
Confronting a punish-
ing budget crisis, an exhausted military, balky allies, and a public whose appe-
tite for global engagement is waning, the United States faces a critical question.
After sixty-ªve years of pursuing a globally engaged grand strategy—nearly a
third of which transpired without a peer great power rival—has the time
ªnally come for retrenchment? According to many of the most prominent se-
curity studies scholars—and indeed most scholars who write on the future of
U.S. grand strategy—the answer is an unambiguous yes. Even as U.S. political
leaders almost uniformly assert their commitment to global leadership, over
the past decade a very different opinion has swept through the academy:
that the United States should scale back its global commitments and pursue
retrenchment. More speciªcally, it should curtail or eliminate its overseas mili-
tary presence, eliminate or dramatically reduce its global security commit-
ments, and minimize or eschew its efforts to foster and lead the liberal
institutional order.1
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Retrenchment proponents argue that the current U.S. grand strategy of
“deep engagement” has high and rising costs that dwarf its beneªts.2 The
United States’ decline relative to potential rivals makes it ever harder to
maintain its multitudinous commitments, while its allies can afford to defend
themselves and should no longer be “subsidized.” America’s intrusive grand
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strategy, moreover, generates systemic pushback and resentment among both
governments and foreign publics. Large-scale retrenchment would simulta-
neously defuse global anti-Americanism and disable free riding by U.S. allies.
Furthermore, retrenchment advocates stress that even if allied governments
did not step up to fulªll every mission the United States now performs, most
of these roles are unrelated to U.S. security and create the risk of entrapping
the United States in wars that are not in its national interest. In short, advocates
maintain that retrenchment will not only save blood and treasure but also re-
sult in a more secure America.

The steady barrage of analyses calling for the United States to shift away
from its current grand strategy accelerated in response to the 2003 Iraq War
and reached a crescendo after the post-2008 economic and budget crisis. Thus
far, the arguments for retrenchment have gone largely unanswered by interna-
tional relations scholars. To be sure, scholars have examined the logic of the
U.S.-led order and undermined some elements of the case for retrenchment.3

These studies focus on only a subset of arguments in play, however, and many
were written prior to the recent wave of analyses calling for retrenchment
and thus fail to address many key claims based on the experience of the past
decade—experience that retrenchment advocates argue strongly buttresses
their case. As a result, scholars lack a systematic analysis that directly takes on
the core claim of the retrenchment argument: that the current grand strategy is
not in the national interests of the United States.4

In this article, we assess the case for retrenchment on its own terms. We
argue that advocates of retrenchment radically overestimate the costs of the
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current grand strategy and underestimate its beneªts. The United States’
globe-girdling grand strategy is the devil we know, and retrenchment advo-
cates effectively identify some of its risks and costs. A world with a disengaged
United States is the devil we don’t know, and we provide strong reasons why
it would present much greater risks and costs. Retrenchment would in essence
entail a massive experiment: How would the world work without an engaged,
liberal leading power? International relations scholarship cannot provide a
certain answer. What we can say is that the balance of what scholars know
about international politics suggests that sustaining the core commitments of
the current grand strategy is a wholly reasonable approach to pursuing nar-
row U.S. national interests in security, prosperity, and the preservation of do-
mestic liberty. At the same time, scholars and policymakers need to know a lot
more to make rational grand strategic choices. For that research to begin, how-
ever, there needs to be two sides to the scholarly debate on U.S. grand strategy.

We begin by describing the core elements of the current grand strat-
egy, which are often mischaracterized by proponents of retrenchment. In sub-
sequent sections, we assess the strategy’s costs, its narrow security beneªts,
and its wider nonsecurity beneªts. We conclude with the implications of our
analysis for policy and international relations theory.

Deep Engagement

For the ªrst post–Cold War decade, the scholarly debate on U.S. grand strategy
parsed a large number of options, including isolationism, offshore balancing, se-
lective engagement, collective security, and primacy.5 After the September 11,
2001, terrorist attacks, the debate over the neoconservative foreign policy ap-
proach dominated.6 Both ways of framing the debate obscured the fundamen-
tal choice between retrenchment and continuation of the globally engaged
grand strategy.
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deªning u.s. grand strategy

Grand strategy is a set of ideas for deploying a nation’s resources to achieve its
interests over the long run.7 For more than sixty years, the United States has
sought to advance its core interests in security, prosperity, and domestic liberty
by pursuing three overlapping objectives: managing the external environment
to reduce near- and long-term threats to U.S. national security; promoting a
liberal economic order to expand the global economy and maximize domestic
prosperity; and creating, sustaining, and revising the global institutional order
to secure necessary interstate cooperation on terms favorable to U.S. interests.

The pursuit of these three core objectives underlies what is arguably the
United States’ most consequential strategic choice: to maintain security com-
mitments to partners and allies in Europe, East Asia, and the Middle East. U.S.
administrations have consistently maintained that the security commitments
in these regions are necessary to shape the global environment and thus ad-
vance the grand strategy’s three core objectives. During the Cold War, the com-
mitments served primarily to prevent the encroachment of Soviet power into
regions containing the world’s wealthiest, potentially most powerful, and
most resource-rich states. After the Cold War, the aim became to make these
same core regions more secure, and so make the world safer for the United
States. The commitments also allow the United States to shape the security en-
vironment facing potential rivals to induce them to accommodate its core in-
terests and, should that fail, constitute a hedge against the need to contain a
future peer rival.

Woven through ofªcial U.S. speeches and strategy documents over the last
six decades is a set of broader grand strategic arguments that the security com-
mitments are a necessary condition of U.S. leadership, and that leadership is
necessary to pursue the strategy’s three core objectives. Without the security
commitments, U.S. leverage for leadership on both security and nonsecurity is-
sues declines. Leadership facilitates cooperation to address security challenges
and expand the global economy, and moves the cooperative equilibrium closer
to U.S. preferences. The commitments and associated leverage, moreover, are
necessary pillars of a larger institutional and normative order whose mainte-
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nance will make the United States more secure and prosperous over the long
term. Embedding U.S. leadership in these institutions has major beneªts for
Washington and its partners: functional beneªts (reduction of transaction
costs, establishment of credible commitments, facilitation of collective action,
creation of focal points, monitoring, etc.) as well as political and legitimacy
beneªts (mitigation of politically awkward aspects of hegemony). Because the
United States is not strongly constrained by its institutional commitments,
the beneªts far outweigh the costs.

