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KEY POINTS 
 

1. Alliances are usually temporary arrangements among states to counter—or “balance” against—a 
specific common threat. The United States’ Cold War alliances, by contrast, have become seemingly 
permanent. 

2. States tend to balance power when they face a major threat. Bandwagoning, by contrast, is a 
particularly poor option for states with the capability to put up a fight. When threatened, states tend 
to join forces in alliances rather than surrender their national survival to the whims of a more 
powerful aggressor. 

3. Alliances, however, entail costs and risks. These include the dangers of being drawn into war through 
entanglement and entrapment, the deleterious effect on deterrence by allies that neglect their 
defense by “free-riding,” and the moral hazard produced by enabling allies to act like “reckless 
drivers.” 

4. Over time, the United States has shifted from a deep skepticism of “entangling alliances” to a global 
network of security dependents that are treated as an end in themselves, rather than a means to an 
end. This posture has left the United States overextended, while encouraging allies to neglect their 
own capabilities and preparedness. 

5. The United States can and should significantly reduce its alliance commitments, particularly in 
Europe and the Middle East, where threats to the U.S. are remote and local powers can balance 
adversaries. In Asia, the United States should act as a backstop to the regional balance of power 
rather than a vanguard. 

 

ALLIANCES 
 
Most alliances between states have historically proven temporary. Alliances usually begin and end in 
response to changing circumstances in international politics, the emergence and disappearance of common 
threats, and shifts in the balance of power.1 As the nineteenth-century British statesman Lord Palmerston 
famously said, “We have no eternal allies, and we have no perpetual enemies. Our interests are eternal and 
perpetual, and those interests it is our duty to follow.”2 
 
Yet the United States’ post-World War II alliances stand in marked contrast to this historical pattern. While 
alliances formed among other states between 1815 and 1944 lasted on average less than 10 years, post-
war U.S. alliances, on average, have lasted more than 40 years—and are unlikely to end in the near-future.3 
The United States’ leading role in providing security for Western Europe and East Asia—a product of the 
devastation wrought on those regions during World War II—was preserved even as states like Germany and 
Japan became among the most prosperous in the world. Despite a dramatic shift three decades ago to an 
unprecedentedly benign security environment following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the United States’ 
Cold War alliances were not disbanded—they were expanded. The seemingly permanent retention of these 
alliances is more striking given the United States’ long prior history of seeking to avoid entanglement in the 
affairs of other great powers overseas. 
 
This paper will first explain the benefits of alliances, under what conditions they form, and why balancing 
behavior predominates. Next it will examine the costs and risks inherent to alliances, and why they can be 
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liabilities as well as benefits. Last, it will assess the United States’ current alliances. In doing so, it will argue 
that the United States is overextended, that many of its allies can take on much or even all of the burden for 
their own defense, and that downsizing its overseas commitments would reduce the United States’ exposure 
to unnecessary risks and costs while preserving its vital security interests. 
 

ALLIANCE FORMATION 
 
Alliances are agreements between sovereign states to form a common defense against a mutual threat. 
These may include mutual or collective defense agreements between “treaty allies”—such as the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)—or agreements to cooperate against a specific common foe in war—like 
between the Allied powers during World War II.4 Alliances commit states to accept the costs and risks of war 
if one of them is attacked or threatened. Commitments to wage war in concert or on behalf of another can 
therefore only be justified if the threat posed by an adversary’s success outweighs the costs and risks of war, 
and if the security of an ally is vital to the security of one’s own state. 
 
When a state or bloc becomes too powerful and threatening, alliances tend to form among other states to 
counterbalance it.5 Alliance formation is one of the fundamental means by which the balance of power is 
regulated and bids for hegemony—domination by a single state—are thwarted. Alliance formation is therefore 
sometimes referred to as “external balancing.”6 Alliances seek to pool sufficient resources to deter 
aggressors in peacetime and defeat enemies in wartime. 
 
Alliances are held together by mutual security concerns and a shared perception of threat. Alliances are 
often formed between strange bedfellows that have differing regime types or state ideologies but are 
brought together by a common foe. During the Thirty Years’ War, the Dutch Republic, Sweden, and France all 
opposed the Habsburg dynasties of Spain and the Holy Roman Empire, despite having different religious 
affinities and forms of government. In the years prior to World War I, the relatively liberal states of Britain 
and France formed the Triple Entente with the most autocratic state in Europe, Tsarist Russia, to counter the 
rising power of Imperial Germany, which at the time was the only state among them with universal suffrage. 
During World War II, the capitalist United States and United Kingdom formed an alliance with the communist 
Soviet Union against the Axis Powers. During the Cold War, the United States developed an entente with 
communist China against the Soviet Union, even though China had previously been much more hostile to the 
idea of “peaceful coexistence” with the West than the Soviets. 
 
