the history and 

values that bind their countries together. They described their defence treaty as ‘vital in 

advancing peace and stability in the Asia Pacific for the past half a century’. They stated that 

the military alliance had been strengthened by the fight against terrorism.458 They met again 

in 2003, and the talking points were similar. One notable detail was that Bush referred to the 

Philippines as the first democracy in Asia, an important point to note, given that the US put a 

high premium on democratization.459  

Aside from the formal aspects of the relationship, one key development in the alliance 

was the promotion of the Philippines to MNNA status. In a joint statement, the US 
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announced its intention to classify the Philippines as MNNA and expanded on its plans to 

help the country with developing its military.460 During a press conference with Macapagal-

Arroyo, Bush declared he appreciated the support of the Philippines in the Iraq war, and that 

the US was considering deploying troops in the southern part of the Philippines to help with 

counterterrorist operations, reminding the press that it wouldn’t be the first time the US has 

undertaken such actions, and there was a good record of positive results. Bush claimed the 

Philippines was dealing with terrorism before the war on terror and tried to contextualize US 

help as being part of a broader issue.461 This was true, as the Philippines had its own 

problems with Islamic terrorist groups in Mindanao, commonly known as the Southern 

Philippines. The conflict raged for decades, starting in 1968, so US help on the issue was 

nothing new.462 

As stated before, the US NSS decided to sidestep the traditional format of the San 

Francisco alliance network and group the countries of Southeast Asia separately from Japan, 

Australia, or South Korea.463 The problem for the US-Philippines alliance consisted of the 

decision in Manilla to withdraw from Iraq. The country sent a ‘humanitarian contingent’ of 

51 to Iraq, and the kidnapping of one Filipino truck driver prompted a decision by 

Macapagal-Arroyo to give in to demands for the Philippines to withdraw.464 Most likely due 

to the small presence in the region to begin with, the US did not react too negatively to the 

development. Revere told a crowd in Baltimore that in spite of the withdrawal, the alliance 

was strong.465  
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The US and Thailand  

As was the case with the Philippines, the US and Thailand saw counterterrorism as the best 

area of cooperation. As was again the case with the Philippines, this cooperation on an area 

where the two allies worked together before would bring something new to the alliance in the 

form of elevating Thailand to MNNA status. With Thailand, it is possible to see the Cold War 

orthodoxy yet again: the country was still being plagued by coups but the US remained true 

to its Cold War conclusion that Thailand’s coups would be palace coups, temporary in nature, 

and with little risk to the alliance. In that sense, the US would often reduce the amount of 

financial support it offered Thailand, or end some military cooperation programs, only to 

attempt to restart them years later, once the country’s political situation stabilised.  

During a speech given in Washington DC, Kelly expanded on how US-Thailand relations 

would look after the 9/11 attacks. Operation Enduring Freedom was a very positive 

development in the alliance, with Kelly noting that Thailand opened its airspace and ports for 

US troops to move into the Middle East. He also pointed out that counterterrorism was just 

one side of the relationship, and that the US and Thailand also found a lot of common ground 

on counternarcotics. As was typically the case with the Bush administration and US allies, 

Kelly spoke of the shared norms and values between the US and Thailand, pointing out the 

country’s open society, its prosperity, and strength.466  

In a joint statement published by the US and Thailand, shared values, the fight against 

terrorism, and closer economic ties were the main objectives stressed. Another notable point 

was the US goal of turning Thailand into a regional economic hub.467 A 2003 joint statement 

pointed out the fact that the US was considering adding Thailand to the MNNA list and 

welcomed Thailand’s contributions to the Iraq war. Aside from praising against the fight on 
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terrorism in general, the statement hinted that there could be cooperation between the two on 

Korean denuclearization.468 In an interview with Thepchai Yong of Thailand’s Nation TV, 

Bush expanded on ideas about the alliance. He confirmed that Thailand’s counterterrorism 

strategy was what convinced him to offer the country MNNA status. As was the case with 

many other countries, Thailand also displayed internal opposition to Bush’s policies. When 

asked about his opinion on that, Bush offered a similar rationale to that used when responding 

to opposition encountered in Australia, claiming that protest is a healthy manifestation of 

democracy: ‘first of all, a society which allows for people to express themselves is the kind of 

society I admire. I don't expect everybody to agree with my policies, and I appreciate the fact 

that they are able to express themselves. I'm not so sure I agree with their desire to have me 

arrested’. Bush tried to allude to certain failed attempts at the UN to coerce Iraq into backing 

down from its presumed nuclear program, as a reason why he had no other option but to 

pursue the military strategy.469 

The alliance hit a roadblock following a coup d’état in Thailand in 2006, but, it largely 

returned to normal by the end of the Bush administration. The improving trend in the alliance 

with Thailand was noted by Revere, as well as President Bush, who met with Thailand Prime 

Minister Thaksin Chinnawat in September 2005.470 The two agreed to work together to halt 

the increase in weapons of mass destruction (WMDs), and also looked forward to signing a 

free trade agreement.471 Bush claimed the ‘Prime Minister is a person who believes in 

markets and free enterprise and freedom’, and that the free trade agreement was the main 

priority.472 The US NSS claimed that it celebrated both economic dynamism and political 
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freedom when working with ‘our allies and key friends, including Indonesia, Malaysia, the 

Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand’.473 

Unfortunately for the US and Thailand’s plans, on 19 September, 2006, while the Prime 

Minister was at the UN, the military staged a coup d’état, and later claimed that the 

‘government is no longer administering the country’, and that the Prime Minister ‘will not 

return to Thailand for the time being’. Thailand has a long history of military coups, 

experiencing 17 of them since 1932, with the most recent one taking place in 1991.474 An 

October 2006 statement by the White House concerning the coup developments displayed US 

concerns about ‘restrictions on civil liberties, provisions in the draft constitution that appear 

to give the military an ongoing and influential role in decision-making, and the lengthy 

timetable for democratic elections’. The US also imposed sanctions in accordance with 

Section 508 of the Foreign Operations Appropriations Act, and called for ‘clear and 

unambiguous protection for civil liberties by the interim authorities and the military, and a 

quick return to democratic elections’.475 

Following the coup, Prime Minister Thaksin Chinnawat’s party, the Thai Rak Thai, was 

banned. Eventually, the military allowed for the organisation of new elections in 2007, in a 

move that can be seen as an apparent return by Thailand to its democratic status. A review of 

the impact of the sanctions imposed by the US on Thailand showed that the economic 

downturn experienced was statistically insignificant, with approximately $35 million being 

withheld, and the US deciding to continue to offer Thailand $34 million in assistance 

programs.476  
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By 2008, US-Thailand relations seemed to have returned to normal. During a briefing by 

Dennis Wilder on one of Bush’s trips to Asia in July, he offered praise for Thailand’s return 

to democracy.477 Bush also visited Bangkok in August 2008, and met with newly-elected 

Prime Minister Samak Sundaravej, urged the need for a strengthening of the military ties 

between the two countries, expanding the relationship beyond the military side, and offered 

praise for the help with the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, noting that counterterrorism has 

brought them together.478 When offering remarks after his meeting, Bush pointed out that 

Thailand was the oldest US ally in Asia, and that the values of ‘freedom and openness’ bring 

the two countries together. Democracy, along with economic freedom, were also positive 

aspects that helped improve interactions.479  

 

The US and India  

During the Cold War, India was a member of the Non-Aligned Movement, claiming not to be 

a supporter of either of the Cold War powers. Realistically, India had cultivated strong 

defence ties with the USSR, which always were a red flag for the Americans. By the time of 

the Bush years, questions were being raised concerning India’s nuclearization plans, and the 

implications that would have for the US’ traditional ally in the region, Pakistan. What was 

perhaps most surprising was just how swift most of the worries went away, as the US and 

India would begin to cooperate more, starting a process that would have considerable 

implications for Asia’s security in the future.  

Beginning in 2005, the Bush administration tried to improve its relationship with India. In 

testimony to the House International Relations Committee, Assistant Secretary for South 
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Asian Affairs Christina Rocca claimed in June that the year ‘is a watershed year in U.S.-India 

relations’, and that it would be marked by mutual visits and more cooperation on defence and 

technology. She added that the US saw India as a world power in the 21st century, and urged 

the country to lower its high tariffs so that trade between the two could improve.480 In July 

2005, Bush had a meeting with Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, a meeting described 

as ‘one of the most important visits of the year’, considering that India is ‘one of our most 

important partners worldwide’, according to Undersecretary of State for Asian Affairs at the 

NSC, Nick Burns, who went on to add that the two countries are brought together by their 

democratic regimes.481  

Later that year, in October 2005, while addressing the Asia Society in New York City, 

Burns spoke about India joining the Nuclear Proliferation Treaty (NPT). The first objective 

was to ensure compliance before there could be talk of full adherence. Burns also added that 

the US approach to India was not meant as a counterweight to China, instead it was a result 

of the shared values between the two, and had economic interests.482 Burns expanded on his 

points, saying that support for the US was not a partisan issue in India. He called India a 

‘natural partner’ for the US on counterterrorism, and welcomed the greater role India was 

playing in global affairs, especially by helping with the reconstruction of Afghanistan, among 

others.483  

In 2006, the cooperation became stronger. During a February 2006 interview with 

Doordarshan, India’s public service broadcaster, Bush pointed out that ‘both of us have to 

convince our respective people it's in the interest to have a civilian nuclear program 

supported by the United States and India, as well as a civilian nuclear program that's separate 

 
480 Christina Rocca, ‘U.S. Policy Toward South Asia’, 14 June 2005 
481 Bush, ‘Press Briefing on the President's Meeting with Prime Minister Singh of India by Nick Burns, 
Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs and Mike Green, Senior Director for Asian Affairs at the NSC’, 18 
July 2005 
482 Nicholas Burns, ‘Question and Answer Session Following Speech at Asia Society’, 18 October 2005 
483 Burns, ‘The U.S. and India: The New Strategic Partnership’, 18 October 2005a 



148 
 

from a military program in India’, speaking about a need for both him and the Indian Prime 

Minister to support the NPT.484 A March 2006 joint statement between the US and India 

called for more trade, especially on agriculture, energy, and innovation, as well as better 

cooperation on democratic initiatives.485 A March 2006 fact sheet on the US and India 

strategic partnership also added details on security cooperation, particularly maritime 

development, counterterrorism, logistics support, defence trade, and non-proliferation.486 

Bush gave remarks in New Delhi on March 2006, pointing out the connection between the 

‘world's oldest democracy to the world's largest democracy’, and de facto putting an end to 

any rivalry that might have existed between the two.487  

By 2008, the nuclear tensions that had existed had been largely alleviated. Remarks 

by Evan Feigenbaum, Deputy Assistant Secretary for South and Central Asian Affairs in 

April 2008 in Washington DC, made the claim that the US no longer regarded India as 

simply a South Asian country, instead, more like a regional power, one that should have a 

voice within the G8.488 An earlier interview by Feigenbaum with Times Now Television of 

India provided a chance for him to expand on his optimism concerning a nuclear deal.489 

Similarly, during remarks to the press on the nuclear issue by Assistant Secretary for Central 

Asia Affairs, Richard Boucher, he added that ‘the authoritative voice on this is Senator 

Biden. He’s chairman of the committee in the Congress that handles foreign affairs and he 

probably knows better than any what we have to do’.490 The fundamental change in US 

strategy, to embrace India under Bush, would become a permanent one, as Barack Obama 
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and the Presidents that followed would uphold that level of engagement, and even develop it 

further.   

 

The Quad 1.0  

The San Francisco System weathered the Bush years quite well to find a new purpose. The 

Quad, however, did not. The Quad had its origins in naval cooperation. The Tsunami Core 

Group of 2004-2005, a platform for coordination following the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, 

served as the one of the very first iterations of what would be Quad 1.0. Years later, Japanese 

officials, with Abe in the driver’s seat, made a push for better cooperation between 

democracies in the Indo-Pacific. Indian Prime Minister Singh followed suit. It was only a 

matter of time until Cheney and Bush started exploring turning the Trilateral Strategic 

Dialogue between the US, Japan and Australia of 2002 into a platform that would work with 

India. May 2007 marked the only exploratory meeting of the Quad, and with it, rumours of an 

‘Asian NATO’ began, strong Chinese opposition emerged, and eventually, a few months 

later, the Quad 1.0 came to an end. Abe lost power, Singh became sceptical of aligning too 

much with the US due to domestic reasons, Rudd was not completely sold on it, and the US 

decided to stick with the earlier trilateral.491   

The reason was a tacit agreement among all of its members that there was nothing there 

for the Quad to compete with. China, at the time, was still viewed as a friendly, cooperative 

country, just a few years away from joining the western powers as a reformed democracy. It 

is perhaps unsurprising that while the San Francisco System did so well, the Quad did poorly. 

The San Francisco System, for better or for worse, found something to compete against: 
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terrorism. With the Quad, the conclusion was that it ran the risk of doing more harm than 

good.  

Rudd and Japanese Prime Minister Fukuda Yasuo held a joint meeting in June 2008 

and agreed to continue ministerial consultations, deepening not just military ties, but also 

economic ties, through the Economic Partnership Agreement / Free Trade Agreement they 

had just signed. An interesting element was the manner in which security ties were framed, 

insisting on how ‘Japan and Australia both maintained alliance relationships with the United 

States, the two Prime Ministers emphasised the strategic value of promoting bilateral security 

and defence cooperation between Japan and Australia’. Both of them emphasized the 

importance of making sure that the US would remain present in the region’s security 

architecture, to enhance trilateral cooperation.492  

The emergence of this new strategic dialogue was welcomed by the US.493 When 

addressing the Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced International Studies in April 2006, Bush 

was asked how he planned to address eventual concerns by China concerning Secretary of 

State Rice’s meeting with her Japanese and Australian counterparts. Bush responded 

evasively.494 A month earlier, Rice tried to ease concerns from China regarding the trilateral, 

claiming that Japan and China need to work together more, and that the trilateral does not 

only focus on Asia, but on the Middle East as well.495  

During a September 2007 meeting with Hu Jintao in Sydney, Prime Minister Howard also 

tried to downplay the dangers the trilateral posed to China, claiming that the security 

 
492 Rudd, ‘Joint Statement with Prime Minister Yasuo Fukuda of Japan and Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, on 
Comprehensive Strategic, Security and Economic Partnership’, 12 June 2008b 
493 Hill, “North East Asia”, 26 May 2005 
494 Bush, ‘Remarks at the Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced International Studies and a Question-and-Answer 
Session’, 10 April 2006 
495 Howard, ‘Joint Press Conference with Rice’, 17 March 2006 



151 
 

agreement was not meant to counter anyone in particular.496 The trilateral structure was 

supported by Prime Minister Rudd in a June 2008 speech in Tokyo, where he called for more 

military and logistical exercises between the three.497 Rudd, on the other hand, opposed the 

addition of India to the trilateral. In an interview with ABC Radio Canberra’s Newshour, he 

claimed that the quadrilateral agreement was not being formally advanced by anyone, 

implying that there was no reason to cancel the talks between the US, Japan, Australia, and 

India, because there was nothing to cancel in the first place. He called the agreement 

unproductive given the current circumstances.498 Rudd was right. The Quadrilateral Security 

Dialogue would become relevant roughly a decade later.  

In spite of the Quad’s faltering, the road was being paved for its re-emergence through 

increases in what can be called ‘inter-spokes cooperation’ – cooperation between members of 

the San Francisco System. The year 2001 marked the beginning of a new level of cooperation 

between Japan and Australia. During a speech in Sydney at the Australia-Japan conference, 

Howard spoke of how the relationship was good, but it needed to be closer. He acknowledged 

a difference in culture, but he said that common goals could overcome it. He pointed out that 

economic ties would be the main driver behind closer cooperation and declared that ‘I 

continue to believe that the Australia-Japan partnership is one of the most important 

foundations of the region's stability and economic prosperity’. He went on to say that Asia 

needed a ‘strong and confident Japan’ in order to be stable.499 Later that year, Howard visited 

Japan and declared during a speech in Tokyo that the help from Japan with the crisis in East 
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Timor was important for Australia. He took advantage of the meeting to discuss trade on oil 

and gas.500  

Koizumi and Howard met in Canberra in 2002 and put forward a joint statement 

expanding on how ‘Japan and Australia share common values, especially democracy, 

freedom, and as such we fight together against terrorism’. Being closer to Australia was part 

of Koizumi’s East Asia Community plan, an attempt to build bridges among most countries 

in the Asia-Pacific.501 In a joint press conference, the two declared that the fight against 

terrorism brought their countries together, and that Australia supported Japan’s attempts to 

obtain a place at the UN Security Council. Both spoke of improving their trade relationships, 

and they stressed their ‘core alliances’ with the US and hope the US would stay engaged in 

Asia.502 The two would meet again in 2003 and welcome their ‘epoch-making’ trade 

agreements, as well as shared values and cooperation on fighting terrorism.503 At this 

meeting, Howard claimed that the relationship needs to move forward from an economic one 

to a security one, declaring that North Korea’s denuclearization was a topic that brought the 

two countries together.504 It is clear that some building blocks in the Japan-Australia 

relationship were established during the first Bush term, and they took place on terms that the 

Bush administration supported, such as security cooperation and free trade.  

The US was aware that the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan made cooperation between 

Japan and Australia easier.505 Howard spoke of Japan-Australia ties during a visit to Japan 

and reminded people of the three-way security agreement with the US that had been agreed 
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upon a few years before and that all sides were pleased with it.506 In 2007, Japan and 

Australia signed a Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation, which ‘identifies a range of 

cooperative activities to deepen the strategic partnership between Australia and Japan’. It 

would also ‘enhance policy coordination on security issues in the Asia-Pacific and beyond 

and expand practical cooperation in areas including defence, law enforcement, counter-

terrorism, counter proliferation, peace operations and the exchange of strategic assessments 

and related information’.507  

Rudd also presented the Japan-Australia relationship in positive terms during a visit to 

Japan. He said in June 2008 during a press conference in Tokyo that both countries have a 

number of economic, political, and strategic similarities.508 When he announced the Asia-

Pacific Community, Rudd spoke of Japan as a ‘core priority’ for Australia, claiming that 

‘from our trade treaty in 1957, through to working together to establish APEC in the 1980s 

under Bob Hawke's leadership, and to our security cooperation, developments in our 

relationship with Japan have been at the forefront of our regional engagement’.509  

In 2001, Japan and India also began improving their relationship. Starting in late 2001, 

Japan and India put forward a joint declaration, requiring the relationship to reach a new 

‘qualitative’ level. Japan and India expanded on ‘the ideas of democracy and market 

economy, the spirit of tolerance, receptivity to diversity and the wisdom to benefit from the 

distinctive characteristics of their civilizations and cultures’ they have in common. They 

agreed to hold yearly foreign ministry meetings, more comprehensive security dialogues, and 

establish friendship groups in their parliaments. The two were not just united in their 

opposition to terrorism, but also in their opposition to weapons of mass destruction, support 
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for the UN, and the principles of free trade.510 These developments are key to understanding 

how the Quad came to be, because they paved the way for better cooperation between its 

members.  

It can also be argued that the road was being paved for Quad Plus, and for this, a note 

needs to be made of cooperation among other San Francisco System member countries, such 

as Australia and the Philippines. The two countries share religious ties, an opposition to 

communism, they both consider themselves maritime countries, tend to favour 

multilateralism, they are US allies, and both have had problems with domestic political 

tensions.511 The relationship had not always been positive, since the Australian push for 

ANZUS contrasted strongly with the Philippines wanting a Pacific Pact. The US bilateral 

alliances with the Philippines can be considered a concession given the fact that the country 

wasn’t allowed to join ANZUS. For what it’s worth, Australia had no major opposition to the 

Philippines joining ANZUS, but the US opposed the decision, being of the opinion that a 

multilateral framework would benefit more.512 The 9/11 attacks made the two countries work 

together on defence issues, and the Philippines began to actively court Australia and Japan 

for more cooperation. Treaties of substance would only occur a decade later.513 In May 2007, 

Howard was visited by Macapagal-Arroyo in the Parliament in Canberra. The two expanded 

on their countries’ shared history, from the Second World War to the current problems with 

terrorism. Both made a push for more multilateralism.514 Howard also visited India in March 
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2006, and held a press conference with Prime Minister Singh, stressing the need for closer 

security cooperation between Australia and India.515 

Australia and South Korea hinted at having closer relations during an August 2008 

visit by Rudd to Seoul. He said the relationship was very developed economically, and that it 

should grow politically as well.516 Rudd also pointed out that the two countries are middle 

powers who rely on trade and are both democracies, and therefore should look for 

opportunities to expand their security and political engagements.517 

Abe visited the Philippines on December 2006, and claimed that the two not only 

shared the same values and norms, but that they should trust each other more and form a 

common front within the international community. He also hinted that the two shared the 

same challenges, from North Korea to terrorism.518 Foreign Minister Aso Taro previously 

said in July 2006 that Japan wanted to play a more active role in the Philippines’ peace 

process in Mindanao, by sending an International Monitoring Team (IMT) and helping with 

economic and social development.519  

In August 2007, Abe Shinzo made a very important visit to New Delhi, India, and 

made his ‘Confluence of the Two Seas’ speech, which was regarded as one of the biggest 

attempts between Japan and India to form closer ties. Shared norms and a common view on 

Asia’s trade policies and security architecture were presented as grounds for bringing the two 

countries closer.520  
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The Pacific Dream and strategic culture  

Bush’s vision of the Pacific Dream most closely resembles the principles espoused by Ford, 

especially if one looks at how the US managed its relationship with China. It is clear the US 

understood that Asia was a place it did not have to disengage from. It is also obvious that 

terrorism and the Middle East had almost completely taken over the Bush administration’s 

foreign policy rationale. This was not sustainable, and its only benefit was providing the US 

and its allies with time to make the argument that there still was value in maintaining their 

alliances.  

If the emergence of the Quad was an interesting development for the region, there were 

other signals of integration that the US and its allies have missed out on. The failures of these 

bodies had implications for the future geopolitics of the region. Calls for closer integration 

came from all three major allies, as Japan, Australia, and South Korea called for the 

establishment of Asian communities. During a meeting in Beijing to discuss trade talks 

between Australia and China, John Howard talked about Australia’s desire to join the East 

Asia Summit (EAS). The EAS is a regional forum that serves as a China-backed attempt to 

pursue regional integration from a position of leadership, an alternative to the East Asian 

Community (EAC), a proposed trade bloc that would enhance ASEAN, and be led by Japan. 

Howard claimed that Australia was willing to join the EAS and hoped China would support 

its bid to enter the group.521 Australia would be accepted in 2005. During a September speech 

in New York City, Howard emphasized that what matters is ‘substance of relations between 

countries, more so than the formal architecture of any diplomatic exchange’.522  

During a June 2008 meeting in Sydney, Rudd reiterated Australian plans for an Asian 

community that would also encompass the US. He claimed Australia needed to ‘have a vision 
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for an Asia Pacific Community’, which would consist of a ‘regional institution which spans 

the entire Asia-Pacific region - including the United States, Japan, China India, Indonesia and 

the other states of the region’, and that was capable of ‘dialogue, cooperation and action on 

economic and political matters and future challenges related to security’.523 Rudd later met 

with Japanese Prime Minister Fukuda Yasuo, and the two spoke positively about the 

Australian plans for integration, and Rudd thanked ‘Japan for their positive response to the 

proposal and the discussions associated with the proposal that I put forward for an Asia 

Pacific community’.524  

In August 2008, during a visit to Seoul, the press challenged Rudd on whether his plans 

were too ambitious. He downplayed his initial remarks, claiming that his push was for an 

invitation to dialogue.525 He continued backtracking on his ambitions for the Asia Pacific 

Community, claiming that the ‘concept here as outlined in the original speech is not for a 

political union, it's not for a monetary union, its not for a customs union and its not for an 

economic union. It is however a long term goal for 2020 to have a body across the Asia 

Pacific region which enables all of the countries of the region to cooperate not just on 

economic matters but on political and security matters as well’.526  

Japan was pushing for closer integration at around the same time. Koizumi Junichiro gave 

remarks on how Asian integration would look in May 2005, and claimed that ‘the creation of 

an East Asian community in the future is becoming an important common agenda for the 

region’. The first East Asia Summit was scheduled to take place in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 

in December 2005. On that topic, Koizumi claimed ‘I would like to confirm in Kuala Lumpur 
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with all the country leaders a basic concept of regional cooperation – one that envisages the 

creation of an East Asian community in the future’.527  

Aso Taro advertised the idea during a December 2005 speech. Japan had joined the EAS 

– along with another 16 countries –  and tried to shape it according to its values. The EAS 

consists of all members of ASEAN – Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, 

Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam, along with China, Japan, 

Australia, India, New Zealand, South Korea, the United States, and Russia.528 Aso pointed 

out that while the prospect of European-style integration was unlikely, there were many other 

avenues for cooperation.529  

During visits to the US and Singapore, Japanese Foreign Minister Fukuda Yasuo tried to 

advertise Asian integration in a way that would be appealing to the US. He claimed that a 

‘peaceful and prosperous Asia, an open Asia, will be in the interest not just of Japan but of 

Asian countries as a whole, and of the entire international community including the United 

States of America’. He added that ‘the Japan-US alliance will be conducive in expanding the 

scope of activity for Japan in Asia, and also good Japan-Asia relations will be beneficial for 

the Japan-US alliance as well’.530  

By May 2006, Aso Taro reiterated his view of the need of an Asian community in a 

speech at CSIS in Washington DC. He claimed Japan’s ‘goal in the region is clear: we seek to 

create “stable and prosperous East Asia”. This can only be achieved by cooperation among 

all of our partners who have stakes in the region's future, and the Japan-U.S. Alliance will 
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continue to play an irreplaceable role therein’.531 He added, whatever form the multilateral 

regional framework would take, it would need to be inclusive of China, and not a mechanism 

for power politics. Aso also outlined five policy objectives that would strengthen cooperation, 

and they consisted of strengthening the US alliance, deeper cooperation with China, more 

regional cooperation, better strategic relations between Japan and India, and resolving the 

problems with North Korea.532  

A December 2006 speech by Prime Minister Abe following a visit to the Philippines gave 

an impression of how Japan sees regional integration. Abe claimed that concerning 

‘frameworks for regional economic partnership in East Asia and the Asia-Pacific, we have for 

example ASEAN+3, that encompasses Japan, China and Korea plus the ASEAN countries. 

We also have the East Asia Summit (EAS) framework, which on top of the first framework 

also involves Australia, New Zealand and India. Then we have the idea of the Asia-Pacific as 

a whole, which was discussed at the APEC economic leaders meeting held recently’.533 Abe 

would return to his points in his 2007 landmark speech in New Delhi, India. There, he 

claimed that ‘Japan and India coming together in this way, this “broader Asia” will evolve 

into an immense network spanning the entirety of the Pacific Ocean, incorporating the United 

States of America and Australia. Open and transparent, this network will allow people, 

goods, capital, and knowledge to flow freely’.534  

During a speech at the Lowy Institute in Sydney, Australia, in August 2006, South 

Korean Foreign Minister Ban Ki-moon made a few points on how multilateralism can lead to 

better integration. He said that as ‘demonstrated by close cooperation with the JUSCANZ 

(acronym of Japan-US-Canada-Australia-New Zealand) on key issues at the UN, as well as at 

 
531 Aso, ‘”Working Together for a Stable and Prosperous East Asia” - Lessons of the Past, a Vision for the 
Freedom to Dream - Address by Foreign Minister Taro Aso Center for Strategic and International Studies’, 3 
May 2006 
532 Ibid.  
533 Abe, ‘Press Conference Following Visit to the Philippines’, 9 December 2006 
534 Abe, ‘Confluence of the Two Seas’, 22 August 2007 



160 
 

the APEC and the ARF, we share common positions on important political, social, economic 

and humanitarian issues’.535 The point Ban was making served as an attempt to support the 

UN, however, the inclinations toward cooperation were evident.  

 

Beliefs, attitudes, actions  

Despite what seemed like a notable change in the way the US perceives threats, the Bush 

years did not alter US strategic culture. At best, they provided a temporary change of focus. 

In terms of beliefs, the review is mixed. The US never moved away from viewing itself as a 

Pacific nation, still, the focus on the Middle East, and then Europe, relegated Asia to third 

place in US priorities. In terms of writing the rulebook for the Pacific, the US did not move 

away from its belief that it has a duty to shape the norms of the region. Moves like supporting 

China in joining the WTO reinforced said belief in its ability to act as the country that brings 

everyone together in the Pacific, according to its norms. Finally, US scepticism concerning 

China’s authoritarian tendencies, as well as its constant reminding of its shared norms and 

values with its allies reinforced the notion that the US believed its norms and values were the 

best for the region.  

In terms of attitudes, there are also some mixed results. As far as working with its 

allies, this held true when it came to forming a common ground against terrorism. Often, 

these positions were largely symbolic or declaratory, and they varied from case to case. The 

extent to which the US worked with its allies in Asia to combat terrorism also varied from 

case to case and was mostly limited to security issues. Concerning multilateral formats, the 

US was reluctant to join multilateral formats that it had not initiated. The eventual joining of 

the EAS and the subsequent disinterest of China showed the early stages of tension between 
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the two concerning control. The third issue concerns whether the US ‘plays by its own rules’, 

if it displays hypocritical behavior. There were no major moments of the US actively 

disregarding its own diplomatic commitments.  

In terms of practices, the Quad can be considered an example of the US trying to 

establish its own multilateral institutions, regardless of its failure. In terms of participation in 

the groups of others, it can be considered that the Quad was not a US creation, and its 

participation in it is an example of this. Finally, there is the matter of adherence to its own 

rhetoric. The US stayed true to its commitments not to provoke China, and it has rewarded 

allies that cooperated with it in terms of combating terrorism. It is difficult to say how, and 

the extent to which, the US rewarded allies that supported it in its pro-democracy agenda. 

Overall, the US focus on terrorism slightly altered its beliefs about Asia being the centre of 

its interests, even though this alteration was temporary. US attitudes in terms of working with 

its allies were in the early cooperative stages, with a minimal security focus. US practices 

were consistent with rhetoric for the most part.  

 

Conclusion  

To conclude, under Bush, the US was unwilling to contain China. The San Francisco System 

was a more appropriate mechanism for US ambitions than the Quad, with the latter not 

lasting more than a few years. Both Japan and Australia found a new sense of security 

purpose during this time. This is not surprising, given that both countries have atypical 

security situations which make them better suited to uphold the US security rationale. The US 

found a way for trade and security cooperation with South Korea. The Philippines and 

Thailand were promoted to MNNA status, which marked the peak of the San Francisco 
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System. Bush also normalized relations with India, which would pave the way for improved 

security cooperation in the future.  

Bush espoused a vision for the Pacific Dream mainly influenced by Ford’s Pacific 

Doctrine. Unfortunately, under Bush, the US did not focus on Asia primarily. Instead, it 

focused on the Middle East. This was the price for establishing terrorism as the de facto 

existential threat to US interests. Aside from this, the US was reluctant to participate in most 

forms of multinational security and economic cooperation that were not initiated by it.  
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Chapter 4. Obama’s Asia strategy. A ‘pivot’ to multilateralism 

 

‘Why don’t you “pivot” out of here?’ 

Dai Bingguo, China State Councillor for Foreign Affairs536 

 

The Obama years were marked by two problems in terms of American foreign policy 

in Asia. Firstly, the US needed to convey the message that it was planning to make Asia a 

higher priority. Bush’s Middle East focus created the impression that the US was not that 

interested in Asia. The Obama administration had to convey very clearly that the United 

States was willing to rebrand itself as the key power in Asia. The second problem concerned 

the manner in which the US would re-engage with Asia. For the first years of the Obama 

administration, the US did try to present its return to Asia as a development that did not 

threaten China. The prospect of confrontation and competition would nonetheless prove 

inescapable. The US and China had almost no option but to engage in a more confrontational 

stance, not only because of US desires to do so, but also because of American allies’ 

insistence that the US return with a heavier military say. The reason for that was China itself, 

through its push for more influence in the South China Sea in particular. America wanted to 

return to Asia in a complete sense, but its ‘return’ was mostly military. One reason for that 

was the eventual failure of Obama’s Trans-Pacific Partnership, an event that took place in 

part thanks to the administration that followed Obama.  