The three core objectives and the set of arguments for the central role of U.S.
security commitments and leadership in pursuing them have been constants
since the beginning of the Cold War.8 It was the decision of Presidents George
H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton to retain these foundational elements after the
Soviet Union’s dissolution that ªrst attracted retrenchment advocates’ critical
attention.9 Now the key questions of whether the three objectives remain nec-
essary for the United States and whether the security commitments are neces-
sary to pursue them are at the core of the increasingly forceful arguments of
top security scholars against the continuation of the current grand strategy.

Other aspects of U.S. foreign policy, such as democracy promotion, humani-
tarian intervention, and human rights, matter greatly but are neither constant
nor deªning elements of U.S. grand strategy. Rather, the United States’ com-
mitment to them has varied from administration to administration, and even
within a single presidency. Jimmy Carter began his administration with a strong
emphasis on human rights, but shifted course in midterm. George W. Bush be-
gan by emphatically eschewing democracy promotion, then shifted to make it
a central feature, only to back away again toward the end of his second term.
The commitment to humanitarian intervention is even more variable, with
Presidents George H.W. Bush, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama
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veering between seeming denials of any U.S. obligation, soaring rhetoric af-
ªrming the “responsibility to protect,” and case-by-case conditional arguments.

The focus on U.S. grand strategy’s enduring elements inevitably obscures
important variation. Even as they agreed on the core elements, different presi-
dents altered the strategy in meaningful ways, as the Obama administration
has done with its “pivot” to Asia. Much of the foreign policy discourse be-
tween the political parties and among experts concerns either such course al-
terations or the issue of how strongly to push democratic and humanitarian
ideals. The debate over retrenchment, however, is about fundamentals. It is not
about tweaking the strategy or considering optional choices about the degree
to which Washington should push human rights or democracy. It is about
whether the six-decade-old equation between the United States’ national inter-
est and its deep engagement in the security affairs of three major regions
remains valid.

why “deep engagement” best describes the current grand strategy

Critics of deep engagement often call it “primacy,”10 but this terminology ob-
scures more than it clariªes because it begs the core strategic questions at
issue. Primacy is not strategy but a fact of international life: even if America
“came home” and slashed military spending, it would retain the world’s
greatest latent power potential. Indeed, the grand strategy debate presumes
primacy—it is the United States’ unrivaled power and favorable geographical
position that give it such a wide range of strategic choice.11 The strategic ques-
tion is whether to translate that latent power into the global capacity to man-
age security affairs in multiple regions.

Other terms such as “international activism” make the opposite error by
deªning the strategy as a speciªc behavior—“the regular use of military power,”
as Barry Posen puts it.12 Such terms imply that U.S. global security commit-
ments necessitate regularly using military force—either to impose democracy
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on other societies, or, as Posen contends, “to change other societies so that they
look more like ours.”13 In fact, deep engagement’s focus on leadership—even
assertive leadership—does not imply the aggressive use of force to overturn
the international status quo or force U.S. preferences on other societies. Mili-
tary power is indeed a central tool of inºuence, as we discuss below, but not
in the way Posen and other retrenchment advocates imply. The use of military
power—especially to promote democracy or respond to humanitarian crises—
is a choice. Having a large global military presence enables this choice but does
not necessitate it. Countries that have radically different grand strategies—
Britain and France come to mind—also sometimes choose to intervene militarily
for humanitarian or other purposes. Many countries use military power fre-
quently, but their grand strategies are hardly comparable to the United States’.

The main point is that oft-used terms such as “primacy” and “international
activism” miss the overarching questions at the center of the debate. First,
should the United States continue to maintain a wide roster of global security
commitments? Second, should it sustain a signiªcant overseas military pres-
ence? And third, should it seek to lead the liberal institutional order? On many
other pressing foreign policy questions—notably armed humanitarian inter-
vention and democracy promotion—advocates of retrenchment and deep en-
gagement do not have uniform opinions.14 On these three questions, however,
supporters of deep engagement uniformly answer “yes,” whereas advocates for
retrenchment just as consistently answer “no.”15 The question is, who’s right?
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The Costs of Deep Engagement

Advocates for retrenchment have made their case against deep engagement
admirably clear: it imposes heavy costs and yields scant beneªts. In this sec-
tion, we assess the costs, which fall into three general categories: budgetary
cost, the systemic costs of hegemonic leadership, and the distortion of U.S. in-
terests. The problem with these arguments about the costs of deep engagement
is that they are either overstated or wrong.

budgetary cost

Speaking for many retrenchment advocates, Christopher Layne maintains that
“the nation’s ballooning budget deªcits are going to make it increasingly
difªcult to sustain [the United States’] level of military commitments. . . . [I]ts
strategic commitments exceed the resources available to support them.”16 The
budgetary cost of deep engagement is the difference between the expenditures
the strategy demands and the amount required for its replacement. The prob-
lem is that there are no consensus estimates for either number. This challenge
is particularly acute concerning the cost of the grand strategy that would re-
place retrenchment. Critics of deep engagement develop strong general argu-
ments about the costs and risks of maintaining alliance commitments, but they
typically leave unclear exactly what to do about them. Should all alliances and
security commitments be summarily abrogated? If so, the savings would be
signiªcant. CATO Institute analysts Benjamin Friedman and Justin Logan esti-
mate that this alternative—revoking all U.S. security guarantees and alliances,
bringing all overseas deployed troops home, reconªguring the navy to “surge
to ªght rare wars rather than patrol the world in the name of stability,” decom-
missioning large numbers of personnel in all branches, slashing the nuclear
deterrent force, and dramatically scaling back weapons procurement—would
save some $900 billion over ten years.17

