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        I am sorry that a surprising set of circumstances, including the unparalleled 

catastrophes in Japan, have made it impossible for me to be with you in person. I had 

looked forward to learning from you and from others across Guam. I hope that it will 

prove possible for me to be with you another time.  

        The conference organizers recklessly gave me an hour to explain the how‟s and 

why‟s of the United States‟ continued drive for Asia-Pacific empire, and I will ask your 

patience as I approach the answers from a number of directions, including a few stories to 

reinforce the academic analysis. 

        While preparing this talk, I found myself remembering a cultural exchange and 

series of ceremonies in Ecuador. People from around the world, who had initially 

gathered in Ecuador‟s capital for a conference to build the global anti-bases movement 

were making our way across Ecuador‟s spectacular mountains and its jungle low lands as 

we travelled to Manta, where the U.S. then maintained naval and Air Force facilities. We 

stopped in several towns and cities to join in International Women‟s Day celebrations, 

and in one community, we met we marginalized and oppressed Native People, who 

shared their traditions and dances with us. 

  Each of us who came from other countries were asked to say a few words, and I 

have a deep and moving memory of Julian Augon singing a chant to invoke the spirits of 
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his and other Chamorro ancestors before he spoke about the struggle to free the 

Chamorro people from what the U.S. Declaration of Independence long ago described as 

the “abuses and usurpations” that inevitably accompany the presence of foreign military 

forces. 

 That memory, in turn, leads me to invoke the wisdom of one of my people‟s 

wisest ancestors, the 12
th

 century Jewish scholar and doctor Maimonides, who was forced 

to flee Islamic Spain and served as the Caliph‟s physician in Egypt. Maimonides‟ life 

experiences gave him a profound understanding of the origins of hope. It is, he wrote, an 

appreciation of the plausibility of the possible rather than accepting the necessity of the 

probable. We know that justice, human freedom and restoring environmental 

sustainability are possible. Martin Luther King, Jr. taught that the arch of history bends 

toward justice, but as the people of Egypt have recently reminded us, it humans – brave 

and otherwise – who do the bending. 

 In my conversations with Lisa Natividad and exchanges with Gerhard Schwab, I 

recklessly agreed to explain the whys of Washington‟s continued imperial project in the 

early years of the 21
st
 century. As I do so, let me root my talk in my initial conceptions of 

Guam.  

Like most U.S. Americans of my generation, in my youth I first heard about 

Guam in the context of it being the site of a distant and exceptionally brutal battlefield. In 

those days, probably during middle school, we thought only of the Americans and 

Japanese who fought, died and suffered there. There was little if any mention of the 

people on whose land and in whose lives those battles between the contending empires 

were fought.  
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 My second “contact” with Guam is more closely related to why we are here 

today. In 1968, while studying U.S. diplomatic history from Professor Jules Davids, a 

fine scholar who had yet to reveal that he had bee the principle ghost writer of President 

John Kennedy‟s book “Profiles in Courage”, we learned that during 1890s two important 

forces within U.S. society and history converged.   

Davids taught that, in geopolitical terms, the U.S. functions as an island power 

distant from the Eurasian heartland. In order to become the world‟s dominant power, the 

U.S. needed to influence or control much of Eurasia from the sea. Davids reminded us 

that back in the 1890s merchant and warships were fueled by coal, and that they needed 

coaling stations, access to ports that would supply U.S. ships with coal to continue their 

voyages.  

Davids somehow omitted that, as early as the 1850s, William Seward, who later 

served in President Lincoln‟s cabinet, advised that if the U.S. was to become the world‟s 

dominant power, it needed to control Asia. That explains “Seward‟s Folly”, the purchase 

of Alaska from Russia. It secured the northern route to Asia at a time when the southern 

route which ran through Hawaii, Guam and the Philippines was already occupied by 

other and more powerful forces.  

Davids recounted how members of the U.S. elite, who had long dreamed of 

replacing Britain as the world‟s dominant power, people including Senator Henry Cabot 

Lodge, Navy Secretary and later President Theodore Roosevelt, and the naval warfare 

theorist Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan, had fought politically to build the Navy that 

could challenge Britain as the ruler of the seas. 
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Like revisionist historians like William Appleman Williams and Howard Zinn 

who were just beginning to have their impact in academia, Davids taught that the 1890s 

were a period of social and economic turmoil in the U.S. Across the country, labor unions 

were being formed and were striking for better wages and working conditions. Worse for 

the ruling elite, the Great Depression of the 1890s brought with it mass unemployment, 

the resulting political turmoil, and seriously declining profits. 

It was in this context that the U.S. political elite put two and two together and 

came up with five. If they could challenge and replace the colonial powers who had 

established “concessions” – a fancy word for colonies – along the Chinese coast, the U.S. 

could win the holy grail of capitalism: the Chinese market. With the ability to sell 

manufactured goods to hundreds of millions of Chinese consumers, U.S. factories could 

expand and produce at full capacity. “Social peace” would, they thought, follow as the 

unemployed were put to work. And, of course, capitalist profits would soar. 

