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In a recent Foreign Affairs article, Ely Ratner outlines a case for a Pacific Defense
Pact. The concept of collective defense in the Asia-Pacific is not a novel idea, however, the
historical record of a formal multilateral alliance in the region is not great. Moreover, Asia
does not work the same way as Europe; there are significant political, military, and technical
challenges to any such pact. Fundamentally, there are bigger questions about American
resolve in the region.

The existing US-led hub-and-spoke alliance system in the Asia-Pacific is
fundamentally different than the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). In the 1950s
the US investigated the possibility of establishing a regional multilateral alliance, but this
soon proved infeasible. Unable to forge a Northeast Asian equivalent to NATO at the onset of
the Cold War, the US opted instead for the “hub-and-spoke” architecture, where the spokes
radiate out from Washington in a network of asymmetrical ties reinforcing American regional
dominance. Why?

First, compared to Europe, the Asia-Pacific has very little history of multilateral
institutions and alliance formation. Modern European states have a history of doing so dating
back well before the Treaty of Westphalia was established in 1648. European sovereign
political systems emerged out of Westphalia; Europe came to develop different notions of
international community and international order, based, in part, on the concept of
international law. Asia did not have such a tradition of legalistic international agreements.

Second, geography also plays a significant role in the nature of warfare, and therefore
the ability of countries to come to one another’s aid. European nations border each other, but
they do so in a land context. As such, not only is it easier to move around troops and military
equipment, but it is faster.

The nature of geography and distance also inform countries’ threat perceptions.
NATO continues to endure because of a shared common adversary—Russia. Countries
neighbor each other, making for an easily delineated bloc. The distances between Southeast
Asia and Northeast Asia are formidable compared to Europe. Moreover, the sheer size of
China, and the formidable military power of Japan, made it harder for smaller competitors to
balance against them.

There were some attempts at bridging East and West. In 1954, the Southeast Asia
Treaty Organisation (SEATO) was established because of the Southeast Asia Collective
Defence Treaty. It included Australia, France, New Zealand, Pakistan, the Philippines,
Thailand, the United Kingdom, and the US and was designed to curb the spread of
communism in Asia. A major reason SEATO failed and was disbanded in 1977 was because
there was a lack of a common threat perception.

What did survive was the U.S. hub-and-spoke system: the US-Japan alliance as a
means of curbing any potential regional Japanese aggression after World War II, the US-
South Korea alliance to protect South Korea from a North Korean invasion, and the US
alliance with Australia and New Zealand (ANZUS) to protect both nations from perceived
threats of communist invasion by China and Indonesia.

Central and critical to the credibility of any alliance system is how it deters conflict.
This is arguably much harder to achieve in a multilateral alliance than in the current hub-and-
spoke system. Conventional deterrence in the Asian maritime theater is difficult. The most
significant work on conventional deterrence was done by John Mearsheimer. However,
Mearsheimer’s analysis may be persuasive for eras preceding the development of nuclear

]
kh globalsecurityreview.com 4


https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/case-pacific-defense-pact-ely-ratner
https://www.quarterlyessay.com.au/essay/2025/06/hard-new-world/extract
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=6468a2c511c1d638cb1ed388821bf25e2242f747cec5cafe4583ef7597ec2e73JmltdHM9MTc1MDYzNjgwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=06a818df-621f-65fb-0ec8-0eca63876448&psq=Asia-Pacific+Strategic+Relations%3A+Seeking+Convergent+Security+(Cambridge+University+Press%2C+Cambridge&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly9jYXRhbG9ndWUubmxhLmdvdi5hdS9jYXRhbG9nLzMwMzQwMTY&ntb=1
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctt1rv61v2

Global Security Review

: weapons, but the pre-nuclear era did not involve missiles. His analysis was based on a
European land context, not an Asian maritime context. As such, thinking on conventional
deterrence is incomplete.

There are significant logistical challenges that come with trying to establish a
multilateral alliance system in Asia. Tasks include the need to ensure the prompt
replenishment of destroyed combat ships, establish defensive perimeters for fleet support, and
ensure the safety of fleet replenishment oilers and dry cargo/ammunition supply ships, just to
name a few.

Budget constraints brought on by sequestration (2013), coupled with longer-term
financial uncertainty, was raising questions about the US Navy’s Military Sealift Command
and its combat logistics force more than a decade ago. Europe was, and remains, one single
geostrategic entity connected by an excellent road network. In the Asia-Pacific, Australia,
Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan are more dispersed, with neutral and non-aligned states
between them, not to mention a growing Chinese submarine fleet.

