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Key points 
 

1. The U.S. has become a “Phantom Empire,” a country that appears to be powerful because it has a robust military 
presence abroad but cannot use garrisoned forces to achieve geopolitical objectives. 

2. More than 225,000 U.S. troops and DoD personnel are stationed abroad in more than 150 countries. The largest 
deployments are to wealthy U.S. allies (Japan, Germany, and South Korea) capable of defending themselves. 

3. U.S. leaders often justify military commitments by arguing they preserve “influence.” But because American leaders 
are committed, in most cases, to maintaining troops abroad as a good in and of itself, the U.S. squanders most of 
its leverage to influence hosts. Threats to withdraw troops are not credible, making them irrelevant for most U.S. 
geopolitical goals. 

4. The sources of U.S. power and influence are ultimately rooted in economic prosperity and soft power. A foreign 
policy that cultivates these sources of strength over maintaining military commitments would better achieve U.S. 
geopolitical goals. 

 
The limits of leverage over allies and partners 
 
The United States is a “Phantom Empire.” Its array of military deployments and alliances does not much affect its ability to 
influence the countries it is occupying or defending, or does so only rarely. Most American leaders argue troop deployments 
are a benefit, not a cost, and say so frequently. Because they clearly want to keep troops in foreign countries, they have little 
leverage over partners and allies. 
 
Historically, military occupation has been an exercise in raw power. Nations have sought to place their troops on foreign soil, 
and potential hosts have resisted, based on the idea that armed forces on the ground help the occupying country achieve its 
foreign policy goals. The most straightforward way to accomplish this is through displacing an existing regime by force or 
maintaining the ability to do so. This has been part of the logic of empire throughout history, from the ancient world to the 
colonial powers of recent centuries. 
 
Something appears to have changed in modern international politics. Consider that the United States today has 
approximately 28,000 troops in South Korea.1 American forces are there to defend against a potential attack from North 
Korea, a nuclear-armed nation with an army larger than that of its neighbor.2 Yet on issue after issue, the South Korean 
government has butted heads with Washington. Despite the United States making it a top priority to limit Chinese influence 
in recent years, South Korea has welcomed Huawei as a 5G provider and protested American efforts to hinder the growth of 
the company.3 South Korea has also refused even to provide rhetorical condemnation of China’s actions in Hong Kong and 
Xinjiang, and it has disagreed with Washington’s approach to North Korea.4 Despite the United States permanently 
garrisoning troops on South Korean territory, Washington has shown little ability to rely on its ally to help it achieve foreign 
policy goals. 
 
The situation in South Korea is not unique. From Europe to the Middle East to East Asia, the United States has found the 
process of translating military presence into influence far from straightforward. Some argue the United States must 
maintain its military commitments to preserve American political influence abroad.5 Yet such arguments misunderstand 
modern geopolitics and what makes the United States different from great powers of the past. The United States, thankfully, 
does not use its military to overthrow allied governments it disagrees with. This leaves the threat of withdrawing military 
support the only potential source of leverage that troops abroad could bring. Yet foreign policy elites almost universally 
oppose bringing military personnel home or rethinking, let alone reducing, security guarantees. According to Hillary Clinton, 
speaking as secretary of state in 2010, commitments like NATO should be “embedded in the DNA of American foreign 
policy.”6 
 
This report begins by discussing the implicit theory behind keeping military personnel abroad. Intellectuals and government 
officials regularly argue that bases and troops help accomplish U.S. policy objectives. A review of U.S. foreign policy in 
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Europe, the Middle East, and East Asia yields several examples of countries with close defense relationships with the United 
States that have gone their own way geopolitically. 
 

U.S. military and DoD personnel deployed overseas 

 
Unlike any other nation, the U.S. permanently stations hundreds of thousands of personnel, and hundreds 

of bases to house them, far beyond its borders. 
 