Thus, not entirely unlike the Bush-Cheney response to the 9-11 attacks, President 

McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt, and others in the McKinley Administration took 

advantage of the still unexplained sinking of a U.S. warship in Havana Harbor to declare 

war on Spain.  In the Western Hemisphere, Cuba and Puerto Rico were conquered, 

permitting the U.S. to dominate the Caribbean Sea and the northern access to Latin 

America. In the Pacific, the war served as the cover to conquer the spectacular harbors 

and perfect ports of Subic Bay and here in Guam as well as to annex Hawaii, 

Washington‟s gateway to the Pacific and the China market. 

My third introduction to Guam came just over fifteen years later, when I first 

attended the World Conference against A- and H- bombs in Tokyo and Hiroshima. 



 5 

Among the foreign delegates to the conference were representatives of the Guam 

Landowners Association. Their presentation included the display of two maps they had 

brought with them. One illustrated the locations of Guam‟s best agricultural land and its 

best drinking and fishing waters. The second map showed the location of the major U.S. 

military bases here. Like others in the audience, I was shocked to see that the two maps 

were essentially identical, intimating what the bases mean for the people of Guam. 

Permit me to segue into 21
st
 century political analysis with one last story. Two 

weeks ago, I attended “China, Its Neighbors and U.S. Foreign Policies”, a symposium on 

U.S.-Chinese political and military relations at Tufts University, near Boston. I went to 

learn from Shen Dingli of Fudan University in Shanghai and scholars from across the 

U.S., but my first lesson was about how militarized U.S. society, especially academia, has 

become. The Dean‟s welcoming speech informed us that “We have a lot to learn from our 

friends in the military”, who it turned out was a major funder of the conference. That 

helped to explain the many military-related speakers and the ROTC students in the 

audience.   

That said, there were things to learn, beginning with the keynote speech delivered 

by retired U.S. Ambassador J. Stapleton Roy. Roy recounted what might be called the 

Washington elite‟s consensus on dealing with China‟s rise, something you can be read in 

the current edition of the Council on Foreign Relations journal, Foreign Affairs. Because 

Roy gave a precise, if fundamentally evil and banal, explanation about what the United 

States continues to colonize and oppress the people of Guam, it is worth reviewing his 

credentials to locate him as a significant figure in the U.S. Establishment. He served as 

U.S. Ambassador to China, as well as to Singapore and Indonesia. He was promoted to 
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the position of “career ambassador”, the highest rank in the U.S. Foreign Service. And, 

he is currently the Director of the Kissinger Institute on China and the United States at 

the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, a premier Washington think tank. 

To give Ambassador Roy his due, he framed his analysis of China‟s rise and the 

inevitable tensions with the United States which have followed in the context of the rise 

of other historic powers – actually empires: Portugal, the Netherlands and Britain. He 

explained that as these powers rise, they develop ideologies to rationalize their conquests 

and domination. In the case of the U.S. the rationale which endures to this day was the 

19
th

 century belief in the United States‟ “manifest destiny”. It provided and continues to 

provide the belief structure needed to mobilize the U.S. people to conquer and integrate 

much of the North American continent and considerable portions of Latin America, the 

Caribbean, the Pacific and Asia. BUT, Roy went on that argue that the belief that the U.S. 

in decline has “infected” both the general public and the policy making community in the 

U.S., and he claimed that China “poses a fundamental challenge for our country”
1
 

During the Q & A session I was moved to ask the Ambassador a question. I didn‟t 

beat around the bush, and it went something like: “If we appreciate that manifest destiny 

served simply as the rationale to legitimate U.S. 19
th

 century conquests and domination, 

how in the 21
st
 century can we justify the maintenance of hundreds of military bases and 

installations across Asia and the Pacific, especially with their impacts on the Okinawan 

and Chamorro people? And, how can we justify the dispatch of the nuclear powered and 

nuclear capable aircraft carrier the USS George Washington to the Yellow Sea, a body of 

                                                 
1
 Author‟s note. Fourth Annual Symposium on Sino-American Political-Military Relations, Tufts 

University. Medford, Ma. March 4. Welcoming speech delivered by Dean James Glaser. 
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water which in many ways is analogous to the Chesapeake Bay – the gateway to our 

nation‟s capital?”  

In the intense back and forth that followed, Roy explained, and I quote, “You 

don‟t get rid of what you have until you know what will replace it.” He added that the 

reason the George Washington was recently twice dispatched to the Yellow Sea for what 

were ostensibly military exercises with the Japanese and South Korean navies was that 

the Chinese government had insisted that we not do it. This means that the peoples of 

Guam, Okinawa and other so-called “host nations” remain dominated colonial and neo-

colonial subjects because elites in the United States, the Military-Industrial-Complex, and 

their political allies don‟t want to sacrifice any resources that can potentially serve to help 

secure their continued enjoyment of the host of privileges that come with regional 

hegemony and global preeminence. 

It also means that “we poked the Chinese in the eye” just because we could and 

because wanted to remind the powers that be in Beijing that we, not they, remain the 

world‟s dominant power.  

 

GEOPOLITICAL FOUNDATIONS OF THE MODERATION OF CHINA’S 

BEHAVOIOR 

Let‟s look more deeply at why President Obama, the ostensible “peace candidate” 

of the 2008 U.S. presidential election, would order the Pentagon to send such a 

terrorizing military message to China‟s ruling elite and how that relates to Guam. 