While the incentive to combine forces in the face of danger is strong, even among states that are not natural 
allies, it is not the only way states can respond. The following section looks in more detail at the strategies 
states can pursue in response to an emerging threat, and why it is that balancing tends to obtain over 
others. 
 

THE BENEFITS OF BALANCING 
 
There are three fundamental strategies a state can pursue when faced with a major threat.7 The first is a 
“buck-passing” strategy, by which a state stands aloof as other states take on the costs, risks, and efforts 
required to balance against a rising adversary.8 Buck-passing is often a state’s first preference, especially 
before a threat manifests itself.9 Yet buck-passing can also, under some circumstances, make it more 
difficult to deter a war before the fact, so a threat can only be successfully countered through combat. States 
with more distant interests, lower threat perceptions, or insufficient resources will often pursue a buck-
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passing strategy unless or until they are compelled to balance. The United States, for example, pursued a 
buck-passing strategy in the early phases of both world wars, only to slowly grow more engaged and act as 
the “balancer of last resort.” 
 
The second strategy, and the one most salient to alliances, is to balance. In the face of a serious threat, all 
states cannot simply pass the buck because there will be no one left to pass the buck to, and the result 
would be common inaction. Eventually, states which seek to remain independent and sovereign in the face 
of a more powerful threat are compelled to balance. Balancing can be both “internal,” meaning a state 
devoting more of its own domestic resources to defense, or “external,” meaning a state forming alliances.10 
Balancing is often the second preference of a state, but survival is always the first priority. Therefore, when 
states are in a truly dire situation, they tend to balance. This general tendency towards balancing is largely 
responsible for the preservation of the structural condition of anarchy in the international system, and the 
infrequent achievement of regional, let alone global, hegemony by a single state.11 Modern examples of 
failed bids for regional hegemony include the Austrian and Spanish Habsburgs, Bourbon and Napoleonic 
France, Imperial and Nazi Germany, and Imperial Japan.12 
 
The third strategy is to “bandwagon,” or to cut a deal and align one’s own policies with the preferences of a 
more powerful adversary in the hope of retaining some degree of independence and domestic autonomy. 
Bandwagoning is the least preferable of all options, not only because it circumscribes a state’s sovereignty 
under the best conditions, but because it can never be guaranteed that the stronger party will hold up their 
end of the deal.13 State A, for instance, may agree not to intervene in the domestic affairs of State B if the 
latter aligns their foreign policy with the former. Over time, however, State A may decide to influence or 
determine State B’s domestic policies, threaten to use force in order to impose its will, install a puppet 
government, or simply invade, occupy, or annex State B. Having chosen to bandwagon, State B will not have 
the independent means to resist. 
 
Bandwagoning, therefore, is generally only pursued by weaker states with no capable and credible allies and 
thus no other choice.14 States that bandwagon are often referred to as being within the “sphere of influence” 
of a great power. Canada and Mexico, for instance, despite possessing relatively large territories, economies, 
and populations, have long accepted being within the United States’ sphere of influence. This has served to 
loosely constrain their sovereignty, as the United States wouldn’t allow either neighbor to become an ally or 
bulwark for a rival great power. 
 

BUCK-PASSING, BALANCING, AND BANDWAGONING 

 
When faced with threats, states can adopt different strategies to minimize the risks and costs associated with their security. 
The first option is to form a balancing alliance by teaming up with other states so that their resources match or exceed the 
threatening state’s. The second option is to “pass the buck” or refuse any responsibility to try and balance by leaving other 

states to solve the problem. The third option is to join with the stronger state, known as bandwagoning. 
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In the face of an aggressive prospective hegemon, therefore, neither buck-passing nor bandwagoning are 
optimal for the common good of all states under threat: buck-passing may allow an emerging threat to 
metastasize and grow more formidable, while bandwagoning leaves a state at the mercy of a more powerful 
state. In order to preserve their independence, states are often willing to accept the terrible costs of waging 
war. Combining with others increases the possibility either that war can be avoided by deterring an aggressor 
or that the allies can emerge victorious if war becomes inevitable. 
 