Few advocates of retrenchment are so speciªc, and fewer still unambigu-
ously endorse the idea of reverting to the pre–World War II strategy of an “in-
sular, maritime power” with limited reach beyond the Western Hemisphere. A

Don’t Come Home, America 15

16. Christopher Layne, “The Unipolar Exit: Beyond the Pax Americana,” Cambridge Review of In-
ternational Affairs, Vol. 24, No. 2 (June 2011), p. 153.
17. Benjamin H. Friedman and Justin Logan, “Why the U.S. Military Budget Is ‘Foolish and Sus-
tainable,’” Orbis, Vol. 56, No. 2 (Spring 2012), pp. 186–187. Note that this is a December 2011 esti-
mate. Further Pentagon cuts would reduce the net expected savings.



decision to abandon allies and partners, close bases, shed personnel on a large
scale, and trim major defense infrastructure would be exceedingly hard to re-
verse, dramatically raising the costs should the United States ever decide that
an overseas intervention were necessary. Few retrenchment advocates appear
sufªciently conªdent that no such overseas interventions will ever be neces-
sary to recommend such a course.18 Instead, their criticisms of deep engage-
ment are usually accompanied by calls for “restraint,” “offshore balancing,” or
“over the horizon” strategies rather than a wholesale abandonment of all ma-
jor U.S. commitments. These strategies vary along two dimensions: force struc-
ture (decommissioning vs. redeployment home; downsizing vs. shifting from
Army/Marines to Navy; eliminating the U.S. overseas military footprint
everywhere or just in selected regions, etc.); and security commitments
(whether to maintain commitments but defend them from offshore; cut some
commitments but not all; or cut all commitments).19

The budgetary savings that such strategies would yield are unclear. They
depend on which security commitments are to be abandoned outright and
over what period of time, how U.S. allies would respond, and how much it
would cost to make the remaining commitments credible from an over-the-
horizon stance. If the alternative strategy requires keeping a similarly sized
force in the United States, then the expected savings are modest given that
host governments generally cover many infrastructure costs of U.S. forces and
bases. And if it requires the maintenance of major expeditionary capacity,
again, the savings, if any, might be modest owing to the need for continued or
even enhanced investment in the kinds of weapons platforms that now eat up
so much of the defense budget.20 Until retrenchment advocates provide more
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speciªcs, the most that can be said is that their alternatives might promise
some savings, though considerably less than full strategic disengagement.

The other term in the cost equation—the budgetary demands of deep
engagement—is also a moving target. Retrenchment advocates tend to write as
if post–September 11 levels of defense spending are necessary to maintain the
deep engagement strategy, but it is already clear that this is not the case. After
the September 11 attacks, defense spending increased dramatically, owing in
large part to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Of course, not all of the in-
creased defense spending since September 11 resulted from the costly occupa-
tions in Iraq and Afghanistan; a signiªcant portion of the increase was caused
by an augmented effort to ªeld and use military tools in the wider war on ter-
rorism. Both of these drivers of increased spending during the past decade have
already begun to be reversed, as the United States winds down the two costly
wars and begins to trim nonwar “base” spending. As of the fall of 2012, the
Defense Department based planning on cuts of just under $500 billion over
the next ªve years, maintaining that these reductions would not compro-
mise the national security strategy. A report published by the Center for a New
American Security agreed that “America’s global engagement strategy as it
is currently articulated” can be sustained with national defense cuts in the
$500 billion to $550 billion range.21 As ªgure 1 shows, these cuts are expected
to bring defense expenditures as a share of gross domestic product (GDP) be-
low 3 percent by 2017, even though spending in real terms will be roughly
$100 billion higher than the late 1990s.22 Importantly, these ªgures may not rep-
resent the ºoor for spending to sustain the strategy over the long term: accord-
ing to many experts, rebalancing security efforts from military to civilian tools
and much-discussed reforms to the way the Pentagon does business—including
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procurement practices and compensation policies—potentially could save sig-
niªcant additional sums.23

Two points about budget costs emerge. First, the United States can sustain
the budgetary cost of deep engagement, even if a future administration should
decide to increase funding substantially. Even the largest defense increase seri-
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ously discussed in the 2012 presidential campaign would not bring military
spending as a share of GDP back to its 2011 level. Given the vast gap in mili-
tary capabilities between the United States and China, the absence of real
counterbalancing (discussed below), and the fact that deep engagement has
made U.S. allies of most of the world’s most advanced and capable military
powers, China’s economic rise will not demand a dramatic increase in U.S.
military efforts anytime soon.24 To be sure, the politics of the defense budget
may well become contentious in a tough ªscal climate.25 However, that pros-
pect hardly means that deep engagement cannot be sustained. Rather, it un-
derlines the increased importance of the grand strategy debate this article
seeks to advance.

Second, the budgetary cost of the types of offshore balancing or over-the-
horizon stances most often suggested by retrenchment advocates remains
unclear, but it is certainly more than “coming home” via full strategic disen-
gagement and, at least for some versions, may be either roughly the same or
not dramatically lower than current forecasts of deep engagement’s price tag.
This may explain why the budgetary cost does not ªgure more prominently in
the case for retrenchment. Arguably the most inºuential scholarly article on re-
trenchment yet written, Eugene Gholz, Daryl Press and Harvey Sapolsky’s
“Come Home, America,” was published in 1997—just as U.S. defense spend-
ing was approaching a ªfty-year low as a percentage of GDP at 3 percent.26
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Deep engagement’s other costs (as well as its alleged lack of beneªts) are
clearly the centerpieces of the case for retrenchment.

systemic pushback: the costs of global leadership

Critics contend that deep engagement’s focus on U.S. leadership generates sys-
temic costs. U.S. foreign policy is “self-abrading” in Posen’s words: “[T]he very
act of seeking more control injects negative energy into global politics as quickly
as it ªnds enemies to vanquish.”27 The United States’ latent material capabili-
ties are not the problem. If they were, then retrenchment could not logically be
the solution. Rather, the argument is that efforts to translate those latent capabil-
ities into a position of global leadership generate systemic responses that speed
the diffusion of capabilities away from the United States. As Richard Betts puts
it, “[A]ttempts at running the world generate resistance.”28

balancing. Some advocates of retrenchment suggest that deep engagement
in the security affairs of the world’s key regions “prompts other states to bal-
ance against U.S. power however they can.”29 Such counterbalancing could
take the form of alliance formation (institutionalized interstate security coop-
eration against the United States that would not occur if America retrenched),
“internal balancing” (the conversion of latent capacity into military power that
would not occur if the United States retrenched), or “soft balancing” (the use
of institutions and other nonmilitary means to hamstring U.S. policy that
would not occur if the United States retrenched).