Writing about Obama‟s extended November sojourn in Asia, the journalist-

scholar Fareed Zakaria observed that, “Obama was making America‟s opening move in a 
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new great power game unfolding in Asia.” He and his advisors were reinforcing 

Washington‟s military alliances with Japan, South Korea, Australia and New Zealand, 

building tacit alliances with India and Indonesia, and putting China on notice that it will 

not have a free hand in Asia, the South China Sea, or the Pacific and Indian Oceans. The 

goal is to ensure that the U.S. can “moderate Beijing‟s behavior.”
 2

    

Just as in the 1890s and the imperial competition that fueled the war with Japan in 

the 1940s, economic interests are a major, if not the sole, factor. As U.S. Assistant 

Secretary of State Kurt Campbell testified just over a year ago, “It is worth highlighting 

that four Asian economies (China, Japan, the Republic of Korea, and Taiwan) are now 

among our top-twelve trading partners. Today, the 21 APEC economies purchase almost 

60 percent of U.S. goods….Continued integration of the economies of this region will 

create new business opportunities, benefitting workers, consumers and businesses and 

creating jobs back here in the United States. “
3
 Ah, sweet social peace and corporate 

profits! 

How does this play out geopolitically? In the aftermath of the Cold War, 

Zbigniew Brzezinski, the founding Director of the Trilateral Commission and President 

Carter‟s National Security Adviser, published his primer about the U.S. Empire and how 

to maintain it.
4
 Consistent with Seward‟s 150 year old admonition, he explained that 

dominating the Eurasian heartland remains essential for U.S. global hegemony and that to 

do so the U.S. must have geostrategic footholds on Eurasia‟s western, southern and 

                                                 
2
 Fareed Zakaria. “Hedged bets on China.” Washington Post, Nov. 15, 2010 

3
 Kurt M. Campbell. “Principles of U.S. Engagement in the Asia-Pacific”, Testimony to the Subcommittee 

on East Asian and Pacific Affairs Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Washington, D.C., January 21, 

2010. 
4
 Zbigniew Brzezinski. The Grand Chessboard: American Primacy and its Geostrategic Imperatives, New 

York: Basic Books, 1997. 
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eastern peripheries. Japan, South Korea and reinforced by Washington‟s colonies, neo-

colonies and client states here in the western Pacific, serve that function on Eurasia‟s 

eastern periphery, just as NATO does in the West. 

At roughly the same time, Joseph Nye, who served as chairman of the National 

Intelligence Council and Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs 

in the first Clinton Administration, voiced concern about China‟s rise. He warned that 

twice during the 20th century the dominant powers (U.S. and Britain) failed to integrate 

rising powers (Germany and Japan) into their systems, resulting in catastrophic world 

wars. It is therefore of the utmost importance, he concluded, to ensure China‟s integration 

into U.S. dominated global systems through engagement and, as necessary, containment. 

He later wrote that maintaining the U.S. alliance “with Japan would shape the 

environment into which China [is] emerging. We want… to integrate China into the 

international system…but we need… to hedge against the danger that a future and 

stronger China might turn aggressive.”
5
   

This remains the crux of U.S. Asia-Pacific policies and it helps to explain why 

Nye‟s former student, Assistant Secretary of State Kurt Campbell, insisted to Congress 

that “There should be no doubt that the United States is a Pacific nation, and in every 

regard – geopolitically, militarily, diplomatically and economically – Asia and the Pacific 

are indispensable to…seizing the opportunities of the 21
st
 century…..the United States 

must enhance and deepen its strategic engagement and leadership role in the region.”
6
 

As Zakaria observed, the Obama Administration is attempting to leverage its 

allies‟ resources and power while taking advantage of the regional insecurities resulting 

                                                 
5
 Joseph Nye. “An Alliance Larger Than One Issue”, New York Times, January 6, 2010.  

 
6
 Kurt Campbell. Op. Cit. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assistant_Secretary_of_Defense_for_International_Security_Affairs
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clinton_Administration
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from China‟s rising power and aggressive assertions of its territorial ambitions.  Drawing 

on resources and relationships accumulated over more than a century, the U.S. is weaving 

together a system of military and political alliances and relationships from Japan to India, 

and across Central Asia to Europe to NATO, in its effort to manage and contain China‟s 

rise.  

Even as China develops its “string of pearls” – basing and access agreements with 

Myanmar, Sri Lanka Pakistan and possibly Bangladesh – the U.S. is reinforcing its more 

powerful collar: alliances, military cooperation, bases, and access and trade agreements 

with South Korea, Singapore, the Philippines, Guam, Indonesia, Australia, New Zealand, 

and Afghanistan.  And, as some in China worry, by pushing “the reset button” with 

Russia, the Obama Administration may also be working to complete China‟s 

encirclement. 

Articulated Policy 

The Obama Administration and China‟s leaders certainly understand the 

opportunities and challenges of the two nations‟ “competitive interdependence”. 

Economically, the U.S. market has played an essential role in fueling China‟s economic 

rise, and with it the Middle Kingdom‟s rising standard of living. It is this important 

improvement in peoples‟ lives which has lifted per capita income by more than 400% in 

just over a decade – that‟s the average person making four times as much money today as 

he or she did just over a decade ago. This, in turn, has secured the continued rule of the 

Chinese Communist Party. And, with its reserves of more than 1 trillion U.S. dollars, 

Beijing has played a major role in financing the U.S. debt, including funding the U.S. 
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wars in Iraq and Central Asia. Economically, and increasingly militarily, we are moving 

into an era of U.S.-Chinese relations marked by both critical collaborations and potential 

“mutual assured destruction.”  