 

The US and China  
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Obama’s early approach to China was strikingly similar to that of Bush. For the first years, 

the message was one of cohabitation, even in spite of China’s eventual change in leadership, 

with Hu Jintao being replaced by Xi Jinping. What led to a change in stance was mainly the 

increasingly tense atmosphere over the South China Sea. The US NSS maintained a 

conciliatory stance toward China. It claimed the US ‘will continue to pursue a positive, 

constructive, and comprehensive relationship with China’. The expectation that China would 

adhere to the ‘responsible stakeholder’ theory persisted, and the NSS hinted that the US 

would monitor the military modernization of China in order to ensure that its allies were not 

threatened. Even though the strategy outlined that the US ‘will not agree on every issue, and 

we will be candid on our human rights concerns and areas where we differ’, it also followed 

up with the idea that ‘disagreements should not prevent cooperation on issues of mutual 

interest, because a pragmatic and effective relationship between the United States and China 

is essential to address the major challenges of the 21st century’.537 In other words, differences 

between the US and China were not expected to fundamentally derail the relationship.  

In a July 2009 speech in Washington DC on the US-China Strategic and Economic 

Dialogue, Obama set the tone for what many in his administration hoped would be a cordial 

relationship. He claimed that the US and China ‘have a comprehensive relationship that 

reflects the deepening ties among our people. […] I believe that we are poised to make steady 

progress on some of the most important issues of our times’. He also refuted concerns that the 

US was trying to contain China:  

Let us be honest: We know that some are wary of the future. Some in China 

think that America will try to contain China's ambitions; some in America 

think that there is something to fear in a rising China. I take a different view, 

and I believe President Hu takes a different view as well. I believe in a future 
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where China is a strong, prosperous, and successful member of the community 

of nations, a future when our nations are partners out of necessity, but also out 

of opportunity. This future is not fixed, but it is a destination that can be 

reached if we pursue a sustained dialogue like the one that you will commence 

today and act on what we hear and what we learn.538  

Obama met with Chinese President Hu Jintao once again in November 2009, during his visit 

to China. The US pointed out that ‘each country and its people have the right to choose their 

own path, and all countries should respect each other's choice of a development model’, a 

statement that validated China’s long-standing strategy of prioritizing sovereignty over 

transnational issues. When the issue of human rights came up, both sides expressed a need to 

work together, acknowledging their differences and their mutual respect.539 At another 

meeting, Obama added on the need to facilitate China’s emergence as a world power, 

claiming that the US ‘welcomes China's efforts in playing a greater role on the world stage, a 

role in which a growing economy is joined by growing responsibilities’.540  

During his meeting with Hu in January 2011, Obama claimed that it would be best for the 

US and China to ensure that when one is successful, so is the other, further saying that 

China’s economic rise had benefits for the US as well, along with the Asia-Pacific. Hu once 

again reiterated that ‘China and the United States should respect each other's choice of 

development path and each other's core interests’.541  

Xi Jinping would become the most consequential PRC leader since Mao. When 

Obama and Xi had a call in March 2013, the tone was positive. Both promised to cooperate 

more on economic matters, and the US sent its Secretary of State and Secretary of Treasury 
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to visit Beijing and work on improving the relationship.542 The two met in June 2013, with 

senior Obama administration officials saying in a conference call that both sides wanted to 

avoid the risk of conflict between a great power and a rising power, and would establish a 

relationship that reflected that reality.543 During their meeting, Obama and Xi promised to 

continue their cordial relationship, and the Chinese President noted that the ‘China-U.S. 

relationship has reached a new historical starting point’.544 Xi also took the opportunity to 

advance his own vision, emphasizing that ‘China will work hard to realize the Chinese dream 

of the great national renewal and will work hard to push forward the noble cause of peace and 

development for all mankind’.545 This marked the clash of two ‘dreams’: one advocated by 

Kerry, which reinforced the US liberal order, and the one put forward by Xi, which 

emphasized a renewed China. The meeting was deemed of notable importance by National 

Security Advisor Tom Donilon, who called it ‘central to our Asia Pacific rebalancing 

strategy’. He claimed that the US strategy was to continue to engage with China, and that Xi 

expressed some interest in joining the TPP.546 

Obama and Xi would meet again in Saint-Petersburg in September 2013, when Xi 

claimed he hoped the two countries would establish a new kind of relationship. This marked 

the beginning of the change in stance China would develop, seeking parity with the US. In 

November 2014, Obama visited Xi in Beijing. During their press conference, Xi claimed 

China wanted to play a bigger security role in Asia, saying that ‘the Pacific Ocean is broad 

enough to accommodate the development of both China and the United States, and our two 

countries should work together to contribute to security in Asia’. Obama claimed that he 
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‘welcomes the continuing rise of a China that is peaceful, prosperous, and stable and that 

plays a responsible role in the world. And we don't just welcome it, we support it’. Obama 

added ‘a strong, cooperative relationship with China is at the heart of our pivot to Asia’.547  

The increased assertiveness of China in the South China Sea, through its controversial 

‘9 dash line’ claims, had led to territorial disputes with Brunei, Taiwan, Indonesia, Malaysia, 

the Philippines, and Vietnam. It could be argued that the deteriorating situation here is what 

tilted the balance decisively in favour of confrontation, as this approach not only provoked 

US ire, it also prompted a response from multiple US treaty allies, such as Japan, Australia, 

and the Philippines. Tensions also increased in the East China Sea, where, in 2013, China 

designated a new Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) which led to strong condemnation 

from the US, Japan, and South Korea. The ADIZ made it possible for China to make a legal 

claim to intercepting planes flying into its newly claimed airspace, despite it not being 

recognized by any of its neighbours. The Obama administration was aware of the issue in 

December 2013, when Joe Biden’s visit to Asia covered a number of topics, the East China 

Sea among them.548 The US stated that it does not recognize the ADIZ.549 As a response to 

the Chinese manoeuvres, South Korea expanded its own ADIZ, a move that the US did not 

endorse.550 In an April 2014 joint statement, Obama and Japanese Prime Minister Abe 

Shinzo551 declared they ‘share strong concern over recent actions that have raised tensions in 

the East China Sea and South China Sea, such as the uncoordinated declaration of an Air 

 
547 Obama, ‘The President's News Conference With President Xi Jinping of China in Beijing, China’, 12 
November 2014 
548 Obama, ‘Background Briefing’, 3 December 2013a 
549 Obama, ‘Background Briefing by Senior Administration Officials on the Vice President's Asia Trip’, 4 
December 2013 
550 Obama, ‘Background Briefing By Senior Administration Officials on the Vice President's Trip to Asia’, 7 
December 2013 
551 As of 1 January, 2020, Japan has reverted to its traditional naming convention, which uses the family name 
first, and the given name second. This thesis adheres to the new convention.  



168 
 

Defense Identification Zone in the East China Sea. Our two countries oppose any attempt to 

assert territorial or maritime claims through the use of intimidation, coercion or force’.552  

According to the US National Security Strategy, China was not perceived as a threat, 

instead, the US emphasized that it:  

welcomes the rise of a stable, peaceful, and prosperous China. We seek 

cooperation on shared regional and global challenges such as climate change, 

public health, economic growth, and the denuclearization of the Korean 

Peninsula. While there will be competition, we reject the inevitability of 

confrontation.553  

The NSS description of China is striking when compared to INDOPACOM speeches 

on the threats the US faced in Asia. Admiral Samuel Locklear III, head of INDOPACOM, 

expressed greater scepticism concerning China’s actions than the Obama administration 

would present. During testimony given to the House Armed Services Committee, Locklear 

stated that China is attempting to ‘advance a vision for an alternative security architecture in 

Asia that affords Beijing increased influence in the region and diminishes the role of the 

United States’. China’s strategy of creating artificial islands in order to expand its claims in 

nearby seas was also criticized.554 Locklear was replaced in 2015 with Admiral Harry Harris, 

and his testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee in February 2016 maintained 

a strong line on China. Harris used the term revanchist for Russia, leaving China to be 

described as destabilizing.555 That same month, Harris gave a speech at the Pentagon, where 

he listed China, along with North Korea, as two of the five strategic problems the US 
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encountered. Two more, Russia, and terrorism, also have significant ramifications in Asia, so 

Harris took advantage of that to support the pivot. Harris urged closer ties with India, he 

praised Australia’s defence white paper, praised allies in general, and stated that China had 

been described as threat by the US since 2013, and that his criticisms were consistent with 

US policy. He also added that a harshening of US rhetoric was a result of Chinese 

assertiveness in the South China Sea, not US decision-making.556 It is thus quite clear the 

Indo-Pacific region was being transformed by China’s rise. Since Xi Jinping came to power, 

China had abandoned the prudence that was characteristic of the Deng Xiaoping era.557  

The US and China also had to navigate the contentious issue of Taiwan. With China 

becoming increasingly assertive, unofficial US support for Taiwan ran the risk of escalating 

into a bigger problem. The US never abandoned the idea of militarily supporting Taiwan, as 

Vice President Biden confirmed during an August 2011 meeting with PRC officials. The 

Chinese officials raised the issue of Taiwan, once again restating the sensitivity of the topic, 

but the US language hinted that there would be no change in policy and that the US would 

continue to provide Taiwan with weapons because it saw that military link as a factor that 

added to the security of the region.558 A November 2015 US factsheet on its rebalance to Asia 

made room for Taiwan, advancing the idea that America had ‘strengthened our unofficial 

relationship with the people of Taiwan’. That was the only mention of Taiwan, and it 

reinforced the country’s paradoxical situation: because most countries do not recognise it, it 

could not be presented as a key priority outside of a crisis – the document did not mention 

Taiwan in the ‘alliances’ or ‘emerging partners’ section. For Taiwan’s role to change, it 

needed to be presented as a higher priority, ideally outside the context of cross-strait 
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relations.559 Obama’s China policy can be best described as a strategy of caution that 

eventually came to terms with the crude reality that great power competition was inevitable.  

 

The San Francisco System  

Obama’s re-engagement strategy for Asia was named the ‘pivot’. Resulting largely from Kurt 

Campbell, Obama’s Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, the goal 

behind the pivot was to move America’s central focus away from the Middle East to Asia, in 

the broadest sense possible, military, political, economic, and diplomatic. In order to do this, 

the Obama administration made a strong deviation from the politics of the Bush years. 

Mainly, it pursued a multilateral approach, aiming to work together with multiple allies over 

a number of key issues. Until 2015, America’s pivot to Asia was designed as a cautious 

overture, aiming to restate America’s essential role in Asia as a Pacific power. Given the 

continent’s deteriorating security situation, the pivot’s main success was military: it 

underlined the core area where both the Americans and their allies could agree, namely 

America’s status as a military guarantor for the San Francisco System and beyond. 

The National Security Strategy made it clear the US considered more engagement with its 

allies. It also stated a willingness to deepen cooperation with China, India, and Russia, 

marking the fact that the Obama administration was considering a number of ‘resets’ in US 

relationships at the beginning of the term. Neither China or Russia were described as 

‘adversarial’, implying that the Obama administration continued to consider terrorist groups 

as the main threat to US stability and interests. The NSS claimed the alliances with ‘Japan, 

South Korea, Australia, the Philippines, and Thailand are the bedrock of security in Asia and 

a foundation of prosperity in the Asia-Pacific region’. This was an implied acknowledgement 
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of the San Francisco System, and it also hinted that prosperity comes through 

democratization. Asia was highlighted as a key economic area, and the US had taken 

‘substantial steps to deepen our engagement in the region, through regional organizations, 

new dialogues, and high-level diplomacy’.560  

The Obama administration did not hold back on symbolism. Obama called himself the 

first Pacific President, and his administration did give considerable attention to East Asia in 

particular. His first meeting was with Japanese Prime Minister Aso Taro, the first foreign 

leader received by Obama was South Korean President Lee Myung-bak, and Secretary of 

State Hillary Clinton’s first formal state visit was to Asia.561 

During a November 2009 press briefing, Obama’s national security team gave details 

about the pivot. The goal was to ‘renew America's alliances in the region, to continue to forge 

new partnerships’. The ‘overarching theme is that America is a Pacific nation, it understands 

the importance of Asia in the 21st century, and it's going to be very engaged in a very 

comprehensive way to make progress on a whole series of issues that are critical for our 

prosperity and our security’. Another issue according to Jeff Bader, National Security 

Council Senior Director for East Asian Affairs, was on the ‘common perception in the region 

that U.S. influence has been on the decline in the last decade, while Chinese influence has 

been increasing’.562  

Hillary Clinton made supportive statements regarding the San Francisco System in a 

speech in January 2010, when she said the ‘alliances with Japan, South Korea, Australia, 

Thailand, and the Philippines are among the most successful bilateral partnerships in modern 
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history. The security and stability provided through these relationships have been critical to 

the region’s success and development. Our shared values and strategic interests enabled 

generations to grow up and prosper in a region largely at peace, and they remain key to 

maintaining stability and security. Our commitment to our bilateral relationships is entirely 

consistent with – and will enhance – Asia’s multilateral groupings’.563  

Clinton made similar points in October 2011, when she added that ‘we’re celebrating this 

at a moment when America is in the midst of a strategic pivot. The wars of the last decade are 

winding down and transitioning; the world’s economic and strategic center of gravity is 

shifting east; and the United States is committed to an even deeper network of relationships 

across the Asia-Pacific region.564 Obama added similar points in November 2011, when he 

said that there is ‘no region in the world that we consider more vital than the Asia-Pacific 

region, and we want, on a whole range of issues, to be working with our partner countries 

around the Pacific rim in order to enhance job growth, economic growth, prosperity, and 

security for all of us’.565  

During a January 2013 speech, Japan’s Prime Minister Abe Shinzo presented the five 

principles of Japanese diplomacy. He stated that the interest of Japan ‘lies eternally in 

keeping Asia's seas unequivocally open, free, and peaceful - in maintaining them as the 

commons for all the people of the world, where the rule of law is fully realized’. He added 

that the alliance with the US would be key to that, while also stating that Japan needed to 

work with other Asian countries on naval cooperation.566  

During a speech the same month, Abe Shinzo told the Center for Strategic and 

International Studies (CSIS) in Washington that Japan must be a regional leader, especially 
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when promoting the rules-based international order. He mentioned freedom of navigation, a 

contentious issue with China, and urged for more cooperation among Japan, the US, South 

Korea, and Australia. He also promised he would spend more on defence so that the US-

Japan alliance remained strong.567 The five principles themselves consisted of: universal 

values, freedom of the seas, economic cooperation, closer intercultural ties, and bringing in 

more young people to visit Japan. The principles can be considered part of the Abe 

doctrine.568  

Abe mentioned in a September 2013 speech that the ‘security environment […] is 

growing increasingly severe’, and that Japan needed to cooperate with its allies because ‘no 

country can maintain its peace and safety by itself’.569 The deteriorating security situation 

was also noted by South Korean Foreign Minister Yun Byung-se, who spoke of the ‘Asian 

paradox’, expanding on the growing wealth of Asia, and its increasingly uncertain security 

situation. He made a plea in favour of Korean unification as a means to ease tensions.570 The 

US NSS of 2015 claimed America ‘has been and will remain a Pacific power’. It added that 

the US was looking to modernize its alliances.571  

During a March 2013 meeting with Australian Foreign Minister Bob Carr, Secretary 

of State John Kerry made it clear that he was planning to continue the pivot strategy that was 

advocated by former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton before him, when he said he is 

‘equally as married to, if not more married, than my predecessor’ to the pivot. He also 
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mentioned that Australia played a key role in the US pivot strategy.572 A month later, while 

giving a speech in Tokyo, Kerry expanded on the idea of a Pacific partnership. Invoking 

shared values with Japan, Kerry emphasized the importance of a ‘Pacific Dream’, which 

would ‘translate our strongest values into an unprecedented security, economic, and social 

cooperation’. He reiterated that the ‘presence of the United States in the Asia Pacific and our 

network of alliances with Japan, South Korea, Australia, the Philippines, and Thailand, these 

have already formed a fundamental platform’.573 Two things are noticeable here: the 

emergence of a new thread on the ‘Pacific Dream’ and the loose mentioning of the San 

Francisco System, with all US treaty allies being presented as bedrocks of US presence and 

strategy. It is thus no surprise that during his visit, Kerry reiterated that the US rebalance to 

Asia would continue.574  

During a January 2014 speech following a meeting with South Korean Foreign 

Minister Yun Byung-se, Kerry mentioned that trade with South Korea was part of the pivot 

strategy.575 The idea of a US rebalancing to Asia was welcomed by South Korean President 

Park Geun-hye, who stated she will ‘strongly support the U.S. policy to rebalance toward the 

Asia-Pacific region as it contributes positively to the regional peace and cooperation’.576 A 

fact sheet put forward by the Obama administration on the rebalance to Asia emphasized a 

strengthening of the ‘treaty alliances with Australia, Japan, the Republic of Korea (ROK), 

and the Philippines, while maintaining our long-standing alliance with Thailand’ as one of the 

achievements of the rebalance.577  
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A January 2016 meeting between Obama and Australian Prime Minister Turnbull had 

Obama claiming the ‘rebalance has been effective in part because we have such strong treaty 

alliances, and Australia is one of those critical alliances’.578 At an October 2016 meeting 

between the US Secretaries of State and Defense and their South Korean counterparts, Carter 

said the US ‘rebalance is entering its next phase and we’re seeing allies and partners come 

together in a principled and inclusive security network to contribute to regional security and 

uphold shared principles’.579  

One of the key Obama administration officials behind the pivot strategy, Kurt 

Campbell, expanded on the rationale for the pivot in his book, The Pivot – The Future of 

American Statecraft in Asia. While taking some of the blame for the ambiguous rollout of the 

pivot strategy, Campbell stated that the Obama administration was willing to strengthen 

bilateral alliances because it did not feel having no formal alliance structure was an 

‘advantage’.580 The economic and military moves that were made were meant to increase 

coherence within the San Francisco alliance network. He added that the US planned to pivot 

to Asia from the early days of the George W. Bush administration, but those plans were 

changed when the 9/11 terrorist attacks happened. US policy in the Middle East did not have 

a negative impact on US policy in Asia, and he mentioned that the military operations in the 

Middle East facilitated an improvement in cooperation with San Francisco alliance network 

allies, such as Japan, South Korea, Australia, and Thailand.581  

 

The US and Japan  
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It was established in the previous chapter that Abe was one of the main architects behind 

Japan’s change in foreign policy to a more assertive stance. Unfortunately for Abe, his 

governing Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) lost power in 2009 to the Democratic Party of 

Japan (DPJ). Three years of stagnation followed, with three different Japanese Prime 

Ministers all with the objective of making Japan less dependent on the US. All three failed to 

change the relationship in any meaningful way, and by 2012 Abe was back in power, and he 

continued his strategy of anchoring Japan in the US-led security infrastructure.  

The Japan Ministry of Defence’s 2009 White Paper had special mentions for the US and 

Australia, among others. Japan listed the UN and the alliance with the US as the main pillars 

for ensuring its stability. The government of Japan outlined two key areas where it was 

working to improve its protection capabilities: more investment in defence, and upholding the 

existing security arrangements with the US.582 The government had also tried to expand the 

definition of the ‘right to self-defense’, claiming that it ‘is not necessarily confined to the 

geographic boundaries of Japanese territory, territorial waters and airspace’. Nevertheless, 

there was still reluctance to send military formations abroad.583 The document further stated 

that the 9/11 terrorist attacks served as the basis for US-Japan consultations on improving 

security, reinforcing the notion that terrorism was the main threat that fuelled Japanese 

strategic thinking. The document made it clear that the alliance served as a basis not just for 

security concerning Japan, but also for security on the Korean peninsula, the rise of China, 

easing tensions concerning the Taiwan Strait, and others. Shared values, such as democracy 

and counterterrorism also featured.584  

Within the 2010 White Paper, Japan stated that the alliance with the US was a 

springboard for not just regional, but also global objectives, attempting to tie in humanitarian 
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and disaster relief with its conventional security situation. The US forces in Japan were 

described as a ‘public good’, adding to a sense of security not only in Japan, but in 

neighbouring countries as well.585  

Meeting with Prime Minister Aso Taro, Obama declared his willingness to improve the 

alliance beyond the military aspects, touching on climate change, among other subjects. He 

raised the issue of Afghanistan as well.586 While meeting with his successor, Yukio 

Hatoyama, Obama agreed to the need for ‘extended deterrence’.587 Hatoyama did look for a 

more equal footing, and a stronger position from Japan concerning Afghanistan was one of 

the options. There was no opposition toward a stronger US presence in Asia.588 Obama 

refused to let the San Francisco System be presented as an outdated historical structure, 

mentioned that the US ‘looks to strengthen old alliances and build new partnerships with the 

nations of this region. To do this, we look to America's treaty alliances with Japan, South 

Korea, Australia, Thailand, and the Philippines, alliances that are not historical documents 

from a bygone era, but abiding commitments to each other that are fundamental to our shared 

security’.589  

Obama and Hatoyama met again in January 2010, to celebrate 50 years since the signing 

of the US-Japan Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security. Hatoyama claimed the alliance 

was ‘indispensable not only for the defense of Japan alone, but also for the peace and 

prosperity of the entire Asia-Pacific region’. He added that as long as there would be regional 
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instability, the alliance would continue.590 Hatoyama was replaced by Kan Naoto, who also 

made a visit to the US in September 2010. Kan hinted that there would be no major changes 

to the alliance.591 

One notable security concession was made nevertheless, concerning the status of the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, a disputed territory between Japan and China. During an October 

2010 meeting with Japanese Foreign Minister Maehara Seiji, the issue was addressed by 

Clinton. She claimed that the US-Japan security treaty covered the Senkakus, a considerable 

statement given the active dispute with China, at a time when the Obama administration was 

aiming to improve relations with most countries in Asia.592 Obama himself would reiterate 

the statements in April 2014, well into his second term.593 His statement on the Senkakus, 

declared that the US ‘don't take a position on final sovereignty determinations with respect to 

Senkakus, but historically, they have been administered by Japan, and we do not believe that 

they should be subject to change unilaterally. And what is a consistent part of the alliance is 

that the treaty covers all territories administered by Japan. So this is not a new position, this is 

a consistent one’.594 A joint statement by the Security Consultative Committee on new 

guidelines for US-Japan cooperation also restated support for the Senkakus.595 Foreign 

Minister Kishida Fumio also raised the issue of Chinese intrusions in Japanese territory in a 

speech to the Diet in January 2016, when addressing security policy.596  
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On 11 March 2011, the Great East Japan earthquake took place, the most powerful 

earthquake ever recorded in Japan, and the fourth most powerful in the world. It created a 

tsunami that led to a nuclear reactor meltdown at the Fukushima power plant. The earthquake 

and the nuclear meltdown changed two aspects of the Japan-US alliance. Firstly, the Japanese 

Self-Defense Forces (SDF) took an active role in offering support and performing rescue 

missions. This led to a change in Japanese public opinion concerning the SDF. Historically, 

the public had been sceptical of the SDF, especially due to its status as a military force that is 

operationally unlike any army. The opinion changed after the earthquake, and the SDF began 

to be viewed more positively by the population, as it was polling at around 95 per cent 

positive views.597 The image improvement of the SDF aided the cause of those who 

supported reform of Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution, which could turn the SDF into a 

more typical army.  

The US support during the earthquake, through Operation Tomodachi, served as a 

reminder that logistically, the US is a major asset to Japan. The success of Operation 

Tomodachi could be viewed both through an idealistic lens, as a means of emphasizing the 

friendship between the US and Japan, and through a more pragmatic lens, as an opportunity 

for the US to remind Japan of how essential the alliance is at a time when Japan was 

exploring a potential realignment of its own.598 During a May 2011 meeting with Obama, 

Prime Minister Kan mentioned ‘the depth of the kizuna, or the bonds of friendship, between 

Japan and the United States. And Japanese people are deeply grateful for what the United 

States has done’, concerning logistical earthquake help.599Japan chose its third Prime 
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Minister in just a few years in the person of Noda Yoshihiko. He would meet with Obama in 

April 2012, and largely reaffirm the existing alliance as a stable one.600  

By the end of 2012, the Democratic Party of Japan would be defeated by the Liberal 

Democratic Party, and Abe would be re-elected as Prime Minister following his previous 

time in office in the late 2000s. Abe did not refrain from criticizing the previous DPJ leaders 

in a meeting with Obama in February 2013. He said the US and Japan had ‘restored the bonds 

of friendship and the trust […] that had been markedly damaged over the past three years’. 

He promised more defence spending, reforms to the self-defence principle, new military 

guidelines, and full support from Japan for the liberal international order.601 The two leaders 

agreed to pursue multilateralism in diplomacy, while setting a tough stance on North Korea, 

in accordance with the Obama administration approach of strategic patience.602 By ‘strategic 

patience’, the US chose not to engage diplomatically with North Korea, considering that by 

reacting too strongly to its nuclear tests and missile launches, it would be playing into 

Pyongyang’s hands, giving the DPRK the international attention it was craving.  

The US also took measures to reform its military strategy in order to better 

accommodate Japanese issues. A longstanding problem was that of basing, where complaints 

from Japanese nationals concerning a heavy US military presence in Okinawa were 

addressed. Kerry announced relocations of US troops, from Okinawa to Guam, Hawaii, and 

Australia. In exchange for this shift in posture, Japan would better address burden-sharing 

issues.603  
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Japan adhered to the increasing US concerns in the South China Sea, with a 

December 2013 fact sheet stating that multilateral cooperation on maritime safety in the 

South China Sea was needed.604 By the end of 2013, senior Obama administration officials 

declared the alliance with Japan was at a ‘high-water mark across the board’.605 Abe also 

claimed in an April 2014 meeting with Obama that the ‘Japan-U.S. alliance has been revived 

very strongly’. Abe also adhered to a conciliatory tone concerning China, emphasizing better 

relations.606  

By the end of 2014, Japan passed new security legislation that facilitated better 

cooperation with the US. The State Department responded positively.607 The legislation 

allowed Japan to create its own National Security Council, modelled after that of the US, and 

it allowed better protection of state secrets, improved cybersecurity, established a space 

strategy, and ensured better defence communication.608 The military guidance reforms of 

2015, the first in 17 years, were applauded by Kerry as ensuring ‘important new frontiers for 

our alliance’.609 The US and Japan put forward a joint statement in April 2015, and they 

committed to respect the principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity, support 

democracy, human rights, and the rule of law, improve economic ties, enforce norms of 

international law concerning the freedom of navigation and overflight, among others.610 

When asked if the improvements in ties between the two could be seen as a provocation to 

China, Obama demurred.611  
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The US and Australia  

The best course of action for Australia would be to continue building on the success of the 

past years. This is largely what happened, nonetheless, a new dimension emerged in the US-

Australia alliance: an increasing amount of room being made for Japan to play a part. This 

would come to have implications for the Quad in the future, but also for America and 

Australia’s strategic culture, marking an embrace of multilateralism. Australia needed the US 

pivot, especially in the security sense.  

In May 2009, Australia published its Defence White Paper, which outlined its key 

strategic issues. The previous White Paper was issued in 2000, and a new one was due. 

Australia aspired to meet its security obligations to Southeast Asia and the US.612 Public 

meetings and consultations showed that there was no clear threat perceived by Australia, and 

that the ‘present strategic environment is relatively benign in terms of a major military 

threat’. Support for the alliance with the US continued.613 Even though there was no clear 

threat perception, the document outlined that of ‘particular concern would be any diminution 

in the willingness or capacity of the United States to act as a stabilising force’.614 The 

Australian Defence Department clearly stated that Australian strategic planning was shaped 

by US primacy, that US power acted as a stabilising force historically, and this had not 

hindered attempts by Australia to secure its own strategic goals. The document outlined an 

expected rise in multipolarity.615 The document stated that a ‘potential contraction of US 

strategic presence in the Asia-Pacific, with a requirement for allies and friends to do more in 

their own regions would adversely affect Australian interests, regional stability and global 

security’. The expectation was that the US would remain the most powerful actor in Asia 
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until 2030 at least, in political, economic, and military terms. There were worries that in the 

future, the US would have to deal with too many security obligations, in what Paul Kennedy 

called ‘imperial overstretch’, and the US was expected to rely more on its allies to make up 

for the increased burden.616 In terms of regional stability, Australia wanted to work with the 

US, Japan, China, India, and Indonesia, to ensure balance, but it dedicated attention to stating 

that ‘strategic stability in the region is best underpinned by the continued presence of the 

United States through its network of alliances and security partnerships, including with Japan, 

the Republic of Korea, India and Australia, and by significant levels of US military 

capability’.617 It is notable that all the members of the Quad, along with South Korea, are 

mentioned here. The alliance with the US remained the most important defence agreement.618 

Rudd had never avoided pointing out that he believed the US played an essential role in 

the Asia-Pacific, claiming that ‘through its network of alliances in our region, the US 

presence in the Western Pacific has been a force for stability for more than half a century’. 

He expanded on his desire for Asia to emulate European integration, in an attempt to ‘build 

an Asia Pacific century that does not repeat the errors of the European century of the one past 

- one characterised by national conflict and international conflict; but instead a century that 

by dint of our efforts together is truly peaceful, truly pacific, prosperous and sustainable for 

all the peoples of our region’.619 He added that ‘the future strategic stability of the Asia-

Pacific region will in large part rely on the continuing strong presence of Australia's closest 

ally, the United States’.620  

Prime Minister Julia Gillard, who replaced Rudd in June 2010, visited Washington DC in 

2011 and gave remarks to Congress. Her speech insisted that the US and Australia were 
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historical allies, and the wars in the Middle East served as an occasion for the alliance to be 

renewed. She pointed out how the 9/11 attacks brought the two countries together, united in a 

common front against terrorism. She claimed the era of the Cold War, dominated by two 

powers, came to an end, and the new century, marked by multiple powers having a greater 

say was a welcome evolution. She also claimed that if China was prosperous, then everybody 

would benefit.621 

Obama went on to address the Parliament in Canberra, where he made the argument that 

the US and Australia were not that different. He mentioned immigration as a unifying factor, 

talking about the ‘brilliant tapestry of our nations’. He reiterated the point that historically, 

the US had been a Pacific nation, and that it was possible to see an ‘enhanced presence in the 

alliance that we've strengthened: in Japan, where our alliance remains a cornerstone of 

regional security; in Thailand, where we're partnering for disaster relief; in the Philippines, 

where we're increasing ship visits and training; and in South Korea, where our commitment 

to the security of the Republic of Korea will never waver’. Afterwards, Obama made a 

defence of the liberal order.622  

When Gillard gave remarks on the publication of Australia’s 2013 Defence White 

Paper, she made it clear that the alliance with the US was of notable importance, claiming it 

‘reaffirms the central and enduring importance of our alliance relationship with the United 

States and the contribution this makes to regional stability and to Australia's security’. She 

then stated that Australia was looking for ‘deeper defence partnerships in our region 

including with China, our longstanding partner New Zealand, and with countries such as 

Indonesia, India, Singapore, Japan, the Republic of Korea and Malaysia’.623  
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Gillard gave a speech in January 2013 on Australia’s security post-9/11. She noted 

that the focus on counterterrorism was coming to an end, and more focus on Asia was 

needed. She said the ‘relationship between China and the United States […] will determine 

the temperature of regional affairs in coming decades’, adding that she was ‘optimistic about 

the ability of China and the United States to manage change in the region. She claimed that 

Australia would ‘support our ally the United States in continuing to play its role as a 

stabilising force in the region’, and it would be focused on ‘building deeper relationships with 

China, Indonesia, India, Japan and Korea, amongst others’.624 In May 2013, the US and 

Australia signed a Defense Trade Cooperation Treaty, which facilitated the faster acquiring 

of technology for the defence sectors of both countries, and enabled better collaboration on 

defence technologies.625 An October 2013 Statement of Principles between the governments 

of the US and Australia stated that the ‘enduring defence and security cooperation partnership 

between the United States and Australia is of significant benefit to both nations and the 

region’, and ‘initiatives may include security cooperation exercises; joint and combined 

training activities; humanitarian and disaster relief activities; and such other activities’.626  

Following the US-Australia ministerial consultations, known as AUSMIN, a few 

aspects relevant to the alliance were made clear. The force posture review improved in terms 

of military strategy, and was going to ‘examine opportunities to expand their cooperation on 

ballistic missile defense’. In the Indo-Pacific region, it was aiming to ‘strongly support the 

promotion of regional peace, stability, and security, and agreed to continue their contributions 

to development, the promotion and protection of human rights, and the advancement of 
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democracy and economic integration’, and it would uphold UNCLOS. It thus aligned with 

US support for UNCLOS and other similar agreements.627  

The June 2014 Force Posture agreement allowed the US to move troops more easily 

through Australia.628 This was in accordance with Prime Minister Abbott’s statement to 

Obama that he would ‘want to assure the President that Australia will be an utterly 

dependable ally’.629 Kerry also emphasized the alignment, adding that ‘whether it is support 

for democracy, rule of law, standing up for human rights, speaking out across the planet, 

Australia is at our side’.630 During a January 2016 speech at CSIS, Prime Minister Malcom 

Turnbull associated prosperity in Asia with the US presence there, emphasizing that the 

region’s economic development could not have happened without US security and economic 

support. He took a cautious tone on China, mentioning that it was up to China to avoid 

making strategic mistakes that would put it at odds with western powers. He also pressured 

the US to ratify the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), adding 

that it was ‘a product of American leadership and crucial for resolving potential flashpoints in 

many parts of the globe. Non-ratification diminishes American leadership where it is most 

needed’.631 

Another AUSMIN meeting in October 2015 expanded on the alliance’s evolution. 