Why troops abroad do not increase American influence 
 
The concept of power is central to the study of international relations, and most definitions center around the ability of an 
actor to get others to do what they otherwise would not.7 In this formulation, a military presence abroad can be translated 
into influence, or the ability of the U.S. government to get other countries to follow its lead on important issues. Much of 
Washington has embraced the idea that military commitments translate easily into power. This includes the Department of 
Defense (DoD), which changed its explicit mission in early 2018. Before, the goal of the DoD was to “deter war and to protect 
the security of our country.” Now, it is “to defend the security of our country and sustain American influence abroad,” thus 
implying that influence is a matter of military capabilities.8 The National Security Strategy of the United States released that 
same year uses similar language.9 
 
Pundits and officials treat nearly every attempt to scale back military commitments as hindering U.S. objectives. A headline 
in Foreign Policy during the 2016 presidential campaign argued that “Donald Trump Doesn’t Understand the Value of U.S. 
Bases Overseas.”10 To illustrate the advantages that stem from commitments abroad, the authors point to Japanese 
investment in the U.S. economy and economic growth in East Asia without explaining why one can credit these things to 
foreign bases. U.S. Representative Liz Cheney of Wyoming, among others, has argued that pulling troops out of Germany 
would decrease American influence in Europe to the benefit of Russia.11 The military presence in Afghanistan was similarly 
justified as necessary to counter China.12 
 
Academic and think tank proponents of the current alliance structure likewise see it as a rich source of influence for the 
United States. Lindsey W. Ford and James Goldgeier offer a recent example: 
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The benefits the U.S. accrues from its alliances stretch far beyond the military domain. America’s allies provide 
support for U.S. political priorities—such as sanctioning Iran and North Korea’s illicit weapons programs and 
providing financial support for reconstruction efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan. Allies such as Japan are working 
together with the U.S. to advance fair and transparent international standards on issues such as digital governance 
and cyber security. And within the G-7, U.S. allies have coordinated to address issues ranging from the global 
refugee crises, to international health standards, and education for women and children.13 

 
In this view, the United States can get what it wants—whether in the realm of economics, security, or human rights—from its 
alliances. Others have gone so far as to argue that U.S. military commitments abroad are inextricably connected to 
maintaining the dollar as the world’s reserve currency.14 
 
There have also been quantitative attempts to make a connection between American troops abroad and favorable policy 
outcomes. According to a 2016 RAND Corporation study, a military presence in a foreign country increases bilateral trade 
between the United States and that nation.15 Such an analysis may be biased by one or more lurking variables; having a 
substantial troop presence in a country is usually the result of a nation’s leaders having good relations with the United 
States and being ideologically closer to the Washington consensus in favor of open markets, and such factors can increase 
economic cooperation.16 There is no attempt in the report to account for such possibilities. Moreover, the statistical 
relationships found are weak, significant at the p < .05 threshold for the presence of Army or Air Force personnel, but not the 
Navy, Marine Corps, or all troops, raising concerns of a “forking paths” analysis in which data are analyzed or interpreted in a 
way to extract a result that fits a preconceived theory.17 The findings cannot be taken as strong evidence of the effect of 
military personnel abroad, given the inconsistency of the results, the weakness of the relationships found, and the lack of 
adequate control variables.18 
 
If we are to expect American troops to increase U.S. influence, there are two potential mechanisms one might imagine. Most 
directly, the United States can use force, or the threat thereof, to make a country do what it wants. Generally, this does not 
happen against allies, and defenders of a robust military presence abroad would disclaim such a right on behalf of U.S. 
forces in most situations. The other way is to threaten to remove U.S. forces or otherwise scale back commitments—leaving 
host countries lacking military protection—as leverage to get governments to pursue a different policy. Since the United 
States is committed to defending allies such as Germany and Japan, presumably, it can threaten to reduce or terminate its 
obligations to win concessions in negotiations over other issues. 
 
For the theory of leverage to work, American leaders must see the U.S. presence abroad as a cost, not a benefit, or at least 
credibly pretend to think this way. In any negotiation, the two sides must want different things. If the United States and the 
countries hosting its forces both want American personnel to stay where they are, then it is difficult to see on what basis 
negotiations proceed. It is also possible that Washington may have leverage if foreign leaders want American forces to stay 
more strongly than the United States does.19 In practice, however, it is difficult to negotiate around such preferences, and the 
United States is very often more committed to alliances than the countries it defends. 
 