That said, there is also reality that our respective cultures, histories and domestic 

political considerations can exacerbate tensions and dangerously obscure our common 

interests. This dynamic is accentuated by the succession process now under way in 

Beijing and by the 2012 U.S. presidential and Congressional election campaigns which 

have already begun. In each case, no aspiring politician or official wants to be seen as 

weak or kowtowing to the other. China is still emerging from its century and a half of 

foreign humiliations, and in the United States economic insecurities are fueling Tea Party 

and other populist nationalism
7
 

In these contexts, as Kurt Campbell‟s testimony of a year ago indicates, President 

Obama has opted for continuity in the Asia-Pacific policies with those of the Clinton and 

G.W. Bush administrations. As you have experienced, this applies to Guam‟s 

transformation into a “hub” of U.S. military power as the Obama Administration weaves 

together that global system of alliances.  

Let me tell you about an interview that I conducted that, contrary to the good 

press he has recently been receiving, illustrates President Clinton‟s Mafia-like approach 

to engaging and containing China. It illuminates the reasons behind the current U.S. 

campaign to augment its alliances, its infrastructure of foreign military bases, and to 

increase “missile defense” deployments in the Pacific and Asia. If you‟ll excuse another 

                                                 
7
 David W. Chen. “In more U.S. races, China is the villain”, International Herald Tribune, October 11, 

2010 
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digression, I should also add that when Bill Clinton and I were students together at 

Georgetown University‟s School of Foreign Service, our professor of international 

relations began his course by telling us that the study of international relations was 

analogous to learning the rules of the game for Mafia families.
8
 

In 1998 I came across a tiny article in the conservative Japanese newspaper 

Yomiuri Shimbun. It reported that an NGO conference about security structures in 

Northeast Asia would soon be taking place in Tokyo. What caught my attention were the 

names of the two U.S. NGO representatives: Joseph Nye the former Clinton 

Administration official and Ezra Vogel, who also served in the first Clinton 

administration as U.S. National Intelligence Officer for East Asia. The Chinese and 

Japanese “NGO” participants had equivalent backgrounds. By then Nye and Vogel had 

returned to Harvard University, which is just down the street from my office, and I 

finagled an interview with Vogel to learn what I could about the coming conference. 

Vogel was remarkably candid, explaining to me that his goal for the conference 

was to negotiate a “grand bargain” with China. How, I asked, would such a bargain be 

negotiated?  His answer was to “threaten to surround China with missile defenses that 

could completely neutralize its missile forces” and to then say let‟s make a deal. What 

would the deal be? That China adopt no more aggressive military doctrine and deploy no 

more aggressive weapons than it already had. When I responded that this would leave in 

place the hundreds of U.S. military bases on China‟s periphery, the nuclear-capable 7
th

 

                                                 
8
 Professor Ello. Opening Lecture for his course in international relations. Georgetown University, 

September, 1965. 
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Fleet, our ICBMs and our monopolization of the militarization of space, he shrugged his 

shoulders and responded “So?” 

This vision, which in turn has fueled China‟s military modernization, was to 

restore something like the power relations that prevailed in the wake of the Opium War in 

the first half of the 19
th

 century. 

Central to Clintonian containment was the U.S.-Japan alliance and the roles of 

Washington‟s more than 100 military bases and installations across Japan. Former Prime 

Minister Nakasone approvingly described his nation as an “unsinkable aircraft carrier for 

the United States.” When the foundations of the alliance were shaken to their roots by the 

1995 kidnapping and rape of an Okinawan school girl by three U.S. Marines, the U.S. 

sought to contain that crisis by negotiating the 1996 Clinton-Hashimoto Accord. The 

bargain, which called for the eventual closing the dangerous Futenma base in the middle 

of Ginowan City, transferring its functions elsewhere in Okinawa, and otherwise 

marginally reducing the size and impacts of the U.S. “footprint” on Okinawa‟s people 

was designed to pacify Okinawan public opinion. Unfortunately, as we see today, 

significant portions of that relief were to be paid for by still more marginalized 

populations: the people of Nago in more remote northern Okinawa and here in Guam. 

But, there was also an engagement side to Clinton‟s China policies. It was during 

the Clinton era that China received the green light to join the World Trade Organization. 

U.S. financial and corporate investments in China soared. And, when Clinton journeyed 

to China in July, 1998 the Chinese accepted his request to broadcast his speech to Beijing 

University students live over Chinese television. Chinese officials later privately 
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explained that this concession was their gift to reinforce the politically vulnerable 

president.
9
 

The foundations of President G. W. Bush‟s containment doctrine were laid in 

commission studies led by Richard Armitage and Zalmay Khalilzad shortly before one of 

the worst presidents in U.S. history was sworn into office. A key element was to 

“diversify” the locations of U.S. bases in East Asia and the Pacific. With the Cold War 

focus on Russia by then an historic relic, the idea was to dilute the concentration of U.S. 

military bases in Northeast Asia, and to reinforce the basing structure by establishing 

more bases further south along China‟s periphery. Guam, which lacks the clout of a 

traditional Mafia Don, was thus identified as a future “hub” for U.S. Asia-Pacific forces, 

regardless of its impacts on your nation‟s people and environment. U.S. bases in 

Australia were to be augmented. So too the "Visiting Forces" agreement with the 

Philippines, and the access agreements with Singapore and Thailand.
10

 With the Bush 

Administration‟s later commitment to provide India with nuclear materials and 

technology in violation of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, and with the Central 

Asian bases established to support its Central Asian war in Afghanistan, the Bush 

Administration largely succeeded in militarily encircling China.  