It is now generally understood that the current grand strategy of deep en-
gagement runs no risk of generating “hard” counterbalancing. When properly
speciªed, realist balance of power theory does not predict counterhegemonic
balancing against the United States: the conditions that sparked internal and
external counterbalancing against past leading states—notably the existence of
contiguous peer rival great powers—do not apply.30 Moreover, recent scholar-
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ship strongly supports the proposition that the deep engagement strategy—
and the maintenance of the formidable military power that underwrites
it—slows rather than hastens the speed at which capabilities might diffuse to a
more balanced distribution. As we argue below, securing partners and allies in
key regions reduces their incentives to generate military capabilities.31 Less of-
ten noted is that these same security guarantees provide leverage to prevent
U.S. allies—which comprise the majority of the most modern and effective mil-
itaries in the world—from transferring military technologies and production
techniques to potential rivals. The U.S. dominance of the high-end defense
industry also allows Washington to trade access to its defense market for com-
pliance on key security issues, such as technology transfers to potential geo-
political opponents.32 The embargo on military sales to China—in place since
1989—is a case in point. More generally, recent years have witnessed an out-
pouring of scholarship directly refuting the proposition forwarded by many
retrenchment proponents that U.S. military preeminence sparks a diffusion of
military power. On the contrary, there are many settings in which the ªrst
mover’s military innovations are unlikely to be adopted successfully by poten-
tial rivals.33 Path dependence, scale economies, learning effects regarding pro-
duction techniques, and barriers to entry in the production of high-end military
power make the maintenance of unmatched capabilities far easier than many re-
trenchment advocates suggest—particularly in today’s environment in which
modern weaponry is so much more complex both to produce and to use than
in past eras.34 A United States less committed to global leadership with a less
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dominant military posture would have far less capacity to control the diffusion
of military power.

Concerning balance of threat theory, its author, Stephen Walt, concludes that
because of the numerous systemic factors that mitigate other powers’ percep-
tions of U.S. threats to their security, the United States would have to “have the
same expansionist ambitions [as] Napoleonic France, Wilhelmine and Nazi
Germany, or the Soviet Union” to spark a hard balancing coalition.35 Ex-
panding the theoretical lens to encompass domestic and international institu-
tions only strengthens the case. Deep engagement allows the United States to
institutionalize its alliances and wrap its hegemonic rule in a rules-based or-
der. The result is to make the U.S. alliance system—especially among its core
liberal members—far more robust and harder to challenge than if the United
States were to disengage.36

Needless to say, the evidence is perfectly consistent with this near consensus
regarding the nature of balancing in today’s system. The United States has
pursued a grand strategy of deep engagement in a unipolar setting for twenty
years. For at least a portion of his eight-year administration, George W. Bush
followed a more “unilateral” foreign policy that many scholars (critics and de-
fenders of deep engagement alike) saw as being far more threatening to other
states.37 Yet multiple, comprehensive analyses ªnd no evidence of external or
internal balancing by major powers.38

Because it is a slippery concept that is difªcult to distinguish from standard
diplomatic bargaining and competition, soft balancing is harder to evaluate.39
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Case studies of headline episodes widely seen as soft balancing fail to ªnd
much evidence that balancing dynamics were really in play.40 Michael Beckley’s
efforts to evaluate quantitative indicators (voting patterns at the United
Nations, arms sales to U.S. adversaries, and foreign public opinion) also show
no consistent trend other than evidence of political resistance to the U.S. inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003.41 For the purposes of assessing U.S. grand strategy, how-
ever, the most important point about soft balancing is that it is deªned in a
way guaranteed to miss the real question: Does the current grand strategy give
the United States or its potential adversaries more soft balancing–style lever-
age? Almost all deªnitions of soft balancing are about actions below the
signiªcance of hard balancing that other states can take to constrain the United
States. They focus on the use of international institutions and coordinated
action to restrain the United States, in part by denying it legitimacy.42 Yet, pre-
cisely the same tools are available to the United States: it too can use interna-
tional institutions and undertake coordinated actions to constrain other powers.
In this sense, the United States is “soft balancing” other states all the time.43

For example, in 2011 Washington coordinated action with a number of
Southeast Asian states to oppose Beijing’s claims in the South China Sea by
highlighting established international law and norms to deny China’s claim le-
gitimacy. This ªts all deªnitions of soft balancing—except that it is directed
against China. It takes only a moment’s thought to see that this sort of action
goes on constantly—sometimes explicitly, often implicitly. The United States is
clearly the world’s number one “soft balancer.” Moreover, the institutions,
norms, rules, and standards of legitimacy that it uses to constrain others are
largely of its own creation.44 As noted above, a core proposition of the deep en-
gagement strategy is that sustaining a global presence enables systematic use
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of soft balancing–style tools to restrain and shape others’ behavior. To be sure,
other powers sometimes use the same tools, but to deªne soft balancing as
action that can be taken only against the United States misses the forest for a
few trees.

hegemonic decline and imperial overstretch. Some retrenchment ad-
vocates argue that, as a strategy of systemic leadership, deep engagement im-
plicates the works of scholars such as Robert Gilpin, Paul Kennedy, and David
Calleo concerning the connection between hegemony and U.S. decline.45 If
we follow Gilpin and deªne hegemony as “the leadership of one state (the he-
gemon) over other states in the system,” then the contemporary United States
qualiªes, and it is fair to describe deep engagement as a hegemonic grand strat-
egy.46 The argument is that monetary and human resources devoted to deep
engagement are unavailable for other, possibly more productive purposes—
infrastructure, education, civilian research and development, innovation, and
so on—that would enhance U.S. competitiveness. The forward-leaning grand
strategy, meanwhile, creates incentives for allies to free ride. With lower mili-
tary expenditures, the argument goes, they are able to grow faster than they
otherwise would, and do so at the United States’ expense. As a result, deep en-
gagement will fall prey to the same fate as past hegemonic grand strategies: it
will tend to be self-defeating over time, ultimately causing other states to in-
crease capabilities faster—and the hegemon to decline faster relative to those
other states—than would be the case if the hegemon retrenched.