COSTS AND RISKS OF ALLIANCES 
 
In some cases, an ally may be important enough that their defense constitutes a genuine strategic interest 
for another state, i.e. their defeat would significantly tip the balance of power in favor of an adversary. An 
example would be the United States’ commitment to defend the industrial centers of Western Europe and 
Japan during the Cold War in order to prevent the Soviet Union from accumulating enough industrial and 
military power to become a Eurasian hegemon.15 Yet while balancing is the best course in the face of an 
existential threat, alliances also entail significant costs and risks. Therefore, most states have historically 
been wary of maintaining permanent alliances, seeking instead to avoid entanglement, reduce the resources 
they devote to defense, and retain the ability to realign their policy as changing circumstances dictate. 
 

ENTANGLEMENT, ENTRAPMENT, AND CHAIN-GANGING 
 
When allies commit to each other’s defense, they may make themselves hostages to another state’s policies 
or actions. “Entanglement” occurs when a state perceives an ally’s security as an end in itself, rather than a 
means to maintain one’s own security.16 In other words, the alliance becomes fetishized as a permanent 
inter-dependence of interests, rather than a temporary convergence of independent interests. This, in turn, 
can lead one state to fight for the interests of another as if they were their own. In the anarchic “self-help” 
world of international politics this can prove fatal, as states may put their own survival at risk to fight for 
peripheral interests. 
 
The most important form of entanglement (the two terms are sometimes used synonymously) is 
“entrapment.” Entrapment occurs when a state feels compelled to defend an ally that has become 
immersed in a conflict, regardless of whether the state believes a war is in its own independent interests.17 A 
second-order form of entrapment, called “chain-ganging,” occurs when a single state in a multilateral 
alliance gets drawn into a fight and drags in all the others, just as a prisoner chained at the ankle to a line of 
fellow inmates will drag everyone else down if he falls off a railcar.18 The classic example is the leadup to 
World War I. As Kenneth Waltz put it: 
 

If Austria-Hungary marched, Germany had to follow; the dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
would have left Germany alone in the middle of Europe. If France marched, Russia had to follow; a 
German victory over France would be a defeat for Russia. And so it was all around the vicious 
circle.19 

 
Notably, the Austro-Hungarian, Russian, German, and Ottoman empires did not survive the war—their 
regimes dissolved and their territory was carved up. Britain and France survived, but never fully recovered. 
The United States, which “passed the buck” until the war’s final act, was in the strongest position among the 
great powers at the war’s conclusion. This demonstrates how entanglement can endanger a state’s survival 
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and power position, while maintaining a “free hand” can allow states with the ability to “pass the buck” to 
benefit in relative terms. 
 

CREDIBILITY 
 
In forming alliances, states often seek to deter an adversary from aggression. Deterrence requires 
convincing an adversary that the forces arrayed against them can either directly prevent them from 
achieving their goals by force or can impose sufficient costs to outweigh their expected benefits.20 While 
deterring an adversary and thus avoiding a war is generally preferable, credibly doing so requires the 
adversary to be convinced the states arrayed against it are willing and able to fight if necessary. 
 
Some commitments are more credible than others. Commitments made by one state to another in excess of 
their capabilities are, in the words of the famous twentieth-century political commentator Walter Lippman, 
“insolvent.”21 Moreover, in order to credibly deter, the capabilities required to make a commitment “solvent” 
must correspond to strategic interests that are strong enough to demand the requisite investment in blood 
and treasure. It is therefore of paramount importance that the commitments a state makes to another’s 
defense reflect both its ability to make good on those commitments and a vital stake in the latter’s security. 
The more capable and resolute the state making the commitment is, the more credible the commitment will 
be, and the more credible the commitment, the more likely it will be to deter an adversary and avoid actual 
combat. 
 
Credibility is particularly important with regard to nuclear weapons and extended deterrence. “Extended 
deterrence” is when one state commits to defend another in order to deter on their behalf. In the case of the 
United States and its allies, extended deterrence mainly refers to the United States’ commitment to use 
nuclear weapons to defend its allies if necessary, especially against another nuclear power.  
 
Given the possibility that war between two nuclear states would lead to mutual annihilation, the commitment 
to initiate such a war to defend another state requires an adversary to find it plausible that the loss of, say, 
Germany or Japan would be vital enough to the existence of the United States to be tantamount to national 
suicide. This is a tall order: extended nuclear deterrence suffers from inherent credibility problems because 
it is difficult to convince an adversary you care as much about another country as you do about your own.22 
 
Concerns over credibility can result in wars to demonstrate resolve, even in the absence of specific interests 
proportionate to the costs and risks of those wars. Such wars are driven by the fear on the part of one state 
that a failure to uphold commitments in the periphery will cause other allies to defect and bandwagon on the 
side of an adversary, or the adversary to doubt the state’s resolve and become emboldened to aggress 
against a more significant interest.23 This fear is at the core of one variant of “domino theory.”24 For example, 
despite many policymakers’ conviction that the United States’ Cold War security architecture would be fatally 
undermined if South Vietnam were not propped up by U.S. forces, the fall of Vietnam to the North caused no 
additional “dominoes” to fall; on the contrary, communist Vietnam soon found itself at war with both 
communist Cambodia and communist China. 
 