American forces need to move around large numbers of ships, aircraft, troops, and
munitions. Unless the US establishes more permanent bases on allied territory, it is not clear
that the US is able to adequately deploy replacement capabilities on very short notice,
especially once conflict breaks out. Whilst American declaratory policy that requires a
defense of allies in Asia is sound, it needs to be backed up by raw capability, the two
components of deterrence.

For more than a decade, analysts have encouraged the US to improve readiness and
sustainment of the US Navy. In 2014, the Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments
warned of many more similar issues, including how quickly cruisers and destroyers exhaust
their missiles and how adversaries will attempt to use “cheap” missiles (such as the BrahMos
cruise missile) to attack US warships to get them to use their most effective defenses first,
such as the long-range SM-6 missile, and then strike with more effective weapons to destroy
carriers and their escorts.

The foundation of power projection was and remains sea control. As Hugh White
argues, what has contributed to making the US such a decisive power in the region is a robust
sea-control capacity with low risk, and therefore little cost. The modern concept of sea
control has its origins in the writings of Rear Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan. Sea control was
about naval superiority, the concentration of forces, and decisive battles.

Sea control is the condition in which one has freedom of action in specified areas and
for specified periods of time and, where necessary, to deny or limit its use to the enemy. Sea
control is different from sea denial. The latter refers to attempts to deny an adversary’s ability
to use the sea without necessarily seeking to control the sea. When it comes to Asia, China
and the United States are gradually trading places when it comes to sea control.

Discussions about a multilateral alliance would arguably have to address the
unavoidable question of nuclear weapons and extended nuclear deterrence (END).
Discussions within NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group during the Cold War about targeting
and basing helped calm nervous allies, helped hold NATO together, and, in some cases,
helped stem the tide of proliferation.

Both the US—Republic of Korea Extended Deterrence Policy Committee (EDPC) and
the US—Japan Extended Deterrence Dialogue were established after the 2010 Nuclear
Posture Review for a similar purpose. There were growing concerns around the ability of the
US to overcome China’s anti-access/area-denial capabilities and American support in the
event of specific contingencies involving the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands in the East
China Sea. Could these bilateral dialogues become multilateral fora? This applies just as
much to conventional weapons, but where the members of the alliance are far apart from each
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/ other, the potential red lines of escalation and conflict are much less identifiable than they
would be in a land context.

But the technical challenges in the credibility of American extended deterrence to
Australia, Japan, and South Korea matter less than the reasons why the US would want to do
nuclear strategy again, this time in East Asia, a vastly more complicated theater. What matters
is interest.

Hugh White raised the uncomfortable but critical issue when he suggested that
Tokyo’s desire for a closer defense relationship with Australia is all about lining Australia up
to support Japan against China, and that is the way Washington and Beijing will see it, too.
Tokyo and Washington believe that Australia should defend the US-led international order
and refuse concessions to China’s ambitions. Australians have not decided whether they agree
with the US and Japan and are predisposed to seek a compromise with China—all while
retaining a strong American role.

As White argued, no possible US nuclear posture, even the best possible, would
eliminate the risk that a conflict with a nuclear-armed great power like China might lead to
direct nuclear attacks on US territory. This leaves America’s East Asian allies to ponder
whether American interests in the Western Pacific are strong enough for Washington to justify
running the risk of conflict going nuclear.

Professor Paul Bracken of Yale University expressed concerns about American
alliances in Asia. He found it nearly inconceivable that the US would actually use nuclear
weapons to defend Australia, Japan, or Taiwan. Bracken noted that he played out countless
scenarios, and that when it came down to it, American leaders were unwilling to use nuclear
weapons. Bracken went so far as to suggest that the United States may not engage in a
conventional hi-tech war with China, either.

Ely Ratner’s article is thought-provoking, valuable, and timely. But there are
significant challenges in alliance credibility in Asia, because interests do not align as easily as
they do in Europe. As former US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles remarked in 1952,
“The North Atlantic Treaty reflected a sense of common destiny as between the peoples of
the west, which grew out of a community of race, religion, and political institutions, before it
was finalised. But that element does not clearly exist as yet anywhere in the Pacific area.”
The same is true today, seven decades later.

Christine Leah, PhD, is a fellow at the National Institute for Deterrence Studies.
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