Ironically, then, former President Donald Trump’s indifference or hostility toward American commitments abroad put the 
United States in a better position to achieve foreign policy objectives. The more passionate leaders are about keeping 
personnel where they are, the less influence they can exercise, since one must convince others to accept American help, 
rather than holding it out as a carrot to induce cooperation on other issues. President Trump bragged about using his 
skepticism over the military commitment to South Korea to renegotiate a trade deal.20 He also sought to increase the 
funding allies provided toward the cost of stationing U.S. forces, achieving only moderate success. While the South Korean 
government agreed to cover a larger share of the American presence, the U.S. mission itself was left unchanged, which 
means that it is still a net cost for the United States.21 Nonetheless, the experience with South Korea demonstrates that 
President Trump, by being more skeptical of American commitments, may have been better able to use U.S. bases abroad to 
apply pressure on an ally. 
 
Part of the reason President Trump was not better able to use his leverage was domestic hostility to any attempts to reduce 
American commitments abroad, including from his appointees. Throughout his administration, top officials such as National 
Security Advisor John Bolton, Secretary of Defense James Mattis, and National Security Advisor H.R. McMaster tried to 
thwart moves toward a more restrained foreign policy consistent with some of President Trump’s instincts.22 In 2018, 
Congress expressed support for Article V of the NATO treaty by a unanimous vote in the House and a vote of 97-2 in the 
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Senate.23 Two years later, the vast majority of Republicans in both houses of Congress voted with Democrats to rebuke 
President Trump over his stated goal of pulling out of Syria.24 Officials in President Trump’s own administration reportedly 
deceived the White House about the number of U.S. troops stationed in Syria.25 The administration had trouble confirming 
presidential appointees who favored a less robust military presence abroad, and therefore relied on hawks to fill top 
positions, even when they had views that conflicted with those of the president.26 
 
In an era in which partisanship dominates nearly all aspects of American politics, foreign policy remains an area where both 
sides of the aisle find a great deal to agree on and where Republicans during the last administration pushed back seriously 
against President Trump.27 This matched broad trends observed during the Obama administration, when the president felt 
boxed into surging an additional 30,000 U.S. troops into Afghanistan by Congress and the Pentagon.28 President Joe Biden 
has talked of alliances as “sacred commitments,” taking the debate out of the realm of any kind of serious cost-benefit 
analysis.29 
 
Given the deep commitment among Washington elites to maintaining a robust military presence across the globe, we should 
not expect U.S. forces to provide leverage in foreign negotiations. Leaders cannot credibly threaten to scale back American 
commitments in an effort to get concessions in other policy areas, such as those related to economics or human rights, 
since all parties to any potential negotiation know what the U.S. position is. In fact, there is little indication that they try, 
although that could change with an administration more disciplined and focused on exerting its leverage to advance U.S. 
security and prosperity. This would require a fundamental shift from how Washington has viewed alliances over the last 
several decades. Across Europe, the Middle East, and East Asia, military commitments are all but irrelevant in determining 
whether the United States can achieve major diplomatic goals that require cooperation with allies. 
 
NATO after the collapse of the Soviet Union 
 
The United States maintains more than 47,400 permanent military personnel in Germany, 15,000 in Italy, and 10,800 in the 
United Kingdom.30 Smaller contingents of troops are stationed elsewhere across the continent, with the largest deployments 
in Spain, Belgium, and Poland. Originally placed in Western Europe during World War II, and left there to deter the Soviet 
Union, American soldiers are still said to be on the continent today to “stand up to Russia.” Yet there is little evidence the 
U.S. military presence matters much in disputes between Washington and Moscow. 
 
European nations occasionally push back against Russia, but when they have it has mostly been due to Russia’s actions, not 
U.S. pressure. Moscow has faced sanctions over its seizure of Crimea and support for separatists in Ukraine.31 Yet countries 
in central and eastern Europe that are part of NATO each take their own path in their dealings with Russia. Poland has taken 
a hard line in recent years, while Hungary has been an ally, criticizing sanctions.32 In countries like Italy and France, whether 
the government favors a tougher or weaker line on Russia has depended on electoral outcomes, not U.S. pressure. For years, 
Washington tried to prevent the building of Nord Stream 2, a pipeline to bring Russian gas into Germany. Despite this 
considerable pressure, which included warnings from the State Department that any entity connected to the pipeline could 
be exposed to U.S. sanctions, Germany remained broadly supportive of the Nord Stream 2 project, and in May, the Biden 
administration finally dropped opposition to it. 
 