If a state conditions its support for an ally, or signals it will not defend them, this may undermine the 
credibility of the alliance in the eyes of an adversary. It may also lead an ally to fear “abandonment,” the 
opposite of “entanglement.”25 An ally fearing abandonment might hypothetically decide the best course is to 
bandwagon with an adversary rather than place their hopes in an unreliable ally.26 Yet for the reasons stated 
above, bandwagoning is extremely dangerous, leaving the “bandwagoner” vulnerable to betrayal by a more 
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powerful state.27 The unappealing nature of bandwagoning means that credibility tends to be less essential 
for reassuring allies than policymakers and commentators often believe. 
 
Therefore, powerful countries (like the United States) do not have to be overzealous in reassuring their 
overseas allies they will not be abandoned in order to prevent them from bandwagoning with a local threat. 
On the contrary, assuaging allies’ fears too much may actually lead them to “free ride” and “drive 
recklessly,” which obstructs effective and durable balancing when it is needed. 
 

FREE-RIDING AND RECKLESS DRIVING 
 
If an ally is too confident in the credibility of another’s commitment to defend them, they may be encouraged 
to “free ride.”28 Free-riding is similar to buck-passing but occurs within an alliance rather than as an 
alternative to an alliance; indeed, it is made possible by a state’s commitment to another’s defense. If one 
state claims that another state’s security is vital enough that it is willing to risk national suicide to defend its 
ally, the latter state can pass many of the costs and risks of defending itself onto its patron. 
 
Entanglement and free-riding are both closely related to another phenomenon called “reckless driving.” 
Reckless driving is essentially a form of moral hazard, or a perverse incentive for irresponsible behavior by 
one party based on the guarantee by another party to accept all the consequences.29 By agreeing to defend 
its allies, the United States may be encouraging them to act with less caution than they otherwise would if 
they alone were responsible for dealing with the consequences of their actions. 
 

NATO MEMBER STATES’ MILITARY SPENDING (2023) 

 
Only 10 European NATO members are spending 2 percent of GDP on defense. 

 

AMERICA’S ALLIANCES 
 
The United States’ current alliance commitments are largely relics of the Cold War. While the circumstances 
which produced these commitments have passed, the alliances have not. It thus makes sense to review the 
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historical conditions which produced these alliances in order that the justifications for their continued 
existence can be scrutinized and appraised. 
 
Changes in U.S. grand strategy over the course of its history produced corresponding changes in its alliance 
structure. For much of its history, the United States pursued an “isolationist” grand strategy that eschewed 
“entangling alliances” and sought to stand aloof from European great power politics while consolidating U.S. 
power in the Western Hemisphere. During the twentieth century, shifts in the global balance of power caused 
the United States to ally with states in Europe and Asia to prevent the emergence of a rival hegemon in 
those regions. After the Cold War, however, the United States sought to preserve its primacy by expanding its 
alliances into a global network of client states and protectorates, leaving it overextended as new great 
powers emerge in the twenty-first century. 
 

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE: FROM ISOLATIONISM TO 
GLOBAL PRIMACY 
 
At its founding, the United States was suspicious of enduring alliances and enmities with foreign powers. In 
fact, the United States breached its very first alliance, signed with France in 1778, by declaring neutrality in 
1793 during the War of the First Coalition following the French Revolution, even though French support had 
been critical during the American Revolution.30 In his “Farewell Address” in 1796, George Washington 
advised his countrymen “to steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world,” and 
that by “[t]aking care always to keep ourselves by suitable establishments on a respectable defensive 
posture, we may safely trust to temporary alliances for extraordinary emergencies.”31 In his first inaugural 
address in 1801, Thomas Jefferson declared the United States’ intention to pursue “peace, commerce, and 
honest friendship with all nations, entangling alliances with none.”32 John Quincy Adams declared that the 
United States “is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all . . . the champion and vindicator 
only of her own,” and that 
 

by once enlisting under other banners than her own, were they even the banners of foreign 
independence, [the United States] would involve herself beyond the power of extrication, in all the 
wars of interest and intrigue, of individual avarice, envy, and ambition, which assume the colors and 
usurp the standard of freedom.33 