Both sides ‘expressed strong concerns over recent Chinese land reclamation and construction 

activity in the South China Sea’, and they added that they ‘shared economic and strategic 

interests between Australia, the United States and Thailand, both countries reiterated their 

support for Thailand’s return to democracy, and stressed the importance of protecting human 
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rights and fundamental freedoms’. The issue of the South China Sea was raised during a 

November 2015 meeting between Obama and Prime Minister Turnbull, where Obama said he 

had an ‘excellent discussion around the importance of maintaining freedom of navigation and 

maritime rules. Since neither of us are claimants in some of the controversies that are taking 

place in the South China Sea, it's, I think, very important for us simply to uphold the basic 

principle that these issues should be resolved by international norms and rule of law, and 

peacefully settled’.632 These trends would continue until the final meeting between Obama 

and Prime Minister Turnbull, where both would point out how counterterrorism made the 

alliance stronger.633 

 

The US and South Korea  

In an attempt to answer the increasingly difficult North Korean question, the Obama 

administration set out to pursue ‘strategic patience’ with the DPRK. Strategic patience failed 

to disincentivise Pyongyang from acquiring and testing nuclear weapons, and thus, the 

question was how else could the relationship with South Korea be developed. One option was 

the US-Japan-South Korea trilateral, but the problem there can be traced back to the Cold 

War, specifically to a controversial mid-1960s agreement that was too generous to Japan and 

aged poorly in South Korea. The US lacked a clear answer on how to make sure Seoul and 

Tokyo worked together. Aside from that, Japan and South Korea have a history of distrust, 

going back to Japan’s rule over Korea since the late 19th century. Another option was to 

double down on the security side, the best example being the deployment of the Terminal 

High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) missile shield. The shield’s deployment led to anger 
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from China, which placed economic sanctions on South Korea, and a lukewarm US reaction 

which had Seoul asking itself even more questions about the future of the alliance. The 

Obama years highlighted just how hard it was for the US and South Korea to define their 

alliance as anything more than a preventive, reactive one aimed to deter North Korea. For it 

go anywhere, the US needed to abandon its post-WWII ‘first island chain’ mentality and 

accept South Korea as an ally on an equal footing with countries like Japan and Australia.  

Obama had to work with Lee Myung-bak, South Korea’s first conservative president in 

10 years. The ideological difference did not present a major hurdle. Obama called Lee in May 

2009, in order to discuss a nuclear test by North Korea. He had called Japanese Prime 

Minister Aso as well, but he did not speak to both at the same time.634 The two met in June 

2009 to reiterate that the defence treaty remained ‘the cornerstone of the U.S.-ROK security 

relationship, which has guaranteed peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula and in 

Northeast Asia for over fifty years’. The US also signalled that it would maintain ‘a robust 

defense posture, backed by allied capabilities which support both nations' security 

interests’.635 Obama travelled to South Korea in November 2009, when he met with Lee once 

again. He spoke on the need to renegotiate and implement the US-South Korea Free Trade 

Agreement.636 Obama would meet again with Lee in Seoul in November 2010, where both 

finalized the renegotiation of the free trade agreement.637  

In December 2010, the US, Japan, and South Korea published a trilateral statement 

emphasizing their shared values and common responsibilities. There was also agreement on 

the need to cooperate with China where possible, since a cordial relationship would be 
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beneficial.638 It is notable that the statement presented the US relationships with Japan and 

South Korea as ‘alliances’, yet the relationships between Japan and South Korea was 

described as a ‘partnership’. The reluctance of the two to call each other allies is another 

inter-spokes issue for the alliance network.  

During an October 2011 speech, South Korean Foreign Minister Kim Sung-hwan 

expanded on a few issues concerning the alliance. His belief was that the US and China 

would continue to cooperate for the foreseeable future, since it was in their best interests. He 

added that South Korea wanted to expand its relationships with both the US and China, and 

that he expected improvement with the US on issues like wartime operational control, and the 

free trade agreement. As for China, improvements were expected on working to coordinate 

policy on North Korea, and improving the military relationship in general.639 

Obama and Lee met in March 2012 once again. Obama emphasized a greater role for the 

US, pointing out that the US was willing to uphold its status as a leader in Asia, adding that 

the ‘United States as a Pacific nation will play a larger and long-term role in shaping this 

region and its future’. Obama also emphasized that despite discussions in Washington 

concerning his goals to reduce US defence spending, the cuts would not alter strategic 

ambitions for Asia.640  

The policy of increased security cooperation suffered an unanticipated setback with the 

THAAD system. The ballistic missile system, whose deployment was regarded as a success 

for US-South Korea military ties, and whose operational purpose was that of improving US 

abilities to scan North Korea, also had the side effect of improving US capabilities of 

scanning China. The response to the deployment of THAAD by China had been very critical, 
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and it reached the point where China imposed sanctions on South Korea.641 A few years later, 

China and South Korea agreed to mend ties, but the economic price for South Korea was 

notable, and the lack of strong US support for its ally in a moment of economic difficulty led 

to Seoul doubting the strength of the alliance.642 Some declarative support came from 

INDOPACOM Admiral Harry Harris, who called Chinese criticisms of THAAD 

‘preposterous’ during a February 2016 speech.643  

A May 2013 meeting between Obama and Park Geun-hye allowed both to restate a 

tough stance on North Korea. Here, Obama used the term ‘denuclearization of the Korean 

Peninsula’.644 The joint statement that followed the news conference featured the term 

‘denuclearization of North Korea’, which was an example of a confused approach from the 

US.645 The two administrations found common ground in taking a hawkish stance. In January 

2014, Kerry stated during a meeting with Yun that the US and South Korea were ‘very firmly 

united, without an inch of daylight between us, not a sliver of daylight, on the subject of 

opposition to North Korea’s destabilizing nuclear and ballistic missile programs and 

proliferation activities’.646 During an April 2014 meeting with Obama, Park was questioned 

about her three-step unification plan put forward in March 2014 in Dresden, which was 

rejected by North Korea.647 In a May 2015 meeting with Yun, Kerry once again stated there 

is ‘not an inch, not a centimeter, not a microscope – of difference between the United States 
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and the Republic of Korea in our approach to the question of North Korea’s provocations and 

its nuclear program’.648  

 

The US and the Philippines  

With the Philippines, the US remained constant in pursuing its goal of gradually regaining the 

access and influence it had lost in the 1990s. Obama built on the Bush administration’s 

cooperation with the Philippines and was lucky to preside over a time when Manila had 

Presidents that were open to deeper cooperation with Washington. China’s incursions in the 

South China Sea served as a platform for the US, the Philippines, Japan, Australia, and 

Taiwan to air their grievances over what they saw as Chinese attempts to expand in an area 

that was open to everyone, not only Beijing. Litigation over the issue of territorial waters 

would eventually give Manila a winning hand.  

During Obama’s first two years in office, Philippines President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo 

finished her term, and 2010 saw the election of Benigno Aquino III as President. Throughout 

Aquino’s term, the Philippines and the US enjoyed a cordial relationship. Hillary Clinton, 

along with Philippines Secretary of Foreign Affairs Albert del Rosario, took part in the 

signing of the Manila Declaration on board the USS Fitzgerald in Manila Bay, Philippines. 

Both sides agreed to ‘reaffirm the treaty as the foundation of our relationship for the next 60 

years and beyond’, with the US wanting to ‘maintain a robust, balanced, and responsive 

security partnership including cooperating to enhance the defense, interdiction, and 

apprehension capabilities of the Armed Forces of the Philippines’. There was also agreement 

on working together on transnational agreements such as ASEAN or APEC.649  
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In January 2012, the US and the Philippines agreed on improvements concerning bilateral 

cooperation, which facilitated better coordination at coast guard level, fewer hurdles with 

organizing joint exercises, more transnational cooperation, along with improvements on 

working together on counterterrorism operations.650 Another meeting in April 2012 

reinforced the need to develop both the economic ties, via trade, and the military ones, by 

allowing the US to strengthen its presence in the Philippines.651 Obama met with Aquino in 

June 2012, and he hinted that close cooperation with the Philippines was an important part of 

the broader pivot strategy.652 

Obama restated the US support for the Philippines during an address to troops at Fort 

Bonifacio in Taguig, Philippines. He claimed the US and the Philippines ‘have been bound 

by a mutual defense treaty […] our commitment to defend the Philippines is ironclad, and the 

United States will keep that commitment, because allies never stand alone’.653 The signing of 

the new defence agreement, which built upon the mutual defence treaty, was aimed at 

improving ‘rotational presence of U.S. forces; facilitate humanitarian assistance and disaster 

relief in the Philippines and the region; improve opportunities for bilateral training; and 

support the long-term modernization of the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) as it 

works to establish a minimum credible defense’.654 

These statements had been confirmed in a January 2016 Joint Statement following a 

US-Philippines ministerial dialogue, which emphasized the need to expand security 

cooperation, US support for Philippines maritime security through the transfer of logistics 

and information, and more military cooperation so that the Philippines defence posture would 
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improve.655 Kerry also met in June 2016 with Philippines Foreign Minister Perfecto Yasay, 

and Yasay claimed the Philippines will adhere to the newly-signed defence agreement, and 

that the US was ‘our only treaty ally, and we will continue our consultations and 

engagements with them on a way forward with our national interests paramount’.656 This was 

at a time when a territorial dispute between the Philippines and China was taking place over 

borders in the South China Sea.  

For the Philippines, the US pivot to Asia, combined with increased Chinese 

assertiveness, was enough to determine President Acquino to improve the alliance with the 

US.657 The territorial dispute with China over the Spratly Islands in the South China Sea was 

another issue that determined Acquino to seek better cooperation with the US, since the 

Philippines believed that their ability to exploit oil resources nearby was being challenged. 

The signing of the Enhanced Defence Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) was an example of 

that.658 Despite these improvements, China correctly predicted that the US would be reluctant 

to play too aggressive a role in the South China Sea, and pursued a policy of improving ties 

with countries that were part of the US strategy for Asia.659 The election of Rodrigo Duterte, 

a pro-China politician, as President in 2016 made an almost instant impact. The Philippines, 

who emerged victorious at the Permanent Court of Arbitration in its territorial dispute with 

China, now downplayed the decision in order to avoid a political dispute. Duterte also 

subsequently ordered US troops to withdraw from the Philippines under the justification that 

they anger China. Though the withdrawal was not a complete one, and the treaties in place 

were not cancelled, the move weakened the alliance.660 
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The US and Thailand  

If Bush had managed to sidestep the issue of coups in Thailand, the Obama administration 

would also have to successfully sidestep the same issue. Both Presidents managed to ensure 

the alliance was not compromised, still, questions can be asked on how feasible the strategy 

of largely ignoring the palace coups was in the increasingly complicated political context of 

the 21st century. It was becoming clear that the occasional coups were leading to Thailand 

lagging behind other US treaty allies within the San Francisco System, and that only added to 

the splintering of the alliance network.  

During the Obama years, the US and Thailand attempted to normalize the relationship. 

Free elections were held in 2011 following governmental crackdowns on democracy activists. 

The elections were won by Yingluck Shinawatra, the first female Prime Minister of Thailand, 

and relations with the US largely returned to normal. It is of little surprise that until the 2011 

elections clarified the country’s situation, the Obama administration refrained from engaging 

with key political figures. Prime Minister Shinawatra met with Hillary Clinton in November 

2011, in a meeting where the US praised Thailand for its return to democracy. Clinton 

expanded on how the US would offer logistical support to ensure economic development 

took place, in order to make sure the new government would have popular support.661 

In June 2012, the US and Thailand updated the status of the strategic dialogue. They 

looked to ‘enhance their strategic partnership to further promote peace, stability, and 

prosperity in the region. The United States recognized Thailand’s efforts in dealing with 

cross-border challenges, including trafficking in persons and illicit narcotics and other 

transnational organized crimes, and emphasized the importance of a joint partnership with 
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Thailand in addressing these challenges’.662Obama met with Shinawatra in November 2012, 

and restated the praise concerning the return to democracy.663 He added that strategic talks 

would continue, and also mentioned that the relationship needed to move beyond the military 

side. He reiterated the fact that Thailand was part of the US strategy for ASEAN, serving as a 

hub.664  

Despite recovering from a coup in 2006, Thailand went through another coup in 2014. 

This affected the alliance with the US, albeit not in a major way, but it generated a similar 

type of stagnation in interactions, political and economic, as was the case following the 

previous coup. Before the coup, Kerry had met with Thai Foreign Minister Surapong 

Tovichakchaikul in May 2013, and the two talked about the importance of Thailand on 

security issues and noted the need for better counterintelligence efforts.665 This was a 

continuation of previous US policy concerning Thailand, a restatement of focus on security 

issues.  

The string of victories for the populist movement led by Prime Minister Yingluck 

Shinawatra determined the army to orchestrate a coup and impeach the Prime Minister.666 In 

December 2013, State Department Spokesperson Jen Psaki stated the US ‘strongly supports 

democratic institutions and the democratic process’, and further expressed support for 

holding elections.667 By January 2014, the US stated opposition to the attempt to ‘block 

polls’, and supported freedom of expression.668 Violence erupted in Thailand a month later, 
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with the US condemning it and restating its support for democracy.669 As was the case in 

2006, in light of the deteriorating situation, the US considered suspending its funding for 

Thailand. In May 2014, the State Department announced it was reviewing US government 

funding for Thailand following the coup, with most training and education programs being 

suspended.670 The US also cancelled military exercises, and the funding for similar defence 

programs was also suspended.671 Kerry also expressed disappointment in the coup, and urged 

a return to democracy.672 Thailand’s Constitution was abolished, and a new one would be 

enacted in 2017.  

 

The US and India  

The US and India were pursuing deeper security relations before either Washington or New 

Delhi started actively describing China as a threat. The two were pursuing a strategic 

partnership ‘underpinned by our shared interests, our shared values as the world’s two largest 

democracies, and close connections among our people’. The growth of India was deemed 

‘responsible’, and counterterrorism as well as nonproliferation were the main areas of 

interest.673 In mid-2009, India elected a new Prime Minister, as Sonia Gandhi of the Indian 

National Congress (INC) was replaced by Manmohan Singh, of the same party. Obama and 

Singh met in November 2009, and Obama continued to describe India as a great power, using 

the term ‘a rising and responsible global power’. He claimed the ‘relationship between the 

United States and India will be one of the defining partnerships of the 21st century’.674  

 
669 Kerry, ‘Violence in Thailand’, 28 February 2014 
670 SD, ‘Response to the Coup in Thailand’, 28 May 2014 
671 Marie Harf, ‘Cancellation of U.S.-Thailand Engagements’, 24 May 2014 
672 Kerry, ‘Coup in Thailand’, 22 May 2014  
673 NSS, 43  
674 Obama, ‘The President's News Conference With Prime Minister Manmohan Singh of India’, 24 November 
2009 



197 
 

In November 2010, Obama addressed the Parliament of India, and claimed that 

‘instead of being lured by the false notion that progress must come at the expense of freedom, 

you built the institutions upon which true democracy depends: free and fair elections, […] an 

independent judiciary and the rule of law, […] and a thriving free press and vibrant civil 

society’.675 During the visit, he gave a joint statement with Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, 

both of them supporting better defence cooperation.676 

In July 2011, Hillary Clinton gave details on the strategic dialogue between the US 

and India, and outlined maritime security as an area for cooperation.677 During her visit to 

India, Clinton said the US is ‘betting on India’s future’, pointing out that ‘democracy, 

pluralism, opportunity, and innovation’ served as a bridge between the two countries. She 

laid down the possibility for linking the Indian Ocean with the Pacific Ocean as one strategic 

area, by adding that ‘the stretch of sea from the Indian Ocean through to the Pacific contain 

the world’s most vibrant trade and energy routes linking economies and driving growth’. She 

emphasized the fact that India and the US were both geographically advantaged countries, 

and they needed to capitalize on that. India’s Look East strategy, consisting of trying to 

engage more with East Asia, was also welcomed.678  

Clinton met her counterpart, Foreign Minister Krishna, in Washington DC and 

claimed the two countries had ‘expanded coordination and information sharing in the fight 

against violent extremism. Our militaries are participating in joint exercises and are 

increasingly cooperating to combat piracy, patrol vital sea lanes, and protect freedom of 

navigation. Bilateral defense trade has surpassed $8 billion over the last five years.679  
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A Joint Statement published in June 2013 emphasized US support for the Malabar 

military exercises.680 During a meeting in September 2013 between Obama and Prime 

Minister Singh, the two stated that the defence relations were improving and on a good path, 

they would work towards signing a Joint Declaration on Defense Cooperation, while Obama 

welcomed the decision by India to join the Rim of the Pacific Exercise (RIMPAC) military 

exercises in 2014 and they promised they would work on counterterrorist operations.681  

A new Prime Minister followed Manmohan Singh: Narendra Modi. India changed 

governing parties, with Modi coming to power along with the Bharatiya Janata Party, also 

known as the BJP, a conservative party. It was the first time in 15 years that the INC had lost 

power. Obama and Prime Minister Modi met in September 2014, and they issued a joint 

statement where they urged a renewal of the Framework for US-India cooperation for another 

10 years, as well as more cooperation on maritime security, in order to ensure that sea lanes 

are protected.682 This interest in maritime security was restated in a January 2015 Joint 

Statement, that would ‘affirm the importance of safeguarding maritime security and ensuring 

freedom of navigation and over flight throughout the region, especially in the South China 

Sea’.683 Around the same time Obama and Prime Minister Modi met, and when questioned on 

the issue of the US-India military alignment, Modi said he welcomed the ‘progress in giving 

shape to our joint strategic vision on our Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean region and also our 

joint engagement with regional partners like Japan. This will also strengthen our maritime 

security cooperation’.684 During a press briefing by the head of INDOPACOM, Admiral 
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Locklear, it was emphasised that the military developments with India were positive, and that 

the US military deployment strategy encountered little change.685  

In a July 2014 meeting with External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj, Kerry drew a 

number of similarities between Modi’s domestic agenda and that of Obama.686 Modi’s 

election was viewed by the US as a chance to improve relations.687 During a September 2014 

meeting with Modi, senior administration officials of the Obama administration declared that 

they expected the security relationship to improve ‘significantly’.688  

The improvement in messaging continued when Kerry gave remarks alongside US 

Vice President Joe Biden and Modi in September 2014 and stated that there was a possibility 

that ‘for the first time the United States and India don’t just share the same founding ideals, 

but we share the same economic and political imperatives’.689 During a meeting in March 

2016 with Ajit Doval, the National Security Advisor of India, Kerry said Obama called US-

India ties a ‘defining relationship of this century’.690  

 

The Quad’s absence  

Even though the Quad had been abandoned during the late Bush years, multilateral 

cooperation between US allies did not cease in the Obama years. Similarly, multilateral 

groups including the US and other like-minded countries also appeared. The broader point 

here is that even without a rationale for the Quad, America and its allies did not stop building 
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common ground on security, economics, and many logistical issues. Japan and Australia, 

Japan and India, India and Australia, had all developed closer bilateral ties. On trilaterals, the 

US-Japan-India trilateral started holding meetings, as well as the US-Japan-Australia 

trilateral. The notable detail here is that all members that took part in these groupings were 

the initial Quad members. It can be argued that the Quad never really disappeared.  

The earthquake of 2011 determined an improvement in relations between Japan and 

Australia too. Australia offered Japan financial assistance, and agreed to improve their 

cooperation on nuclear safety. Prime Minister Kan and Prime Minister Gillard also agreed ‘it 

was timely to further develop bilateral cooperation and to strengthen coordination in the civil 

and military areas on disaster preparedness and response. They also confirmed that Japan and 

Australia would continue to cooperate on disaster relief in international fora such as the 

Trilateral Strategic Dialogue (TSD), Security and Defence Cooperation Forum (SDCF), the 

ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) and the East Asia Summit (EAS), based on any bilateral 

framework on disaster relief and humanitarian assistance’.691 

The Defense White Paper published by Australia expanded on the relationship with 

Japan. Australia called Japan a ‘critical strategic partner’, and praised the 2008 Memorandum 

on Defence Cooperation, which allowed for better military relations.692 Japan’s 2012 Defense 

White Paper stated that the Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation signed between Japan 

and Australia announced in 2007 was making steady progress. The document was only the 

second such type of agreement Japan has signed, the other one being the US Mutual Defense 

Treaty.693  

In December 2009, Japanese Prime Minister Hatoyama met with Indian Prime Minister 

Singh, and the two discussed better cooperation concerning the East Asia Summit (EAS) and 
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improvements on defence collaboration.694 During a 2010 speech in Canberra, Prime Minister 

Rudd outlined that ‘India and Australia have now designated the relationship as a strategic 

partnership’.695 Gillard visited India in late 2012 and focused on improving economic and 

cultural ties. Australia was considering selling India uranium, and Gillard emphasized that 

any controversies concerning the country’s adherence to international protocols or 

trustworthiness should not overcome the importance of India being a liberal democracy.696 

Gillard emphasized that naval military exercises would continue, and that annual meetings 

between the Prime Minister of each country and high-ranking cabinet officials would be held. 

Gillard told the press the ‘defence relationship is under-developed’. She acknowledged that 

Australia at the time had stronger ties with China than with India, and that naval exercises 

would be a good step towards correcting imbalances. Counterterrorism also featured as an 

area of cooperation.697  

Some trilaterals included the US. One example is the US-Japan-India trilateral, which 

held a meeting in May 2013, focusing on ‘greater Indo-Pacific commercial connectivity and 

regional and maritime security, and cooperation’.698 During the Fifth US-India Strategic 

Dialogue, the statement hinted at more cooperation between the two and Japan in South East 

Asia.699 In September 2015, at the inaugural US-Japan-India trilateral ministerial, the main 

focus was the ‘growing convergence of their respective countries’ interests in the Indo-

Pacific region’, as well as the ‘importance of international law and peaceful settlement of 

disputes; freedom of navigation and overflight; and unimpeded lawful commerce, including 
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in the South China Sea’.700 The remarks given following the meeting allowed External 

Affairs Minister Swaraj to support the ‘increasing convergence of our strategic, political, 

economic, and security interests’, and he also added that the ‘sea lanes of communication in 

the region are the lifetime – the lifeline of India’s trade and commercial externalities’.701  

Another successful trilateral with the US at its core was the US-Japan-Australia 

trilateral. During a November 2014 meeting between Obama, Abbott, and Abe, their joint 

press release emphasized ‘their commitment to deepening the trilateral partnership among 

Australia, Japan and the United States to ensure a peaceful, stable, and prosperous future for 

the Asia-Pacific region. They noted that this partnership rests on the unshakable foundation 

of shared interests and values, including a commitment to democracy and open economies, 

the rule of law, and the peaceful resolution of disputes’. It also stated collective defence 

cooperation through military exercises would continue, leaving room for peacekeeping, 

humanitarian assistance, disaster relief, and cyber capacity building.702 The American side 

emphasized the ‘reaffirmed the global reach of their cooperation and the value of 

comprehensive US engagement in the Asia-Pacific region’.703  

 

The Pacific Dream and strategic culture  

The Pacific Dream got another, upgraded variant during the Obama years, from John Kerry. 

Kerry remained loyal to the same principles that Acheson and Ford espoused, the belief that 

the US military presence in Asia was a stabilising force, and the belief that free trade and 

open markets can lead to prosperity. What Kerry brought that was new was a broader 
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understanding of economic interconnectedness. Simply put, Kerry’s vision of growth also 

made room for human rights, as well as climate. This was an attempt to make the concept of 

economic development more responsible, and was made possible by the increasing number of 

shared values and principles between the US and its allies. This phenomenon truly started at 

the end of the Cold War, and the US adapted to it two decades later.  

The security side of Asian cooperation was not a major problem for the US but there 

were considerable challenges in forging a coherent economic vision for integration. The US 

was wary of fully adhering to China-supported and Japan-supported formats, and the Obama 

administration made it a priority to get the TPP accepted by its partners in Asia. The US 

invested a lot of effort to make sure its treaty allies supported the TPP. During an April 2013 

meeting with Philippine Foreign Secretary Albert Del Rosario, Kerry made sure the TPP was 

on the agenda.704 That same month, Kerry met with Japanese Foreign Minister Kishida 

Fumio, and Kishida emphasized that the TPP would become an important strategic tool if the 

US and Japan were to implement it.705 When Biden visited Asia in December 2013, a 

background briefing by administration officials noted that he was planning to raise the issue 

of the TPP with US allies.706 A meeting in February 2014 between Kerry and Kishida once 

again addressed the topic of the TPP, with Kerry claiming that ‘finalizing the TPP is one of 

the most important things that we can do for our countries’ economic futures’.707  

A meeting in April 2014 between Obama and Benigno Aquino III was marked by 

Aquino’s intent to have the Philippines join the TPP.708 The same strong interest in joining 
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the TPP came from Abbott during a June 2014 meeting with Obama.709 The two would meet 

again in November 2014 in Beijing, and Obama praised Abbott for being an ‘outstanding 

partner’ concerning the TPP strategy.710  

Turnbull reiterated support for the TPP during a meeting with Obama in Manila.711 

The importance of the TPP in a strategic sense was underlined by it being mentioned during 

an October 2015 meeting between Kerry, his Australian counterpart, Foreign Minister Julie 

Bishop, US Secretary of Defense Ash Carter, and his Australian counterpart, Defense 

Minister Marise Payne.712 All of them emphasized the importance of the TPP, making it clear 

that the agreement does not just serve an economic purpose, but also a strategic one. During a 

June 2016 speech, Obama said that the TPP is ‘both part of the driving force that created this 

rules-based system that is now being prepared to ratify among the various nations.’713  

Economic integration did not take shape just through the US pursuit of the TPP. US 

allies have also tried to ensure better economic ties among themselves, and one of the most 

dedicated countries on that front was Australia. One of the key achievements for Australian 

foreign policy in 2013 consisted of a free trade agreement with South Korea, which 

determined Abbott to claim the FTA ‘secures Australia’s position in a major market where 

competitors like the United States, European Union and ASEAN countries are already 

benefitting from preferential access’.714 In a March 2014 speech to the Asia Society in 

Canberra, Abbott spoke of his plans to pursue further trade missions to Japan, South Korea, 
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and China.715 Australia would also secure an economic partnership with Japan, which was 

praised by Abe in a May 2014 speech.716 Economic interconnectedness was also among 

Japan’s five foreign policy pillars, and Foreign Minister Kishida would often brief the 

Japanese Diet on progress on those fronts.717  

 

Beliefs, attitudes, actions  

Where there any notable changes between the Bush and Obama administrations in terms of 

US strategic culture? In terms of beliefs, the US had more aggressively asserted that it is a 

Pacific nation, openly using that formulation. It also began to more aggressively present the 

notion that it wants to be the country that wrote the rulebook for the Indo-Pacific. The US did 

not compromise on its belief that its norms and values are the best for the region, on the 

contrary, it began asserting them in a stronger manner.  

In terms of attitudes, the US had become more committed to working with its allies in 

achieving its goals and keeping a leadership profile, but also actively implementing security 

and economic goals. It had also pursued a number of multilateral formats, both on the 

security and economic side, while upholding most existing ones. It had been reluctant to 

pursue multilateral formats where China would be one of the biggest deciders. The US had 

struggled at times to play by its own rules, with particular attention to the UNCLOS situation. 

The US upheld UNCLOS as the default maritime law for Southeast Asia, however, the US 

itself did not ratify UNCLOS, giving it a convenient way out. This type of inconsistency can 

be costly in the future for US narratives and objectives.  
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On practices, the US had established multilateral formats, but they did not go beyond 

standard ministerial talks, which means there was no pressure to institutionalise them. The 

eventual failure of the TPP can be considered another low in terms of practically establishing 

new formats. The US had been open to participate in groups that were initiated by its allies, 

nonetheless it had been reluctant to participate in groups initiated by countries that the US did 

not see as like-minded. The US generally adhered to its own rhetoric.  

 

Conclusion  

To conclude, under Obama the US perception of China became negative. By Obama’s second 

term, the US became aware that its attempts to integrate China in the US-led economic 

worldview were futile. The San Francisco System, which peaked during the Bush years, 

gradually became inadequate for what the US needed in Asia. The US consolidated its 

security ties with Japan and Australia, marking a validation of the fact that those two 

countries were best positioned to be America’s pillars in Asia. The US tried to work with 

South Korea more, on both economic and security issues, a process which ended with a 

mixed record. The relationship with the Philippines took a downturn with the election of 

Duterte. Thailand’s repeated coups marked another dent in that relationship. By now, it had 

become apparent that the San Francisco System was splintering in some ways, with Japan 

and Australia being in the best position, South Korea in the middle, and the Philippines and 

Thailand becoming more passive partners than core members. A series of multilaterals 

between the US and its allies, and between US allies themselves, paved the way for the new 

security infrastructure of Asia. In spite of these developments, the Obama administration did 

not bring back the Quad.  
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Obama’s vision for the Pacific Dream is a notable one since, through Kerry, the US 

added a more modern layer over the established views of Acheson and Ford. Kerry did not 

renounce the fundamental principles of security engagement and free trade, instead he 

upgraded the commercial dynamic to something more fitting for the 21st century. The US 

refocused to Asia through the pivot, in an effort to recalibrate its engagement with the Middle 

East. There was openness for both multinational economic and security cooperation.  
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Chapter 5. The San Francisco alliance network during the Donald Trump 

administration 

 

‘The truth is that our policies – and those of other free nations – resurrected China’s failing 

economy, only to see Beijing bite the international hands that were feeding it’ 

Mike Pompeo, July 23, 2020718 

 

Donald Trump’s victory in the 2016 election came as a surprise to many in US 

politics. Trump ran on a populist agenda, and now that he was President there were questions 

concerning his foreign policy, which had its own controversial positions. Ultimately, Trump 

moved into a hard-line, security-centric approach to foreign policy. This represented a change 

in some ways, but it wasn’t as radical as some feared. This chapter is structured as follows: 

the first section will look at the emergence of a bellicose stance from the US vis-a-vis China. 

