
President Donald Trump 
is again loudly complain-
ing that the US military 
bases in Asia are too 
costly for the US to bear. 
As part of the new round 
of tariff negotiations with 
Japan and Korea,1 Trump 
is calling on Japan and 
Korea to pay for station-
ing the US troops. Here’s 
a much better idea: close 

the bases and return the US servicemen to the US.

Donald Trump implies that the US is providing a 
great service to Japan and Korea by stationing 
50,000 troops in Japan and nearly 30,000 in 
Korea. Yet these countries do not need the US to 
defend themselves. They are wealthy and can 
certainly provide their own defense. Far more im-
portantly, diplomacy can ensure the peace in 
northeast Asia far more effectively and far less 
expensively than US troops.

The US acts as if Japan needs to be defended 
against China. Let’s have a look. During the past 
1,000 years, during which time China was the re-
gion’s dominant power for all but the last 
150 years, how many times did China attempt to 
invade Japan? If you answered zero, you are cor-
rect. China did not attempt to invade Japan on a 
single occasion.

You might quibble. What about the two at-
tempts in 1274 and 1281, roughly 750 years 
ago? It’s true that when the Mongols temporarily 
ruled China between 1271 and 1368, the Mon-
gols twice sent expeditionary fleets to invade Ja-
pan, and both times were defeated by a combin-
ation of typhoons (known in Japanese lore as 

the Kamikaze winds) and by Japanese coastal 
defenses.

Japan, on the other hand, made several at-
tempts to attack or conquer China. In 1592, the 
arrogant and erratic Japanese military leader 
Toyotomi Hideyoshi launched an invasion of 
Korea with the goal of conquering Ming China. 
He did not get far, dying in 1598 without even 
having subdued Korea. In 1894–1895, Japan in-
vaded and defeated China in the Sino-Japanese 
war, taking Taiwan as a Japanese colony. In 
1931, Japan invaded northeast China (Man-
churia) and created the Japanese colony of Man-
chukuo. In 1937, Japan invaded China, starting 
World War II in the Pacific region.

Nobody thinks that Japan is going to invade 
China today, and there is no rhyme, reason, or his-
torical precedent to believe that China is going to 
invade Japan. Japan has no need for the US mil-
itary bases to protect itself from China.

The same is true of China and Korea. During 
the past 1,000 years, China never invaded Korea, 
except on one occasion: when the US threatened 
China. China entered the war in late 1950 on the 
side of North Korea to fight the US troops advan-
cing northward towards the Chinese border. At 
the time, US General Douglas MacArthur reck-
lessly recommended attacking China with 
atomic bombs. MacArthur also proposed to sup-
port Chinese nationalist forces, then based in 
Taiwan, to invade the Chinese mainland. Presid-
ent Harry Truman, thank God, rejected MacAr-
thur’s recommendations.

South Korea needs deterrence against North 
Korea, to be sure, but that would be achieved far 
more effectively and credibly through a regional 
security system including China, Japan, Russia, 
North Korea, South Korea, than through the pres-
ence of the US, which has repeatedly stoked 
North Korea’s nuclear arsenal and military build-
up, not diminished it.

In fact, the US military bases in East Asia are 
really for the US projection of power, not for the 
defense of Japan or Korea. This is even more 
reason why they should be removed. Though the 
US claims that its bases in East Asia are defens-
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ive, they are understandably viewed by China and 
North Korea as a direct threat – for example, by 
creating the possibility of a decapitation strike, 
and by dangerously lowering the response times 
for China and North Korea to a US provocation or 
some kind of misunderstanding. 

Russia vociferously opposed NATO in Ukraine 
for the same justifiable reasons. NATO has fre-
quently intervened in US-backed regime-change 
operations and has placed missile systems dan-
gerously close to Russia. Indeed, just as Russia 
feared, NATO has actively participated in the 
Ukraine War, providing armaments, strategy, in-
telligence, and even programming and tracking 
for missile strikes deep inside of Russia.

Note that Trump is currently obsessed with 
two small port facilities in Panama owned by a 
Hong Kong company, claiming that China is 
threatening US security (!), and wants the facilit-
ies sold to an American buyer. The US on the 
other hand surrounds China not with two tiny 
port facilities but with major US military bases in 
Japan, South Korea, Guam, the Philippines, and 
the Indian Ocean near to China’s international 
sea lanes.

The best strategy for the superpowers is to 
stay out of each other’s lanes. China and Russia 
should not open military bases in the Western 
Hemisphere, to put it mildly. The last time that 
was tried, when the Soviet Union placed nuclear 
weapons in Cuba in 1962, the world nearly ended 
in nuclear annihilation. (See Martin Sherwin’s re-
markable book, “Gambling with Armageddon” 
for the shocking details on how close the world 

came to nuclear Armageddon). Neither China 
nor Russia shows the slightest inclination to do 
so today, despite all the provocations of facing 
US bases in their own neighborhoods.

Trump is looking for ways to save money – an 
excellent idea given that the US federal budget is 
hemorrhaging $2 trillion dollars a year, more 
than 6% of US GDP. Closing the US overseas mil-
itary bases would be an excellent place to start.

Trump even seemed to point that way at the 
start of his second term, but the Congressional 
Republicans have called for increases, not de-
creases, in military spending. Yet with America’s 
750 or so overseas military bases in around 
80 countries, it’s high time to close these bases, 
pocket the saving, and return to diplomacy. Get-
ting the host countries to pay for something that 
doesn’t help them or the US is a huge drain of 
time, diplomacy, and resources, both for the US 
and the host countries.

The US should make a basic deal with China, 
Russia, and other powers. “You keep your milit-
ary bases out of our neighborhood, and we’ll 
keep our military bases out of yours.” Basic reci-
procity among the major powers would save tril-
lions of dollars of military outlays over the com-
ing decade and, more importantly, would push 
the Doomsday Clock back from 89 seconds to 
nuclear Armageddon.2
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1 https://www.reuters.com/world/trump-includes-us-troop-
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