In this vein, Layne argues that “the United States now is facing the dilem-
mas that Gilpin and the other declinists warned about.”47 Layne’s observation
may be true, but it does not mean that the United States’ deep engagement
grand strategy is the problem or that major retrenchment is the solution.
Newer scholarship has transformed 1980s vintage conventional wisdom about
hegemonic decline and imperial overstretch. The key is that the canonical works
(and many of today’s retrenchment advocates) fail to distinguish between
causes of decline that are exogenous to hegemony and the international system
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and those that are causally connected to being the hegemon or pursuing leader-
ship. Mechanisms of decline that directly stem from being the hegemon or pur-
suing leadership have rarely been identiªed, and those that have are weakly
grounded in logic and poorly supported by evidence. A new wave of scholar-
ship has emerged over the last two decades showing that, if anything, leading
states can use their position to slow decline and mitigate its effects.

Most of the causes of decline featured in the 1980s texts have nothing to do
with the United States’ current situation. Kennedy’s Rise and Fall of the Great
Powers, for example, did indeed document repeated overextension of great
powers—but in every case the key mechanism causing overstretch was coun-
terbalancing by other major powers. Given that the counterbalancing con-
straint does not apply to the United States under unipolarity, Kennedy’s
evidence is not probative for the current debate. Gilpin’s War and Change in
World Politics presented a theory of decline that has implications for hegemony,
but did not establish a causal connection between the pursuit of hegemony
and decline. Gilpin identiªes a tendency “for the economic costs of maintain-
ing the status quo to rise faster than the economic capacity to support the
status quo.”48 He explains this by reference to a set of processes, most of which
are entirely exogenous to the international system: declining rates of economic
growth (essentially, the neoclassical growth model developed by Robert
Solow); the rising costs of military power; the tendency of private and public
consumption to grow; the tendency for economic activity to shift to services;
and the corrupting inºuence of afºuence. These can be expected to bedevil any
rich state regardless of its position in the international system. They all affect a
state’s ability to sustain hegemony, but none is caused by being a hegemon or
pursuing policies of leadership. Indeed, they would presumably all conspire to
hinder any state on the same growth path as the hegemonic leader from
mounting a challenge.

The main link between hegemonic grand strategy and decline that ªgures
in Gilpin, as well as in the works of Calleo and Kennedy, is diversion of re-
sources away from productive investment toward system maintenance and
protection.49 Simply paying the costs of protecting clients and maintaining the
system—military expenditures, subsidies to allies, and so on—exacerbates
the larger, growth-sapping trend toward consumption and away from invest-
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ment. This amounts to a claim that the opportunity cost of its grand strategy
will cause a hegemon’s rate of growth to slow more markedly than a nonhege-
monic state as it proceeds along Solow’s path from poor and rapidly growing
to rich and slowly growing. Conversely, other states whose security and pros-
perity are underwritten by the hegemon will be spared these opportunity costs
and will perform relatively better. Always present in realist arguments for stra-
tegic retrenchment, this proposition began to ªgure even more prominently as
U.S. defense expenditures began to climb after 2001.50

The problem with the claim that pursuing leadership imposes growth-
sapping opportunity costs is that subsequent research has found virtually no
evidence for it. Research in economics has yielded no consensus theory or ac-
cepted empirical ªnding to support the assumption that reduced U.S. military
spending would improve the country’s economic growth. As one review
summed it up, the “literature in economics has not found military expenditure
to be a signiªcant determinant of growth.”51 This ªnding is robust to all three
major growth models in economics, a huge array of identiªcation strategies,
various country groupings (e.g., developed vs. developing), and concerning
the United States itself. Indeed, when considered in the aggregate, the most
common ªnding is a positive relationship between military spending and
growth.52 In a departure from the broader research in economics, political sci-
entists Karen Rasler and William Thompson conducted a study tailored to the
speciªc claims about the costs of hegemonic grand strategies. Their ªndings
“do not support the argument that consumption-driven investment tradeoffs
are critical to an understanding of the relative decline of system leaders.”53 Ob-
viously, there are some limits to this overall claim: if the United States were a
dramatic outlier among the advanced economies, spending Soviet Union–type
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levels on defense (20 to 25 percent) over decades, this would surely complicate
its growth trajectory and relative competitiveness. But even when fully en-
gaged in the Afghan war and with many of the expensive militarized re-
sponses to the September 11 attacks still in place, the United States is not
spending a historically high proportion of its GDP on the military (4.5 percent
in 2012) either in absolute terms or in relation to its primary economic
competitors.

The ºip side of this ªnding is that the economic performance of U.S. allies is
unrelated to any security subsidy they receive from Washington. The contention
that lower military expenditures facilitated the economic rise of Japan, West
Germany, and other U.S. allies seemed plausible when Gilpin, Calleo, and Ken-
nedy were publishing their signature books in the 1980s. Their relative position
vis-à-vis the United States essentially stopped improving subsequently, how-
ever, as their per capita wealth approached U.S. levels—just as standard
growth models would expect. Over the past twenty years, the United States’
total and per capita GDP relative to key European allies and Japan has either
held steady or improved despite a growing gap in respective military efforts.