In addition to having little impact on issues pertaining to Russia, the NATO alliance has not prevented countries that rely on 
the United States for defense from pursuing policies Washington opposes. Commentators have worried that Hungary and 
Poland have moved in an “illiberal” direction in recent years, and nothing about their membership in NATO has prevented this 
supposed shift, despite concerns shown by officials during the Obama administration.33 The United States has found itself 
on the opposite side of Turkey on a wide range of issues, including the civil wars in Syria and Libya, and has watched as 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has consolidated power and jailed critics of his government. The split between some 
members of NATO is such that countries like Hungary, Poland, and Turkey have been referred to as “obstacles to liberal 
internationalism” in a way that makes their current direction antithetical to the founding principles of the alliance.34 
 
The dispute over Turkey’s purchase of an S-400 Russian air defense system highlights the failure of U.S. forces there to 
provide diplomatic leverage. Turkey originally moved into the western camp over its tensions with the Soviet Union, which 
began when the latter sought control over the Black Sea and a base in the Dardanelles in the post-World War II settlement.35 
Almost three-quarters of a century later, the Soviet Union has collapsed, and there is little military threat to Turkey from its 
successor. In 2019, the United States threatened to impose sanctions on Turkey for buying Russian military technology.36 



 

5 DEFENSEPRIORITIES.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES  

The next year, another contract was signed between Russia and Turkey, this one allowing for a second batch of the system 
to be sent, after which the proposed sanctions were implemented.37 While NATO is still presented as necessary to stand up 
to Russia, the United States feels the need to economically punish one of its allies for building military links with the same 
country. Some recognize the absurdity of this situation. Though there are scattered calls from prominent observers for U.S. 
forces to leave Turkey, and to remove U.S. nuclear weapons there, there is little evident support for such ideas among 
officials.38 It seems American officials want to be in Turkey, probably more than the Turks want them there. 
 

Permanently assigned U.S. military personnel in Europe 

 
The U.S. military presence in Europe includes tens of thousands of troops and DoD personnel permanently 

assigned to the continent, and many additional forces on rotational deployments. 
 
After helping rid Europe of Nazism, the United States never left. Its postwar practice of keeping troops in conquered nations, 
justified as a check on potential Soviet expansion, was a break from historical practice but widely accepted within the 
democratic systems of the nations of the continent.39 As international relations scholar G. John Ikenberry argues, the liberal 
nature of the United States, and its relative non-involvement in the domestic politics of the countries it occupied, may have 
made its presence more acceptable in Europe and elsewhere.40 Yet this is another way of saying that a foreign military 
presence forgoes one potential source of leverage for exercising U.S. power abroad. The U.S. commitment to maintain the 
NATO alliance and keep a large military presence in foreign countries may not only be irrelevant to accomplishing its 
geopolitical goals, but actually a hinderance, as it is more difficult to place sanctions on allies than friends. 
 

The irrelevance of troops in the Middle East 
 
In no region has the United States in recent years invested more blood and treasure than the greater Middle East. Between 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, it has spent trillions of dollars and lost more than 6,500 soldiers. If military commitment 
and sacrifice led to the accomplishment of U.S. foreign policy objectives, the connection should be most obvious in this 
region. American Middle East bases, which have proliferated since the end of the Cold War, do provide convenient access to 
recent warzones.41 Yet one cannot credibly argue military bases give the United States significant influence over its partners 
there, who have increasingly gone their own ways. 
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U.S. deployments in the Middle East 

 
The U.S. military maintains an outsized basing presence for ground troops in the Middle East, despite 

the region’s limited and diminishing strategic importance. 
 
Saudi Arabia, hosting 2,700 U.S. personnel as of summer 2021, has been a close partner.42 The Obama administration felt 
pressured to support the Saudi War in Yemen, a conflict that undermines U.S. interests and values.43 The American defense 
commitment to Saudi Arabia provides little leverage in trying to change its disturbing behavior abroad, which has in recent 
years included, in addition to the war in Yemen, support for jihadi groups in Syria, a clampdown on internal dissent, and the 
murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi. The point was moot during the Trump administration, which gave the Saudis a blank 
check on human rights and other issues, but it is noteworthy that even under President Barack Obama, American defense 
commitments did not help the U.S. position. If anything, they provided cover for reckless Saudi policies abroad since that 
country could always rely on American help in the case of a wider war. The potential for the United States to use its leverage 
to change Saudi behavior for the better has been recognized by analysts but never realized by policymakers committed to 
the status quo.44 Qatar likewise has supported jihadis in the Syrian civil war, frustrating American efforts to stand up more 
“moderate” rebels.45 Nonetheless, the Trump administration saw in that country the beginning of the expansion of al-Udeid, 
the largest U.S. airbase in the Middle East.46 
 