                                                 
9
 This is what I was told when meeting with Chinese officials in Beijing the following week. More precise 

attribution can be made when I have renewed access to my files which are in storage following an office 

fire. 

10 Joseph Gerson. “U.S. Foreign Military Bases & Military Colonialism”, 

December 5, 2003. http://www.zcommunications.org/u-s-foreign-military-
bases-and-military-colonialism-by-joseph-gerson 
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Pentagon plans to expand the naval and air bases and to redeploy 8,000 marines 

from Okinawa to Guam, as well as the plans to hold joint U.S.-Japanese military 

exercises here are little known and less understood in the United States. These 

exponential increases in the “abuses and usurpations” reflect Guam‟s increasingly central 

role in U.S. efforts to “moderate China‟s behavior.”   

UNPACKING 

To understand Washington‟s 21
st
 century rationales for restoring Guam to 

something like its 19
th

 century imperial functions, I need to do a little more unpacking, 

sort of like taking Russian matroyshka nesting dolls apart. I‟ll begin looking at increased 

U.S. Chinese tensions and then turn the increasingly sour U.S.-Japanese relations that 

prevailed before Japan‟s current natural and nuclear catastrophes. 

  For years, one U.S. official after another has stated that Washington‟s “alliance 

with Japan is a cornerstone of our strategic engagement with Asia.”
11

 However, China, 

which now home to the world‟s lies second largest economy, has been the object of 

Washington‟s Asia-Pacific preoccupations for nearly two decades.  Although much could 

happen to affect their calculations, Goldman Sachs predicts that China‟s GDP will exceed 

that of the United States by 2027
12

, and China‟s military spending is now growing faster 

than its economy. 

Even as the U.S. reiterates that it seeks “to pursue a positive, constructive, and 

comprehensive relationship with China”, it warns that “We will monitor China‟s military 

                                                 
11

 Kurt Campbell. Op. Cit. 
12

 R. Stapleton Roy. Op. Cit. 
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modernization program and prepare accordingly to ensure that U.S. interests and allies, 

regionally and globally, are not negatively affected” 
13

   

 To repeat, there is deep collaboration on a wide range of shared interests. The 

U.S. and Chinese governments are laboring to ensure that their interdependence and not 

their differences remain central to their relationship. They are working augment their 

trade and economic relations, and to collaborate in counter-terror, international crime, 

and other shared interests. 

But China has not proven to be as malleable as the Obama Administration 

initially anticipated. The Middle Kingdom has come a long way since it was intimidated 

by the Pentagon‟s high-tech destruction of Saddam Hussein‟s military in 1991, by 

President Clinton‟s 1996 dispatch of two nuclear-capable aircraft carriers to challenge 

Beijing‟s missile “diplomacy” with Taiwan, and from the reality of a little more than 

decade ago when it‟s people staggered forward with a per capita incomes of $700. 

Beginning early last year, China began to engage in what many in the U.S. and 

ASEAN nations experienced as “assertive” “abrasive” and “muscular” behavior. The 

U.S. and a number of ASEAN nations responded in kind, bringing us to the brink of 

armed conflict during the Korean crisis this past winter. 

It began with the rift at the Copenhagen climate change summit and with 

differences about cyber security, monetary and trade policies. This included Chinese 

hints that they might take action to reduce the dollar‟s role as the world‟s principle 

reserve currency. Such actions would undermine important pillars of U.S. prosperity.  

                                                 
13

 Ibid. Emphasis added by author. 
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Tensions escalated with the announcement of U.S. arms sales to Taiwan, with 

President Obama‟s meeting with the Dalai Lama and with the “military chill” that set in 

when Chinese Rear Adm. Guan Youfei gave what was described as a “biting lecture on 

American „hegemony‟” during the Strategic and Economic Dialogue that had been 

convened to improve U.S.-Chinese relations. The lines were more sharply drawn in a 

sharp exchange between Secretary of Defense/War Gates and General Ma Xiaotian at the 

Shangri-La Dialog.  U.S. officials experienced these as unexpected and unwelcome 

challenges to the respect the hegemon expects is its due. As a result, there were calls in 

Washington for a major policy review, as well as for increased U.S. and European 

collaboration, including the merger of NATO and the E.U. to ensure that “the West is not 

doomed to decline as a center of power and influence.”
14

 

Late last year things went from bad to worse. Chinese military officials claimed 

that “China has indisputable sovereignty of the South Sea."
15

 This ostensible 

“sovereignty” was declared to be a “core interest” of China, on a par with its claims to 

Tibet and Taiwan. Bear in mind that the sea beds surrounding the South China Sea‟s 

islands and isolated rocks are believed to contain fabulous energy and other mineral 

resources – all the more important now in the wake of Japan‟s nuclear accidents. Its sea 

lanes, which carry one-third of the world‟s trade – including oil – function as the jugular 

vein of East Asian capitalism, the motor force of the world‟s 21
st
 century economy. 