In sum, there is scant theoretical or empirical reason to link rates of growth
to either the distribution of power or the speciªc policies the United States
pursues to sustain its leadership. As Thompson notes, it is unclear “why un-
even growth should be viewed as a function of unbalanced power.”54 No
scholarly theory or empirical ªndings clearly link the 2007–09 ªnancial col-
lapse, great recession, and consequent ballooning of the U.S. budget deªcit to
the international system (at least, as scholars of international security construe
it). Nor does any established research ªnding show a connection between any
U.S. security commitment and the causes of the economic downturn. Nor is
there reason to expect that resources freed up from global commitments would
necessarily be diverted to uses more advantageous for long-term U.S. growth.
The downturn might affect the United States’ willingness to sustain defense
spending at 3 to 4 percent of GDP and may even prompt Washington to reeval-
uate some of its security commitments, but that does not mean that defense
spending or security commitments or any other policy associated with U.S. he-
gemony caused the downturn in the ªrst place.
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Thus, even if U.S. allies are free riding, it will not likely affect U.S. long-term
economic performance and so will not conspire to make the pursuit of leader-
ship self-defeating. On the contrary, other states’ reliance on U.S. security
guarantees means that they fail to invest in signiªcant military modernization,
which simply serves to entrench U.S. military dominance. Moreover, as we
note in a later section, the United States derives positive economic beneªts
from its global security role.

Retrenchment advocates’ focus on allied free riding faces an even bigger
challenge, however. It is far from clear that lower allied military expenditures
actually constitute free riding. For allied security behavior to be considered
free riding, U.S. security guarantees must be a collective good. Collective
goods have two key properties: nonexcludability and nonrivalry (i.e., the con-
sumption of the good by one does not reduce its consumption by others). As
recent scholarship stresses, U.S. security guarantees violate these two assump-
tions.55 The consumption of U.S. security guarantees by some states (e.g.,
NATO) arguably can reduce the security of others (e.g., Russia). In addition,
Washington can exclude any state it wants, which means that its bargaining
leverage is greater than the theory implies. Indeed, Beckley argues that foreign
aid and peacekeeping more closely resemble true public goods, and there the
United States is the free rider, contributing far less than its allies.56 Once it is
clear that the proper theory is not collective goods but bargaining, the possibil-
ity emerges that allied undersupply of conventional military capabilities and
oversupply of foreign aid and postconºict peacekeeping are part of a complex
hegemonic bargain. The question—which we address later in this article—is
whether this bargain is favorable to U.S. national interests.

distorting u.s. interests: entrapment and temptation

The costs of U.S. foreign policy that matter most are lives that might be lost if
the country’s strategy goes awry. Supporters of retrenchment express grave
worry that the United States’ multifarious commitments might drag it into an
unnecessary shooting war, or that its massive global military presence feeds a
dangerous expansion of interests that results in young Americans dying in bat-
tles for other nations’ causes. We consider each of these potential costs in turn.
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entrapment. Drawing on studies of alliance politics by Glen Snyder and
others, advocates of retrenchment often highlight the risk of entrapment.57 In
this view, securing smaller allies courts moral hazard by emboldening them to
take risks they would not otherwise accept, pulling the superpower sponsor
into costly wars. Spurious concerns about the reputational costs of failing to
honor alliance commitments or the pernicious inºuence of foreign interest
group lobbying might cause U.S. leaders to go to war even when the interests
at stake are not American.

At ªrst glance, entrapment would seem to defy realist expectations. After
all, the scenario it posits of a weaker ally pulling the stronger patron into a war
not in its interest turns Thucydides on his head, saying, in effect, that “the
weak do what they can and the strong suffer what they must.” Scholarship
that has appeared in the three decades since the initial work on entrapment
has in signiªcant part rescued realism from this potential anomaly. Rational
states might be expected to anticipate the danger of entrapment and seek to
protect themselves from it. As it turns out, this is exactly what they do. TongFi
Kim, for example, shows that most alliance agreements are written to protect
the allies from entrapment—a problem that is greater for the smaller partner,
whose bargaining leverage, as realism would expect, is generally dwarfed by
that of the great power patron. This helps to explain why it is nearly impossi-
ble to ªnd a clear case of entrapment actually occurring.58 Cases of the related
phenomenon of “chain ganging,” in which alliance ties expand wars beyond
the real interest of some or all alliance members, are also now far more con-
tested than they were two decades ago. According to new research by a grow-
ing cadre of historians and political scientists, even the canonical case of World
War I does not qualify.59

More recent scholarship has also ratiªed Paul Schroeder’s discussion of alli-
ances as not just power-aggregating mechanisms but also tools for controlling
risks and exerting inºuence.60 In a study spanning nearly two centuries, Jesse
Johnson and Brett Leeds found “support for the hypothesis that defensive alli-
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ances deter the initiation of disputes but no evidence in support of the claims
that states with defensive allies are more likely to initiate disputes in the inter-
national system.” They conclude that “defensive alliances lower the probabil-
ity of international conºict and are thus a good policy option for states seeking
to maintain peace in the world.”61 Much about the United States’ experience
contains evidence to support this view. Victor Cha shows how each post–World
War II U.S.–East Asian alliance was a “powerplay . . . designed to exert maxi-
mum control over the smaller ally’s actions,” where one key aim was “to con-
strain anticommunist allies in the region that might engage in aggressive
behavior against adversaries that could entrap the United States in an unwanted
larger war.”62 Recent developments in the United States–Taiwan relationship—
arguably the most salient entrapment concern for advocates of retrenchment—
also constitute a case in point. After repeated cross-strait tensions in the
1990s and early 2000s, U.S. ofªcials became concerned that the policy of strate-
gic ambiguity regarding support for Taiwan was leaving them exposed to the
risk of entrapment. The George W. Bush administration adjusted the policy to
clarify dual deterrence: deterring China from an unprovoked attack, but also
deterring Taiwan from provocative moves toward independence that might
give Beijing cause to resort to force.63 Although it is impossible to rule out
speculation that the United States might get “dragged in” no matter what, all
the observable evidence is consistent with the view that major power patrons
can ward against moral hazard and use their alliances to control risks.
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temptation. For many advocates of retrenchment, the mere possession of
peerless, globe-girdling military capabilities leads inexorably to a dangerous
expansion of U.S. deªnitions of national interest that then drag the country
into expensive wars.64 For example, sustaining ramiªed, long-standing alli-
ances such as NATO leads to mission creep: the search for new roles to keep
the alliance alive. Hence, critics allege that NATO’s need to “go out of area or
out of business” led to reckless expansion that alienated Russia and then to a
heedless broadening of interests to encompass interventions such as those in
Bosnia, Kosovo, and Libya. In addition, peerless military power creates the
temptation to seek total, non-Clausewitzian solutions to security problems, as
allegedly occurred in Iraq and Afghanistan.65 Only a country in possession of
such awesome military power and facing no serious geopolitical rival would
fail to be satisªed with partial solutions such as containment and instead em-
bark on wild schemes of democracy building in such unlikely places. In addi-
tion, critics contend, the United States’ outsized military creates a sense of
obligation to use it if it might do good, even in cases where no U.S. interests
are engaged. As Madeleine Albright famously asked Colin Powell, “What’s
the point of having this superb military you’re always talking about, if we
can’t use it?”