Trump’s approach tried to mimic the late Cold War rhetoric at some points. The second 

section looks at the San Francisco System, particularly, a shift back to bilateral, defence-

heavy approaches from the US. The only realistic exception here was the Quad, and that 

happened because the Quad was viewed as a necessary tool to counter China. Finally, the 

chapter will inspect Trump’s understanding of a Pacific Dream, or rather his lack thereof.   

 

The US and China  

What Trump made clear on the 2016 campaign trail was that he had a transactional approach 

to almost all aspects of politics, foreign policy included. It didn’t matter if a country was a 
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US ally, partner, or enemy – what Trump wanted from them was some form of quid pro quo. 

With China, Trump attempted that quid pro quo, did not get it, and ended doing something 

that the Obama administration had also considered, something that was perhaps overdue in 

US foreign policy: a shift in its approach towards China to a more combative stance.  

Trump’s first Secretary of State, Rex Tillerson, met in February 2017 with State 

Councillor Yang Jiechi, and the two ‘discussed the importance of improving and maintaining 

a mutually beneficial economic relationship between the two largest economies in the 

world’.719 During the early stages of the relationship, there was a shared belief in the US and 

China that the two countries could further develop their economic relationship. Tillerson also 

met with Xi during the same month and expressed a desire to continue constructive dialogue 

between the two countries.720 The optimistic tone continued into April 2017, when Tillerson 

gave remarks at a China summit, claiming that the US was ‘looking to make progress with 

China on areas of foreign policy, those that serve our interest as well as the region’s’.721  

Tillerson held a press conference in June 2017 with Defense Secretary Jim Mattis. The 

two addressed the issue of China, and presented a very conciliatory and optimistic tone. 

Tillerson said the ‘U.S. and China have undergone – relations have undergone a profound 

transformation over the past 40 years. […] In furthering this relationship, we need to work to 

expand areas of cooperation, as we did today, on issues where we have shared security 

interest. But we also need to address, directly and very frankly, areas where we face threats or 

areas where we have differences so that we can narrow these differences and solve the 

problems’. Concerning doubts the US had about China’s ambitions in the South China Sea, 

Tillerson added that ‘China has committed to resolve their disputes peacefully and in 
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accordance with recognized principles of international law, including the UN Convention on 

the Law of the Sea’. Mattis also said that there is a need to ‘prioritize mechanisms that 

contribute to greater risk reduction between our armed forces, that open and maintain 

effective channels of communication between us, and that expand areas of cooperation where 

we can. At the same time, we do manage our differences where we have them, and while 

competition between our nations is bound to occur, conflict is not inevitable’. He added that 

the ‘United States and China agreed to explore new areas of mil-to-mil cooperation, including 

exchange of officers to improve transparency and mutual understanding, and to discuss 

strategic issues’.722 In this sense, there were considerable similarities with the way the Obama 

administration used to perceive China and its ambitions.  

Trump spoke to Chinese President Xi Jinping about North Korea in September 2017. 

Both of them agreed to build common ground through the United Nations (UN).723 Trump 

and Xi also met in November 2017 in Beijing, when Xi tried to emphasize that both countries 

could act as global leaders together, adding that ‘the Pacific Ocean is big enough to 

accommodate both China and the United States’.724 Tillerson gave a press briefing on the 

same day, and it could be inferred from his speech that the US was becoming uneasy with the 

way in which trade negotiations were going. Tillerson ‘called for China to give fair and 

reciprocal treatment to U.S. companies and exports to reduce the U.S. trade deficit and 

rebalance the economic relationship’, all while he said there was not enough progress on 

trade imbalances. He acknowledged that the US-China trade imbalance kept increasing, 

giving no clear answer to how the problem should be resolved.725   
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Trump was known for his indifference to nuance. During a February 2018 meeting with 

Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull, the issue of Freedom of Navigation Operations 

(FONOPS) was raised. The press wanted to know whether Trump would want Australia to 

join FONOPS in the South China Sea. Trump’s answer to the question was: 

‘we'd love to have Australia involved, and I think Australia wants us to stay involved. I 

have to say, we've developed a great relationship with China, other than the fact that 

they've been killing us on trade for the last long period of time—killing us, absolutely 

killing the United States on trade. But we have developed a great relationship with 

China—probably closer than we've ever had. And my personal relationship, as 

Malcolm can tell you, with President Xi is, I think, quite extraordinary. He's somebody 

that I like, and I think he likes me. With that being said, he likes China and I like the 

United States’.726  

These types of statements made it clear to US allies, and US rivals, that the US President 

was highly superficial in his approach. This made it easier to understand why China had not 

been deterred from its calculated challenge to US primacy, and why US allies had doubled 

down on reinforcing their military capabilities.  

Tillerson lasted as Secretary of State from February 2017 to March 2018. His departure 

from the State Department was controversial, the consensus being that he and Trump could 

not work together. Tillerson was replaced by Trump’s former head of the Central Intelligence 

Agency (CIA), Mike Pompeo. Pompeo met with Wang in May 2018, and both emphasized 

the need to work together on North Korea, adding that a good relationship between Presidents 

Trump and Xi would be beneficial for both sides.727 They met again in June 2018, and Wang 
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claimed ‘we talk and work together far more than we compete’. Pompeo added that the US 

‘wants a very constructive relationship with China’. One notable difference was that Pompeo 

criticized China’s strategy of building military outposts on the South China Sea, a common 

grievance shared by China’s neighbours.728  

In November 2018, Pompeo and Mattis met with Yang and Defense Minister General 

Wei Fenghe to discuss US-China diplomatic and security topics. They had positive words for 

the military-to-military relationship, and expressed a shared desire to make a common front 

on denuclearizing the Korean peninsula. The position on the South China Sea further 

demonstrated that divisions persisted, as they ‘committed to support peace and stability in the 

South China Sea, the peaceful resolution of disputes, and freedom of navigation and 

overflight and other lawful uses of the sea in accordance with international law. […] The 

United States called on China to withdraw its missile systems from disputed features in the 

Spratly Islands, and reaffirmed that all countries should avoid addressing disputes through 

coercion or intimidation. The United States remains committed to fly, sail, and operate 

wherever international law allows’. Moreover, the US ‘raised concerns about China’s lack of 

adherence to its international obligations and commitments on human rights and religious 

freedom. China’s campaign of repression in Xinjiang undermines human rights and regional 

security’.729 This meeting marked a shift in messaging concerning grievances on military and 

human rights issues.  

At the press conference that followed the summit, both sides acknowledged tensions but 

tried to downplay them. Pompeo thanked China for its support at the UN on the 

denuclearization of the Korean peninsula, while also stating that US policy on Taiwan would 

not change. Yang claimed that China was pursuing ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics. 
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Everything that we do is to deliver a better life for the Chinese people, to realize rejuvenation 

of the Chinese nation. It is not intended to challenge or displease anyone’. He added that 

‘China would remain a contributor to world peace and global development, as well as a 

defender of the international order’. He also added that China was ‘committed to peace and 

development in the Asia Pacific. We respect the United States interest in the Asia Pacific. At 

the same time, we expect the United States to respect China’s security interests in the Asia 

Pacific, China’s sovereignty and development interests. China has undertaken some 

constructions on its islands and reefs. Most of them are civilian facilities. The purpose is to 

serve the interest of the Chinese people and also to provide public goods to others’.730  

By December 2018, Trump was frustrated with the way trade negotiations with China 

were going. He still expressed hope for an alternative where tariff increases could be avoided, 

by saying ‘what I'd be doing is holding back on tariffs. China will be opening up. China will 

be getting rid of tariffs. You know, China right now has major trade barriers—they're major 

tariffs—and also major nontariff barriers, which are brutal. China will be getting rid of many 

of them. And China will be buying massive amounts of product from us, including 

agricultural from our farmers—tremendous amount of agricultural and other products’.731 

The hope that the US and China would agree a trade deal that would put the economic 

balance on a more equal footing had diminished. By late 2019, the relationship had changed 

considerably. In March 2019, the Hong Kong protests had started. The souring of the 

economic relationship, combined with the violence in Hong Kong, determined the US to take 

a strong shift in tone. In October 2019, Mike Pompeo gave a speech at the Hudson Institute in 

New York City on the China challenge. He claimed ‘the communist government in China 
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today is not the same as the people of China. They’re reaching for and using methods that 

have created challenges for the United States and for the world’, adding that ‘it is no longer 

realistic to ignore the fundamental differences between our two systems and the impact, the 

impact that those two systems have, the differences in those systems have on American 

national security’. He emphasized the point that ‘we’ve been slow to see the risk of China – 

the risk that it poses to American national security, because we wanted friendship with the 

People’s Republic from the very start’, and that the US ‘all too often shied away from talking 

directly about the human rights issues there and American values when they came into 

conflict, and we downplayed ideological differences, even after the Tiananmen Square 

massacre and other significant human rights abuses’.732 This was a marked change from the 

previous Republican administration. Pompeo’s speech marked a framing of the US-China 

relationship as one between rivals. The nature of the conflict was systemic, presented as a 

battle between democracy and autocracy, and Pompeo’s speech was riddled with reminders 

that China is a communist country, in what was an attempt to rally old anti-communist 

sentiments among US conservatives.  

In January 2020, the US and China signed the Phase One Trade Agreement, which 

covered some elements of the trade relationship, however, it was supposed to be a document 

that would begin a larger redefining of the trade relationship. Despite the agreement being far 

from what was expected, Trump hailed it as a victory, stating in a meeting with Chinese 

Premier Liu He that ‘our negotiations were tough, honest, open, and respectful—leading us to 

this really incredible breakthrough. […] It should have happened 25 years ago, by the way’. 

He criticised previous administrations for the absence of a trade deal with China, claiming 

that the US:  
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‘never even had a deal with China. In all fairness, I don't blame China. I blame the 

people that stood here before me. I don't blame China. I told that to President Xi. I was 

in Beijing, making a speech, saying how they're ripping us off. And guess what? He 

wasn't too happy. I looked at him. I said, “He's not happy” And I said, “I'd better 

change the speech quickly” So I said: “I don't blame him. I blame our Presidents” And 

I'm right. We should have done the same thing to them, but we didn't. We didn't. We 

never had a deal with them. They'd do whatever they wanted it’.733  

In May 2020, David Stillwell, Assistant Secretary of the Bureau of East Asian and Pacific 

Affairs, held a briefing on China’s National Security Legislation, a mechanism through which 

Hong Kong had been brought under mainland rules. Stillwell claimed ‘the world is finally 

recognizing that China’s pushing – Beijing is pushing a form of government that many only 

now are beginning to recognize as problematic’. He also did not refrain from attacking China 

for its handling of COVID-19, claiming China had mishandled the global pandemic and took 

advantage of the crisis to strengthen its influence in Hong Kong.734  

Pompeo followed up with a June 2020 statement from the State Department concerning 

the ‘obscene’ propaganda of the CCP. The statement was full of metaphors and symbolism, 

conveying the notion that the CCP is no different from an organized crime group.735 The 

problem for Pompeo was that the CCP was exploiting US racial tensions following the death 

of George Floyd, an African American killed by the police, as an example of the US as a 

divided country, unfit for its hegemonic position. What was striking in Pompeo’s statement 

was the level of hyperbole.  
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That same month, Pompeo gave a speech at the virtual Copenhagen Democracy Summit, 

where he tried to frame the CCP as a rogue actor, following the violence in Hong Kong and 

Xinjiang. Pompeo also invoked the China-India border conflict that started again in May 

2020 as an example that China could not be trusted. He mentioned the occasional skirmishes 

in the South China Sea as another example of increasing violence at China’s borders.736 The 

hardening of the US stance continued. In July 2020, the US took a far stronger position on the 

South China Sea. A press statement from Pompeo clarified that the ‘PRC has no legal 

grounds to unilaterally impose its will on the region. Beijing has offered no coherent legal 

basis for its “Nine-Dashed Line” claim in the South China Sea since formally announcing it 

in 2009’. Pompeo invoked the 2016 Arbitral Tribunal decision based on UNCLOS favouring 

the Philippines. He added that ‘Beijing’s harassment of Philippine fisheries and offshore 

energy development within those areas is unlawful, as are any unilateral PRC actions to 

exploit those resources’.737 This marked a notable change in the manner in which the US 

approached the South China Sea disputes.  

In August 2020, the State Department designated Chinese Confucius Institutes as Foreign 

Missions, implying that they were proxies for the CCP to advance a political agenda. The 

State Department claimed they were ‘organizations primarily located on U.S. college and 

university campuses that push out skewed Chinese language and cultural training for U.S. 

students as part of Beijing’s multifaceted propaganda efforts. The PRC government partially 

funds these programs, under guidance from the CCP’s United Front Work Department’.738 

The culmination of the deterioration of US-China ties during the Trump administration was 
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reached in January 2021, when the State Department designated the atrocities committed in 

Xinjiang as genocide and crimes against humanity.739  

The pattern was clear when it came to the China relationship for the Trump 

administration. Failure to secure a more equal economic relationship had prompted the 

Trump administration to pursue Cold War-like competition. It was unclear if this was meant 

to be an intimidation tactic designed to force China to the negotiating table, but it was clear 

that China had given no signs of changing its behaviour or making concessions to the US. A 

power struggle between the US and China had emerged in Asia. Jennifer Lind claimed that 

the US, through its embrace of the ‘liberal order’ was acting like a revisionist power, because 

it was abandoning its more pragmatic and cynical foreign policy of past decades.740  

Considering the deterioration of relations with China, and Trump’s inclination for chaos, 

it is no surprise that there was a slight change in terms of the US-Taiwan relationship. Trump 

signed into law H.R. 535, the ‘Taiwan Travel Act’, which permitted travel between US and 

Taiwanese officials at all levels. This move meant even lower-ranking politicians could go on 

trips to Taiwan in order to better showcase their political stance. The obvious negative here 

was that it would intensify complaints from China, which is what the Trump administration 

most likely wanted to see anyway.741 When NSC Advisor Robert O’Brien gave a talk in 

Phoenix, Arizona in June 2020, he criticised the PRC’s various attempts to ‘erase’ Taiwan, 

such as forcing US airlines to remove the country’s name from their flights destination. He 

also criticised the emerging practice in US movies to remove Taiwanese flags in order not to 
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offend mainland Chinese audiences. O’Brien’s attacks made it clear that Taiwan had become 

a part of the broader US scuffle with the PRC.742  

 

The San Francisco System  

The San Francisco System seemed to become unfit for purpose in the Obama years, acting as 

a passive structure of US bilateral alliances, instead of a more dynamic trilateral or 

multilateral format that would explore new ways for countries to cooperate. Under Trump, 

like under Bush, the San Francisco System found a new sense of purpose, energised by 

Trump’s shunning of multilateralism.  

 

The US and Japan  

On the campaign trail, Donald Trump had attacked Japan for being a ‘free-rider’.743 This 

move surprised many in Tokyo, who did not expect economic nationalism to be such a strong 

feature of Trump’s campaign. This decision led to the re-emergence of the debate concerning 

Japan’s contributions to the alliance, and whether they were sufficient. While some had 

supported Trump’s claims,744 arguing that the uncertainty Trump provoked would lead to 

more defence spending by US allies, others had criticized them, arguing that Japan and other 

countries labelled as ‘free-riders’ had considerably improved their strategic position over the 

past decades.745 What was clear is that regardless of Trump’s initial assessment of Japan, his 

relationship with Japanese Prime Minister Abe Shinzo led to a considerable change in 

perspective. Abe was one of the foreign leaders who invested the most in efforts to court 
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Trump, and the personal relationship between the two meant the US-Japan alliance weathered 

the Trump years without strain.  

Abe visited the White House in February 2017. The goal of the early visit was to 

emphasize the importance of the Asia-Pacific to the Trump administration. During the 

meeting, there was strong insistence on the importance of alliances, and Mattis also made an 

appearance, telling US allies that America was ‘with them, shoulder to shoulder, 100 percent, 

and that we're seeking to strengthen what are already longstanding and major and important 

alliances’. Japan had also been reassured that the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands remained 

protected by Article V of the US-Japan Security Treaty, a continuation of what had been 

established under the Obama administration. While Abe succeeded in gaining US support for 

Japan’s military and strategic interests, there was no desire from Trump to reconsider his 

stance on the TPP, as he once again insisted on prioritizing bilateral trade agreements.746  

The joint statement that was published following the meeting strongly emphasized the 

security aspect of the alliance. The US promised to defend Japan, with particular attention 

given to the Senkakus. The statement added that considering ‘an increasingly difficult 

security environment in the Asia-Pacific region, the United States will strengthen its presence 

in the region, and Japan will assume larger roles and responsibilities in the alliance’.747 The 

appetite of the Trump administration for military strategy policy would become more evident 

across the years. At the press conference that followed, Trump further demonstrated that 

whatever animosity he had concerning Japan on the campaign trail had dissipated, arguing 

that he wanted ties with Japan to improve, and added that the US and Japan ‘face numerous 

challenges, and bilateral cooperation is essential’.748 Once again, there is a dedication to the 
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bilateral approach, in spite of the joint statement mentioning the importance of US-Japan-

South Korea cooperation on denuclearization strategy.  

In March 2017, Tillerson met with Japanese Foreign Secretary Kishida Fumio. Kishida 

said the US and Japan discussed how to strengthen their alliance, and decided to hold a 2+2 

meeting, or Security Consultative Committee meeting. Both said they look forward to 

‘expanding trilateral cooperation with South Korea’, in order to address the North Korean 

threat.749 Vice President Mike Pence met with Abe in April 2017, and the two emphasized 

both bilateral and trilateral cooperation with South Korea concerning North Korea and the 

threats that it produces.750  

In August 2017, Tillerson, along with Mattis, Japanese Foreign Minister Kono Taro, and 

Japanese Defence Minister Onodera Itsunori, gave remarks to the press. The focus was North 

Korea but Tillerson did make another series of reassurances to US allies by saying that the 

US ‘will honor our treaty agreements with Japan without reservation, whether in times of 

peace or in the face of conflict. We will also cooperate to advance trilateral and multilateral 

security and defense cooperation with other partners in the region, notably the Republic of 

Korea, Australia, India, and other southeast Asian countries’.  

Trump visited Tokyo in November 2017, and the meeting focused on North Korea, as 

well as the ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’ concept. The briefing held by a senior administration 

official restated the desire of the US to contribute to the defence of Japan and reiterated the 

fact that the ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’ was not a containment strategy for China. There was 

emphasis added on changing the term to ‘Indo-Pacific’, to better capture the rise of India. 

When asked about the potential increase in activity concerning the Quad, the senior 

administration official responded positively, noting that India would be the western edge and 
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the US would be the eastern edge.751 The press release following the meeting between Trump 

and Abe hinted at a hardened stance concerning North Korea, as the document not only 

pointed out that North Korea was necessitating closer ballistic missile cooperation between 

the US and Japan, it also added that the US and Japan contemplated more military 

cooperation with South Korea as well.752 Another press release came out the same day, 

emphasizing economic cooperation. The US expressed a willingness to contribute to the ‘free 

and open Indo-Pacific’ by spending more on infrastructure, a strategy that Japan had been 

pursuing for some time.753 

In April 2018, Abe visited the US once again. A briefing by National Economic Council 

(NEC) Director and Assistant to the President for Economic Policy Larry Kudlow and 

National Security Council Senior Director for Asian Affairs Matthew Pottinger gave more 

insights into the evolution of the relationship. They left an opening to the idea that the US 

was considering changes to the TPP, but nothing concrete came of it. Kudlow tried to 

differentiate between Trump’s ‘America First’ policy and the US alliance system, noting that 

‘America First’ did not mean the US wanted to go it alone when it came to international 

issues. Kudlow further added that the TPP offered little help to what the administration 

planned to do concerning China and the trade war with it.754 A White House statement 

following the meeting emphasized the close friendship between Trump and Abe.755 The news 

conference with the two leaders highlighted their common ground on North Korea, and 

Trump claimed the US was ‘exploring ways to expedite the sale of American military 
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equipment to Japan through the Foreign Military Sales program’.756 Once again it was 

noticeable how military spending became a trademark of Trump’s alliance politics. Countries 

could improve their standing with the US if they emphasized a desire to cooperate in military 

affairs.  

When Trump and Abe met again in June 2018, they discussed economic issues but they 

also talked about Trump’s summit in Singapore with North Korean President Kim Jong-un, 

and Abe expressed support for it.757 The summit itself was expected to present a notable 

improvement in US-DPRK relations, particularly in the area of denuclearization. In concrete 

terms, the summit diplomacy between Washington and Pyongyang changed very little in 

terms of Indo-Pacific geopolitics. The notable outcomes of the summit diplomacy mostly 

consisted of made-for-TV superficial moments, ranging from Trump claiming he and Kim 

exchanged ‘love letters’, to the US President referring to North Korea’s leader as ‘Rocket 

Man’. The DPRK took full part in the diplomatic argument, releasing a statement describing 

Trump as a ‘dotard’.758 The Singapore summit marked an end of the insult diplomacy, 

nevertheless, questions could be raised about Trump and Kim’s style of politics, which 

prefers the superficial over the practical.   

A joint statement concerning the US-Japan Pacific Dialogue emphasized the need for the 

two countries to work together and to integrate Pacific island countries better.759 This marked 

an increase in attention that the US and Japan gave to the Pacific Islands, and an attempt to 

safeguard a group of countries that might have felt diplomatically neglected over the past few 

years.  
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Abe and Trump would meet again in May 2019, in Tokyo. The meeting expanded on the 

positives of the relationship, such as their common stance on North Korea, the improving 

defence ties, and an improvement in economic ties.760 The State Department document on the 

meeting hinted at an openness concerning some degree of multilateral framework. The 

document claimed the two leaders ‘highlighted the need for an increasingly networked 

structure of alliances and partnerships, anchored by the U.S.-Japan Alliance, to counter 

challenges to the United States’ and Japan’s shared vision of a free and open Indo-Pacific 

region’.761 The source made no explicit mention of the Quad.  

In October 2020, a State Department document outlining the shared values of both 

countries was published. The document mentioned ‘stability in the Indo-Pacific region’, the 

‘preservation and promotion of political and economic freedoms’, ‘respect for human rights 

and support for democratic institutions’, and ‘the expansion of prosperity for the peoples of 

both countries and the international community as a whole’ as key objectives shared by the 

two countries.762 The attempts by Abe to pursue a more militaristic path for Japan would only 

slow down the rise of China, not reverse it, according to Eric Heginbotham and Richard 

Samuels. Japan needed to change its strategy from one where it focused on defeating 

aggression at the margins of its territory to one where it would demonstrate to China that a 

potential attack on Japan would be unsustainable, as the costs would be too great.763  

Overall, military ties and a shared tough stance on North Korea allowed the US-Japan 

alliance to persist throughout the Trump years, in spite of Trump’s transactional approach to 

diplomacy and his disregard for alliances. The endurance of the alliance also owed to Abe’s 

personal politics, as he cultivated a friendship with Trump that few other leaders managed. 
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One of the biggest minuses of the relationship remained the inability to salvage the TPP, as 

the US would still not re-join the trade agreement even after Trump left office. The continued 

absence of the US from the emerging trade blocs in Asia had a profoundly negative effect on 

US influence.  

 

The US and Australia  

Australia, similar to Japan, serves as an example of how easy it is for some US allies to 

weather whatever political storms they come across. Australia’s winning card was the Quad. 

Trump brought back the Quad due to his desire to punish and counter China for not partaking 

in his deals, and the re-emergence of the Quad gave Australia a chance to continue upholding 

a functioning relationship with the US.  

Trump and Turnbull had a call in January 2017, emphasizing the strength of the 

alliance.764 Pence also met with Australian officials in April 2017. He reassured Australia that 

the US would not retreat from Asia, and praised Australia for its contributions to the 

Afghanistan war, along with the help in counterterrorist operations.765 Trump met Turnbull in 

May 2017, and they discussed conventional topics, such as the strength of the alliance and 

regional security.766 The Australia-United States Ministerial Consultation (AUSMIN) of June 

2017 reinforced US support for its Marine Rotational Force in Darwin, Australia, adding that 

the size of the deployed force would be the largest to date.767 Tillerson met Mattis, Australian 

Foreign Minister Julie Bishop, and Australian Defense Minister Marise Payne in June 2017. 

Bishop claimed they discussed maritime cooperation and adherence to the international rules-
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based order. Tillerson provided a reminder of the shared values of freedom, and democracy 

that the two countries had, while telling China to stop its militarization of islands in the South 

China Sea. Payne expressed support for the increased US military presence in northern 

Australia. Tillerson was questioned if there was a contradiction between the apparent 

isolationist rhetoric of the Trump administration and its pursuit of alliances, and answered 

evasively that the US was upholding dialogue with its partners, and that should be the main 

focus of attention, not disagreements of philosophy within the administration.768 

Trump and Turnbull met again in February 2018, and spoke about improving trade ties, 

their shared support for a free and open Indo-Pacific strategy, and better security cooperation. 

The conversation often focused on Afghanistan, as well as cybersecurity cooperation.769 

Turnbull pointed out that the ‘security alliance is as close as it possibly could be, yet keeps 

getting closer. The cooperation is more intense than it has ever been’. Trump reiterated his 

support for bilateralism over multilateralism, saying ‘I like bilateral deals much more than 

multilateral. I like to be able to negotiate with one country. And if it doesn't work out, you 

terminate. And during the termination notice, right after you consent, they call you and they 

say, “Please, let's make a deal,” and you fix the deal. When you get into multi, you can't do 

that’.770  

Pompeo visited Australia in August 2019, and gave a speech where he said that ‘the days 

of Australia as a middle power are coming to an end’. Aside from hinting that the status of 

Australia on the world stage should be elevated, Pompeo further added that the US supported 

Australia ‘because you stand for the same things that we do: transparency and the rule of law, 

basic human dignity and freedom, responsible trade investment, partnership, not 
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domination’.771 It is easy to observe that the way these shared values were defined allowed 

for a strong contrast with China.  

Pompeo and Defense Secretary Mark Esper met with Payne and Defense Minister Linda 

Reynolds in August 2019. Payne emphasized that ‘without strong U.S. engagement, the 

region that we all want, the region that we indeed need, can’t be achieved’. This marked an 

adherence of Australia to the US Indo-Pacific strategy. Pompeo tried to downplay the notion 

that the US was forcing countries to choose between it and China. Reynolds also defended 

the US-Australia partnership, saying the ‘alliance is and continues to be our most important 

defense relationship, and it’s – also remains the cornerstone of our defense and our security 

policies’. Esper confirmed that the Indo-Pacific was the key priority for US strategy, and that 

the US had no plans to retreat.772 

The joint statement that followed the AUSMIN went into more detail. The ‘Ministers and 

Secretaries emphasised the need for an increasingly networked structure of alliances and 

partnerships to maintain an Indo-Pacific that is secure, open, inclusive and rules-based; and 

where nations conduct themselves in ways that enhance regional stability, reinforce 

international law, and respect the sovereignty of all countries’. This was a discreet call for a 

better integration of the existing bilateral networks. The statement continued by saying that 

they ‘shared a commitment to deepen cooperation with a range of partners, including with 

Japan and India, and welcomed the recent Trilateral Strategic Dialogue and Trilateral 

Defence Ministerial meetings as ways to advance trilateral policy coordination. The Ministers 

and Secretaries also welcomed the increased engagement in the Indo-Pacific by the United 

Kingdom, France, Germany and the EU, and expressed their readiness to further boost 
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cooperation on development, infrastructure investment and defence cooperation’. This was 

another embrace of multilateralism, and it went even further, hinting that cooperation with 

European actors would be welcome.773 

Trump met with Turnbull’s successor, Prime Minister Scott Morrison, in September 

2019. The meeting did not bring a radical shift in the alliance, but nevertheless Morrison was 

asked if rising tensions between the US and China would lead to Australia being caught in the 

middle. He refuted the claims, saying ‘obviously, we're keen to see the United States and 

China be able to come to an agreement. But what is always necessary is that deals have got to 

be fair. Deals have got to be good deals. Deals have got to be sustainable deals’. Trump took 

advantage of the occasion to praise Australia for the increases in its defence spending, 

marking once again a tendency to applaud an ally for investment in military capabilities.774  

The July 2020 meeting between Pompeo, Esper, Payne, and Reynolds further established 

the tendency for multilateral cooperation. By this point, the US had hardened its position 

concerning China, and Pompeo had become one of the staunchest critics of the CCP in the 

administration. Pompeo made it clear the meeting ‘started this morning by talking at length 

about the Chinese Communist Party’s malign activity in the Indo-Pacific region, and indeed 

all around the world. […] The United States commends the Morrison government for 

standing up for democratic values and the rule of law, despite intense, continued, coercive 

pressure from the Chinese Communist Party to bow to Beijing’s wishes. It is unacceptable for 

Beijing to use exports or student fees as a cudgel against Australia. We stand with our 

Australian friends’.  
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Payne emphasized shared values, and mentioned democracy, along with the freedom to 

dissent, among them. She talked about the ‘alliance as the basis to deepen our friendship with 

others. We already do. We’ll work more closely with existing partnerships such as the Five 

Eyes, the ASEAN, the Quad, the Trilateral Infrastructure Partnership, the East Asia Summit’. 

Esper thanked Australia for its support at a time when the South China Sea was becoming 

increasingly unstable. Reynolds added that ‘we are both experiencing a profound change in 

the geopolitical framework that underpins our security but also our prosperity’.775 The joint 

statement following the AUSMIN took a harsh tone on China, with the leaders of the US and 

Australia criticizing China’s actions concerning Hong Kong, Taiwan, its repression of 

Uighurs, and refuting China’s ‘nine-dash line’, which sparked numerous litigations in the 

South China Sea with a number of countries opposing the delineation.776  

 

The US and South Korea  

The US-South Korea alliance endured despite many instances when Washington and Seoul 

did not see eye to eye. The Trump years provided the alliance with yet another opportunity to 

relive that experience. Trump was a staunch opponent of almost anything Obama did before 

him, and in that sense, Obama’s strategic patience with North Korea, a failed policy in itself, 

was to be scrapped. Trump tried to break new ground by engaging with North Korea’s 

dictator, Kim Jong-un, yet he did that leaving little room for South Korea’s input and most of 

his achievements were symbolic.  

In December 2016, Park Geun-hye was impeached by the National Assembly of South 

Korea, and the South Korean government entered a transition period. In February 2017, a 
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US-South Korea Foreign Ministerial Joint Statement on North Korea’s ongoing situation was 

released. Tillerson, Kishida, and South Korean Foreign Minister Yun Byung-se condemned 

North Korea’s ballistic missile test.777 Tillerson met with Yun in March 2017, and restated 

their common front on North Korea. Yun welcomed the Trump Administration's 

announcement of ‘its robust […] defense of the ROK’. They both also defended the THAAD 

deployment. They were aware of China’s displeasure with THAAD, but they did not consider 

Beijing’s economic retaliation against South Korea to be the best response.778 Acting 

President Hwang Kyo-ahn met with Tillerson in March 2017 to restate the stability of the 

alliance.779  

Vice President Mike Pence met with National Assembly Speaker Chung Sye-kyun in 

April 2017, both of them reaffirming the US-South Korea alliance, as well as the THAAD 

system.780 Once Moon came to power, he met with Trump in June 2017, and the fundamental 

principles of the alliance were reaffirmed. As was the case with Japan, Trump backtracked on 

his tough rhetoric on South Korea as a free-rider and reiterated the ‘commitment to provide 

extended deterrence to the ROK, drawing on the full range of United States military 

capabilities, both conventional and nuclear’. He also ‘pledged to continue to coordinate 

closely to achieve our shared goal of complete, verifiable, and irreversible denuclearization of 

the Korean Peninsula in a peaceful manner’.781 The adherence to denuclearizing the Korean 

peninsula as opposed to denuclearizing North Korea is notable here, as this is one of the main 

goals of almost all US allies and even its rival, China.  