Secretaries Clinton and Gates were not pleased and countered that freedom of 

navigation in the South China Sea is a vital U.S. national interest. As if it were 
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 Foreign Affairs, May/June 2010 (name of author and article to be filled in……)0 
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 John Pomfret. Beijing claims 'indisputable sovereignty' over South China Sea            

Washington Post,  July 31, 2010 
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Washington‟s manifest destiny and not the responsibility of the international community 

to guarantee freedom of navigation! And to reinforce the U.S. claim, the nuclear capable 

aircraft carrier the USS George Washington was dispatched to the South China Sea for 

“military exercises”. To symbolically reinforce its message to Beijing, midst the 

“exercises”, Vietnam‟s top general to land on the George Washington, and a meeting of 

ASEAN leaders with President Obama was held at the United Nations to demonstrate 

Chinese isolation. 

Tensions were compounded by two Korean crises during which U.S. and Chinese 

interests and ambitions also collided. A year ago the South Korean submarine, Cheonan, 

exploded and sank in the Yellow Sea, apparently either the result of hitting a North 

Korean mine or having been attacked by a North Korean submarine. Pyongyang denied 

responsibility, and rather than join South Korean, Japanese and U.S. calls for sanctions 

against Pyongyang, Beijing worked to deescalate the crisis by “stirring” the diplomatic 

“mud”.
16

   

Then, in late November came reports of an unprovoked and deadly North Korean 

artillery barrage targeted against populated Yeonpyeong Island, the most serious such 

attack since the Korean War. Only later could we read that the target was a South Korean 

military base located in disputed territorial waters, that the first dead were South Korean 

Marines, and that “The attack…occurred after South Korean forces…fired test shots into 

waters near the North Korean coast.”
17
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 Niu Qiang of Chinese People‟s Association for Peace and Disarmament. Conversation with the author, 

Beijing, June ___, 2010 
17

 Editorial. “A Very Risky Game”, New York Times, Nov. 24, 2010 



 19 

China once again initially opted to “mix the mud”, but this time, when South 

Korea responded by ordering large scale artillery exercises, including from Yeongpyong 

island, and North Korea threatened potential nuclear retaliation, the Obama 

Administration responded militarily to remind China and North Korea of their “places” 

by returning the George Washington to the Yellow Sea. As Ambassador Roy explained, 

this was poking China in the eye to demonstrate our continued regional dominance. 

In the face of this implicit threat, Beijing kowtowed to Washington, weighing in 

heavily upon North Korea, whose guns stood silent while those of South Korea roared. 

Chinese President Hu was then rewarded with a summit conference in Washington which 

was arranged to demonstrate the semblance of the restoration of order to U.S.-Chinese 

relations.  

Yet, signals sent on the eve of the summit demonstrated that the two presidents‟ 

handshakes were little more than a façade. Secretary Gates was greeting in Beijing by the 

Chinese military‟s display of its prototype J-20 stealth fighter, communicating China‟s 

goal of challenging U.S. Western Pacific air superiority. Gates responded with a chilling 

threat of his own: "History's dustbin is populated by empires and dictatorships that 

underestimated America's national character, resolve, and resilience."
18

   

To reinforce Gates‟ threat, midst the massive cuts being imposed by President 

Obama and Congressional Republicans, Gate sent Congress a budget that provides for 

increased Pentagon spending, much of it – including the expansion of bases here in Guam 

– designed to reinforce Washington‟s ability to “manage China‟s behavior. 
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And, in the right-wings of the U.S. political system, stand the American Enterprise 

Institute and Sarah Palin. The former argues that Obama is not being tough enough with 

China. It has ballyhooed that “Dramatic changes in Sino-American relations have left the 

longstanding US policy of „engagement‟ with China outmoded and ineffective.”  And the 

presidential aspirant traveled to India where she “ questioned why China should continue 

to strengthen its military at a time when the country was not facing an outside threat.” 
19

 

 This brings us to next of our nesting dolls, the centrality of the U.S.-Japan 

alliance in “moderating China‟s behavior”, at least as it prevailed before Japan‟s 

catastrophes. 

Cornerstones and Confrontations: 

 

 The Japanese pivot in the struggle for power and hegemony in East Asia is 

fascinating. The people we usually refer to as Japanese originated in Korea about 1,500 

years ago. They conquered, exterminated or marginalized the archipelago‟s native 

peoples, and they developed a society that was deeply marked by Korean and Chinese 

cultural influences. Over the centuries, they came to look down on their neighbors, and 

when Japan was forced “open” in 1853 by U.S. warships after two centuries of isolation, 

the Japanese elite opted to become colonizers, rather than be colonized as China was. 

 The Asia-Pacific War of the 1930s and 40s was a catastrophic conflict between 

contending empires. In the early 1930s – having already emerged victorious from the 

Russo-Japanese War and having colonized Taiwan, Korea and segments of coastal China 

– Japan‟s elite split over the question of whether to expand their empire within the 
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umbrella of the larger and more powerful British and U.S. empires or whether to attempt 

to seize “the whole melon” of East Asia. In the end, following a series of military coups, 

a nation with on tenth the gross national product of the United States opted to conquer the 

entire Asia-Pacific region with the predictable disastrous consequences that have marked 

the next three generations 

 Initially, with the exception of Emperor Hirohito, the U.S. sought to punish all 

those responsible for the war. There was a purge of politicians and the ranks of other 

professions including teachers. A campaign to eliminate the economic conglomerates that 

had profited from the war was begun. To encourage democracy, leftists were given new 

freedoms to organize labor unions, new political parties were established under U.S. 

tutelage, and a constitution was drafted that extended rights to women and which 

“renounce[d] war as a sovereign right of the nation” and pledged that “land, sea, and air 

forces, as well as other war potential, will never be maintained”.   