 
During the nineteenth century, U.S. foreign policy was generally consistent with the dictum to avoid 
“entangling alliances,” staying out of the affairs of the European great powers while growing and 
consolidating its power in the Western Hemisphere.34 But in the first half of the twentieth century, the 
European balance of power became unstable, as Britain declined and first Imperial and then Nazi Germany 
gained sufficient power to threaten to dominate of all of Europe. Fear that a continental hegemon could 
cross the oceans and threaten the U.S. homeland drew the United States into European balance-of-power 
politics.35 As the other great powers allied against Germany found themselves unable to effectively 
counterbalance it, the United States intervened alongside them to stop Germany from achieving and 
consolidating regional hegemony. 
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U.S. NUCLEAR UMBRELLA 

 
The United States is committed to defend 35 countries in Europe and Asia with its nuclear weapons. 

 
Following World War II, the industrialized regions of Western Europe and Japan had been destroyed, and 
there were only two great powers left in the world: the United States and the Soviet Union. Without other 
capable states that could balance against the Soviet Union and prevent it from dominating the flanks of 
Eurasia, the United States felt compelled to deter the Soviets from attempting to conquer a commanding 
portion of the industrialized world.36 Since the Soviets had a conventional troop advantage in Europe, the 
United States sought to offset this advantage by threatening to use nuclear weapons if Western Europe or 
Japan were overrun by a Soviet invasion. This meant bringing the United States’ allies under its “nuclear 
umbrella,” providing extended nuclear deterrence. Seeking to offset the credibility problems inherent to 
extended nuclear deterrence, the United States pursued a number of risky strategies, both to gain a nuclear 
advantage and to demonstrate its resolve.37 Fears over credibility were at least partly responsible for drawing 
the United States into costly peripheral conflicts motivated by domino theories, as in Korea and Vietnam. 
 
After the collapse of the Soviet Union, America’s Cold War alliances lost their initial reason for being. There 
was no longer any risk of the Soviet Union conquering Western Europe and becoming a hegemon that could 
threaten the United States, and the nascent Russian Federation was weak and well-disposed. However, the 
United States not only maintained its alliances but expanded them considerably. Much of the former Warsaw 
Pact and a number of former Soviet republics were brought into NATO, while others were promised eventual 
membership—despite protests from a much-weakened, post-communist Russia. 
 
For many, the “unipolar moment”—during which the United States was the only great power left in the world—
should have brought about the end of these alliances, as the threat they were meant to counter had 
vanished.38 On the other hand, unipolarity also enabled the consolidation and expansion of U.S. 
commitments to other nations’ defense, as there were few risks posed and no threats to worry about. The 
United States was making guarantees it never expected to have to uphold, and in exchange, other states felt 
no need to remilitarize and could instead focus on domestic priorities. 
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This raises the hypothesis that the forward U.S. presence in Eurasia is not merely intended to balance 
against aspirant hegemonic powers, but also to suppress the latent power of its own allies, maintaining their 
status as dependent security consumers rather than independent poles of power in their own right.39 
 
Lord Ismay, the first secretary general of NATO, famously stated that the purpose of the trans-Atlantic 
alliance was to “keep the Soviet Union out, the Americans in, and the Germans down.”40 Former U.S. 
national security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski articulated a similar view rather more bluntly in 1997 during 
the heyday of the unipolar moment (emphasis added): 
 

To put it in a terminology that hearkens back to the more brutal age of ancient empires, the three 
grand imperatives of imperial geostrategy are to prevent collusion and maintain security 
dependence among the vassals, to keep tributaries pliant and protected, and to keep the 
barbarians from coming together.41 

 
In 1992, a Defense Planning Guidance draft authored by then-undersecretary of defense for policy Paul 
Wolfowitz was leaked to the press, which controversially stated that the central aim of post-Cold War U.S. 
defense policy should be to prevent “the emergence of any potential future global competitor.”42 In regard to 
the United States’ European allies, the document stated (emphasis added): 
 

While the United States supports the goal of European integration, we must seek to prevent the 
emergence of European-only security arrangements which would undermine NATO, particularly the 
alliance’s integrated command structure.43 

 
While the leaked draft was quickly revised for official release, it is hard to review the past three decades of 
U.S. foreign policy—including the persistent asymmetry within its alliances—and not conclude that the post-
Cold War U.S. grand strategy has been to prioritize the expansion and consolidation of the position of 
primacy the United States had attained following the demise of the Soviet Union. 
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NATO EXPANSION SINCE 1999 

 
 
While the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact dissolved in the 1990s, NATO expanded eastward right up to Russia’s borders. 
 