During the Trump administration, the United States actually sided with Saudi Arabia and other Gulf nations in their dispute 
with Qatar.47 This crisis lasted from mid-2017 to January 2021 and included a blockade against the latter. Highlighting the 
strangeness of the entire episode, in the early days of the crisis, as Qatar was worrying about food insecurity, Iran began 
delivering cargo planes filled with fruits and vegetables.48 By late June 2017, an Iranian official claimed that his government 
was providing more than 1,000 tons of food a day to Qatar.49 The United States therefore found itself in an absurd situation 
in which it was being hosted by a country it opposed, as it was being blockaded by other allies and bailed out by America’s 
greatest nemesis in the region. As American leaders refuse to see troop deployments as a cost, countries of the Middle East 
treat their presence as all but irrelevant. 
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Oil has always been an important consideration in American strategy in the Middle East. Traditionally, the United States was 
said to need to dominate the region in order to continue to have access to cheap energy.50 As the United States developed 
into a net exporter of oil, the stated policy during the Trump administration actually became to keep the price of that 
commodity high, or at least high enough to not significantly harm the domestic industry.51 Military commitments in the 
Middle East did not prevent the Saudis from last year initiating a “price war” with Russia that some thought was also taking 
aim at American shale producers.52 In April 2020, President Trump reportedly told Saudi Crown Prince Mohammad bin 
Salman that Congress would withdraw U.S. troops from his country if they did not start cutting oil production.53 Less than 
two months later, Saudi Arabia and Russia agreed to do just that.54 While we do not know whether President Trump’s threat 
had its intended effect, it may well have, and this would therefore serve as a counterexample to the general rule that the 
United States does not leverage its military commitments abroad in order to achieve geopolitical ends. Nonetheless, it is 
important to note how irrelevant American security guarantees were to Saudi decision-making up to that point. Moreover, the 
threat to scale back the American commitment could only be credibly made when congressional support for Saudi Arabia 
was already at its nadir due to factors including the war in Yemen and the Khashoggi killing. In other times and places in 
which there is more domestic support for the U.S. ally or partner, the norm is for such leverage to be much weaker. 
 
Finally, it must be noted that, for all the American military commitments in the Middle East, they have not prevented 
countries in the region from making common cause with states the United States wants to keep out. Two decades of an 
American presence in Afghanistan coincided with that country growing closer to China, which was responsible for 79 
percent of all foreign direct investment in Afghanistan between 2005 and 2013.55 In the other major post-9/11 war, it is well 
known that removing Saddam Hussein from Iraq strengthened Iran, both weakening a regional rival and allowing it to play a 
dominant role in Iraqi politics.56 It is questionable whether nations in the greater Middle East achieving economic integration 
with China or other American rivals actually threatens U.S. interests. Regardless, an American presence in the Middle East is 
often justified on the grounds that it limits the influence of actors from outside the region, and this is evidently not true.57 
 
East Asia: U.S. military presence, regional drifts toward China 
 
The United States has more than 62,000 troops stationed in Japan, and 28,000 in South Korea. It also has defense 
partnerships with the Philippines, Australia, and New Zealand. The rise of China has been the fundamental geopolitical story 
of the last three decades in the Asia-Pacific, if not the entire world. Worried about this reality, the Obama administration in its 
“pivot to Asia,” which was largely aspirational, sought to shore up alliances and deepen economic ties to preserve American 
influence in the Far East.58 Given economic and geographical realities, the United States may lose its place as the dominant 
military power in the region.59 China is now the largest economy in the world as measured by purchasing power parity, and it 
will likely soon pass the United States in terms of market exchange rates. Through working with allies, American leaders 
aspire to get their way on important issues pertaining to economics or human rights. Whether or not this is possible, there is 
little to indicate the substantial U.S. military presence in the region contributes to achieving such goals. 
 