 
777 SD, ‘U.S.-ROK-Japan Foreign Ministerial Joint Statement on the Situation in North Korea’, 16 February 2017 
778 Tillerson, ‘Remarks With Foreign Minister Yun Byung-se Before Their Meeting’, 17 March 2017a 
779 Tillerson, ‘Remarks With Acting President Hwang Kyo-ahn Before Their Meeting’, 17 March 2017b 
780 Mike Pence, ‘Press Release - Readout of the Vice President's Meeting with Speaker of the National 
Assembly Chung Sye-Kyun’, 17 April 2017 
781 Trump, ‘Joint Statement by President Trump and President Moon Jae-in of South Korea’, 30 June 2017 



230 
 

Trump and Moon met again in November 2017.782 They found common ground on their 

shared economic ties, and Moon had to navigate the difficult path between approaching a 

conciliatory tone with regards to North Korea, and also emphasizing US strength in order to 

gain support from Trump, by stating that ‘war must not break out again on the Korean 

Peninsula. And in this respect, the United States has provided enormous support. The close 

coordination between Korea and the United States and the overwhelming superiority of 

power that stems from the R.O.K.-U.S. alliance will eventually make North Korea cease its 

reckless provocations and make North Korea come out to dialogue for denuclearization’.783 

Pompeo met with Foreign Minister Kang Kyung-wha in May 2018, as the negotiations 

between the US and North Korea were improving. They hinted the US would make few 

concessions during the negotiations.784 Another meeting between Trump and Moon in 

November 2018 showed an increase in the effect that Trump’s hard-line approach to North 

Korea generated. While the readout mentioned that they reaffirmed the US-South Korea 

alliance, it also noted that they had ‘discussed the ongoing efforts to accomplish our two 

countries' mutual goals of achieving the final, fully verified denuclearization of North 

Korea’.785 The denuclearization of North Korea was an objective that had gained traction 

only among US leaders. It was not shared by countries with a stake in achieving peace on the 

peninsula because it did not seem realistic.  

A meeting in June 2019 between Trump and Moon in Seoul saw Moon emphasize the 

constant need for dialogue between the US and North Korea. However, a more practical 

achievement of the meeting was the agreement to converge the US Indo-Pacific strategy with 
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South Korea’s own ‘New Southern Policy’. In the meeting, Moon said ‘President Trump is 

the maker of peace on the Korean Peninsula. You really are the peacemaker of the Korean 

Peninsula. I hope that this meeting with Chairman Kim Jong Un at the Panmunjom will bring 

hope to the people of South and North Korea and that it will be a milestone in the history of 

humankind towards peace’.786 A State Department document published in July 2019 

reiterated the key points, while it also ‘highlighted their robust military sales partnership, 

including the recent acquisition of 40 F-35A Joint Strike Fighters to bolster U.S.-R.O.K. 

combined defense’.787 This once again confirmed the openness of the Trump administration 

to improve alliances through military agreements.  

A State Department fact sheet released in November 2019 gave more details about the 

coordination between the US Indo-Pacific strategy and South Korea’s New Southern Policy. 

The shared focus would be on the Pacific Islands, with both countries pledging to spend more 

on infrastructure. While the outreach of the program was small, it should be noted that both 

the US and Japan had expressed a desire for deeper engagement with the Pacific Islands, and 

infrastructure spending was one way to improve relations.788 The State Department released a 

document in January 2020 that emphasized how South Korea was a worthwhile ally of the 

US, and not a dependent country. The document expanded on South Korea’s military 

contributions to the alliance, such as its high government spending on defence, including an 

8.2% rise in 2019, and a planned 7.1% annual rise until 2024. South Korean military 

deployments in Afghanistan, Iraq, and the Persian Gulf were also praised. The document also 

had a critical section concerning the spending South Korea committed to hosting US troops 

on its territory, noting that South Korea ‘bears no more than one-third of the costs most 
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directly associated with the stationing of U.S. forces on the Korean Peninsula. As these costs 

rise, South Korea’s share is shrinking. Moreover, these narrowly defined costs are only one 

part of the picture. America’s contributions to South Korea’s defense in this highly 

technological age—including some advanced capabilities Seoul still needs to acquire—far 

exceed the cost of U.S. “boots on the ground” and constitute a far larger burden for the 

American taxpayer than meets the eye’.789 The document emphasized the high priority the 

Trump administration placed on military cooperation.  

In November 2020, the State Department expanded on the cooperation between the US 

Indo-Pacific strategy and South Korea’s New Southern Policy. It noted that the ‘ROK and the 

United States are working to increase transparency and strengthen maritime law enforcement 

capacity with partner maritime law enforcement agencies to more efficiently provide material 

support for facility construction and enhance equipment interoperability based on 

complementary efforts, architecture, and equipment’.790 The idea of strengthening maritime 

law enforcement could provide openings for common positions on future maritime law 

violations by China, even though the wording was deliberately ambiguous.  

After Donald Trump lost the 2020 election, Deputy Secretary of State Stephen Biegun 

made remarks in Seoul in December 2020 about the future of the Korean peninsula. He 

praised the Singapore statement, expressed hope about future diplomatic exchanges, praised 

the US-South Korea alliance, and implied that in terms of norms and values, the US and 

South Korea share plenty in common. He hinted that the US and South Korea could advance 

a ‘Pax Indo-Pacifica’, and afterwards claimed that the ‘war is over; the time for conflict has 

ended, and the time for peace has arrived’.791 
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The US and the Philippines  

The last months of the Obama years saw the emergence of Rodrigo Duterte as President of 

the Philippines. Duterte would present the most radical shift in Philippines politics since 

perhaps the Ferdinand Marcos years in terms of the country’s geopolitical allegiances. 

Duterte did not hide the fact that he wanted better relations with China, largely for economic 

reasons. Security would trump economics and by the end of the 2010s, Duterte would tone 

down his belligerent rhetoric towards the US.  

Trump met with President Duterte in April 2017. Trump’s personal style of politics was 

already creating controversy, and this meeting was no different. Despite Duterte being 

criticized for his disregard for human rights and his own war on drugs which led to a number 

of extrajudicial killings, Trump had no problem in expressing his sympathy for him.792 The 

meeting was described as ‘a very friendly conversation, in which the two leaders discussed 

the concerns of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) regarding regional 

security, including the threat posed by North Korea’.793 Tillerson also visited the Philippines 

in August 2017. The trip was part of a broader sustained effort (which Trump would join) to 

convince the Philippines to take a harder stance on North Korea, preferably via the UN. He 

also emphasized the enduring role of counterterrorism as a topic that brings the US and the 

Philippines together regardless of other conflicts.794 

Trump and Duterte met again in November 2017, and by this time Duterte’s push for the 

US to disengage with the Philippines was very muted. The meeting reiterated discussion 
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points as if the two countries had not had any disagreements in recent years. The Joint 

Statement claimed that the two ‘reaffirmed their commitment to the Mutual Defense Treaty 

of 1951, as reinforced by the Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement. […] They also 

reaffirmed their commitment to continue defense cooperation, including by reinforcing 

respective national defense capabilities and interoperability and enhancing joint activities, 

disaster response, and cybersecurity’.795 Trump made his visit to the Philippines to build 

pressure on North Korea, promote the US Indo-Pacific strategy, continue US 

counterterrorism investments in the Philippines, which were around $150 million, and 

improve trade relations.796  

The December Joint Statement on the Bilateral Strategic Dialogue between the US and 

the Philippines hinted that there would be alignment to a small extent on key strategic issues 

for the US. The two sides found common ground on improving trade ties. They also reached 

common ground on working together to oppose North Korea through the UN. On another 

point, they ‘reiterated their commitment to uphold freedom of navigation and overflight and 

other lawful uses of the sea in the South China Sea, and stressed the importance of peacefully 

resolving disputes in accordance with international law, as reflected in the Law of the Sea 

Convention’. Also, the two sides, as was the case with Japan, South Korea, and Australia, had 

left an opening for some form of multilateral cooperation, when they ‘expressed their desire 

to strengthen regional cooperation under the ASEAN-U.S. Strategic Partnership and in 

APEC’.797 The document cemented a series of foreign policy wins for the US. The 

Philippines did not rule out the possibility of taking a stance on North Korea, and there was 

also a stronger stance on the South China Sea. The support for ‘ASEAN centrality’ was 
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another welcome development, even surprising to an extent, given Trump’s repeated 

criticisms of multilateral frameworks.798  

Pompeo met with Philippines Foreign Secretary Teodoro Locsin Jr. in March 2019. 

Locsin made a point that there was room for the alliance to ‘ensure the unfailing mutual 

defense of our two countries’. Still, he added that the ‘key word is mutual. We have our end 

to hold up as well, and we need the means to do that from the United States’. Pompeo tried to 

tie in China’s overtures in the South China Sea with the US Mutual Defense Treaty with the 

Philippines, claiming that as an ‘island nation, the Philippines depends on free and 

unobstructed access to the seas. China’s island-building and military activities in the South 

China Sea threaten your sovereignty, security, and therefore economic livelihood, as well as 

that of the United States. As the South China Sea is part of the Pacific, any armed attack on 

Philippine forces, aircraft, or public vessels in the South China Sea will trigger mutual 

defense obligations under Article 4 of our Mutual Defense Treaty’.799 The positive 

development here was the reinforced alliance, but the threat made by Pompeo, that China’s 

island-building in the South China Sea could trigger an activation of Article 4 of the US-

Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty, leading to a war between the US and China, came across 

as a very provocative comment. The backdrop over this was the Philippines victory in 2016 

handed by an arbitration tribunal which ruled that China’s ‘nine-dash line’ is incompatible 

with UNCLOS. The US argument was in line with the broader point that Chinese overtures in 

the South China Sea would be met with increasingly strong reactions.  

The US and the Philippines held a Bilateral Security Dialogue in July 2019. The Joint 

Statement restated Pompeo’s bellicose stance on his visit to Manila in March 2019, his most 

striking remark being the ‘clarification that the South China Sea (SCS) is in the Pacific, and 
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that any armed attack on Philippine armed forces, public vessels, or aircraft in the SCS will 

trigger Article IV of the Mutual Defense Treaty’. The document also expanded on improving 

military cooperation, a more alert stance in the South China Sea, and even ‘emphasized the 

importance of the rule of law, human rights, and fundamental freedoms’.800 The fact that the 

US and the Philippines expressed a willingness to approach the topic of human rights, in spite 

of indifference regarding the topic on the part of both Duterte and Trump, was an interesting 

development. The framing was made in such a manner as to place the US and its allies as 

alternatives to China.  

 

The US and Thailand  

Given Thailand’s history of coups, the objective for the relationship was to inject a degree of 

stability. Trump had a call with Prime Minister Prayut Chan-ocha in April 2017, where they 

focused on strengthening the alliance. The two also expanded on improving economic ties.801 

During the Sixth US-Thailand Strategic Dialogue in July 2017, the US managed to expand its 

agenda with its ally. Discussions covered making a common front against North Korea, 

counterterrorism, the ‘importance of a cooperative approach to ensuring a peaceful and stable 

South China Sea, freedoms of navigation and overflight, and claimants exercising self-

restraint in the conduct of activities that could complicate or escalate disputes’, and 

cybersecurity.802  

In August 2019, Pompeo met with Thai Foreign Affairs Minister Don Pramudwinai. The 

meeting was aimed at reinforcing the importance of the US-Thailand alliance. Pompeo also 

claimed that ‘security cooperation is thriving too. Every year since 1982, American military 
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personnel, our Thai counterparts, and troops from other Asian countries have held exercises 

called Cobra Gold, the Indo-Pacific’s largest annual multinational exercise. The foreign 

minister and I agreed to keep our security ties strong’. He once again advanced the US 

agenda for the Indo-Pacific, by saying that the main focus would be on North Korea and the 

South China Sea. The issue of ASEAN centrality came up again, as Pompeo wanted to 

‘bolster ties’ with other countries through ASEAN.803  

The US and Thailand published a Joint Statement in October 2017, which reiterated 

shared values, the alliance’s importance in security stability in the Indo-Pacific, and other 

similar topics. Notably, they ‘welcomed closer military-to-military cooperation and joint 

exercises, including Cobra Gold—the largest multilateral military exercise in Asia, which 

help promote interoperability and friendship’. Thailand’s transition to democracy was 

praised, and, as was typical, there was a call for better economic relations.804 

 

The US and India  

Trump was elected on a populist agenda, a factor that worried some in Washington. The 

convenient detail here is that Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi was also elected on a 

populist platform. Many had doubts about Trump’s combative approach to China, yet the 

Indian government was among those willing to entertain a more combative approach to China 

due to the two countries’ military skirmishes in the Himalayas. The lengths to which Trump 

and Modi would go to align their political personas was quite surprising.  
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Trump called Modi in January 2017. The two highlighted their countries’ friendship, and 

hinted that there was work to be done on economic and defensive matters.805 A fact sheet 

published in June 2017 emphasized the US commitment to ensure India develops militarily, 

and particularly highlighted the Malabar exercise as a means of improving ties.806 Tillerson 

met with Indian External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj in October 2017. Swaraj said ‘we 

consider the U.S. as an indispensable partner in every sector of India’s march forward’. He 

added that ‘defense engagements have intensified. We are consulting closely on security and 

counterterrorism issues, and commencement of U.S. crude oil purchase by India has added a 

new dimension to our energy partnership’.807  

Trump and Modi met in February 2018, and both claimed they would continue working 

to ensure the safety of the Indo-Pacific region, though the discussions predominantly 

expanded on the issue of democracy in India.808 A preview of the August 2018 2+2 

ministerial meetings highlighted that the US ‘declared India a major defense partner in 2016, 

a status unique to India, and operationalizing that status will also be an important part of our 

discussion at the 2+2. […] We are also eager to expand defense trade, which is estimated to 

reach 18 billion by 2019 from essentially zero in 2008. To support this goal, the U.S. 

Government recently granted India Strategy Trade Authority Tier 1 designation, which 

enables U.S. companies to export dual-use items to India under a more streamlined, licensed 

process’.809 During the opening remarks for the meeting, Swaraj implied that India’s ‘great 
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political, economic, and security role can reinforce U.S. efforts to promote stability in the 

region’.810 

In the joint statement that followed the meeting, they ‘reaffirmed the strategic importance 

of India’s designation as a Major Defense Partner (MDP) of the United States and committed 

to expand the scope of India’s MDP status’. They also ‘committed to work together and in 

concert with other partners toward advancing a free, open, and inclusive Indo-Pacific region, 

based on recognition of ASEAN centrality and on respect for sovereignty, territorial integrity, 

rule of law, good governance, free and fair trade, and freedom of navigation and 

overflight’.811 While it was true that the US had actively pursued a strong relationship with 

India, it would be wrong to say that there were no signs from India that this relationship could 

develop in a productive manner. India was willing to participate in the anti-China security 

front that the US was building.  

Pence met with Modi in November 2018, and they ‘reiterated the importance of the U.S.-

India strategic partnership and of advancing our shared vision of a free and open Indo-

Pacific’. They claimed they would find common ground on counterterrorism operations.812 

This made India another country that openly claimed it adhered to the US Indo-Pacific 

strategy. All San Francisco System members and India had agreed to a certain extent to work 

with the US Indo-Pacific strategy.  

Pompeo met with Indian Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar in June 2019. He 

emphasized shared goals, the agreement over the shared Indo-Pacific vision, the fact that the 

US had ‘granted India Strategic Trade Authorization tier 1 status last year, allowing India to 

enjoy the same license-free access to certain defense articles as NATO allies, Japan, South 

 
810 Pompeo, ‘Opening Remarks at the U.S.-India 2+2 Dialogue’, 6 September 2018 
811 SD, ‘Joint Statement on the Inaugural U.S.-India 2+2 Ministerial Dialogue’, 6 September 2018 
812 Pence, ‘Readout of the Vice President's Meeting with Prime Minister Narendra Modi of India’, 14 November 
2018 



240 
 

Korea, and Australia. This status also creates greater supply chain efficiency and supports 

U.S. industry and investment’, and other military improvements.813  

Jaishankar was thankful to US liberalization in terms of export regulations on defence and 

high technology that would otherwise make it harder for India to purchase them. He made a 

more nuanced case for multilateralism when he said the ‘Indo-Pacific is for something, not 

against somebody. And that something is peace, security, stability, prosperity, and rules’. 

This did not deter Pompeo from taking a combative stance on China, claiming the countries 

‘in this part of the world which have signed on to the Belt and Road projects have found 

Beijing’s deals come not with strings attached, but with shackles. […] We, together, should 

act quickly to fulfill the ambitious vision for prosperity that’s shared by President Trump and 

Prime Minister Modi – not just for our own people, but for the good of the region and the 

world’.814 

Pompeo, Esper, Jaishankar, and Indian Minister of Defense Shri Rajnath Singh held a 

press conference in December 2019. Pompeo spoke about their shared values, stressing the 

fact that both countries are democracies. He also mentioned the thriving defence relationship. 

Opposition to China’s 5G networks was also presented. Esper largely reiterated Pompeo’s 

points, with the focus being on the idea of the US and India as democracies with a strong 

military connection. Singh also noted that the two countries had ‘complementary interests’. 

Jaishankar tried to add more diversity to the topics, adding that the US and India also work 

together on science and technology cooperation.815  
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Trump’s appreciation for populist events was visible during his ‘Namaste Trump’ rally in 

Ahmedabad, India, in February 2020. Trump always tried to use rallies domestically to shore 

up support in a political climate where he would say everyone was against him. The India 

rally was quite unique in the sense that the branding of it was so heavily catered to Trump. 

By doing this, India, like Japan, South Korea, and the other US allies, has shown that the best 

way to deal with Trump politically was to cater to him. Modi himself was to a certain degree 

a populist, so the rally was a win-win for both leaders. Trump returned Modi’s favour and 

implied that many of India’s achievements were due to Modi’s leadership.  

Trump used the rally to create a clear separation between China and India, by saying 

‘there is all the difference in the world between a nation that seeks power through coercion, 

intimidation, and aggression, and a nation that rises by setting its people free and unleashing 

them to chase their dreams. And that is India. This is why India's accomplishment over the 

last 70 years is completely unrivaled no matter where you go’. He added that the US would 

continue to provide India with ‘some of the best and most feared military equipment on the 

planet’, noting that the US ‘make the greatest weapons ever made: airplanes, missiles, 

rockets, ships. We make the best. And we're dealing now with India’. Trump was happy to 

announce that the US would ‘sign deals to sell over $3 billion in the absolute finest, state-of-

the-art military helicopters and other equipment to the Indian Armed Forces. I believe that the 

United States should be India's premier defense partner, and that's the way it's working 

out’.816 Trump’s message was clear, India and China were rivals, and India was strongly 

aligned with the US. Even though this was not the case, Trump tried to maximize the 

impression.  

In August 2020, Deputy Secretary Stephen Biegun gave remarks on the US-India 

strategic partnership. He marked a nuanced change in the dynamic of the relationship, noting 
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how ‘our partnership with India has become all the more vital. To borrow a phrase from my – 

Prime Minister Vajpayee – we have “overcome the hesitations of history” to achieve a strong 

and stable partnership underpinned by that shared democratic values and common interests’. 

He added that ‘our new Indo-Pacific strategy […] is focused around democracies. It’s 

focused around free markets. It’s focused upon the values that the Indian government and the 

Indian people share with the United States government and the United States people. In order 

to make that successful we have to tap into the full scale of the region’.817 

In October 2020, Pompeo travelled to India to discuss the US-India Global Strategic 

Partnership. He said that there was a ‘strategic convergence’ on most key issues. He said he 

‘welcomes India’s emergence as a leading regional and global power’.818 That same month, 

Pompeo, Esper, and their Indian counterparts Jaishankar and Singh held a ministerial 

dialogue. Pompeo and Esper spoke positively of the military relationship while Jaishankar 

said that ‘the performance of our relationship in the last few years has been exceptionally 

positive’.819 The Joint Statement following the ministerial dialogue reiterated support for the 

US Indo-Pacific strategy, and praised increased maritime cooperation.820  

 

The Quad  

In May 2019, the US, Japan, Australia, and India held consultations concerning the Quad. 

They expressed support for the ‘rules-based order in the region’, and they ‘highlighted their 

efforts to maintain universal respect for international law and freedom of navigation and 

overflight’, an allusion to the South China Sea. There was also an attempt to define the Quad 
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in a non-military manner, by emphasizing the need to work together on improving private 

sector opportunities, good governance, institutional transparency, and other issues.821 A State 

Department document released in August 2019 covering the US-Australia alliance had a 

section where it explicitly mentioned the Quad, highlighting the two countries’ willingness to 

‘further deepen trilateral cooperation with Japan, and enhance engagement with India, 

including through the Quad’.822 During that same US-Australia meeting, Pompeo spoke about 

the Quad, saying that the US and Australia had ‘worked together in what we call the Quad, 

and we are revitalizing it’, adding that there was ‘momentum within the Quad, and there’s 

lots of room for growth’.823  

A meeting between the Quad foreign ministers took place in September 2019. They 

‘reaffirmed their shared commitment to close cooperation on maritime security, quality 

infrastructure, and regional connectivity in support of a rules-based order that promotes 

stability, growth, and economic prosperity’, and also discussed cyber security, ASEAN 

centrality, and hinted that they would meet at the margins of the 2019 East Asia Summit.824  

Consultations were held in November 2019, and the Quad members ‘reaffirmed their 

support for a rules-based order in the region that promotes stability, growth, and economic 

prosperity’. They once again pursued collaboration on a variety of topics, such as ‘counter-

terrorism, cyber, development finance, maritime security, humanitarian assistance, and 

disaster response’. They spoke positively of ASEAN and insisted that the organization have a 

greater role in Indo-Pacific strategy.825  

 
821 SD, ‘U.S.-Australia-India-Japan Consultations (“The Quad”)’, 31 May 2019 
822 SD, ‘Australia and the United States: An Alliance for the Future’, 5 August 2019b 
823 Pompeo, ‘The U.S. and Australia’, 4 August 2019a 
824 Morgan Ortagus, ‘Secretary Pompeo’s Meeting with Quad Foreign Ministers of Australia, India, and Japan’, 
27 September 2019 
825 SD, ‘U.S.-Australia-India-Japan Consultations (“The Quad”)’, 4 November 2019 
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The COVID-19 pandemic did not deter the Quad, and a September 2020 meeting 

highlighted how it aimed to facilitate cooperation in an attempt to tackle the pandemic. On 

this occasion, the Quad members also ‘discussed ways to promote the use of trusted vendors, 

particularly for 5G networks. They explored ways to enhance coordination on 

counterterrorism, maritime security, cyber security, and regional connectivity, as well as 

quality infrastructure based upon international best practices, such as the G20 Principles for 

Quality Infrastructure Investment. Participants also highlighted the need to improve supply 

chains in sectors including critical minerals, medical supplies, and pharmaceuticals’.826 This 

marked a rejection by the Quad of China’s 5G infrastructure.  

The foreign ministers met again for a Quad ministerial in October 2020. In his opening 

remarks, Pompeo tied the strength of the Quad to the principles of democracy. He said their 

‘partnership isn’t multilateralism for the sake of it. All of us seek a free and open Indo-Pacific 

and our conversations aim to achieve that good outcome’. He also explicitly presented the 

Quad as a mechanism that opposed the CCP, saying that ‘it is more critical now than ever that 

we collaborate to protect our people and partners from the CCP’s exploitation, corruption, 

and coercion. We’ve seen it in the south, in the East China Sea, the Mekong, the Himalayas, 

the Taiwan Straits. These are just a few examples’. Payne tried to frame the Quad in a less 

conflictual manner, saying that it had a ‘a positive agenda. It’s a diplomatic network that 

assists us as democracies to align ourselves in support of shared interests. We believe in a 

region governed by rules, not power. We believe in the fundamental importance of individual 

rights and in a region which – in which disputes are resolved according to international law. 

And we believe in regional security and recovery from COVID-19 that supports sovereign 

choices for the countries of the Indo-Pacific’. Jaishankar spoke in favour of the rules-based 

order, also legitimizing the Quad by saying the ‘objective remains advancing the security and 

 
826 SD, ‘U.S.-Australia-India-Japan Consultations (“The Quad”)’, 25 September 2020 
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the economic interests of all countries having legitimate and vital interests in the region. It is 

a matter of satisfaction that the Indo-Pacific concept has gained increasingly wider 

acceptance. The Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative that we tabled at the East Asia Summit last 

year is a development with considerable promise in that context’.827 

During a late October 2020 meeting in India, the State Department released a document 

that once again mentioned the Quad, pointing out that it ‘has proven to be an effective 

multilateral mechanism, helping to create resilient supply chains, promote transparency, 

counter disinformation, and increase maritime security’.828 The Joint Statement of the US-

India ministerial meeting also emphasized the Quad, claiming that the two countries 

‘appreciated the exchange of views on regional issues of mutual interest, as well as ongoing 

cooperation related to maritime security, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, regional 

connectivity, health security and counter terrorism’.829  

Another Quad meeting took place in December 2020. On this occasion, the Quad 

positioned itself against Chinese disinformation campaigns. Aside from that, they discussed 

humanitarian developments and facilitating access to vaccinations in the context of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Once again, ASEAN centrality was mentioned.830 There was an 

ongoing battle between China and US-aligned forces over supply chains, and the integration 

of the Quad into the supply chains debate further highlighted how it had become a group 

aimed at countering China.  

The US push for the Quad had been strong. Nonetheless, some analysts, like J. Berkshire 

Miller, have pointed out that it was the improvement in Japan-India ties that had also 

facilitated deeper Quad cooperation. The good relationship between Abe and Modi had 

 
827 Pompeo, ‘Secretary Michael R. Pompeo Opening Remarks at Quad Ministerial’, 6 October 2020 
828 SD, ‘Pompeo Travels to India’, 25 October 2020 
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played a key role, as well as the rise of China. Miller pointed out that there was considerable 

overlap between Japan’s ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ strategy and India’s ‘Act East Policy’. 

To add to this, a good military relationship between Japan and India had also been well 

received by the US, which had been improving its own military relationship with both. 

Cooperation should not be confused with the establishment of a formal alliance, however, as 

all the members of the Quad were pursuing their own economic and strategic interests.831 

The temporary suspension of the Quad, and its re-emergence were contextualised by 

Tanvi Madan in an article for War on the Rocks. The Quad started with a mixed focus, 

touching both on better coordination on dealing with natural disasters and a geopolitical focus 

on China. It was the geopolitical focus on China, combined with scepticism that China was a 

threat, especially in Australia, India and to a lesser extent, Japan, that determined the eventual 

suspension of the group. The Quad needed a decade of deepening military security 

cooperation between its members for them to reach a degree of confidence that would allow 

for its eventual re-emergence.832 

If the Quad was to act as a counterbalance to China, it would need to act as a platform 

that could accept future members. In that sense, the Quad had encountered some difficulties. 

An analysis brief by Rajeswari Pillai Rajagopalan of the Perth USAsia centre highlighted the 

difficulties the Quad had in trying to maintain working relationships with potential members. 

One stipulated formula would be the ‘Quad Plus’, while another one would be the ‘Quad plus 

three’. The main ‘candidates’ would be South Korea, New Zealand, and Vietnam. The 

problem was that all three countries were reluctant to join the Quad because they thought it 

would add an unnecessary source of tension with China.833  

 

 
831 J. Berkshire Miller, ‘How Abe and Modi Can Save the Indo-Pacific’, Foreign Affairs, 15 November 2017 
832 Tanvi Madan, ‘The Rise, Fall, and Rebirth of the “Quad”’, War on the Rocks, 16 November 2017 
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The Pacific Dream and strategic culture  

It is difficult to place the Trump administration’s Pacific Dream in context. Trump was 

averse to any kind of parallel with the Obama administration, and thus the likelihood of 

Trump borrowing and upholding fundamental principles from Kerry’s view of the Pacific 

Dream was close to zero. Despite that, some parallels can be drawn with all three versions. 

Like Bush, Trump operated under the principle that guided Acheson: that there needed to be a 

threat to the US military-economic structure. Moving away from terrorism, Trump found 

China as a modern stand-in for the USSR. Trump distanced himself from the Ford principle 

of upholding economic cooperation as one of the key goals, and went back to the late 80s, 

and early 90s tendency of strongarming both rivals and friends with threats of trade wars. 

Ironically, Trump’s fixation with China as a rival made his administration express concerns 

over human rights, and his scepticism of multilateral trade deals brought him closer to the 

idea of fair growth. The point here was that in Kerry’s speech there were some principles that 

were very well adapted for the modern great power conflict that is taking place between the 

US and China.  

The Trump administration is not famous for what it did concerning a US Pacific Dream, 

instead it is famous for what it undid. All indications are that on security, the Trump 

administration tried to move the US back to the Bush years, while its opinion concerning a 

greater political-economic structure was that there shouldn’t be one, since it would minimise 

US leverage. The way the Trump White House understood US alliances is ironically similar 

to the way China understood them: hierarchic, top-down, with the biggest country calling all 

the shots and the smaller countries following it because they have no choice. President Trump 

in particular had a very simplistic and cynical, in some ways old-fashioned, understanding of 

America’s trade relations. It brought back memories of the Reagan and Bush Sr. 
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administrations, but also the Bush Jr. years. Trump opposed the TPP, and by doing so he set 

back US strategy in Asia considerably.  

In April 2015, Trump criticised the TPP, claiming it was bad for workers. He opposed 

Congressional ratification of the TPP. During the 2016 election, opposition to the TPP began 

growing within the US, a development that Trump exploited and forced Hillary Clinton to 

claim she also did not support the TPP.834 Trump opposed the TPP during the Republican 

debates, and, during a campaign rally in Ohio, he called the trade deal ‘a continuing rape of 

our country’.835 He won the election, and at this point, if there were any beliefs that Trump 

was playing politics, taking advantage of a toxic sentiment concerning trade within the US 

electorate, they were quickly dispelled, as Trump left the TPP on 23 January 2017, the third 

day of his presidency.836  

This position taken by Trump had not been analysed properly. The Trump administration 

was remarkably chaotic, and there were numerous policy moves Trump had considered and 

eventually didn’t do, oftentimes because he couldn’t but sometimes because he never meant 

to. The TPP however, was different, by the speed, consistency, and action taken. It is possible 

Trump was tempted to do it because he saw it as an easy win with his electorate. He may 

have done it because he saw it as a quick way to dismantle something the Obama 

administration and Hillary Clinton worked hard on. What is certain is that by doing so, he 

caused the US to lose the initiative concerning Asia’s economic integration.  

It was not just the TPP. Asian economic integration is anathema to Trump’s trade 

philosophy. On the 2016 campaign trail, Trump attacked America’s trade relationship with 

Japan in a manner that was reminiscent of the 1980s. Trump named Japan, along with China 

 
834 Adam Taylor, ‘A timeline of Trump’s complicated relationship with the TPP’, Washington Post, 13 April 2018 
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836 Taylor, ‘Timeline of Trump’, Washington Post, 13 April 2018 
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and Mexico as the reasons why America is ‘getting absolutely crushed on trade’.837 Trump 

also called the US trade deal with South Korea a ‘horrible deal’, and threatened to terminate 

it.838 The US-South Korea trade deal was a project that the Bush administration, and later the 

Obama administration, had worked on.  