The United States’ attitude towards its alliances in recent decades is therefore about as starkly opposed as 
possible to the views expressed by the founding fathers. The next sections examine why the United States 
should revise its alliances to reflect more modest and realistic objectives in line with a new grand strategy of 
restraint. 
 

PATHOLOGIES OF THE HUB-AND-SPOKE MODEL 
 
The United States currently has more than 50 treaty allies spread across seven defense pacts, as well as 
dozens of other “strategic partners.”44 Most of these alliances have been in effect for about seven decades, 
despite dramatic changes to the United States’ security environment. Today we see evidence that the U.S. 
alliance system is experiencing many of the drawbacks to alliances explained in previous sections. That 
might be acceptable if our alliances were needed to counter a major threat. However, many of our alliances 
have been inherited from prior eras and circumstances, not intentionally crafted to counter threats in the 
present. 
 
The first problem with the United States’ alliances is free-riding. Free-riding is often framed in terms of dollar 
costs, but the more pressing issue is that it results in military unpreparedness on the part of the allies and 
thus undermines deterrence. The United States has a number of wealthy allies that under-spend on their 
defense, despite often facing more threatening environments than the United States. In particular, Japan 
and Germany, the third and fourth largest economies in the world, have consistently spent around 1 percent 
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of their GDPs on defense, despite their respective proximity to China and Russia.45 This problem extends to 
partners and quasi-allies, like Taiwan, which, despite being in potentially great danger, has been 
conspicuously casual about its own defense, likely because of its confidence in U.S. protection.46 
 
This is not to say that the dollar costs of U.S. commitments to allies are unsubstantial. Barry Posen, noting 
the difficulty in specifying the costs of supporting allies—given Pentagon accounting practices and the 
character of U.S. force structure as a “global strategic reserve”—has nonetheless estimated that $100 billion 
annually (in 2016 dollars) could be cut from the defense budget “if the United States were more judicious in 
its promises abroad.”47 Based on cases from 1947 to 2019, Joshua Alley and Matthew Fuhrmann have 
estimated that on average, the cost of each additional U.S. security commitment is ultimately between $11 
billion and $21 billion annually.48 These average expenditures don’t include supplemental aid to partners 
such as the recent $95 billion package for Ukraine, Israel, and Taiwan, or the previous $113 billion in aid for 
Ukraine since the beginning of the war in 2022.49 
 
A second problem is reckless driving, whereby allies take risky policy chances they would be too cautious to 
attempt without the backing of the United States. In addition to being underprepared, the United States’ 
allies are encouraged by U.S. security guarantees to be less cost- and risk-averse than they would be if they 
were primarily responsible for their own security. This distorts their decision-making and can lead to 
provocative behavior vis-à-vis rivals. Japan’s assertive stance on the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands and its 
provocative dismissal of its neighbors’ grievances from World War II are one example.50 The problem extends 
beyond the United States’ treaty allies to its “strategic partners” as well. Ukraine targeting early warning 
radar stations inside Russia, Israeli attacks on Rafah, Lebanon, and Syria, and Taiwan’s claims to “de facto 
independence” from China are all examples.51 
 
A third major problem is overextension of capabilities and commitments. While U.S. policymakers have 
historically been paranoid about credibility—arguably fighting unnecessary wars just to prove their willingness 
to fight over anything—they nonetheless are eager to provide guarantees to states whose security the United 
States has no vital interest in, and which they cannot confidently defend.52 
 
During the unipolar moment, the United States took on a number of dependents to whose defense it could 
not be plausibly committed, particularly the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. The dubious 
credibility of U.S. expanded commitments after the Cold War was in large part compensated for by its 
overwhelming preponderance of capabilities. With the resurgence of Russia, however, the prospect that 
deterrence might fail and these commitments may have to be honored has increased, underlining their non-
credible and therefore risky nature. The U.S. commitment to use nuclear weapons to defend the Baltics is, 
on the one hand, implausible enough from the perspective of the security of the United States and the core 
economies of Europe that Russia might choose to call the United States’ bluff. On the other hand, if Russia 
were to call the United States’ bluff and attack the Baltics—which would be difficult for NATO to defend 
conventionally—the United States may, in turn, become more likely to escalate to the use of nuclear weapons 
if it feels a failure to successfully defend the Baltics would undermine its more important commitments 
elsewhere.53 
 
Credible deterrence rests on a combination of capability and resolve. It is inherently more credible that a 
state will defend itself rather than another state. The United States’ “hub-and-spoke” alliance structure—with 
the United States at the center and its allies maintained as dependents—results in a perverse scenario 
whereby the states with the most interest in defending themselves neglect their capability to do so, while the 
state with the most capability has a less obvious interest in taking on the risks of a great power war. This 
undermines deterrence in these regions by placing all responsibility on the shoulders of a distant and 
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overstretched United States, rather than more proximate and resolute states with considerable latent power 
potential. 
 