Perhaps nowhere is this clearer than in the case of South Korea. John Hemmings of the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies talks of a “security-trade dilemma” facing that nation, which finds itself in the middle of a dispute 
between China, its main trading partner, and the United States, which provides its security.60 This position assumes 
American leverage over South Korea resulting from the U.S. military presence. But this leverage is extremely limited or non-
existent; President Trump’s suggestions about withdrawing from the Korean Peninsula were regularly met with resistance, 
even from his own cabinet. Although President Trump was able to get South Korea to cover more of the costs of the 
occupation, which, as mentioned above, still left it as a net cost to the United States, domestic pressure ensured a 
significant scaling back of commitments in South Korea may have never been a real possibility. Bob Woodward famously 
wrote that when the president questioned why the United States was even in South Korea, Secretary Mattis replied that it 
was in the region to “prevent World War III.”61 The quote was widely reported as a way of showing how little President Trump 
understood about the need to maintain military alliances.62 
 
Regardless of whether this view accurately represents reality, as long as U.S. decisionmakers believe the future of humanity 
depends on keeping troops in East Asia, that presence provides no leverage. It is understandable then why the United States 
has been frustrated with South Korea on everything from its acceptance of Huawei to its indifference to pro-democracy 
protests in Hong Kong and participation in a new Chinese bank seeking to finance projects in the developing world.63 In 
2017, the world witnessed the strange spectacle of an American administration trying to place the THAAD missile system in 
South Korea to defend its forces, over the objections of the government it was there to defend.64 
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The figure below shows three maps of East Asia. The first highlights the countries that host more than 100 U.S. military 
personnel. The second shows changes in trade between China and the countries in question from 2010 to 2020, and the 
third shows which states have enacted Huawei bans. As can be seen, the presence of American troops in various countries 
does not appear to be doing anything to prevent increasing interdependence with China, nor does it seem conducive to 
achieving American geopolitical goals like a Huawei ban. 
 

U.S. military presence, regional trade with China, and Huawei bans 

 
The presence of U.S. troops in a country (left) does not stop countries increasing trade with China 

(middle) or rejecting U.S. requests (right). 
 
In addition to South Korea, one can see similar frustrations in the Philippines. In 2016, President Rodrigo Duterte declared 
his country was aligning with China over the United States.65 Under his government, the Philippines has welcomed Chinese 
investment and become an enthusiastic partner in the Belt and Road Initiative.66 A mere five years later, the nation was 
tilting back toward the United States, as Secretary of State Antony Blinken affirmed, as Secretary of State Mike Pompeo had 
before him, that Washington would come to the defense of the Philippines in the South China Sea if it were attacked.67 Just 
like in the case of South Korea, we observe a situation in which the United States is arguably more eager to defend a country 
than that nation is to accept American help. 
 
In 1992, U.S. personnel were expelled from the Philippines, after treaty negotiations in which the Americans offered $2 billion 
in aid broke down; the fact that the United States was the one offering to pay shows that it valued its military presence more 
than the Philippines did.68 Compared to that nation, other American allies and partners in the region have been more hostile 
to China, particularly Japan and Taiwan. This does not appear to be the result of leverage that the United States has gained 
due to its military commitments, but because these states perceive more of a threat from China than do other countries in 
the Asia-Pacific. In fact, one of the East Asian countries most antagonistic to China has been Vietnam, a nation with which 
the United States has less friendly ties.69 Vietnam has been hostile to Huawei and increased its military spending in recent 
years.70 Comparing its behavior with that of nations like South Korea and the Philippines highlights how irrelevant, or 
perhaps even counterproductive, U.S. military commitments have been to achieving geopolitical goals. 
 
If countries know they can rely on the United States for defense, they have less reason than they otherwise would to worry 
about growing Chinese power and influence. 
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Why the U.S. military presence abroad does not translate into favorable 
political outcomes 
 
It is easy to believe that the more military personnel and equipment a country has in a foreign nation, the more influence it 
has over that state; presence should translate into power. For most of history, this was true. Relying on this belief, American 
leaders justify the U.S. presence abroad by arguing that it helps achieve political and economic objectives. Their logic does 
not stand up to scrutiny. 
 