These types of statements were part of a Trump strategy to coerce US allies into 

renegotiating deals. Japan, South Korea, and the North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA), a major achievement of the Clinton administration, were renegotiated, with 

NAFTA being rebranded as the United States-Canada-Mexico Agreement (USMCA). Neither 

of these trade deals changed the trade relationships in a radical way, but they were presented 

by Trump in a positive light because his administration was in charge of renegotiating them.  

 

Beliefs, attitudes, actions  

Donald Trump presented the US with its biggest shift in strategic culture of all the 4 

presidents studied in this thesis. In terms of beliefs, the US adhered strongly to the notion that 

it is a Pacific nation, continuing a move initiated by the Obama administration. On the 

security side, the US moved strongly on the belief that it should write the rulebook for the 

Pacific, from freedom of navigation to the territorial integrity of its allies. In terms of norms 

and values, the US more strongly emphasized an adherence to norms and values that it had 

previously supported, this time with the goal of creating a contrast with China.  

In terms of attitudes, the US worked with its allies, in bilateral and multilateral settings, to 

achieve security goals. It was far less open to cooperation on economic issues. Economic 

reviews of existing trade deals took place, but the negotiations were tense and coercive in 
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nature, with the US specifically aiming to ‘correct’ what it called imperfections in the trade 

relationships. Nevertheless, the Quad, and its robust bilateral military alliances are examples 

of the US continuing to support multilateral formats concerning security. The US still did not 

ratify UNCLOS, and a look at its trade philosophy under Trump enforces the idea that the US 

was inclined to play by its own rules and accord itself specific exemptions from the 

normative framework it set out.  

In terms of practices, the US did not fully institutionalise the Quad but ministerial 

meetings did begin taking place. In that sense, there is still a positive example of the US 

establishing multilateral institutions. On the economic side, the US withdrew from the TPP 

and renegotiated key trade deals, such as NAFTA and with South Korea. This signals that the 

US was a lot more circumspect concerning the multilateral institutions it supported. If one 

considers the Quad a group initiated by ‘others’, then it is an example of the US willing to 

take part in groups that it did not initiate. Nevertheless, the trade policy of the Trump 

administration reinforced the notion that the US saw itself as the leader of any group, and 

thus it would be difficult to say that the US had become more willing to entertain multilateral 

formats proposed by others. Finally, there were clear examples of the US adhering to its own 

rhetoric, largely because the rhetoric itself became much sharper.  

US strategic culture shifted towards more integration on the security side, and a reviewed, 

cautious, bilateral approach on the economic side. The US was still deeply sceptical of broad-

reaching economic agreements. Nonetheless, it entertained some forms of integration, with 

particular regards to security, as long as it could remain the leader of said coalitions.  

   

Conclusion  
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To conclude, under Trump, the US finalised its switch to a position of systemic rivalry with 

China. The Quad re-emerged, and it began holding a dual position with the San Francisco 

System in terms of being the go-to framework for US security planning. As expected, the US 

continued to consolidate security cooperation with Japan and Australia, key pillars of US 

foreign policy in Asia. Aside from trade renegotiations, the US worked with South Korea too, 

but the notable distinction here is that South Korea was moving to a place of increased 

security autonomy, without trying to bind itself too strongly to US security institutions. Once 

Duterte toned down his anti-US positioning, the relationship with the Philippines improved. 

The US also attempted to normalise relations with Thailand. This did not change the 

impression of splintering within the San Francisco System, which increasingly seemed like a 

group of reluctant and passive US security treaties. Trump greatly improved ties with India, 

which only aided the re-emergence of the Quad, and the integration of India into the regional 

security infrastructure.  
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Chapter 6. The San Francisco alliance network during the presidency of Joe Biden 

 

‘Before I came to office, the story was about how the People’s Republic of China was 

increasing its power and America was falling in the world. 

Not anymore’839 

Joe Biden, State of the Union 2023 

 

The election of Joe Biden as US President in 2020 was expected to be a ‘return to 

normal’ in US politics, a move away from Trump’s controversies and conflictual approach to 

politics. In some ways Biden did change the approach, switching back to a more accepting 

view of multilateralism, and a more accommodating stance with US allies. What did not 

change was the fact that the US and China were competing with each other. This chapter is 

structured as follows: a first section looks at how the differences between Trump and Biden 

concerning China are mostly differences of style, not practice. It is followed by a second 

section that looks at the San Francisco System’s return to passivity as its members are once 

again emboldened by trilaterals, multilaterals, and Biden’s decision to continue supporting 

the Quad. The final section will explore Biden’s Pacific Dream and the extent to which this 

can be achieved, given a series of constraints.  

 

The US and China  

 
839 Joe Biden, ‘Remarks of President Joe Biden – State of the Union Address as Prepared for Delivery’ White 
House, 7 February 2023 



253 
 

If there was any hope that the US and China would improve their relationship, those hopes 

were quickly diminished. The COVID pandemic, the Quad, and the US decision to continue 

seeing itself as being in a battle of values with China not only maintained the glacial 

relationship, they also led to a further deterioration of it, both in a diplomatic sense, and an 

economic one.  

The Department of Defense published in 2021 its Annual Report to Congress on 

Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China. The report 

made it clear that there was no intention from China to move away from great power 

competition on military affairs. The Defense Department report stated that the PRC was 

aiming to ‘match or surpass U.S. global influence and power, displace U.S. alliances and 

security partnerships in the Indo-Pacific region, and revise the international order to be more 

advantageous to Beijing’s authoritarian system and national interests’ by 2049. China’s 

conception of strategic competition was defined as ‘rivalry among powerful nation states, as 

well as a clash of opposing ideological systems’. The report added that ‘Beijing views the 

United States as increasingly determined to contain the PRC, creating potential obstacles to 

its strategy. Additionally, the PRC’s leaders are increasingly willing to confront the United 

States and other countries in areas where interest diverge’.840  

 On 23 January 2021, the State Department expressed concern over Chinese military 

pressure on Taiwan. The US emphasized that it ‘will continue to assist Taiwan in maintaining 

a sufficient self-defense capability’.841 Secretary of State Anthony Blinken called PRC 

Director of the Office of the Central Commission for Foreign Affairs Yang in February 2021, 

and expressed US support for human rights and democratic values in Xinjiang, Tibet, and 

Hong Kong. He also informed Yang that the US would attempt to make a common front with 

 
840 Department of Defense, ‘Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China’, 
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254 
 

its allies in the Indo-Pacific ‘to hold the PRC accountable for its efforts to threaten stability in 

the Indo-Pacific, including across the Taiwan Strait, and its undermining of the rules-based 

international system’.842 The US also made it clear that it stood in support of the people of 

Hong Kong, at least in a moral sense, condemning China’s crackdown on democratic 

institutions and its decisions to alter Hong Kong’s electoral system in a manner that would 

allow the CCP to exert greater control. It mentioned the Sino-British Joint Declaration in 

emphasizing the need for Hong Kong to have autonomy, and urged China to respect Hong 

Kong’s adherence to personal freedoms and human rights.843 

In March 2021, the PRC sanctioned two US officials on the Commission on 

International Religious Freedom (USCIRF), which generated condemnation from the State 

Department. Beijing was accused of trying to intimidate those speaking out against human 

rights abuses and those who support individual freedoms.844 At the end of that month, the US, 

along with the United Kingdom and Canada, put forward a joint statement condemning 

Chinese atrocities in Xinjiang.845 These were examples of the Biden administration 

coordinating with allies to form a common front against China, a sign of a shift to 

multilateralism.  

The main highlight of March 2021 was the meeting between Blinken, National 

Security Advisor Jake Sullivan, and their Chinese counterparts, Yang Jiechi of the Office of 

the Central Commission for Foreign Affairs, and Wang Yi, State Councillor. Before the 

meeting, Blinken and Sullivan said that they wanted to send the message that the US’ China 

policy plans consisted of strengthening itself at home, and working with allies and 

international institutions. They made it clear that the meeting was a one-off, and that there 
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was no clear objective for it other than both sides communicating where they stand. From 

what State Department documents show, US officials were of the belief that the Chinese 

officials were hoping for a change of tone.846 They were not aware that it was China who was 

expecting the US to pursue a change of tone.  

During the meeting, Blinken said the US ‘relationship with China will be competitive 

where it should be, collaborative where it can be, adversarial where it must be’. Sullivan 

added that the US was ‘particularly proud of the work that we’ve done to revitalize our 

alliances and partnerships, the foundation of our foreign policy’. These statements were 

strongly rebutted by Yang, who claimed ‘it is important for the United States to change its 

own image and to stop advancing its own democracy in the rest of the world’. He countered 

on human rights criticisms, pointing out that ‘we hope that the United States will do better on 

human rights’, adding that ‘China has made steady progress in human rights and the fact is 

that there are many problems within the United States regarding human rights, which is 

admitted by the U.S. itself as well’. Wang also added that in ‘the past several years, China’s 

legitimate rights and interests have come under outright suppression, plunging the China-U.S. 

relationship into a period of unprecedented difficulty’. He also said that ‘China urges the U.S. 

side to fully abandon the hegemonic practice of wilfully interfering in China’s internal 

affairs’. Blinken and Sullivan responded, with Blinken saying that he was ‘hearing deep 

satisfaction that the United States is back, that we’re re-engaged with our allies and partners’, 

and Sullivan adding that ‘a confident country is able to look hard at its own shortcomings and 

constantly seek to improve’.847  

 
846 SD, ‘Senior Administration Officials Preview of National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan and Secretary of State 
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This tense diplomatic exchange was one of the most public displays of a fundamental 

shift between the US and China. It was a clear example of China actively challenging the 

international status quo that had benefitted the US for decades. Historically, China avoided 

provoking the US in the middle of diplomatic meetings, preferring to address tensions during 

closed-off bilateral gatherings. However, this meeting demonstrated a radical shift in strategy. 

China had not only publicly accused the US of having a hegemonic presence in Asia, it also 

challenged the US on its own domestic shortcomings concerning human rights.  

One of the very few areas where the US and China did hint at cooperation was climate 

change, with both committing to adhere to the Paris Agreement, and working together at COP 

26 to reduce emissions.848 This positive outcome weighed little in the overall image of US-

China relations, given that, in the same month, China sentenced Hong Kong pro-democracy 

activists for unlawful assembly, determining the US to issue another public condemnation.849 

The US had become consistent in invoking the Sino-British Joint Declaration whenever it 

published statements concerning Hong Kong. Moreso, in June 2021, Blinken called Yang to 

underscore ‘U.S. concern over the deterioration of democratic norms in Hong Kong and the 

ongoing genocide and crimes against humanity against predominantly Muslim Uyghurs and 

members of other ethnic and religious minority groups in Xinjiang. He also called on Beijing 

to cease its pressure campaign against Taiwan and peacefully resolve cross-Strait issues’.850  

Blinken also attempted to facilitate the liberation of two Canadian citizens being held 

by China over unsubstantiated claims. Trump had promised Canadian Prime Minister Justin 

Trudeau that he would fight for the liberation of the two detained Canadians, Michael Kovrig 

and Michael Spavor. The two were released in September 2021, in exchange for the release 

of Huawei executive Meng Wanzhou, who was arrested in Canada on a US warrant in 2018. 
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It was believed Spavor and Kovrig’s detainment had been a form of retaliation for Meng’s 

arrest.851  

By the end of July 2021, the US made it once again clear that competition with China 

was official policy. State Department Deputy Secretary Wendy Sherman claimed the US 

‘welcomes the stiff competition between our countries—and that we intend to continue to 

strengthen our own competitive hand—but that we do not seek conflict with the PRC’, and 

that she had ‘raised concerns in private – as we have in public – about a range of PRC actions 

that run counter to our values and interests and those of our allies and partners’, on topics 

such as ‘human rights, including Beijing’s anti-democratic crackdown in Hong Kong; the 

ongoing genocide and crimes against humanity in Xinjiang; abuses in Tibet; and the 

curtailing of media access and freedom of the press. She also spoke about our concerns about 

Beijing’s conduct in cyberspace; across the Taiwan Strait; and in the East and South China 

Seas’.852 One year after China’s attempts to change Hong Kong’s political system, the US 

condemnation continued, with the State Department noting that ‘People’s Republic of China 

(PRC) and Hong Kong officials have systematically undermined Hong Kong’s democratic 

institutions, delayed elections, disqualified elected lawmakers from office, and forced 

officials to take loyalty oaths to keep their jobs’. It once again asked China to adhere to the 

Sino-British Joint Declaration.853 

The US also maintained its interest in the issue of arbitration disputes in the South 

China Sea. The Trump administration had been critical concerning territorial disputes in the 

South China Sea, and the Biden administration took a similar stance. The pressure was 

facilitated by the broader international environment, particularly the fact that relations 
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between China and the Philippines had deteriorated. The tense situation allowed for better 

coordination between the US and the Philippines. In July 2021, the US made a statement on 

the fifth anniversary of the arbitral tribunal ruling that favoured the Philippines in its dispute 

with China. The statement asked both China and the Philippines the adhere to the United 

Nations Law of the Sea Convention (UNCLOS), a cynical demand coming from the US, 

given that Washington did not ratify UNCLOS and adhered to it selectively. The US once 

again stated that not only did it support the Philippines in the territorial dispute, it also 

emphasized that an armed attack on the Philippines would invoke Article IV of the US-

Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty, and lead to an armed conflict, building on a line of 

argument that had been previously put forward by Michael Pompeo.854  

In August 2021, the US took action to accommodate Hong Kongers who were leaving 

the city following the change of the political system. Residents of Hong Kong who travelled 

to the US received safe haven for 18 months.855 In October that year, the US criticised 

increased Chinese military pressure on Taiwan, and restated its military support for Taiwan’s 

self-defence capacities.856  

The US took a strong stance on China concerning security issues, but its trade policy 

was more complicated. There had been signs from the US that it was open to a less 

confrontational approach on trade, still, the tense situation over tariffs and the trade deficit 

had persisted. In October 2021, US officials hinted that they were willing to cooperate more 

with China on trade as long as there would be protections for US workers. The Biden 
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administration criticised the Phase One trade agreement the Trump administration signed 

with China, saying that it did little to resolve existing imbalances in the trade relationship.857  

An October meeting between Blinken and Wang highlighted the paradox of US-China 

relations: they both affirmed a need to keep communications lines open on issue like ‘the 

DPRK, Burma, Iran, Afghanistan, and the climate crisis’, but the US raised concerns over 

PRC actions on issues ranging from undermining the US-based order to human rights 

violations in ‘Xinjiang, Tibet, Hong Kong, the East and South China Seas, and Taiwan’.858 

Once again Blinken met with Wang, in November 2021, and mentioned US concerns over 

Chinese military pressures over the Taiwan strait. He asked Beijing to address cross-Strait 

issues ‘peacefully and in a manner consistent with the wishes and best interests of the people 

on Taiwan’.859 The US and China did try to strike common ground on climate issues. They 

adhered to key parts of the Glasgow Declaration, aiming to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 

and to ensure a quick transition to clean energy.860  

It was clear that US-China relations had entered a new phase. The radical departure 

that started in the 2010s was continuing into the 2020s. For some, China had emerged as a 

great power, and that status made it incompatible with the US-led world order. Chinese 

policymakers believed that ‘China has gone through the stages of standing up and getting rich 

and is now advancing to the stage of becoming strong’. Even though China was aware that its 

ideology did not have the popularity of western liberalism, it would do anything in its power 

to maximise its own ideological comfort zone. This meant there was a willingness to accept 

even multilateral formats, as long as China had a say in them. The risk of exclusion, be it 
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from trade blocs or defence agreements was what drove fears in China.861 A strong feature of  

Chinese foreign policy remained its reluctance to establish clear, enduring military alliances. 

When the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine started to backfire and turn into a quagmire for 

Moscow, Beijing appeared to make a common front with Russia, although this development 

came across as partly performative.862  

Biden inherited a difficult situation on Taiwan. The country’s status had always been 

complicated, and by the end of the Trump administration tensions were high. The challenge 

for the Biden administration was to try to move the Taiwan issue beyond the security framing 

into an economic one, where Taiwan’s importance to the US could be better emphasized. 

There was some effort from Biden to ensure US allies supported the status quo in the Taiwan 

straits, as was seen in a May 2021 press conference with South Korean President Moon.863 

Biden also pursued legislation that would enable Taiwan to invest in US manufacturing, a 

bipartisan effort. The semiconductor industry’s development in the US was also something to 

which Taiwan could contribute.864 When Biden organised his summit for democracy, whether 

Taiwan would be invited was a contentious issue. Taiwan is a democracy, but it has full 

diplomatic relations with only 13 countries. Biden officials said Taiwan was a ‘powerful 

example’ of a democracy. However, they also stated that Taiwan would be engaged in 

accordance with the US’ One China policy.865 Biden’s Bipartisan Innovation Act, legislation 

that strengthened and safeguarded US domestic semiconductor production, emphasised how 

important Taiwan was to US national security interests.866  
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The San Francisco System  

The San Francisco System appears to suffer whenever multilateralism becomes a feature of 

US foreign policy. Under Biden, the alliance network returned to being a passive alliance 

group, as most of its members continued exploring different forms of integration. The issue 

of splintering within the San Francisco System would also become more obvious.  The 

publishing of the US Indo-Pacific strategy in early 2022 was another landmark moment for 

the US and its allies. The strategy clarified that for the US, the Indo-Pacific was the most 

important region, and that climate, China, and the risks of pandemic outbreaks had become 

the key concerns. The Quad, defence cooperation with allies such as sharing sensitive nuclear 

submarine technology, and AUKUS, had all been examples of increased deterrence. The 

Americans would also ‘recognize the limitations in our ability to change China, and therefore 

seek to shape the strategic environment around China by building a balance of influences that 

advances the future we seek, while blunting Beijing's efforts to frustrate U.S. objectives and 

those of our partners’. They acknowledged the need for more US economic commitment, and 

mentioned the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) as a solution in that context.867  

Blinken gave remarks on the US Free and Open Indo-Pacific in Indonesia, and 

expanded on five pillars that would shape US strategy.868 Firstly, there was freedom in the 

sense of upholding democracy, keeping the internet free, and ensuring freedom of the seas. 

Secondly, there were alliances, from the San Francisco System to the Quad, but there would 

also be room for economic groups, like APEC or the East Asia Summit. Thirdly, there was 

trade, from IPEF, to Biden’s ‘Build Back Better World’, a global version of his domestic 

‘Build Back Better’ programme, to infrastructure, and digital economies. Fourthly, there was 
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resilience, in the sense of being better prepared to combat pandemics, and funding green 

energy. Lastly, there was security, in the sense of promoting ‘integrated deterrence’, 

supporting AUKUS, and ensuring there is competition with China. These five pillars, 

freedom, alliances, trade, resilience, and security, would define the US conception of the 

Indo-Pacific.869 Blinken’s remarks were part of a greater trend by the Biden administration to 

try to re-define its strategy for the Indo-Pacific. The Secretary of State did not deviate much 

from traditional US rhetoric, however, the resilience section was made to accommodate the 

ongoing COVID pandemic, and integrated deterrence was the security strategy approach of 

choice for the Biden administration.  

 

The US and Japan  

By September 2020, Prime Minister Abe had resigned from his position due to health 

reasons. This meant that when Biden took office, he would work with Japan’s new Prime 

Minister, Suga Yoshihide. There were no major differences between Abe and Suga, or the 

Prime Minister that would follow him, Kishida Fumio. What Japan had lost was the 

consistency of Abe’s long tenure. Blinken called Japanese Foreign Minister Motegi 

Toshimitsu during the Biden administration’s first week. The two reaffirmed the status of the 

US-Japan alliance as the ‘cornerstone of peace, security, and prosperity for a free and open 

Indo-Pacific region across the globe’. Blinken also mentioned the ‘importance of continued 

U.S.-Japan-Republic of Korea cooperation and stressed President Biden’s pledge to 

strengthen U.S. alliances and engage with the world again’, thus signalling renewed US 

interest in improving the US-Japan-South Korea trilateral.870 A press conference by Suga 

following the summit with Biden outlined the core interests of Japan: cooperation on the 
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coronavirus pandemic, applying Article V of the US-Japan security treaty to the Senkaku 

Islands, closer cooperation with the fellow Quad members, and denuclearization of the 

Korean peninsula.871 Blinken and Motegi talked again the following month, expressing 

concern over Chinese claims regarding the Senkaku Islands. Both sides reaffirmed that the 

disputed territories fell under Article V of the US-Japan security treaty, which meant the US 

upheld its stance that it would go to war for Japan over the islands.872  

In March 2021, Blinken and Austin met with Motegi and Defense Minister Kishi 

Nobuo. Motegi said that ‘the strategic environment of the Indo-Pacific has entered into a 

completely different dimension than where it used to be, and the importance of our alliance 

has never been elevated to such heights’. They also ‘agreed on the recognition that China’s 

behavior, where inconsistent with the existing international order, presents various challenges 

to the alliance and the international community’. Finally, Blinken added that they were all 

‘united in the vision of a free and open Indo-Pacific region, where countries follow the rules, 

cooperate whenever they can, and resolve their differences peacefully. And in particular, we 

will push back if necessary when China uses coercion or aggression to get its way’.873  

The joint statement published after the meeting further emphasized that there was a 

clash of systems between the US and China. The statement emphasized ‘China’s unlawful 

maritime claims and activities in the South China Sea and recalled that the July 2016 award 

of the Philippines-China arbitral tribunal, constituted under the 1982 Law of the Sea 

Convention, was final and legally binding on the parties’. Finally, they ‘shared serious 

concerns regarding the human rights situation in Hong Kong and the Xinjiang Uyghur 
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Autonomous Region’.874 This was clear signalling that Japan thought China was removing 

itself from the US-supported international order, and that it opposed such a development.  

A background press call by senior administration officials in April 2021 gave details 

concerning the recent push by the Biden administration to improve its relationships with 

allies. The senior administration officials noted that there had been more engagement from 

US allies across the board recently. They expressed worries concerning the historic Japan-

South Korea tensions, noting that it ‘is concerning to us, even to the point of being painful for 

us, to see relations between Japan and South Korea fall to the current level. The political 

tensions are such that we believe it actually impedes all of our abilities to be effective in 

Northeast Asia, and I think the President will want to discuss this in some detail with Prime 

Minister Suga’. They added that there is a limit concerning the extent to which the US can 

mediate the conflict, saying they ‘fully understand that this is a bilateral matter between 

South Korea and Japan. But as a friend of both, we have an interest in seeing relations 

improved between these two great democracies. We have so much in front of us and we're 

hopeful that we'll be able to find a way to engage on that directly going forward’.875 

A joint press conference between Suga and Biden was held in mid-April 2021. Aside 

from agreeing on shared values and objectives, the two pledged closer cooperation with 

ASEAN, as well as Australia and India. They pledged to hold a ‘frank dialogue’ with China 

concerning the disagreements over China’s actions in the East China Sea and South China 

Sea. They attempted to energize the US-Japan-South Korea trilateral, by claiming that it had 

‘become more important than ever before’. They also restated their support for enforcing 
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deterrence, with another mention of the US willingness to defend the Senkakus in case of 

aggression.876 

Blinken met with Japanese National Security Advisor Akiba Takeo in August 2021, 

with China as one of the main talking points. They both ‘reiterated their shared opposition to 

any unilateral attempts to change the status quo in the East China Sea and activities that 

undermine, destabilize, or threaten the rules-based international order’ and ‘pledged to 

maintain peace and stability, lawful unimpeded commerce, and respect for international law, 

including freedom of navigation and overflight and other lawful uses of the sea in the South 

China Sea and beyond’.877 Once again, the US and Japan displayed a common front in 

opposing China on a growing list of divergences between the Washington and Beijing.  

Following Abe’s success in establishing a cordial relationship with Donald Trump, 

the expectation was that the emergence of a left-leaning US President would make US-Japan 

relations more tense. That was not the case, as it was clear that the Biden administration was 

more committed to developing its relationship with Japan. It also cannot be said that the 

relationship had stagnated, as Japan had continued its path of aligning itself with the US on 

increasingly sensitive matters. Japan had become increasingly unwilling to accommodate 

China as it had in the past. Igata Akira and Brad Glosserman have expanded on how Japan 

had made itself ‘indispensable’ once again in an article for Foreign Affairs. The combination 

of renewing the agreement to host US troops with the new bilateral focus on supply chains 

and sensitive technology made it obvious that Japan was making the most of its position in 

Asia as a sophisticated economy.878  
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Blinken’s meetings with Japanese Foreign Minister Hayashi Yoshimasa emphasized 

how the US and Japan were using the G7 as a means for deepening their cooperation. With 

the Biden administration, the US restarted its practice of trying to make Japan and South 

Korea cooperate within a trilateral with the US. Blinken’s meetings with Hayashi in 

December 2021,879 as well as his meeting a month earlier with both former Japanese Minister 

Mori and Korean Foreign Affairs Minister Choi, were attempts at doing that.880  

Biden met with Japan’s Prime Minister, Kishida Fumio in January 2022, and they 

both signalled that Japan’s defence capabilities needed to be upgraded, along with the way 

Japan viewed its security. Biden welcomed Kishida’s plans to revise Japan’s National 

Security Strategy, with more spending on defence. They also pushed back against Chinese 

disruptive activities in the East China Sea and South China Sea, as well as PRC practices in 

Xinjiang and Hong Kong. They reaffirmed that Article V of their defence treaty applies to the 

Senkakus as well.881  

The two met again in May 2022, and this time it was Kishida making the case that the 

US was Japan’s ‘only ally who shares universal values of freedom, democracy, human rights, 

and rule of law’. The phrasing was interesting, and probably raised some eyebrows in 

Australia. Still, Kishida continued and strikingly announced a slightly more hawkish 

approach from Japan concerning China, saying that he and Biden ‘concurred to monitor 

closely recent activities of Chinese navy and joint military exercise of China and Russia and 

strongly oppose the attempt to change the status quo by force. In East China Sea and South 
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China Sea’. He reiterated his plans to increase Japan’s defence budget, and supported the 

IPEF.882 

 

The US and Australia  

Australia had always been regarded as strong US ally, nonetheless, with the Biden 

administration a new level of engagement was reached. The emergence of the US-UK-

Australia alliance – formally known as AUKUS – marked both a new level of military 

cooperation between the US and Australia, and created inter-alliance strains, particularly due 

to the impression that the US realignment to Asia was being generated at the cost of US 

commitments in Europe, with France reacting particularly negatively to the alliance.  

A Joint Statement on the US-Australia Ministerial consultations of September 2021 

highlighted the key areas of cooperation. The US and Australia would cooperate on ‘regional 

security, infrastructure, economic growth technology, democratic resilience, human rights, 

addressing the climate challenge, and pandemic response’. They emphasized their 

commitment to ASEAN centrality and once again reiterated the importance of adhering to 

UNCLOS.883 

A press conference held during the AUSMIN also expanded on AUKUS and its 

implications. Blinken, Austin, and their counterparts, Marise Payne of the Foreign Ministry, 

and Peter Dutton of the Defense Ministry, gave remarks to the press. They praised AUKUS, 

saying that it would ‘deepen our cooperation on a range of security and defense priorities, 

including by strengthening our joint capabilities and interoperability in a number of key 

areas: cyber, AI, quantum technologies, additional underseas capabilities’. Blinken pointed 
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out normative similarities, by saying that ‘the partnership between our countries underpins 

stability and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific region as a whole. We share a commitment to 

democracy and the rule of law. We stand up for human rights and stand together against 

threats to democratic governance, including state-sponsored disinformation. We work 

together to help neighbors in the Indo-Pacific and to take on urgent global challenges’. They 

also ‘discussed strategic competition. We discussed the competition of China at a number of 

levels that requires us to respond and to increase resilience. This does not mean that there are 

not constructive areas for engagement with China’. Austin said that the alliance would 

‘significantly improve the Australian navy’s reach and defensive capabilities. It will also help 

to contribute to what I call integrated deterrence in the region, the ability for the United States 

military to work more effectively with our allies and partners in defense of our shared 

security interests’. Dutton said that they ‘discussed plans to accelerate establishment of 

Australia’s guided weapons and explosive ordinance enterprise, and we agreed to cooperate 

on its development’.884 

The AUSMIN talks marked an important step in US-Australia relations. The 

emergence of AUKUS was meant to complement the Quad. It is also notable that AUKUS 

was a trilateral, it not only served as a way for the US to improve its relationship with 

Australia, it is also provided a way for the UK to increase its engagement in the Indo-Pacific 

following its decision to leave the European Union. AUKUS was a means to ameliorate the 

potential strategic downfalls that Brexit would bring. The move was not without controversy. 

The decision to improve cooperation between the three allies came at the cost of cancelling a 

submarine contract between Australia and France. The abrupt move created considerable 

diplomatic discontent on the French side. It would take months for the relationship to 

improve.  
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The US and Australia worked on having a common line concerning human rights 

abuses. In December 2021, the US and Australia passed legislation that aimed to ‘address 

more comprehensively human rights abuses, corruption, malicious cyber activity, violations 

of international humanitarian law, and Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) proliferation 

globally — all of which threaten international peace and security’.885 

 

The US and South Korea  

With South Korea, and the peninsula’s biggest problem, North Korea, the US was in a hard 

spot. Both Obama and Trump’s approaches had failed, and North Korea had become a 

nuclear-armed state, a failure of US foreign policy strategy. The Biden administration tried to 

compensate for this by looking to develop the alliance with South Korea in other areas, from 

economic ties to the broader possibility of South Korea aligning itself with the Quad.  

Blinken called South Korea Foreign Minister Kang Kyung-wha, not only to restate 

the solid background of the alliance but also to emphasize a renewed willingness in 

Washington for US-Japan-South Korea cooperation.886 South Korea changed its foreign 

Minister later on, with Chung Eui-yong taking Kang’s place. Blinken and Chung spoke again, 

with the agenda being nearly identical.887  

Blinken and Austin visited South Korea in March 2021. The joint statement following 

the foreign and defence ministerial meeting reaffirmed the US commitment to defend South 

Korea. It also affirmed the US military presence in South Korea as a positive development, 

made a mention of US-Japan-South Korea trilateral cooperation as being mutually beneficial, 

and made the point that all sides oppose ‘all activities that undermine and destabilize the 
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rules-based international order’.888 The way the statement was framed was another example 

of both sides trying to communicate in a manner that allowed South Korea to associate itself 

with US foreign policy goals without committing in the same manner that Japan or Australia 

would do. The statement did not explicitly mention China, but the agreement of South Korea 

to tacitly support the US goal of a ‘rules-based international order’ was a form of diplomatic 

signalling that confirmed South Korea’s adherence to the US worldview to a considerable 

extent. Another interesting example was the extent to which the trilateral with Japan had re-

emerged as a key focus. The issue was less important in previous years.  

Blinken and Austin wanted to convey to South Korea President Moon Jae-in that the 

US had returned to a more multilateral stance. Their new approach was praised by Moon.889 

The two met with their counterparts, Chung Eui-yong from the Foreign Affairs Department 

and Suh Wook from the Ministry of Defense. Blinken said the decision by him and Austin to 

visit East Asia for their first foreign visit was a deliberate attempt to signal the priority of the 

Indo-Pacific. Aside from re-energizing the alliance, statements from Suh made it clear that 

the attempts to find common ground between South Korea’s New Southern Policy and the 

US Indo-Pacific strategy would continue.890 

A document from the State Department went into further detail concerning the plans 

for the alliance. It mentioned the 11th US-ROK Special Measures Agreement, and the 

attempts to facilitate burden sharing. It also pointed out that the New Southern Policy and the 
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Indo-Pacific strategy would develop their areas of convergence on climate policy, health 

security, energy security, democracy initiatives, cyber capacity building, and space.891  

In May 2021, during a US-South Korea roundtable, Moon expressed a willingness to 

work with the US on improving the semiconductor supply chain. He said he was ‘pleased that 

our two countries agreed to strengthen our semiconductor supply chain cooperation based on 

our complementary structures’.892 This was a notable development, given that the 

semiconductor supply chain was one of the more contentious issues in the broader US-China 

rivalry during the Biden years, and South Korea was one of the biggest global producers of 

semiconductors.  