ARE THE BENEFITS WORTH THE COSTS? 
 
Advocates of primacy view the United States’ alliances as the architecture underlying the “rules-based liberal 
international order” and consider them worth any costs the United States has to bear.54 Common arguments 
are that the U.S. alliance system benefits U.S. security, global stability, trade, diplomatic influence, the 
bolstering of democracy, and nuclear non-proliferation.55 Were the United States to retrench, so it is claimed, 
regional security competition would inevitably draw the United States back into military commitments at 
greater cost, trade would be undermined, nuclear weapons would proliferate, illiberal political forces would 
spread, and other great powers would expand their spheres of influence.56 
 
Despite the impressive—indeed, seemingly infinite—list of benefits claimed to be attributable to alliances and 
dangers expected by their attenuation, these claims are all highly dubious. 
 
Alliances can help protect vital U.S. security interests in the face of a major threat, such as a potential 
Eurasian hegemon, but a threat of such magnitude would require the existence of capable independent 
allies, not dependents or protectorates. The unrealized power of capable regional actors encourages the 
United States to directly stabilize these regions, rather than allow them to be stabilized by a local equilibrium 
of power. 
 
The claim that alliances produce trade and investment benefits to the United States, while commonly 
assumed, also stands on weak foundations.57 Trade and investment between allies may just as likely be a 
cause as a consequence of U.S.-backed alliances, and while adversaries indeed appear less likely to trade 
with one another than allies, it is much harder to demonstrate that formal military allies trade more than 
states with mere good relations when all other variables determining trade—proximity, size of economy, 
factor endowments, exchange rates—are held equal. 58 Over a number of years, the United States’ top 
trading partner was also its most likely adversary, China, while its current and long-term top trading partners 
are its immediate northern and southern neighbors, only one of whom is a treaty ally.59 Similarly, trade 
among European countries is much more plausibly due to the lower transportation costs provided by 
proximity and common membership in the European Union, rather than membership in NATO. Nor does U.S. 
leadership in alliances seem to provide leverage to extract economic concessions from allies, perhaps in 
part because the United States does little to threaten to leave.60 
 
Nor is there a necessary relationship between U.S. alliances and democracy, unsurprising given that a 
military alliance is not, contrary to popular opinion, “a community of values.” During the Cold War, the United 
States supported a number of anti-communist dictatorships. Despite the requirements to gain NATO 
membership, there is nothing which requires the United States to abrogate its obligations if allies cease to 
be liberal democracies, and the act of doing so would undermine the supposed strategic rationale for 
including them in the alliance in the first place. NATO members like Hungary, Turkey, and Poland have 
undergone lurches towards illiberalism in recent years. Some commentators blame this turn on seemingly 
omnipresent “Russian influence,” but if NATO is a tool for institutionalizing liberal democracy, why should the 
very same alliance whose purpose is to deter Russia be failing so badly?61 
 
As the United States’ preponderance of relative power diminishes and the local military balance shifts in 
favor of powers like China in East Asia and Russia in Eastern Europe, the ability of the U.S. to credibly deter 



GRAND STRATEGY: ALLIANCES 
 

14 DEFP.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES  

in faraway regions further erodes. This negative tendency is amplified by the sheer number of commitments 
the United States maintains simultaneously in distant regions of the globe. 
 

DOWNSIZING U.S. FOREIGN COMMITMENTS 
 
The United States’ alliance commitments are insolvent in part because the United States has committed its 
overstretched resources either to defend states with the latent capacity to defend themselves or less 
capable states in whose security it only has a peripheral interest. The United States maintains these 
commitments out of a fear that extricating itself will produce catastrophic instability. Allies take advantage of 
this fear by pleading helplessness while deliberately neglecting their own defense. 
 

NATO-EUROPE VS. RUSSIA 

 
NATO-Europe has more than enough latent power to balance Russia and defend itself without U.S. assistance. 

