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Secretary of State Anthony Blinken and Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin traveled to 

Tokyo and Seoul last month in what was the administration’s first Cabinet-level (and 

in-person) interactions with its allies. Per a Pentagon release, the meetings aimed to 

bolster both alliances “in the face of long-term competition with China.” Picture source: 

U.S. Department of State, Flickr, 

<https://www.flickr.com/photos/statephotos/51042240018/>. 
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aimed to bolster both alliances “in the face of long-term competition with China.” 

 

This is an easier sell in Tokyo than in Seoul, and it is even harder to bring about 

trilateral security cooperation. Nonetheless, Team Biden’s debut act in Asia got off on 

the right foot. 

 

The meetings did not happen in a vacuum. They occurred following President 

Biden’s virtual summit with the leaders of Australia, India, and Japan, which form the 

Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, or “Quad”—an informal dialogue between the four 

countries held in part to improve coordination in the face of China’s increasing assertive 

posture—and before Blinken and National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan held the 

administration’s first meeting with Chinese officials in Anchorage, during which time 

Austin visited India to discuss future cooperation and “promote a free and open regional 

order.” 

 

This “allies-first” approach is consistent with Biden’s promise to “build a united 

front of allies and partners to confront China.” It contrasts with the previous 

administration, which was confrontational towards China but often towards some U.S. 

allies as well, even as its National Security Strategy and other key strategy documents 

stressed their importance. 

 

The Backdrop 

The administration’s good performance in Tokyo and Seoul was built on several 

prior actions. Before and after taking office in January, Biden spoke to the Japanese and 

South Korean leaders. He reaffirmed the U.S. commitment to both alliances, including, 

in Japan’s case, to the Senkaku Islands’ defense, a priority for Tokyo.  

 

His team also concluded deals with both countries on host-nation support: an 

extension of the current arrangement with Japan, with ongoing negotiations expected 

to result in a larger Japanese contribution, and a new agreement with South Korea, 

which includes a 13-percent increase for Seoul. The deals removed important irritants 

in both relationships, as the previous administration wanted major spending hikes from 

allies, fivefold in South Korea’s casewhich was a nonstarter. 

 

Moreover, before the Tokyo and Seoul meetings, the Biden administration released 

the “Interim National Security Strategic Guidance”. The Guidance calls China “the only 

competitor potentially capable of…[mounting] a sustained challenge to a stable and 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/03/12/quad-leaders-joint-statement-the-spirit-of-the-quad/
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-and-national-security-advisor-jake-sullivan-statements-to-the-press/
https://www.defense.gov/Newsroom/Releases/Release/Article/2543644/readout-of-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iiis-visit-to-india-day-1/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-01-23/why-america-must-lead-again
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/01/27/readout-of-president-joseph-r-biden-jr-call-with-prime-minister-yoshihide-suga-of-japan/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/02/03/readout-of-president-joseph-r-biden-jr-call-with-president-moon-jae-in-of-the-republic-of-korea/
https://www.mofa.go.jp/press/release/press3e_000173.html
https://www.state.gov/briefings/department-press-briefing-march-8-2021/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-southkorea-usa-talks/u-s-breaks-off-defense-cost-talks-as-south-korea-balks-at-5-billion-demand-idUSKBN1XT0EN
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/NSC-1v2.pdf
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open international system” and states that the United States will respond by renewing 

its strength and working “in common cause with [its] closest allies and partners.”  

 

The Pentagon will help in this effort through its “Global Posture Review,” which 

will update the U.S. military’s footprint, resources, and strategies. 

 

Resounding Success in Tokyo 

The United States deems Japan an essential ally because U.S. strategists would 

struggle to respond to a crisis in Asia without the U.S. military presence on Japanese 

soilits largest overseas deployment. In a recent Congressional hearing, Admiral 

Philip Davidson, the outgoing commander of the Indo-Pacific Command, explained 

that it takes three weeks to address a contingency in the first island chain from the U.S. 

West Coast, and seventeen days from Alaska. Forward-deployed forces in Japan fill that 

gap. 

 

That’s why Davidson stated that “the Japanese are…critically important to the 

security of the region.” That’s also why the statement of the Blinken/Austin meeting 

with their Japanese counterparts, Foreign Affairs Minister Toshimitsu Motegi and 

Defense Minister Nobuo Kishi, noted the United States’ “unwavering commitment to 

the defense of Japan” and labelled the U.S.-Japan Alliance “the cornerstone of peace, 

security, and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific.” 

 

Japanese are comfortable with this language because they value their alliance with 

the United States and have their own strategy for the “Indo-Pacific,” a concept they 

coined, initially by referring to “broader Asia”. That strategy, which they have aligned 

with U.S. regional goals, seeks to check China geopolitically by deepening coordination 

with their closest partners and developing new partnerships. 

 

Unsurprisingly, then, the Japanese and Americans were in sync about the “China 

problem” in Tokyo. It was even the primary focus. The meeting statement includes 

criticisms of Chinese “destabilizing” actions in Xinjiang, Hong Kong, the East and 

South China Seas, and even Taiwan (a first), and offers in response an endorsement of 

the “free and open Indo-Pacific,” “rules-based international order,” and Quad as key 

elements of a peaceful and secure regional order, in addition to a commitment to 

maintaining “the Alliance’s operational readiness and deterrent posture.”  