 Of course, the U.S. military occupation was anything but benign. Freedom of 

speech and assembly were severely limited, and the occupation‟s regulations were 

administered with predictable insensitivity and arbitrariness. As two small examples, 

people, including doctors and scientists, were forbidden to meet to learn from one another 

how best to treat A-bomb victims, and censorship prohibited newspapers from even 

possessing the typeset for the kanji characters “atom bomb.”  

 In 1948, with the victory of the communist revolution looming in China, Truman 

changed the occupation‟s course, transforming Japan into a bastion of U.S. power. The 

campaign against the zaibatsu was halted. Many wartime leaders, including military 

officers, were returned to public life. And, contrary to the constitution imposed by the 
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occupation, with the Korean War the U.S. began pressing Japanese leaders to reestablish 

its military to augment U.S. power. 

The formal military occupation ended only after Japan‟s Prime Minister was 

required to secretly sign on the dotted line to legitimate the U.S.-Japan military alliance 

that provided for the continued presence of U.S. troops and bases. The U.S. continues to 

maintain massive air and naval bases in and near Tokyo and elsewhere across Japan, but 

to limit popular protests a deal was made to concentrate U.S. bases in Okinawa, which 

continued under formal military occupation until 1972.  

 Throughout the Cold War, Japan played its role as the United States‟ unsinkable 

aircraft carrier. In both the Korean and Vietnam wars, thousands of U.S. bombers began 

missions on Japanese airfields. Nuclear weapons were secretly stored at U.S. bases and 

sailed into Japanese ports with U.S. warships. Accidents during live fire drills claimed 

Japanese lives, and during training exercises U.S. artillery blasted away at sacred Mt. 

Fuji. In addition to serving as a bastion of the U.S. Air Force and Navy, Okinawa – which 

like Guam suffered terribly during WW II - served as a forward base for thousands of 

Marines, who were trained to be the world‟s best killers. And now many of those 

Marines, a disproportionate number of whom commit crimes and otherwise disrupt  

social peace, are about to be redeployed to Guam in order to pacify Okinawan public 

opinion and to heal schisms in the U.S.-Japanese alliance that have resulted from their 

outrageous behavior. 

 With one brief exception, between 1955 and 2010 the U.S.-allied Japanese elite 

exercised their power via the ruling Liberal Democratic Party, which was anything but 

liberal or democratic. The alliance – including the U.S. “nuclear umbrella” – served as 
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the “cornerstone” of Japan‟s foreign and military policies, as well as for U.S. Asia-Pacific 

hegemony. And, the interdependence of the two nations was reflected in their economic 

relations. Until recently, the U.S. was Japan‟s largest trading partner, and until China‟s 

rise, Japan‟s enormous holdings of U.S. debt led it to serve as Washington‟s banker 

extraordinaire. 

 But, a 65 year old order and three generations of single party rule led to stagnation 

and corruption. Just over a year ago, the loose political coalition called the Democratic 

Party of Japan, whose source of unity was opposition to the LDP‟s increasingly 

ineffectual leaders, came to power. Reflecting Japan‟s growing integration with China‟s 

economy, relative Japanese prosperity, and decreasing tolerance for the “abuses and 

usurpations” of the foreign military bases in their midst, the DPJ envisioned a more 

independent future for Japan. Its platform envisioned Japan with one foot in the West and 

the other in Asia, instead of being smothered in America‟s bosom. The DPJ pledged that 

it would not permit the dangerous functions of the controversial Futenma air base to 

simply be relocated elsewhere in Okinawa. It promised to report whether, in violation of 

stated policies, previous governments had negotiated secret agreements allowing the U.S. 

to base its nuclear weapons in Japan. And, its Prime Minister Hatoyama called for the 

creation of an “East Asian Community” which, by definition, would have marginalized 

U.S. regional influence. 

The Obama Administration cannot be entirely blamed for the subsequent fall of 

the Hatoyama-Ozawa government, but it was not an innocent bystander. The DPJ‟s 

failing policies, scandals and vacillations, and Japan‟s stagnant economy all contributed 

to the Party‟s loss of the upper house of the Diet last July. But, the U.S. did its part. As 
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right-wing forces fanned Japanese fears over Cheonan incident and China‟s increasingly 

assertive military exercises, the Pentagon highlighted the DPJ‟s weakness and 

vacillations by playing hardball.
20

 It refused to consider alternatives to building 

Futenma‟s replacement in Henoko, also in Okinawa. The implicit message was if Japan 

refused to honor the agreement to move Futenma, it could face North Korea and China 

alone. 