 
But when assessing the international scene, the United States has little reason to be so paralyzed that it 
can’t prudently adapt to new circumstances. The United States should adopt a buck-passing strategy that 
incentivizes local powers to balance against threats as they emerge. The United States should act only as 
the “balancer of last resort” if it deems it necessary to thwart a potential Eurasian hegemon. This means 
shifting the main burden of defense over to allies and partners, rather than sharing the burden with them.62 
 
NATO’s European nations have more than enough aggregate latent power potential to balance against 
Russia without the U.S. presence on the continent.63 The European Union has a collective GDP on par with 
the United States and China. European governments are institutionally sound and have been socialized by 
decades of cooperation and fraternity. If the United States were to gradually but steadily remove its troops 
and turn over control of NATO to European commanders, there is little doubt the Europeans would be 
compelled to take their own defense more seriously. The United States could maintain a separate and 
limited agreement on security cooperation with the major states of Western Europe and states in the actual 
North Atlantic. But if it is true, as the Europeans say, that the Baltics, the Balkans, and Ukraine are vital to 
their security, then it is well past time for them to take on the burden of their defense, rather than the United 
States shouldering that burden. 
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In addition to formal ally Turkey, the United States has a number of “strategic partners” in the Middle East, 
including Saudi Arabia and Israel. The U.S. presence in the Middle East was historically justified by the need 
to secure a stable flow of oil to the industrial world. That interest has diminished markedly given the diverse 
and growing number of global energy sources, the ability of other capable states to secure their own 
interests, and the absence of any single power capable of monopolizing the region’s oil reserves. Moreover, 
recent Saudi and Israeli behavior indicates that the U.S. commitment to those nations’ defense does not 
necessarily result in their cooperation on other matters. Evidence of this can be seen in the Saudi refusal to 
boost oil production following sanctions on Russia, and Israeli settlement-building in the occupied West 
Bank.64 
 
In Europe and the Middle East, the United States should head for the exits. In the Middle East, this can and 
should be done more or less immediately, while Europe would benefit from a period of phased but 
irreversible transition. 
 
East Asia presents a somewhat greater challenge, given China’s more considerable power and the higher 
threshold needed to balance it. Unfortunately, the local power most likely to lead a regional balancing 
coalition, Japan, is a habitual “free-rider” on U.S. security guarantees. Japan’s confidence in the U.S. 
commitment is likely due to the fact that the United States has some 54,000 troops stationed there as a 
tripwire against an attack.65 
 
If the United States maintains its Asian alliances to hedge against the potential threat of a rising China, it 
should also make clear to its allies that it is only willing to act as a backstop, not as a vanguard. The surest 
way for the United States to convey this message would be to remove its forward-deployed troops from East 
Asia and adopt a maritime strategy, acting as an “offshore balancer.”66 This would not only incentivize 
regional actors to take principal responsibility for their own defense, but would encourage them to develop 
security ties independent of the United States, making regional deterrence more credible and durable than if 
it remained dependent on U.S. guarantees backed by the threat of nuclear use. 
 
U.S. retrenchment may incentivize Japan, Germany, and/or South Korea to seek a nuclear deterrent of their 
own. While nuclear weapons carry the low-probability and high-consequence risk of nuclear war, they also 
greatly reduce—even if they do not eliminate—the risk of conventional great power war.67 Conventional wars 
between great powers were both a recurrent and increasingly costly phenomenon prior to the invention of 
nuclear weapons, but one has not occurred in the subsequent eight decades that mark the nuclear age. 
Nuclear weapons discourage conventional war between nuclear powers by raising its costs, compelling 
caution in the face of uncertainty in order to avoid cataclysmic miscalculation. 
 
The threat by a state like Japan or Germany to use nuclear weapons in order to prevent an existential threat 
to its survival is infinitely more credible—and therefore produces greater stability—than the current 
arrangement of extended deterrence. There is no compelling reason to think this would cause a cascade of 
regional proliferation, as these states’ most likely adversaries—China, Russia, and North Korea—are all 
already nuclear-armed states, as are a number of their local allies or partners. The threat that nuclear 
weapons may be acquired by malevolent non-state actors who cannot be deterred is another risk that must 
be considered, but this is more a question of stability, management, control, and cooperation among 
nuclear-armed states than one of preventing any and all proliferation among states.68 
 
In 1970, former president Richard Nixon, echoing Lord Palmerston, told Congress that “Our interests must 
shape our commitments, rather than the other way around.”69 The United States should use this dictum as a 
guidepost to the formation and dissolution of its alliances, rigorously prioritizing its vital security interests in 
light of its favorable geostrategic position. 
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As the world shifts towards multipolarity, the United States should privilege diplomatic agility and prudent 
hedging over rigid and overbearing commitments of its vast but ultimately finite military power. 
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