The U.S. military presence in foreign countries does provide the ability to project military power—making it easier to fight 
wars and defend allies abroad. But that does not translate into political outcomes favorable to the United States when it 
seeks to influence allies and partners. Advocates of a strong American footprint overseas make broad claims, arguing that it 
contributes to U.S. power in a very general sense, including the ability to achieve goals related to economics or human 
rights. Yet America can better be described as a “Phantom Empire,” with the trappings and superficial signifiers of power 
rather than the actual ability to accomplish objectives. 
 
The theory on which U.S. influence depends fails precisely because American elites are committed to maintaining a 
presence abroad. In order to exert leverage over the countries it has military alliances with, Washington must see its 
commitments as they really are—as costs, not benefits it should seek to maintain no matter what. Indeed, to the extent that 
American commitments allow nations to free-ride and underprovide for their own defense, they hinder the ability of the 
United States to accomplish geopolitical goals.71 While many countries are willing to accept military support from the United 
States, in some cases American officials are more invested in an alliance than are the nations they are supposedly 
protecting. This indicates that ideology and domestic politics, more than vital interests or any sort of objective threat 
assessment, determine U.S. posture abroad. 
 
Partners like Qatar and Saudi Arabia continue to frustrate American policymakers, with the U.S. presence in the Middle East 
giving leaders few levers to pull when seeking to change undesirable behavior. The same conceptual mistakes are being 
repeated in discussions about the rise of China, with many arguing for doubling down on military commitments in East Asia 
to preserve American influence. Yet if the past and present are any guide to the future, a strong U.S. military commitment is 
consistent with growing Chinese influence at American expense. Perhaps no country relies on the United States as much for 
defense as South Korea, yet it takes the side of Beijing on a wide variety of disputes. While an American military presence 
can potentially deter an invasion, countries decide the extent to which they want to accommodate growing Chinese power 
and influence based on their own perceived interests. 
 
The existence of the American “Phantom Empire” provides an illusion of control and influence that does not exist, or exists 
for other reasons, like the ability to apply financial pressure. Except in the most extreme cases in which the United States 
threatens war, American influence is ultimately rooted in economic leverage, cultural affinity, and what has been called “soft 
power.”72 Scholars write about the “Anglosphere,” a collection of nations tied to the United States and one another due to a 
shared heritage as members of the English-speaking community.73 Where cultural affinity does not exist, American leaders 
can apply financial carrots and sticks, as during the Obama administration when the United States brought Myanmar out of 
its isolation and helped move it toward democracy, albeit temporarily.74 Seeking out trade agreements with nations as a way 
to preserve American influence, as was the intention behind the Trans-Pacific Partnership, is therefore a sound strategy, 
while a more militarized foreign policy is not. American ideals can spread through simply showing what works, the most 
important and clearest case of this being the series of events that eventually led to the collapse of the Soviet Union.75 
 
Military force can also be used to spread American influence when it can be threatened to be used against adversaries or 
when its protection is threatened to be withdrawn from friends or allies. The latter mechanism is theoretically possible, but 
rarely used by American policymakers, with President Trump’s threats against the Saudis and South Koreans being possible 
exceptions in recent years. Those who argue for any particular military presence abroad should explicitly articulate what 
they hope to achieve, not simply claim that troops translate into broad influence that can be put toward accomplishing 
American goals. Aside from maintaining the alliance or American presence itself, advocates of a more militarily assertive 
posture abroad must be asked, in each case, about their ultimate ends. Scaling back U.S. military commitments, investing in 
diplomacy, and putting resources toward domestic reform, particularly enacting policies related to improving technological 
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innovation and economic growth, are the best ways to foster American influence across the world and ultimately yield 
favorable political outcomes. 
 
On the current course, the coming decades will see increasing Chinese power and influence in East Asia.76 Given little 
indication that the United States is going to give up on its military commitments, one could imagine a world in the near 
future in which more countries behave like South Korea, free-riding off the U.S. military while tilting toward China on most 
economic and political matters. In extreme cases, countries may become “Finlandized” by China while nonetheless 
maintaining an American military presence. While such a situation may seem bizarre, all that it requires is a continuation of 
current trends, and Beijing’s influence should only grow in the coming decades. If that happens, it will be in part because U.S. 
policymakers, in their commitment to maintain current arrangements, mistook the illusion of power for the real thing. 
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