During their joint statement, Biden and Moon emphasized their support for 

democracy, the rule of law, and human rights. They supported the new Special Measures 

Agreement, denuclearization of the Korean peninsula, and would look for overlaps between 

the New Southern Policy and the Indo-Pacific strategy. They also expressed support for 

ASEAN and for ‘enhanced cooperation with Pacific Island Countries and acknowledge the 

importance of open, transparent, and inclusive regional multilateralism including the 

Quad’.893 Given South Korea’s more cautious approach to China, this was an example of 

rather close alignment between the two allies. The expression of tacit support for the Quad, 

the combination of regional strategies, as well as similarity on norms and values conveyed 

the impression that South Korea would remain closer to the US for the foreseeable future.  

Throughout June and July 2021, Foreign Minister Chung undertook considerable 

outreach to his US counterparts. In early June 2021 he met with the US head of 

INDOPACOM, Admiral John Aquilino, and asked him to ‘continue to contribute to 

strengthening the ROK-U.S. alliance which serves as a linchpin for the stability and 
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prosperity in the region, and to establishing peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula’. 

Aquilino also stated that ‘he will actively support diplomatic efforts by the ROK and the U.S. 

by maintaining robust ROK-U.S. combined defense posture’.894 He also met with a 

delegation of US Senators, who ‘mentioned that the ROK is the first overseas destination of 

the bipartisan delegation from the U.S. Congress since the outbreak of COVID-19, while 

emphasizing the importance of the ROK-U.S. alliance’. Chung also ‘extended appreciation 

for the U.S. Congress’ strong support for the ROK-U.S. alliance, and requested its continuous 

attention and support for the issues on the Korean Peninsula as well as backing Korean 

corporates’ activities in the U.S. and legislation allocating a professional visa quota for 

Koreans’.895  

A month later, he met with Wendy Sherman, US Deputy Secretary of State, 

discussing their support for denuclearization of the Korean peninsula.896 All these meetings 

are notable, since they represent an expansion of the US-South Korea relationship. The 

meeting with Aquilino represented a close association between South Korea and 

INDOPACOM. The INDOPACOM had been sceptical of China for years, and South Korea’s 

continued engagement with it reinforced the military alliance. The meeting with the 

Congressional delegation represented an improvement on the political side, touching on 

North Korea policy and a variety of other topics. These tied in with Moon’s own statements 

on supply chains, and what resulted was a far more expansive US-South Korea relationship.  

A meeting between US National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan and South Korea’s 

National Security Advisor Suh Hoon spoke on the need for diversifying the security 

relationship, with more cooperation in ‘critical areas such as advanced technology, secure and 
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trustworthy 5G, resilient supply chains, and global health’.897 The US and South Korea 

continued trying to develop their alliance in a way that made it better suited for economic 

cooperation. In December 2021, during the 6th US-ROK Economic Dialogue, the two 

countries agreed to better cooperate on supply chains, infrastructure, the COVID pandemic, 

and a better integration of the US FOIP vision and South Korea’s New Southern Policy.898  

One good way to improve US-South Korea ties during the Biden years was to ensure 

South Korea invested in US-based businesses. When Biden visited South Korea in May 2022, 

one of the topics of conversation was Samsung building a facility in Texas that would create 

3,000 jobs. This pattern of harnessing technological innovation was in adherence with what 

Biden presented in the IPEF. Biden administration officials added that the US-ROK 

relationship was no longer something with security implications for the two allies; it had 

become something with implications for the whole region.899When Biden and South Korean 

President Yoon Suk-yeol met in May 2022, they stated that the challenges their countries 

faced could be confronted through their shared universal values. Yoon claimed that South 

Korea and the US were ‘global comprehensive strategic allies, stand ready to meet these 

challenges collectively and shape a rules-based order in that process’, essentially subscribing 

to the US worldview. Yoon added that the US and South Korea needed to move in a new 

direction of cooperation, particularly in the fields of ‘semiconductors, batteries, civil nuclear 

power, space development, cyberspace, and other emerging industries’. Yoon further added 

that the two countries would ‘work in concert to build a rules-based order in the Indo-Pacific. 

And taking that first step is to participate in the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework’.900 The 
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joint statement published later that day added that Biden and Yoon ‘recognize the importance 

of maintaining a free and open Indo-Pacific that is prosperous and peaceful’, and also that 

‘President Biden shares his support for President Yoon's initiative to formulate ROK's own 

Indo-Pacific strategy framework’. The statement also stipulated that the US and South Korea 

shared a similar position on the South China Sea as well as the Taiwan strait.901  

 

The US and the Philippines  

The problem for the US, and for Asia in general, is how to balance the region’s security 

interests with its economic interests. The Philippines under Rodrigo Duterte constituted a 

clear example of a country’s political leader having to fight two contrasting forces. During 

the Biden years, Duterte would largely abandon his tough stance on the US, and no longer 

hint that he wanted the US to remove itself militarily from the Philippines. This gave the 

alliance a new purpose but larger issues remained.  

Blinken called Philippines Secretary of Foreign Affairs Teodoro Locsin Jr. in late 

January 2021. Blinken ‘stressed the importance of the Mutual Defense Treaty for the security 

of both nations, and its clear application to armed attacks against the Philippine armed forces, 

public vessels, or aircraft in the Pacific, which includes the South China Sea’. He also 

restated that the US rejects China’s claims in the South China Sea.902 The mentioning of these 

topics in a phone call with the Philippines emphasized US willingness to convey the message 

that the Philippines was still part of its own defensive bloc.  

In February 2021, Duterte addressed the balancing act he was doing concerning the 

US-China great power rivalry. He said ‘I am walking on a tightrope, actually. I cannot afford 
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to be brave in the mouth against China because, well, we are avoiding any confrontation — a 

confrontation that would lead to something which we can hardly afford, at least not at this 

time’. Concerning the US, Duterte said ‘we asked so much of them because they have taken 

so much from us’, and while he said he did not want to take sides, he made it clear that he 

agreed with the US presence in his country due to the need to compete with China. He 

supported the Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA), provided the US made the expected 

financial contributions that come with the burden-sharing process, despite claiming in the 

past that he would let the agreement expire.903  

Blinken and Locsin had another call in April 2021, and this time their alignment was 

even more obvious. Both ‘expressed their shared concerns with the massing of PRC maritime 

militia vessels in the South China Sea, including at Whitsun Reef, and reiterated their calls on 

the PRC to abide by the 2016 arbitration ruling issued pursuant to the Law of the Sea 

Convention. Secretary Blinken also reaffirmed the applicability of the 1951 U.S.-Philippine 

Mutual Defense Treaty to the South China Sea’.904  

One notable development that took place throughout 2021 was the closer relationship 

between the Philippines and Japan. It had been established that Japan had been pursuing a 

policy that was closely aligned with the US. It could be argued that the Philippines was 

aligning itself with the US-led order by pursuing a closer relationship with Japan, and thus 

avoiding openly supporting the US. Japan and China had strong disagreements, and improved 

relations between the Philippines and Japan would not be well received in Beijing. However, 

this was an attempt to consolidate inter-spokes relations, and stronger Japan-Philippines ties 

made the US-backed security order more coherent. In May 2021, Duterte met with Japan 

Prime Minister Suga Yoshihide, and they talked about tensions in the South China Sea. 

 
903 Rodrigo Duterte, ‘Philippines to remain neutral amid heightened geo-political tension, says President 
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Duterte said there needed to be more cooperation on ‘domain awareness, maritime security 

and safety, freedom of navigation and overflight and maritime connectivity and commerce’. 

The rationale behind the closer relations was an attempt to reduce the chance of conflict.905  

In July 2021, Duterte virtually participated in the Communist Party of China and 

World Political Parties Summit. He offered praise to China for its fight against poverty, and 

said there ‘won’t be any turning back. China has risen and will play an important role in 

global affairs for decades to come’. He praised the CCP in particular for its battle against 

poverty, and expressed hope that as China has become a superpower, it will pursue peace as 

an objective.906 That same month, the Philippines restored the VFA, which facilitated the US 

military presence in the country. Duterte hinted that he would let the VFA expire, but he 

changed his plans, and the agreement was restored. Chinese military activity around the 

Philippines was believed to be the main driver behind the decision.907 Blinken and Locsin 

met in September 2021, and discussed China’s lack of adherence to UNCLOS.908 They also 

discussed the COVID-19 pandemic, economic engagement, and human rights.  

In October 2021, Duterte attended ASEAN summits. He presented a foreign policy 

that catered to both the US and China. He said that ASEAN should adhere to UNCLOS, he 

supported the implementation of a Code of Conduct in the South China Sea, and he also 

urged better cooperation with China, especially on the pandemic, climate, and geopolitical 

issues.909 On the issue of AUKUS, he said the new partnership must not stand in the way of 
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ASEAN, as the ASEAN platform remains the best way for preventing conflict in the South 

China Sea.910 

By the end of the year, Duterte had continued to improve relations with Japan. In late 

October, Duterte praised Japan for ‘supporting rules-based order particularly in the South 

China Sea issue’. Japan put out a statement in support of the fifth anniversary of the Arbitral 

Tribunal’s ruling that sided with the Philippines in its territorial dispute with China in the 

South China Sea. Duterte also said he ‘hopes cooperation with Japan could continue to fortify 

regional and global supply chains, build quality infrastructure, boost tourism, and strengthen 

micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs)’.911 One month later, in November, the 

Philippines and Japan agreed to extend their strategic partnership. Duterte said ‘Japan is 

unrivaled among our bilateral partners’. Prime Minister Kishida claimed Japan-Philippines 

relations had reached a ‘golden age’ during Duterte’s tenure. The two countries ‘agreed on 

the necessity to pursue deeper security engagement and coordination by launching a Foreign 

and Defense Ministerial Meeting or 2+2 meeting’.912 

On the 75th anniversary of establishing diplomatic relations, the two countries upheld 

all the positives of the alliance, with attention given to reaffirming the principles of their 

defence treaty, particularly Article IV’s ‘obligations to respond to an armed attack in the 

Pacific Area on either the United States or the Philippines’. The two countries once again 

upheld UNCLOS and the tribunal ruling, and tried to address regional security architecture, 

still, the only substantive mentions focused on ASEAN centrality.913 

To add detail to this, on 19 November 2021, the US issued another criticism of China 

concerning its activities in the South China Sea, when the PRC Coast Guard ‘blocked and 
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used water cannons against Philippine resupply ships’ that were heading to Second Thomas 

Shoal. Both the US and the Philippines had claimed that such an action ‘directly threatens 

regional peace and stability, escalates regional tensions, infringes upon freedom of navigation 

in the South China Sea as guaranteed under international law, and undermines the rules-based 

international order’. While the US did not ratify UNCLOS, it reminded the PRC and the 

Philippines that their own treaty obligations imply adherence to UNCLOS, which made the 

tensions in the South China Sea even more unacceptable.914 

 

The US and Thailand  

The US-Thailand relationship had always had fluctuations, largely due to Thailand 

experiencing coups. The relative stability experienced by Thailand since 2014 allowed the 

relationship to develop to a certain extent. The US had been trying to ensure it did not lose 

Thailand’s support for key issues in the way it had occasionally done with the Philippines.  

Blinken met with Thailand Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Don 

Pramudwinai in January 2021. Aside from reaffirming their alliance, and noting that they 

would cooperate on COVID, they also ‘discussed the importance of working together to 

advance our shared prosperity, security, and values across the free and open Indo Pacific 

region’.915 In May 2021, on the occasion of the seventh US-Thailand strategic dialogue, both 

countries reaffirmed their commitment to the alliance and pledged to cooperate on APEC and 

ASEAN.916  

Blinken and Pramudwinai met again in September 2021. Blinken said the US 

‘alliance with Thailand that is grounded, of course, in a shared history but also, critically, a 
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shared future.’ He mentioned ASEAN, COVID, and APEC as areas where the two countries 

worked together. Pramudwinai also observed that the US and Thailand have had relations for 

the past 200 years, and the moment was right for further developing them.917 Following their 

meeting, they ‘acknowledged the threat of the climate crisis and reaffirmed the global interest 

in strengthening climate ambition and promoting sustainable economic growth’ and 

‘discussed ways to further align goals on trade and investment, connectivity, and sustainable 

and inclusive growth’.918 In the early years of the Biden administration, the relationship did 

not develop in any new notable ways, however, the US did attempt to keep Thailand in its 

sphere of influence.  

 

The US and India  

With the re-emergence of the Quad during the Trump administration, it was expected that 

US-India relations would continue their positive developments during the Biden 

administration. This forecast was correct, as US-India ties did continue on the upward path 

that has been noticeable since the George W. Bush years.  

Blinken had a call with India’s Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar. The talks 

mostly focused on the coup d’état in Myanmar, nevertheless, they did state that they looked 

forward to developing relations, both on regional cooperation and through the Quad.919 The 

US and India were consistent in their attempts to consolidate their relationship through 

multilateral institutions. In May 2021,920 Blinken and Jaishankar once again stated that they 

hoped that by partnering through institutions like the UN and the Quad they could work more 
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918 Price, ‘Secretary Blinken’s Meeting with Thai Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Don’, 27 
September 2021b 
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efficiently on dealing with global challenges.921 They expressed similar plans for inviting 

India as a G7 guest country and working from there.922  

In late July 2021, Blinken met with Jaishankar and Prime Minister Narendra Modi. 

Before the meeting, Jaishankar said that improving the ‘Quad as a collaborative platform is in 

our mutual interest, and we must work together even more closely on key contemporary 

challenges like terrorism, climate change, pandemics, and resilient supply chains’. Blinken 

added that there ‘is a greater imperative than ever, I think, on cooperation, coordination, 

collaboration among countries, especially among countries who share basic perspectives, 

basic values, and basic interests’.923 During their press conference, Jaishankar mentioned that 

through the ‘Quad framework, we are engaged on maritime security, HADR, 

counterterrorism, connectivity on infrastructure, cyber and digital concerns, COVID-19 

response, climate action, education, and resilient and reliable supply chains’. Blinken added 

that the US ‘believe this partnership will be critical for delivering stability and prosperity in 

the Indo-Pacific region and beyond, and for showing the world how democracies can deliver 

for their people’, and that the two countries ‘discussed strengthening our regional 

cooperation, both bilaterally and through the Quad with Japan and Australia as well as other 

multilateral partnerships’.924 

Blinken also discussed the deepening the US-India strategic partnership during his 

meeting with Modi. The two discussed ‘regional security, including through U.S.-Australia-

India-Japan Quad consultations’.925 The document that expanded on the deepening of the 

strategic partnership made it clear that the US ‘supports India’s emergence as a leading global 
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power and vital partner in efforts to ensure that the Indo-Pacific is a region of peace, stability, 

and growing prosperity and economic inclusion’, and that ‘India is a leading global power 

and a key U.S. partner in the Indo-Pacific and beyond’.926 Biden and Modi met again in April 

2022, and both hailed the progress the US and India had made, a development deemed 

unthinkable a few decades ago.927  

 

The Quad  

The Quad re-emerged during the latter half of the Trump administration. Joe Biden had 

embraced the Quad as a mechanism to counter China, and he did not see it as only a military 

tool. Instead, it was viewed as a multi-purpose informal group that aimed to deal with 

economic and political affairs too. This meant that the Quad had emerged as a popular tool 

through both a Republican and Democratic administration, further emphasising the point that 

there was universal consensus in Washington that competition with China was key, and the 

Quad could be a good tool for it.  

During his call with India’s External Affairs Minister, both Blinken and Jaishankar 

‘underscored India’s role as a preeminent U.S. partner in the Indo-Pacific and the importance 

of working together to expand regional cooperation, including through the Quad’.928 

Blinken’s call with Australian Foreign Minister Payne had a similar message, as they 

‘emphasized the importance of cooperation, including through multilateral organizations and 

mechanisms like the Quad, to tackle shared challenges such as climate change, COVID-19, 

and global health security’.929 
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The early support for the Quad continued. In February 2021, Blinken had a call with 

all the Quad foreign affairs ministers. They discussed cooperation on COVID-19, ‘countering 

disinformation, counterterrorism, maritime security, the urgent need to restore the 

democratically elected government in Burma, and the priority of strengthening democratic 

resilience in the broader region’, as well as support for ASEAN centrality. They also 

‘reiterated their commitment to the Quad meeting at least annually at the Ministerial level and 

on a regular basis at senior and working levels to strengthen cooperation on advancing a free 

and open Indo-Pacific region, including support for freedom of navigation and territorial 

integrity’.930  

In March 2021, the first leaders’ summit of the Quad was held, in an online format. 

During the virtual summit with Suga, Morrison, and Modi, Biden noted that it was the first 

multilateral summit of his presidency. Talking about generating economic growth in order to 

exit the pandemic in good shape, Biden said the Quad ‘is going to be a vital arena for 

cooperation in the Indo-Pacific’. Modi emphasized their shared democratic values, and the 

possibility for the Quad to work on climate change and emerging technologies. Morrison also 

mentioned inclusivity, particularly working with ASEAN. Suga emphasized the necessity for 

a free and open Indo-Pacific, a concept that Japan advanced and which was adopted by the 

Quad.931 

The joint statement following the Quad meeting outlined the key objectives. They 

claimed they were ‘united in a shared vision for the free and open Indo-Pacific. We strive for 

a region that is free, open, inclusive, healthy, anchored by democratic values, and 

unconstrained by coercion’. They would ‘commit to promoting a free, open rules-based 
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order, rooted in international law to advance security and prosperity and counter threats to 

both in the Indo-Pacific and beyond. We support the rule of law, freedom of navigation and 

overflight, peaceful resolution of disputes, democratic values, and territorial integrity. […] 

We reaffirm our strong support for ASEAN's unity and centrality as well as the ASEAN 

Outlook on the Indo-Pacific. […] the Quad looks forward to the future; it seeks to uphold 

peace and prosperity and strengthen democratic resilience, based on universal values’. They 

also pledged to work together in fighting the COVID-19 pandemic.932 

The fact sheet published after the Quad Summit of March 2021 outlined vaccine 

partnerships, particularly integration with COVAX, a US-led vaccine initiative that was 

meant to counter China’s vaccine diplomacy. The leaders also pledged to work on climate 

change by creating a Quad working group, and they also singled out emerging technology as 

an area of interest.933 Overall, the ambitions of the Quad were considerably diversified under 

the Biden administration.  

A Kantei statement on the US-Japan-India meeting of mid-March 2021 added a 

Japanese perspective on the Quad. Aside from cooperation on vaccines and ASEAN 

centrality, the statement mentioned that the meeting ‘raised the Quad countries of Japan, the 

U.S., Australia, and India to a new stage in their relationship. We were all of the same mind 

that we will hold an in-person summit by the end of 2021. Going forward we will act in firm 

cooperation so that, with the Quad nations at the center, we succeed in producing truly 

ambitious and concrete results’.934  

It is unsurprising that the Quad featured in the tense meeting in Anchorage between 

Blinken, Sullivan, Wang, and Yang. In the talk with the press before the meeting, senior 
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administration officials emphasized that the Quad would be a mechanism that allowed the US 

to gain leverage in the region by doing positive things, like vaccine cooperation. One was 

quoted saying about Biden’s meeting with Quad leaders in February that it it ‘isn’t just about 

something that is here to counter China; this is about […] doing something that enhances our 

leverage, enhances the quality of life in the region in meaningful ways’.935 Sullivan 

mentioned the Quad leader’s meeting organized by Biden early in his presidency as an 

example of democracies working together in order to ensure a free and open Indo-Pacific. 

This was the first time US officials publicly discussed the Quad during a meeting with 

Chinese officials.936 

The first trip abroad by Blinken and Austin was to Japan and South Korea, further 

emphasizing the importance of the Indo-Pacific to the Biden administration. During their 

meeting with Suga they mentioned the Quad, with Suga saying that by holding the first ever 

Quad leaders video conference, ‘we were able to send a strong message to realize a free and 

open Indo-Pacific’. Blinken added that ‘we’ll stand together in defense of an open and free 

Indo-Pacific region, as you did so eloquently in the Quad leaders summit’.937  

During their meeting with Chung and Suh, they mentioned that there were no 

discussions about South Korea joining the Quad. Blinken did say that with ‘regard to the 

Quad, I would just say it’s – I think as you know, it’s an informal grouping of likeminded 

countries that have come together to deepen cooperation on a whole host of issues. Many of 

these issues we’re also working very closely with the Republic of Korea. We find that 

working through some of these sub-regional groupings, including the trilateral, the work we 

do with Korea and Japan, is very beneficial in addressing some of the challenges we face’.938 
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This means the US acknowledged South Korea’s desire to work with the Quad despite not 

being officially part of it. This was a far more accommodating stance than the Trump 

administration, which would often force US allies to choose between openly associating 

themselves with the US or disengagement with US policy.  

It was also notable that the US considered the trilateral with Japan and South Korea as 

a structure that could complement the Quad. The trilateral was not a high priority for the 

Trump administration but the meetings intensified during the Biden administration. What was 

interesting was the mentioning of the Quad at trilaterals. The issue of South Korea joining the 

Quad once again came up, and the impression was that there would be more cooperation, 

without any specific mentioning of integration. The Quad was described as an ‘informal 

grouping’ and an ‘open architecture’, which means that once again the message was that 

South Korea was not pressured to join but integration to some degree would be welcome.939 

The US Defense Department supported the Quad during the US-Australia 2021 

Ministerial Consultations. The two countries ‘reaffirmed their commitment to working 

through the Quad to support Indo-Pacific partners to respond to the defining challenges of our 

time’, and aside from cooperation on vaccines for the COVID-19 pandemic, they were 

dedicated to ‘deepening cooperation on other core regional challenges including climate 

change, critical and emerging technology, maritime security, infrastructure, cyber, and 

countering disinformation’. They would also try to ensure ‘regular Quad engagement at all 

levels’.940 

The Quad was discussed during a meeting between Blinken and Payne, in early May 

2021. The two mentioned that they ‘do quite a bit of multilateral collaboration, for example, 
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through the Quad. Our countries are working with India and Japan to advance a shared vision 

for a free and open Indo-Pacific. We’re tackling big, complex challenges, like ensuring 

international law is respected in the East and South China Seas, and increasing global access 

to safe, effective vaccines for COVID-19. President Biden was very proud to host the first-

ever leaders’ summit of the Quad back in March; we look forward to doing a great deal more 

through the collaboration among our countries in the months and years ahead’.941  

Senior officials from the US, Japan, Australia, and India had a meeting in August 

2021. They ‘acknowledged that global security and prosperity depends on the region 

remaining inclusive, resilient, and healthy. They discussed the importance of sustained 

international cooperation to end the COVID-19 pandemic in the Indo-Pacific and to promote 

economic recovery’.942 

The AUSMIN consultations of September 2021 once again mentioned the ‘Quad is 

already making a difference on COVID-19 vaccine production and delivery through the Quad 

Vaccine Partnership, and deepening cooperation on other core regional challenges including 

climate change, critical and emerging technology, maritime security, infrastructure, cyber, 

and countering disinformation’.943 During the press conference following the meeting, Payne 

implied that the new AUKUS alliance would be complementary to the Quad.944  

The Quad leaders’ Summit of September 2021 once again provided an opening for the 

leaders of the Quad countries to work together. During a background press call by senior US 

officials concerning the Summit and the bilateral meetings with India, the Quad was 

described as an ‘unofficial gathering’, with the specification that it is ‘not a regional security 

organization’. US officials added that the Quad ‘is part of a larger fabric of engagement that 
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you will see -- that you've already seen evidence of with very high-level bilateral 

engagements with security partners, other steps that we've taken. And we believe that the 

Quad will be a key and critical format and forum for discussion and joint purpose as we head 

into a challenging period ahead’. The Quad and AUKUS were described as ‘completely 

separate initiatives’, and the Quad was ‘a discussion and engagement effort around a number 

of practical matters, like -we've discussed COVID and issues associated with climate 

change’, with the added points that there ‘is not a military dimension to it or security 

dimension to it. And it is an informal grouping’.945 

Biden, Morrison, Modi, and Suga made a joint statement following the second 

summit announcing that they would ‘recommit to our partnership, and to a region that is a 

bedrock of our shared security and prosperity—a free and open Indo-Pacific, which is also 

inclusive and resilient’. They would also ‘recommit to promoting the free, open, rules-based 

order, rooted in international law and undaunted by coercion, to bolster security and 

prosperity in the Indo-Pacific and beyond’. They stated that they ‘stand for the rule of law, 

freedom of navigation and overflight, peaceful resolution of disputes, democratic values, and 

territorial integrity of states’. They emphasized that ‘our shared futures will be written in the 

Indo-Pacific, and we will redouble our efforts to ensure that the Quad is a force for regional 

peace, stability, security, and prosperity’.946 

The fact sheet published following the summit also mentioned the creation of an 

infrastructure coordination group, more work on green energy strategies, as well as more 

cooperation on space policy.947 The message from the Biden administration concerning the 

Quad was becoming clearer: it was not an Asian NATO, but it was becoming an increasingly 
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coherent multinational grouping. While US officials did not say it specifically, this grouping 

was acting often in ways that challenged China, both in Asia and around the world.  

The Kantei published its own take on the Quad following the summit meeting. It 

praised the fact that the leaders ‘agreed to hold the summit meetings every year. The initiative 

that Japan has promoted to bring together Japan, the United States, Australia and India has 

now completely taken root. […] the meeting was extremely fruitful toward further progress in 

cooperation for the realization of a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” for the four nations’.948  

China’s own approach to the Quad had changed over time. In 2018, Wang Yi called 

the Quad ‘sea foam’, writing it off as nothing serious. From 2018 to 2021, Chinese academics 

have changed their view and recommendations for it. Initially, China’s strategy consisted of 

driving wedges between Quad members, however, the approach was not very successful and 

the strategy changed to one where China was trying to highlight other groups in order to 

minimize the Quad’s potential. Should the Quad start having results, Joel Wuthnow argued 

that China would begin to consider it a threat. Chinese officials were aware that the Quad was 

about China, but they were still undecided whether the Quad could actively counter China. 

The increased formalization of the Quad was worrying Chinese officials, especially given the 

prospects of closer cooperation between the Quad and groups like the G7 or the Five Eyes 

intelligence network. In March 2021, the Defense Minister of China said that the Quad was 

encouraging ‘bloc confrontation’ and ‘blatantly stirring up trouble among regional countries’. 

There was also a reluctance from China to move to a more positive foreign policy due to 

fears that the Quad would only further capitalize on that and increase its own weight in the 

region.949  
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The US strategy of multilateral cooperation was proving to be a challenge for China, 

as the country had almost no formal allies, and its reluctance to enter alliances where there 

would be a high degree of reciprocity and cooperation was working against it. The belief was 

that by joining multinational formats that emphasized mutual cooperation, China, which was 

often the stronger country, would have more to lose and therefore it avoided cooperation 

beyond economic pragmatism.  

The Quad’s increasing integration was becoming more obvious. Dhruva Jaishankar 

and Tanvi Madan noted that the group facilitated bilateral and trilateral cooperation, as 

‘Australia, Japan, and the United States, for instance, have coordinated their approaches to 

infrastructure financing. Australia, India, and Japan have focused jointly on supply chain 

resilience. In October 2020, India and Japan signed on to a statement on digital encryption 

released by the Five Eyes intelligence alliance—which includes Australia and the United 

States’. Military cooperation also now exceeded the Malabar exercise, moving to 

counterterrorism and cybersecurity, and a general improvement in military-to-military 

relations.950 There had also been calls for the Quad to develop its space policy, following its 

members’ willingness to share satellite data among each other. Ankit Panda and Benjamin 

Silverstein have argued that the Quad is ‘well positioned to consult on and design guidelines, 

principles, and rules that address mutually concerning space issues. Consensus among these 

countries could generate significant momentum toward broadly observed norms in space and, 

eventually, binding rules’.951 

A joint statement by the Quad leaders following a meeting in Tokyo in May 2022 

stated that all members supported the principles of ‘freedom, rule of law, democratic values, 

sovereignty and territorial integrity, peaceful settlement of disputes without resorting to threat 
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or use of force, any unilateral attempt to change the status quo, and freedom of navigation 

and overflight’. It also added that the leaders would ‘uphold the international rules-based 

order where countries are free from all forms of military, economic and political coercion’. In 

this sense, the Quad and the US worldview were synchronised. The statement expanded on 

the role of the Quad, which would cover vaccines, infrastructure, developing financial 

institutions, ASEAN centrality, support for climate working groups, and other initiatives.952  

The fact sheet published following the meeting went into more detail. The Quad 

would support an Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA), a 

Quad Fellowship for students in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), 

as well as establishing a climate Working Group as well as a Quad Cybersecurity Partnership. 

It also marked the establishment of a new humanitarian assistance and disaster relief program 

(HADR) to recognise the 2004 founding of the Quad following the Indian Ocean Tsunami.953  

The heads of state gave further remarks the next day, with Kishida urging 

cooperation, Australian Prime Minister Anthony Albanese also subscribing to the free and 

open Indo-Pacific concept, and Modi adding that the Quad had become more influential, 

which was a welcome development. Biden added that ‘I was once asked by the leader of 

China why I kept talking about being an Indo-Pacific power. And I said: "Because we are. 