 

In contrast, the statement from the last meeting in 2019 solely “expressed serious 

https://www.defense.gov/Newsroom/Releases/Release/Article/2494189/statement-by-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iii-on-the-initiation-of-a-glo/
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/hearings/21-03-09-united-states-indo-pacific-command
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/21-10_03-09-2021.pdf
https://www.state.gov/u-s-japan-joint-press-statement/
https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/page25e_000278.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep24283?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.mofa.go.jp/na/na1/us/page4e_000699.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000470738.pdf
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concern about, and strong opposition to, unilateral coercive attempts to alter the status 

quo in the East China Sea (ECS) and South China Sea (SCS).” 

 

Of course, questions remain, notably Japan’s willingness to increase defense 

spending sufficiently. Still, on all counts, the Tokyo meeting was a resounding success, 

and the future looks bright for U.S.-Japan relations, with Japanese Prime Minister 

Yoshihide Suga being the first foreign leader to be hosted at the White House on April 

16. 

 

Positive Notes in Seoul, but Challenges Abound 

The Seoul meeting, too, was positive. Blinken, Austin, and their South Korean 

counterparts Foreign Affairs Minister Chung Eui-yong and National Defense Minister 

Suh Wook agreed that the U.S.-South Korea Alliance “has never been more important,” 

stressing that it is “the linchpin of peace, security, and prosperity on the Korean 

Peninsula and the Indo-Pacific region.”  

 

Both sides reaffirmed their commitments under the Mutual Defense Treaty and 

vowed to strengthen the “Alliance deterrence posture” and maintain “joint readiness.” 

They stressed that the Alliance’s priority was to combat North Korea’s pursuit of 

nuclear weapons and missiles, and the United States confirmed that its policy review 

towards that country would be conducted in consultation with South Korea. Both sides 

also promised closer cooperation on other issues. 

 

The Seoul meeting statement, however, does not mention China. When the U.S. 

side voiced criticisms of Chinese actions during the talks, the South Korean side 

remained silent. Both sides agreed to protect a “free and open Indo-Pacific” and “rules-

based international order,” but South Koreans avoided expressing support for the Quad 

and instead talked about South Korean President Moon Jae-in’s more innocent “New 

Southern Policy,” a signal that Seoul, unlike Tokyo, does not want to take sides in the 

U.S.-China rivalry. One reason is Seoul’s economic dependency on China; another its 

hope to resolve the Korean conflict, which requires U.S. and Chinese cooperation. 

 

Still, the Seoul meeting was successful because it helped put the Alliance back on 

track after years of turmoil under the previous U.S. administration. South Koreans, 

however, made clear that they are not prepared to back the United States (or Japan) to 

challenge China. The focus of the U.S.-South Korea Alliance, plainly, will remain the 

Peninsula, and there too, issues will persist: there is still no resolution on the process of 

https://asia.nikkei.com/Opinion/Japan-must-urgently-increase-defense-spending
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-japan-meeting/biden-to-host-japanese-leader-suga-at-white-house-on-april-16-idUSKBN2BP1AW
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-of-the-2021-republic-of-korea-united-states-foreign-and-defense-ministerial-meeting-22/#:~:text=hide-,Joint%20Statement%20of%20the%202021%20Republic%20of%20Korea%20%E2%80%93%20United%20States,(%E2%80%9C2%2B2%E2%80%9D)&text=Both%20sides%20reaffirmed%20a%20mutual,ROK%2DU.S.%20Mutual%20Defense%20Treaty.
http://www.nsp.go.kr/eng/main.do
http://www.nsp.go.kr/eng/main.do
https://thediplomat.com/2020/08/scott-snyder-on-trump-south-korea-and-america-first-alliance-policy/
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transferring operational control of the Combined Forces Command from the United 

States to South Korea, for instance. 

 

Trilateral Security Cooperation: An Aspirational Goal 

In both Tokyo and Seoul, the U.S. side also made a push for trilateral U.S.-Japan-

South Korea security cooperation, which it linked to the Quad as an essential piece of 

the Indo-Pacific architecture to confront China. The Tokyo and Seoul meeting 

statements include language about the importance of such cooperation, but the 

prospects are dim because Japan-South Korea relations are dire and improvement is 

unlikely to happen any time soon. 

 

That said, the United States appears determined to try and advance trilateral 

cooperation, with Sullivan hosting a discussion with his Japanese and South Korean 

counterparts, Kitamura Shigeru and Suh Hoon, after the Tokyo and Seoul meetings. 

Perhaps trilateral cooperation can thrive in select areas, such as deterrence of North 

Korea, which, as some have argued, should be a priority. 

 

The Biden administration’s debut act in Asia was solid but showed that building a 

united front to take on China will be no easy task. Tokyo seems onboard. Seoul, 

however, has other priorities. 

 

(Santoro is Vice President and Director for Nuclear Policy, Pacific Forum) 

 

Editor’s Note: The views expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do 

not necessarily reflect the policy or the position of the Prospect 

Foundation. 

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/history-haunts-japan-south-korea-ties
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/02/united-states-japan-republic-of-korea-trilateral-national-security-advisors-press-statement/
https://warontherocks.com/2021/03/threes-company-prioritizing-trilateral-deterrence-against-north-korea/
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