Undoubtedly, possessing global military intervention capacity expands op-
portunities to use force. If it were truly to “come home,” the United States
would be tying itself to the mast like Ulysses, rendering itself incapable of suc-
cumbing to temptation. Any defense of deep engagement must acknowledge
that it increases the opportunity and thus the logical probability of U.S. use of
force compared to a grand strategy of true strategic disengagement. Of course,
if the alternative to deep engagement is an over-the-horizon intervention
stance, then the temptation risk would persist after retrenchment. The main
problem with the interest expansion argument, however, is that it essentially
boils down to one case: Iraq. Sixty-seven percent of all the casualties and
64 percent of all the budget costs of all the wars the United States has fought
since 1990 were caused by that war. Twenty-seven percent of the causalities
and 26 percent of the costs were related to Operation Enduring Freedom in
Afghanistan. All the other interventions—the 1990–91 Persian Gulf War, the
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subsequent airstrike campaigns in Iraq, Somalia, Bosnia, Haiti, Kosovo, Libya,
and so on—account for 3 percent of the casualties and 10 percent of the costs.66

Iraq is the outlier not only in terms of its human and material cost, but also
in terms of the degree to which the overall burden was shouldered by the
United States alone. As Beckley has shown, in the other interventions allies ei-
ther spent more than the United States, suffered greater relative casualties, or
both. In the 1990–91 Persian Gulf War, for example, the United States ranked
fourth in overall casualties (measured relative to population size) and fourth in
total expenditures (relative to GDP). In Bosnia, European Union (EU) budget
outlays and personnel deployments ultimately swamped those of the United
States as the Europeans took over postconºict peacebuilding operations. In
Kosovo, the United States suffered one combat fatality, the sole loss in the whole
operation, and it ranked sixth in relative monetary contribution. In Afghanistan,
the United States is the number one ªnancial contributor (it achieved that status
only after the 2010 surge), but its relative combat losses rank ªfth.67 In short, the
interest expansion argument would look much different without Iraq in the pic-
ture. There would be no evidence for the United States shouldering a dispropor-
tionate share of the burden, and the overall pattern of intervention would look
“unrestrained” only in terms of frequency, not cost, with the debate hinging on
whether the surge in Afghanistan was recklessly unrestrained.68

How emblematic of the deep engagement strategy is the U.S. experience in
Iraq? The strategy’s supporters insist that Iraq was a Bush/neoconservative
aberration; certainly, there are many supporters of deep engagement who
strongly opposed the war, most notably Barack Obama. Against this view, op-
ponents claim that it or something close to it was inevitable given the grand
strategy. Regardless, the more important question is whether continuing the
current grand strategy condemns the United States to more such wars. The
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Cold War experience suggests a negative answer. After the United States suf-
fered a major disaster in Indochina (to be sure, dwarªng Iraq in its human
toll), it responded by waging the rest of the Cold War using proxies and highly
limited interventions. Nothing changed in the basic structure of the interna-
tional system, and U.S. military power recovered by the 1980s, yet the United
States never again undertook a large expeditionary operation until after the
Cold War had ended. All indications are that Iraq has generated a similar effect
for the post–Cold War era. If there is an Obama doctrine, Dominic Tierney ar-
gues, it can be reduced to “No More Iraqs.”69 Moreover, the president’s think-
ing is reºected in the Defense Department’s current strategic guidance, which
asserts that “U.S. forces will no longer be sized to conduct large-scale, pro-
longed stability operations.”70 Those developments in Washington are also
part of a wider rejection of the Iraq experience across the American body poli-
tic, which political scientist John Mueller dubbed the “Iraq Syndrome.”71 Re-
trenchment advocates would need to present much more argumentation and
evidence to support their pessimism on this subject.

Assessing the Security Beneªts of Deep Engagement

Even if deep engagement’s costs are far less than retrenchment advocates
claim, they are not worth bearing unless they yield greater beneªts. We focus
here on the strategy’s major security beneªts; in the next section, we take up
the wider payoffs of the United States’ security role for its interests in other
realms, notably the global economy—an interaction relatively unexplored by
international relations scholars.