      Washington‟s game became more apparent, when Naoto Kan subsequently defeated 

Hatoyama in a leadership struggle and became Japan‟s new prime minister. Richard 

Armitage praised Kan‟s victory suggesting “he send China a subtle reminder that Tokyo 

and Washington remain firmly in step.”  “[T]he best way” to further heal the Hatoyama-

Ozawa rupture of U.S.-Japanese relations, he advised, would be “to send a signal” to 

China by slightly increasing Japan‟s military budget. “You don‟t have to say anything 

about the Senkakus,“ tiny East China Sea islands claimed by both Japan and China, he 

advised, “the, message would be there.”
21

  

 Kan did rather more. His government pledged that the Futenma base relocation 

issue would not disturb the alliance. He committed to engage in the Trans Pacific 

Partnership negotiations designed to more deeply link the U.S. and non-Chinese East 

Asian economies, and he confirmed that Japan would continue to provide the U.S. with 

$2.26 billion a year as “host nation support”. And, in yet another violation of Japan‟s 

constitution, Kan signaled his willingness to send medical officers to join the U.S. war in 

Afghanistan and his government‟s willingness to work with the U.S. in developing new 
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“common strategic objectives…to enhance the Japan-U.S. strategy toward China.” Soon 

thereafter, the U.S. and Japan engaged in their largest ever joint military exercises 

All of this made Washington happy. As one U.S. official put it, “We don‟t hear 

the teeth-sucking caution any more…there is finally talk about what we can do together, 

rather than what we can‟t.”
22

 

With my time running out, let me point quickly to other elements of the Obama 

Administration‟s reinforcement of U.S. military hegemony in the Asia-Pacific. In 

addition to joint U.S.-Vietnamese military exercises, U.S. warships were welcomed back 

to Cam Ranh Bay. Elsewhere, President Obama returned Indonesia, which his advisers 

see as “the intersection of a lot of key American interests…[and] a partnership that is 

very important to the future of American interest in Asia.”
23

  Still more important than 

Vietnam and Indonesia is India. It was the first stop on President Obama‟s November 

itinerary. India has difficult history with China: border wars, competition for influence in 

Central Asia, and a naval arms race in the Indian Ocean. Beginning with the nuclear 

agreement negotiated between the U.S. and India, New Delhi and Washington have 

created a tacit alliance on the basis of “the enemy of my enemy [China] is my friend.” 

Thus Obama came to India with promises to end export controls on sensitive 

technologies and of U.S. support for a permanent seat on the U.N. Security Council. He 

also announced that the U.S.-India relationship is a “defining partnerships of the 21
st
 

century.”
24
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And, there is the role of the U.S. Navy in securing what Hillary Clinton called 

“the new American moment”. As an “island power,” naval power remains essential to 

Washington‟s ability to influence Eurasia. For this reason, “maritime rimland remains 

pivotal”. Just as conquering Hawaii, the Philippines and Guam to secure stepping stones 

to Asia was essential to building the U.S. 19
th

 century empire, retaining and modernizing 

these bases of intervention are seen as equally important in the 21
st
 century.

25
  

Thus we have the “diversification” of the U.S. infrastructure of military bases 

across the Asia-Pacific, including U.S. plans for Okinawa, the transformation of Guam 

into a military “hub”, the U.S. courtship of Indonesia, the tacit alliances with Vietnam 

and India, and the call by a congressionally mandated panel to “expand the Navy to deal 

with threats from rising powers in Asia.” The bi-partisan report by senior advisors to 

Presidents Clinton and Bush urged that the U.S. Navy be expanded from 282 to 346 

warships, and it advised that “The United States must be fully present in the Asia-Pacific 

region to protect American lives and territory, ensure the free flow of commerce, 

maintain stability and defend our allies in the region. A robust U.S. force stricture, one 

that is largely rooted in maritime strategy and includes other necessary capabilities will 

be essential.”
26

  

Resistance and Common Security 

Friends, given the realities of history, including the competing ambitions of the 

region‟s great powers, utopian dreams are hardly in order. There are, however, powerful 
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historical forces – the actions of people over time – that demonstrate that a different 

future is not only possible, but if we work for it, assured. As Maimonides advised us, we 

need to take hope from the plausibility of the possible. 

Sixty-five years after they were created and imposed, the institutions and alliances 

created to serve the U.S. Post WWII Empire are outmoded, tinsel and increasingly seen 

as illegitimate. In Guam we are talking about more than a century. As a result, fewer of 

the world‟s people see the U.S. as a model to be emulated, and they envision and and are 

creating futures free of U.S. political, economic, military or cultural hegemony. 

Next is imperial over-reach. Even as powerful forces in the U.S. urge the massive 

military spending increases, the country cannot afford it. For the first time in my lifetime, 

serious proposals for cutting the U.S. military budget are being voiced in Congress, and 

the bi-partisan commission on debt reduction has recommended reducing U.S. foreign 

military bases by a third.
27

 No rational person can understand the bases in Guam as 

anything but “foreign.” 

 Finally, we must recognize our common interests and our need to work together. 

None of us are safe and secure if others are in danger or fear for their security. It makes 

no sense to liberate Okinawans at the expense of the people of Guam. A generation ago, 

the concept of “Common Security” was used to end the Cold War in Europe. If the 

peoples of the United States and Pacific-Asia nations are to win future security and 

prosperity, we would do well to press for policies that replace the pursuit of hegemony 

with Common Security.  

                                                 
27

 Jackie Calmes. “Panel Seeks Cuts in Social Security and Higher Taxes:, New York Times, Nov. 11, 2010 



 28 

 

 