We share the Pacific—one entire side of our country." And we have been deeply involved 

with all of you for a long time’.954 

The Quad had become a platform for a series of US goals, but not all of them were 

security-related. This is why the emergence of AUKUS was important to the Biden 

 
952 Biden, ‘Joint Statement by President Biden, Prime Minister Anthony Albanese of Australia, Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi of India, and Prime Minister Fumio Kishida of Japan on the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue 
Leader's Summit in Tokyo, Japan’, 23 May 2022 
953 Biden, ‘FACT SHEET: Quad Leaders' Tokyo Summit 2022’, 23 May 2022b 
954 Biden, ‘Remarks With Prime Minister Fumio Kishida of Japan, Prime Minister Anthony Albanese of Australia, 
and Prime Minister Narendra Modi of India at the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue Leaders Summit in Tokyo, 
Japan’, 24 May 2022 
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administration. Biden saw AUKUS as the strictly security-related group, and developments in 

the middle of his term reflected that. For example, there was an attempt to bring Japan closer 

to AUKUS. Australia and Japan had been consolidating their security relationship for the past 

decade, and as such, Australian Defence Minister Richard Marles had declared that he would 

like to see Japan join AUKUS.955 In January 2023, Kishida visited London and signed a 

defence agreement with UK Prime Minister Rishi Sunak. The agreement would allow Britain 

and Japan to deploy forces in each other’s countries. Britain thus joined the US and Australia 

as being the third country to have that ability.956 These were all made within the context of 

Japan increasing its defence budget for 2023 by about $7.3 billion, an attempt to match the 

2% defence spending pledge that would normally be required of NATO members.957   

 

The Pacific Dream and strategic culture  

The Biden administration National Security Strategy doubled down on the notion that the US 

is in a battle between democracies and autocracies. It positions itself in competition with 

China, and considers its ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’ strategy to be the best way forward. The 

FOIP vision is a means for cementing ties with allies. It presents China as a competitive state 

that is actively seeking to dismantle US alliances and aims to reshape the global order in a 

manner that would not suit US interests.958  

When Biden attended the East Asia Summit in October 2021, he ‘outlined his vision for 

[…] a region that is open, connected, prosperous, resilient, and secure’. He added that the US 

would work with its allies to pursue a vision of the Indo-Pacific ‘that will define our shared 
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958 White House, ‘National Security Strategy’, 2022, 23-24, 37 
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objectives around trade facilitation, standards for the digital economy and technology, supply 

chain resiliency, decarbonization and clean energy, infrastructure, worker standards, and 

other areas of shared interest’. Finally, he ‘reiterated the U.S. commitment to the international 

rules-based order and expressed concern over threats to that order. He made clear that the 

United States will continue to stand with allies and partners in support of democracy, human 

rights, rule of law, and freedom of the seas’.959 

Biden further tried to bring like-minded countries together by organising his Summit for 

Democracy in December 2021. The plan was to bring together more than 100 countries 

‘representing diverse democratic experiences’. The US wanted the summit to ‘provide leaders 

a forum to engage, listen, and speak honestly about the challenges and opportunities facing 

democratic governments and about how democracies can deliver for their citizens’. Biden 

administration officials added that the US was ‘approaching the summit from a place of 

humility’, adding that ‘America's greatest strengths lie in our power for learning, self-

improvement, and the power of our example. We know we're not perfect -- far from it -- and 

we always have to strive to live up to our highest ideals and principles’.960  

When the IPEF was launched, in Tokyo in May 2022, Biden claimed the ‘future of the 

21st-century economy is going to be largely written in the Indo-Pacific—in our region’. He 

added that the ‘the nations represented here today, and those who will join this framework in 

the future, are signing up to work toward an economic vision that will deliver for all 

peoples—all our peoples: the vision for an Indo-Pacific that is free and open, connected and 

prosperous, and secure as well as resilient, where our economic—where economic growth is 

sustainable and is inclusive’. The IPEF was about clean energy and decarbonisation, about 

closing loopholes, funding education and healthcare, better taxation and better trade. It was 
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ultimately, America’s first new economic vision for the Indo-Pacific since the TPP had 

failed. It had 13 members at its launch.961 

For Biden, there was strong adherence to Kerry’s vision of the Pacific Dream, which was 

unsurprising. However, the Biden administration in some ways adhered strongly to 

Acheson’s version as well. In both security and economics, the Biden administration had 

been perhaps the most accommodating of the four studied in this thesis when dealing with US 

allies. Its guiding principles understood the two revulsions and the administration, like the 

Trump one before it, used China as a stand-in for the communist threat of the Cold War. 

What was noticeable over the decades was the shift in the US perception of China, from 

insignificant country to economic partner to systemic rival. Otherwise, there had been two 

universal constants across all three versions of the Pacific Dream: a belief that the US 

military presence in Asia added stability, and a belief that trade could be conducive of 

prosperity first, and shared norms and values that enable democratisation second.  

If the Trump years were in many ways a departure from the more typical tenets of US 

foreign policy, the Biden years were an attempt to return to more traditional principles. Biden 

was still plagued by a problem Trump exploited quite well, considering that, since the 2008 

financial crisis, more and more Americans had been growing sceptical of trade deals. As a 

result, the US had not joined the TPP, even though the Biden administration had cautiously 

hinted that it was considering it. On the campaign trail, Biden said he would be open to 

renegotiating the TPP.962 During a meeting with Suga, Biden was told by his counterpart that 

he should consider re-joining the TPP, and that Japan would support it.963 

 
961 Biden, ‘Remarks on the Launch of the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity in Tokyo, Japan’, 23 
May 2022 
962 Adam Behsudi, Doug Palmer ‘Biden says he would renegotiate TPP’, USA Today, 1 August 2019 
963 Sakaguchi Yukihiro, ‘Japan cautiously explores possibility of US returning to TPP’, Nikkei Asia, 15 May 2021 
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In spite of that, Biden did not move on re-joining the TPP in his first two years in power. 

Instead, his administration worked on creating a new economic framework that would 

encompass Asia. On 23 May 2022, the Biden administration published the Indo-Pacific 

Economic Framework (IPEF), an initiative that attempted to emulate the TPP. The IPEF has 

14 member states: Australia, Brunei, Fiji, India, Indonesia, Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, 

New Zealand, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, the US, and Vietnam. When the IPEF 

was announced, China opposed it, claiming it was another attempt by the US to make 

countries in Asia choose sides.964 

The IPEF had four ‘pillars’, they were allocated to trade, supply chains, clean economy, 

and a fair economy.965 This meant that the IPEF was one of the structures that most closely 

resembled the principles outlined by John Kerry in his Tokyo speech. In this case, the IPEF 

built on the integration structure that the TPP was meant to work on, and it expanded beyond 

it, being more attuned to contemporary worries. It was also more broadly defined, making 

association with the IPEF easier. For example, India had chosen to associate itself only with 

Pillar I, concerning trade.  

 

Beliefs, attitudes, actions  

In terms of beliefs, the US has continued to strongly emphasize that it is a Pacific nation. The 

institutionalisation of the Quad, along with the emergence of the IPEF were examples of US 

attempts to try to ‘write the rulebook’ for the Pacific. The US has also consistently upheld its 

own norms and values, as clashes with China over democracy and human rights continued.  

 
964 Teddy Ng, ‘China says Washington’s “divisive” Indo-Pacific strategy doomed to fail’, South China Morning 
Post, May 23 2022 
965 Office of the United States Trade Representative, ‘The Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity: 
Biden-Harris Administration’s Negotiating Goals for the Connected Economy (Trade) Pillar’, 23 September 
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In terms of attitudes, the US has gone to greater extents in working with its allies on both 

the security and economic front, marking a slight departure from the more selective Trump 

period. The Quad, the Quad Plus, the IPEF, and AUKUS were all examples to expand 

multilateral formats, all supported by the US, which served as proof of the stronger embrace 

of multilateralism. The US had largely adhered to the rules it laid out, once again with 

UNCLOS being the clear outlier.  

In terms of practices, the US has institutionalised the Quad and became a part of AUKUS, 

demonstrating that the US was taking action to properly establish multilateral institutions. 

The lax formats around the Quad Plus and the IPEF proved that the US still found it easier to 

coordinate on the security side rather than on the economic. Since the re-emergence of the 

Quad had been ‘led’ by the US, it could be said that it, Quad Plus, AUKUS, and the IPEF 

especially, were examples of formats where the US took the initiative. In spite of Japan’s 

invitation for the US to re-join the TPP, the signs pointed to a reluctance by the US to join the 

multilateral groups of others. By and large the US had adhered to its own rhetoric, with the 

main exception being the UNCLOS treaty, which invalidated to a certain extent US rhetoric 

on the South China Sea.  

 

Conclusion  

To conclude, under Biden the US systemic rivalry with China continued. By this point, the 

Quad, Quad Plus, AUKUS, the IPEF, all had a clearer place in US strategy than the San 

Francisco System. Security cooperation with Japan and Australia continued at a steady pace. 

The Biden administration had been more accommodating to the less committed approach by 

South Korea to security. An improvement in relations with the Philippines and the departure 

of Duterte did not lead to a radical improvement in the Philippines’ status within US plans. It 



296 
 

was also clear that Thailand did not come across as a major strategic partner, instead, there 

was a tendency to add Thailand to the ASEAN affairs category, something that had happened 

in the past too. Biden was less of a populist than Trump or Modi, but the US had been 

accommodating towards India, even in instances of Indian reluctance to take a strong stance 

against Russia in the Russia-Ukraine war.  

The Quad was institutionalised and consolidated, as was AUKUS. Quad Plus and the 

IPEF to a lesser extent. Biden’s Pacific Dream vision was influenced by Kerry, but had 

overlaps with Acheson too. There was a departure from Ford’s economic integration 

principles. Like Obama, Biden was open to cooperate in multinational formats both of the 

economic and security type.  
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Chapter 7 

Conclusions. The Pacific Dream revisited  

 

This thesis aimed to look at the evolution of US alliances in Asia from the George W. Bush 

administration to the first half of the Joe Biden administration, 2001-2022, through the lens of 

strategic culture and the concept of an American Pacific Dream. Five main research questions 

were identified in the Introduction and these will now be revisited in the Conclusion. These 

research questions were: firstly, what is the nature of the US Pacific Dream and how does it 

relate to US strategic culture in the Indo-Pacific? Secondly, how has the US alliance network 

in the Pacific region evolved and to what extent has the San Francisco System been replaced 

by the Quad Plus? Thirdly, in what ways have US allies influenced the evolution of the US 

alliance network in the Indo-Pacific and the achievement of the US Pacific Dream? Fourthly, 

to what extent is the Pacific Dream and US strategic culture in the Indo-Pacific embodied in 

US National Security Strategies, especially Biden’s 2022 NSS? Fifthly, how inherent is the 

containment of China to the US alliance network in the Indo-Pacific and is this alliance 

network fit for purpose?  

 

The Pacific Dream and US Strategic Culture 

The Pacific Dream is a concept through which the US aims to make its case for the security, 

political, and economic integration of Asia in a framework that it leads and that benefits 

American interests. US policy-makers have been working on a coherent strategy for the 

Pacific since the end of WWII, and even by the early 2020s there are entire areas where there 

is no consensus regarding the best approach. In this sense, integration in Asia has been 

considerably slower and more difficult than in Europe. This does not mean the US has not 
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recorded progress in some of its initiatives. The most successful area has been with the 

security alliances. In the areas of politics and economics, the US and its allies think alike on 

many issues, but it is considerably harder to reach common ground. What has been happening 

in the past decades is a broadening of the scope of the US Pacific Dream. Successive 

American administrations have been trying to make the Pacific Dream encompass a political 

and economic dimension, repeatedly calling for the scope of US alliances to go beyond the 

security side. The Cold War and post-Cold War periods demonstrate that US security 

alliances have been quite enduring.  

In this sense, the thesis has answered the question asked by David Haglund, ‘what can 

strategic culture contribute to our understanding of security policies in the Asia-Pacific 

region?’.966 Concerning US allies’ strategic culture, key developments that engage the 

literature have also been made: the idea put forward by Alex Burns and Ben Eltham, that 

Australia is facing a contradiction between its strategic aspirations and capabilities has also 

been refuted by this thesis.967 If one is to believe Andrew Oros’ argument, that Japan is in its 

‘fourth wave’ of strategic culture, one of increasing militarisation, then this thesis has added 

considerable detail to that.968 As for Kim Jiyul’s conception of South Korean strategic 

culture, with its three pillars, the second pillar, its focus on North Korea, is becoming less 

central to Seoul’s grand strategy. The first and third pillars, those of prosperity and closer 

engagement with the US have stayed strong, and this thesis has added detail on how exactly 

they have developed over time.969 There is also value to de Castro’s point that the strategic 

culture of the Philippines is more consistent than one would think. This thesis has 

 
966 David Haglund, ‘What Can Strategic Culture Contribute to Our Understanding of Security Policies in the Asia 
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Security Policy, Vol.35.2, 2014, 227-248  
969 Jiyul Kim, ‘Strategic Culture of the Republic of Korea’, Contemporary Security Strategy, Vol.35.2, 2014, 270-
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demonstrated that even during the Duterte administration, the Philippines stayed clear from 

compromising their relationship with the US. To the contrary, they deepened it on the 

security side in order to counter Chinese moves in the South China Sea.970  

The manner in which the US has pursued the Pacific Dream has often been cynical 

and hierarchical. The US has supported dictatorships that were aligned with it, as long as they 

prevented the rise of a communist alternative. The US has also placed greater emphasis on 

some countries than others, specifically Japan, owing both to security reasons and a perceived 

ease of dealing with them, since their regimes were democratic. Immediately after WWII, 

there were attempts by US allies, specifically South Korea and the Philippines, to establish a 

Pacific Pact. Initially sceptical, the US reluctantly agreed, focusing on a group consisting of 

Japan, Australia, the Philippines, and Indonesia. The problem at that time was complete 

mistrust between US allies: Australia and New Zealand did not want to join a security 

alliance with Japan, as they were sceptical Japan could align itself with the west in terms of 

strategic culture. Starting in the 1950s, US politicians, including Secretary of State Dean 

Acheson, observed two key ambitions for people in Asia: an inclination to escape from 

poverty, and a rejection of foreign domination. When President Gerald Ford spoke about his 

Pacific Doctrine, among his premises were maintaining a US presence in Asia, upholding the 

alliance with Japan, and ensuring economic cooperation through normalization with China. 

When John Kerry gave his speech in Japan, his main point was that the US needed to further 

integrate the already successful bilateral alliances. He focused on economic growth, military 

consolidation, and shared values, such as the rule of law and democracy. The definition of the 

Pacific Dream became broader.  

 
970 Renato Cruz De Castro, ‘Philippine Strategic Culture: Continuity in the 
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It could be argued that the whole concept of political integration in the Pacific, the US 

Pacific Dream, is a chimera of sorts, something unachievable. This is true if the US were to 

abandon the natural course of its foreign policy that had been established through Acheson, 

Ford, and Kerry. Disruptive presidencies that attempt to return to the stubborn unilateralism 

of the George W. Bush years run the risk of compromising the alliance network central to the 

US Pacific Dream. Nevertheless, US foreign policy has proven to be quite consistent, in spite 

of occasional shocks. The Pacific Dream has evolved and proven to be quite adaptable over 

the decades. Unless the US fully renounces any ambition for Asian integration into an 

American-led world order, the possibility of pursuing its Pacific Dream will always be there. 

Even the disruptive Trump presidency realised tacitly that it could not fully compromise 

American alliances. If anything, it doubled down on security consolidation, continuing the 

process of multilateral defensive cooperation. The problems posed by an administration like 

Trump’s is the narrow, security-centric outlook, which is no longer consistent with the 

Pacific Dream. America needs to do more to integrate Asia, both economically and 

politically, into its vision for the Pacific region, and ‘doing more’ also means supporting 

initiatives of its allies.  

As regards American beliefs, there are three defining issues. Firstly, the US has 

consistently defined itself as a ‘Pacific nation’. It has been established throughout the thesis 

that even though there have been moments when China has tried rhetorically to push back at 

this narrative, the US and its allies have been consistent in defining it as a Pacific nation. 

Moreover, the US has increased its focus on this region, making a visible move away from 

Europe as its traditional priority region, to Asia. Secondly, there is the US belief that it has to 

‘write the rulebook’ of the Pacific, in terms of economic institutions, territorial dispute 

adjudication, what constitutes a free society, and so on. In that sense, the US has been 

consistent in trying to maintain its status as the rulebook writer, despite encountering a 
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number of failures in establishing a working economic framework. Competition from China 

has been strongest in the area of trade, but the US has not abandoned the belief that it is the 

main writer of rules for Indo-Pacific integration. Thirdly, there is the belief that US norms 

and values are the best for the region. In this sense, US strategic culture has evolved, taking a 

more pronounced stance. In the early 2000s, the US was implying this, expecting countries 

from Asia, including China, to eventually adhere to these principles. Once US policymakers 

adapted to the belief that China was a strong regional competitor, the manner in which the US 

advanced this point became more forceful. Even so, the US has been consistent in upholding 

this belief, and in refusing to accommodate the point that alternative norms and values can 

coexist or replace some of its own principles.  

On the matter of US attitudes in the Indo-Pacific, another three issues can be 

addressed. The first point is whether the US has worked with its allies in achieving its goals. 

Contrary to popular belief that Republican administrations tend to be unilateralist, and 

Democratic administrations focus more on alliance management, this thesis has observed that 

regardless of ideology, the US tends to focus on some form of cooperation with its allies. The 

US has a very good understanding of the fact that its allies can act as force multipliers. The 

second point concerns the US tendency to pursue multilateral formats in order to achieve its 

goals. Here, US strategic culture has been consistent, albeit very specific: the US pursued 

multilateral formats where it takes the initiative. When multilateral formats that include the 

US but are led by other countries are proposed, the US is very reluctant to become invested. 

The only notable exception here is ASEAN, however, ASEAN was initially conceived as a 

body meant to fight communism. The third point concerns the evolution of US rhetoric. Does 

the US uphold and adhere to its own description of norms and values? Here, there has been a 

noticeable shift throughout the decades. During the Cold War, the US was very flexible in 

what it defined as like-minded countries: there was a request for there to be opposition to 
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communism and an openness to doing business with the US. After the Cold War, a focus on 

democratization and aspects such as human rights gained prominence. With the emergence of 

China as a major rival, the US doubled down on the democratic ideals rhetoric, marking a 

shift from a negative framing (opposition to something, as it was with communism) to a 

positive framing (democracy, human rights, freedom of navigation as elements that bind the 

US and its allies together). In this sense, US strategic culture evolved.  

Concerning US actions, this thesis analysed three areas: the establishment of 

multilateral institutions, the participation in the groups of others, and signs that the US was 

applying its own rhetoric. Concerning multilateral institutions, the US has supported the 

Quad, AUKUS, and put forward the IPEF. This marks a return to the initial endeavours of the 

Obama administration. On the matter of participating in the groups of others, it can be said 

that AUKUS is firstly an Australian idea that the US supports. The embrace of the FOIP 

strategy meant the US accepted the Indo-Pacific vision of Japan. In general though, the US 

has preferred to keep the initiative in terms of defining new concepts. In terms of signs that 

the US has adhered to its own rhetoric, there are mixed movements. On one hand, a 

consistent theme of US rhetoric since 2001 has been the embrace of democracy and human 

rights. While the US has taken action to condemn China on those fronts, its actions in other 

parts of the world, particularly its difficulty in questioning ties with various regimes in the 

Middle East that are notorious for their autocratic rule and human rights breaches, has been a 

constant issue. The US, even during the Biden years, has not shown an intention to ratify 

UNCLOS, which also puts its rhetoric on freedom of the seas in question. As long as the US 

does not adhere to the very legal framework it upholds in the South China Sea, it will always 

be possible to point out American hypocrisy on this front.  
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The San Francisco System, the Quad, and their symbiotic relationship  

The San Francisco System goes by that name owing to the San Francisco peace treaty. It is a 

product of its time, as well as proof of the enduring character of US security alliances since 

the end of WWII. Nevertheless, the US has always been reluctant to describe the San 

Francisco System as anything more than a convenient set of bilateral alliances, with different 

security purposes, united by the fact they happen to be security alliances that have the US at 

the centre, hence the alternative name, ‘hub-and-spokes’ system. In this sense, the thesis has 

built on the work put forward by Kimie Hara, especially her edited book on the San Francisco 

System, from 2015.971 The thesis argues that the San Francisco System has passed its peak, 

and it is now ceding the way to new alliances, such as the Quad, Quad Plus, or the numerous 

multilateral groups that have appeared in the Indo-Pacific over time. Hara’s work argued that 

one of the flaws of the San Francisco System is the inability of its allies to agree with each 

other over security issues. This thesis argues differently, it makes the claim that when it 

comes to allied alignment, better options are present. In doing so, the thesis also engaged with 

Kim Beazley’s work from 2003, which also looked at the validity of the San Francisco 

System. Beazley said that the lack of alternatives made the San Francisco System so 

enduring, and this thesis, starting almost where Beazley’s article ended, makes the point that 

finally, the alternatives are emerging, and the durability of the system can be called into 

question.972  

The perception of China as a growing rival to the US has paved the way for other 

alliances with the same goal – protection from a threat – to emerge, particularly the Quad in 

its second iteration during the Trump administration. The question here was whether the 

Quad would supplant the San Francisco System. The answer is that the Quad and the San 

 
971 Kimie Hara (editor), The San Francisco System and its Legacies, Continuation, transformation, and historical 
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972 Kim Beazley, ‘Whither the San Francisco alliance system?’, Australian Journal of International Affairs, 
Vol.57.2, 2003, 325-338  
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Francisco System can coexist. The San Francisco System has continued, as it always did, to 

provide a simple framework for US bilateral alliances, a security architecture that ensures the 

US remains a security player in Asia. The Quad has emerged as a means of multi-national 

security integration and cooperation, one of many such minilateral groups, aimed at providing 

an alternative to China’s strategy for expanding influence in Asia. The purposes of the Quad 

do not cancel those of the San Francisco System, and the role of the San Francisco System 

can easily continue regardless of the evolution of the Quad.  

The Quad can also be a platform for resolving the types of disputes between US allies 

that the San Francisco System cannot. For example, Japan and South Korea have not fully 

overcome historical grievances. This is due to the Korean belief that Japan has not accounted 

for its colonial war crimes, and the Japanese belief that the issue has been settled. Attempting 

to reform the San Francisco System in a manner that tries to deal with this issue would be 

difficult, instead, the nature of the Quad, especially its Quad Plus format, allows for a 

sidestepping of this. Quad Plus allows South Korea to associate itself selectively with the US-

led format, and it also keeps Japan at its core, as a fundamental Big Four member. This 

format has proven to be rewarding, since both Japan and South Korea have expressed a 

consistent desire for deeper security cooperation not only with the US, but with groups such 

as NATO. The US played a part in the initial attempt to resolve the historical disputes in the 

1960s, but those diplomatic endeavours did not play out well, and the US has gradually 

shifted to a position where it supports platforms that try to bring Japan and South Korea 

together wherever they can cooperate successfully. In this case, the thesis’ conclusions 

concerning the Quad align themselves with the analysis of Tanvi Madan and Dhruva 

Jaishankar.973 The Quad is transforming into a group that aims to move beyond security 
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issues, and that direction is supported by the Biden administration. This thesis has added 

further context to that development.  

 

The increasing value of US allies in the Indo – Pacific  

An important point made by this thesis is that since 2001, the US has shifted to a position 

where it gives more credence and trust to its allies. Democratisation, an increase in trade with 

Pacific allies, and consistent dialogue between the US and its allies have all featured more 

heavily than diplomatic arguments or other similar setbacks. In the end, the US has allowed 

increased say for its allies in light of its competition of values with China. With all these 

transformations in mind, the thesis complements Kurt Campbell’s work on the Pivot, by 

adding more detail on how the US worked to improve its ties with allies after the 2008 

economic crash.974 The thesis also positions itself to counter the points made by David Kang 

in his book US grand strategy in the 21st century, arguing that the US and its allies do not 

want to cede ground to China’s rise, and that they do not perceive Beijing as a peaceful, 

trade-minded power.975  

 

Biden, the NSS and US alliances in the Pacific 

The role of US allies in the Pacific, so important to the US Pacific Dream, and to American 

strategic culture more generally, can be observed in US National Security Strategies, 

especially since 2001. The Bush administration’s NSS, while not denying that America must 

remain engaged with the Indo-Pacific, was more preoccupied with the Middle East, and saw 

the US alliance network in the Pacific region at least partly in terms of America’s strategy for 
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Afghanistan and Iraq. There was a certain openness to working with allies, but both the US 

and its allies believed at the time that China did not pose a major threat. Obama’s NSS was a 

marked shift away from the low priority that characterised the Pacific region in the Bush 

NSS. It was Obama who began the attempt to move American strategic culture, as set out in 

his administration’s NSS document, towards the prioritisation of the Asia-Pacific as the main 

geo-political region for future US interests, through his ‘pivot’ strategy. However, this aim 

had only limited success, partly owing to the difficulty for the US to disengage from Europe 

and end its involvement in various conflicts in the Middle East. The incoming Trump 

administration’s change of policy in the region, especially regarding membership of the TPP, 

also diminished what Obama had managed to achieve.  

 The Trump NSS can be seen as both a return to the Bush years in terms of optics 

concerning US alliances, and as a return to the Cold War in terms of rhetoric. In spite of this, 

the Trump administration could not afford to move the focus of the US away from Asia, as it 

endeavoured to frame China as the main threat to US interests. Nevertheless, Trump saw 

American alliances as mainly military and bilateral, and he was known for pursuing the same 

strategy of economically strongarming allies as he did with China, a country with which the 

US entered into a trade war in order to achieve a ‘better deal’ for US exports. Trump’s 

abandonment of the Trans-Pacific Partnership owing to it not being the type of economic deal 

he considered proper, also had a detrimental effect on Washington’s general aim of 

establishing deeper economic ties with the Indo-Pacific. 

The Biden administration’s NSS document, published in 2022, is in many ways 

similar in its aims to the Obama NSS, with more applied success. The changing political 

context in the Indo-Pacific has worked in Biden’s favour, as US allies are now more receptive 

to the idea of countering China, and China itself had been pursuing more assertive policies. 

Biden has returned to the strategy of engaging in multilateral formats, trying to re-start the 
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US-Japan-South Korea trilateral for example, and putting forward a new economic vision in 

the form of the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework, which aims to slowly fill the gap left by 

the US not joining the TPP. Nonetheless, Biden has also kept some aspects of Trump’s more 

hawkish approach, including cold relations with China, and escalating America’s 

technological war with Beijing. Overall, the positive development is that the US has acquired 

a very good understanding of the importance of the Pacific region to its political ambitions, 

and this is visible in both its NSS documents and its strategic culture more generally. The 

problem concerns the manner in which the US chooses to approach competition with China, 

with a clear divergence between Republican administrations which have a more security-

focused attitude and are cautious of multilateral groupings, and Democratic administrations 

which want stronger relationships with multiple allies that are not limited entirely to national 

security issues.  

 

Competition versus containment  

With the rise of China as a challenger, it has seemed to many observers that a new Cold War 

has started, and that the US is trying to contain China in a manner similar to its Cold War 

attempts at containing the USSR. However, this is not an entirely accurate reading of the 

situation. Firstly, the Cold War attempts at containing the USSR were meant to prevent the 

spread of Soviet communism. China is an autocratic state, but while it still uses communist 

bureaucratic language and formats, it does not shun capitalism and does not describe itself as 

being in an existential battle with capitalism, as a communist country would. Secondly, China 

poses a considerable regional military threat, but it does not constitute a military challenge of 

the magnitude of the USSR, which had an established military footprint in a number of 

countries. China has proven reluctant to build military alliances, and most of its military 

endeavours with other countries are transactional. This appears to be true in the case of its 
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recent ‘strategic partnership’ with Russia in relation to the Russo-Ukraine war, although it is 

too soon to know where this will lead. China can still pose a considerable military challenge 

to the US in East Asia but its main strength lies in its global economic reach which it is very 

difficult to contain.   

However, it can be argued that, in a security sense, China is already being ‘contained’ 

and has been for decades, and the expectation of an even greater containment strategy would 

be excessive. China is bordered by what the US has historically called the ‘first island chain’, 

consisting of Japan, Taiwan, and the Philippines, none of which are allied with China or 

willing to abandon their security relationships with the US in order to appease China. This is 

true even in the case of Taiwan which is, of course, joined to China according to the ‘one 

China’ principle. The US has also been successful in maintaining its alliance with South 

Korea, which means it has a military foothold in continental Asia. To make matters even 

more complicated, the relationship between China and India is tense, with occasional military 

skirmishes over disputed territories, which means that China struggles to both its east and 

south.  

What can also be said about the US-China dynamic is that there is indeed a challenge 

from China to the US-driven ‘rules-based international liberal order’, but the side-effect of 

that is not really containment of China; instead it is a dispute between worldviews, 

particularly the US-defined Pacific Dream, and Xi Jinping’s Chinese Dream, which also 

challenges the American Dream. This has led to a race between the two powers over political 

formats, economic agreements, and military consolidation. China has moved into a position 

where it is more confident and less willing to play by western rules. Instead it considers itself 

self-sufficient enough to establish its own rulebook and have other countries play by that. 

One example of this is the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), another 

example is the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). They are expansive economic bodies that aim 
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to further connect countries in Asia and the rest of the world to China’s economy while at the 

same time they enable China to determine key economic decisions. China’s desire to exclude 

the US from some of these organisations, by insisting that some of its economic arrangements 

are for Asian countries only, is another example of the attempt to consolidate an alternative 

worldview.  

The US was slow to move away from the ‘responsible stakeholder’ theory. The real 

shift happened in the final years of the Obama administration, and, in a policy sense, it was 

continued in the Trump administration. This helps to explain why the Quad never really re-

emerged during the Obama years, and that it did so during the Trump years. The Biden 

administration has not reversed or halted the change in approach to China, which is a further 

example of the way in which the US sees China has changed for the long-term future. In this 

sense, the thesis develops arguments put forward by Rush Doshi in his book, The Long 

Game. What Doshi did for contextualising China’s grand strategy at the end of the Cold War 

and the decades after, this thesis aimed to build upon, by further analysing how the US itself 

adapted to what was a clear ambition by China to challenge Washington.976 Tensions between 

the US and China are indeed rising, but in spite of that, this thesis has put forward a more 

nuanced take on the dynamics between the US and China, providing an alternative to a 

certain strain of literature which warns of an imminent clash between Washington and 

Beijing, such as the works of Graham Allison977 or John Mearsheimer.978 War is not 

inevitable, and the solution to the China threat does not consist of the US minimising its 

presence in Asia, on the contrary, a review of how US alliances in the Indo-Pacific have 

evolved adds to the point that Washington’s presence is something desired by a handful of 

 
976 Rush Doshi, The Long Game: China’s Grand Strategy to Displace American Order, New York: Oxford 
University press, 2021  
977 Graham Allison, Destined for War: Can America and China escape Thucydides’ Trap?, London: Houghton 
Mifflin, 2017  
978 John Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2014  
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allies, and that any hypothetical clash between the US and China would automatically affect 

some of Asia’s biggest economies and militaries. This is something that the literature on the 

topic often fails to account, and it is a problem, because it can be one of the biggest reasons 

for why there hasn’t yet been any wide-ranging military conflict in Asia between the great 

powers.   

 

Final points  

Since the end of World War II, the US has risen to a position of primacy in global affairs. 

However, the immediate post-Cold War era, in the 1990s, appeared to present the US with a 

strategic quandary - the lack of an obvious existential threat. Since both the US and its allies 

were unwilling to dismantle the Cold War structure of security alliances and economic 

connections in the Euro-Atlantic and the Asia-Pacific there was something of a lull in terms 

of US grand strategy. Even after 9/11, the enhanced US focus on international terrorism 

during the George W. Bush administration did not prove to be as pervasive as had been 

expected and eventually, the rise of China to global power status, at least in economic terms, 

resulted in the US returning to a more traditional, competitive, strategic culture.  

This development has cemented the already functioning security alliances in the 

Pacific, referred to by scholars as the San Francisco System, and paved the way for greater 

economic cooperation and security integration, at a multinational level, especially in the form 

of the Quad and Quad Plus. The biggest challenge for the US and the completion of the 

alliance network inherent to its Pacific Dream, is whether it will be able to establish a 

political and economic framework that allows for deeper integration within the Indo-Pacific, 

given the powerful competition from China and the reluctance of states in the region, even 

allies like New Zealand, to confront China. The issue here is that there already is movement 
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led by China to limit or reduce US influence, along with the removal of the US from the 

Trans-Pacific Partnership of its own accord during the Trump administration – albeit that the 

TPP evolved in 2018 into the CPTPP (Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-

Pacific Partnership), of which Japan, Australia and New Zealand are members and which the 

US might eventually join in some form. 

This thesis has explained what the Pacific Dream is, how it has evolved, and what 

challenges it faces. It has analysed the evolution of established US security networks, and 

new, emerging ones, and has concluded that these structures can co-exist. It has also analysed 

the evolution of economic integration in the Indo-Pacific, and assessed the declining US 

involvement in the process. It has explained how the San Francisco System is no longer fit 

for purpose and is being slowly replaced, primarily by the Quad and Quad Plus. It has defined 

the nature of US-China relations as changing, but not simply towards containment and a new 

Cold War, but instead as a relationship focused on competition. While it is true that China is 

perceived in Washington as the main long-term threat to the US worldview, this threat is 

being handled in a less rigid manner than the Soviet threat during the Cold War. The thesis 

has also shown that US allies in the region are having a considerable effect on US strategic 

culture, a natural development resulting from their democratisation, and that the US is tacitly 

coming to terms with the reality that its ability to write the rulebook on the Indo-Pacific and 

its international relationships is strongly tied to the establishment of a climate of cooperation 

and trust with its allies.  
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