A core premise of deep engagement is that it prevents the emergence of a far
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more dangerous global security environment. For one thing, as noted above,
the United States’ overseas presence gives it the leverage to restrain partners
from taking provocative action. Perhaps more important, its core alliance
commitments also deter states with aspirations to regional hegemony from
contemplating expansion and make its partners more secure, reducing their in-
centive to adopt solutions to their security problems that threaten others and
thus stoke security dilemmas. The contention that engaged U.S. power damp-
ens the baleful effects of anarchy is consistent with inºuential variants of real-
ist theory. Indeed, arguably the scariest portrayal of the war-prone world that
would emerge absent the “American Paciªer” is provided in the works of John
Mearsheimer, who forecasts dangerous multipolar regions replete with secu-
rity competition, arms races, nuclear proliferation and associated preventive
war temptations, regional rivalries, and even runs at regional hegemony and
full-scale great power war.72

How do retrenchment advocates, the bulk of whom are realists, discount
this beneªt? Their arguments are complicated, but two capture most of the
variation: (1) U.S. security guarantees are not necessary to prevent dangerous
rivalries and conºict in Eurasia; or (2) prevention of rivalry and conºict in
Eurasia is not a U.S. interest. Each response is connected to a different theory
or set of theories, which makes sense given that the whole debate hinges on
a complex future counterfactual (what would happen to Eurasia’s security
setting if the United States truly disengaged?). Although a certain answer is
impossible, each of these responses is nonetheless a weaker argument for re-
trenchment than advocates acknowledge.

The ªrst response ºows from defensive realism as well as other international
relations theories that discount the conºict-generating potential of anarchy
under contemporary conditions.73 Defensive realists maintain that the high ex-
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pected costs of territorial conquest, defense dominance, and an array of poli-
cies and practices that can be used credibly to signal benign intent, mean that
Eurasia’s major states could manage regional multipolarity peacefully without
the American paciªer.

Retrenchment would be a bet on this scholarship, particularly in regions
where the kinds of stabilizers that nonrealist theories point to—such as demo-
cratic governance or dense institutional linkages—are either absent or weakly
present. There are three other major bodies of scholarship, however, that might
give decisionmakers pause before making this bet. First is regional expertise.
Needless to say, there is no consensus on the net security effects of U.S. with-
drawal. Regarding each region, there are optimists and pessimists. Few ex-
perts expect a return of intense great power competition in a post-American
Europe, but many doubt European governments will pay the political costs of
increased EU defense cooperation and the budgetary costs of increasing mili-
tary outlays.74 The result might be a Europe that is incapable of securing itself
from various threats that could be destabilizing within the region and beyond
(e.g., a regional conºict akin to the 1990s Balkan wars), lacks capacity for
global security missions in which U.S. leaders might want European participa-
tion, and is vulnerable to the inºuence of outside rising powers.

What about the other parts of Eurasia where the United States has a substan-
tial military presence? Regarding the Middle East, the balance begins to swing
toward pessimists concerned that states currently backed by Washington—
notably Israel, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia—might take actions upon U.S. re-
trenchment that would intensify security dilemmas. And concerning East
Asia, pessimism regarding the region’s prospects without the American paci-
ªer is pronounced. Arguably the principal concern expressed by area experts
is that Japan and South Korea are likely to obtain a nuclear capacity and in-
crease their military commitments, which could stoke a destabilizing reaction
from China. It is notable that during the Cold War, both South Korea and

Don’t Come Home, America 35

University Press, 2001); Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, “Security Seeking under Anarchy: Defensive Realism
Reconsidered,” International Security, Vol. 25, No. 3 (Winter 2000/01), pp. 128–161; and Shiping
Tang, A Theory of Security Strategy for Our Time: Defensive Realism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2010). For the liberal theoretical arguments, see, for example, Bruce Russett and John Oneal, Trian-
gulating Peace: Democracy, Interdependence, and International Organizations (New York: W.W. Norton,
2001); and Erik Gartzke, “The Capitalist Peace,” American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 51, No. 1
(January 2007), pp. 166–191.
74. Mearsheimer did indeed predict conºict in Europe after the Cold War, although he also pre-
dicted a U.S. withdrawal. See Mearsheimer, “Back to the Future.”



Taiwan moved to obtain a nuclear weapons capacity and were only con-
strained from doing so by a still-engaged United States.75

The second body of scholarship casting doubt on the bet on defensive real-
ism’s sanguine portrayal is all of the research that undermines its conception
of state preferences. Defensive realism’s optimism about what would happen
if the United States retrenched is very much dependent on its particular—and
highly restrictive—assumption about state preferences; once we relax this
assumption, then much of its basis for optimism vanishes. Speciªcally, the pre-
diction of post-American tranquility throughout Eurasia rests on the assump-
tion that security is the only relevant state preference, with security deªned
narrowly in terms of protection from violent external attacks on the homeland.
Under that assumption, the security problem is largely solved as soon as
offense and defense are clearly distinguishable, and offense is extremely ex-
pensive relative to defense. Burgeoning research across the social and other
sciences, however, undermines that core assumption: states have preferences
not only for security but also for prestige, status, and other aims, and they en-
gage in trade-offs among the various objectives.76 In addition, they deªne se-
curity not just in terms of territorial protection but in view of many and varied
milieu goals. It follows that even states that are relatively secure may neverthe-
less engage in highly competitive behavior. Empirical studies show that this is
indeed sometimes the case.77 In sum, a bet on a benign postretrenchment Eur-
asia is a bet that leaders of major countries will never allow these nonsecurity
preferences to inºuence their strategic choices.

To the degree that these bodies of scholarly knowledge have predictive lev-
erage, U.S. retrenchment would result in a signiªcant deterioration in the secu-
rity environment in at least some of the world’s key regions. We have already
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mentioned the third, even more alarming body of scholarship. Offensive real-
ism predicts that the withdrawal of the American paciªer will yield either a
competitive regional multipolarity complete with associated insecurity, arms
racing, crisis instability, nuclear proliferation, and the like, or bids for regional
hegemony, which may be beyond the capacity of local great powers to contain
(and which in any case would generate intensely competitive behavior, possi-
bly including regional great power war).

Hence it is unsurprising that retrenchment advocates are prone to focus on
the second argument noted above: that avoiding wars and security dilemmas in
the world’s core regions is not a U.S. national interest. Few doubt that the
United States could survive the return of insecurity and conºict among Eurasian
powers, but at what cost? Much of the work in this area has focused on the eco-
nomic externalities of a renewed threat of insecurity and war, which we discuss
below. Focusing on the pure security ramiªcations, there are two main reasons
why decisionmakers may be rationally reluctant to run the retrenchment experi-
ment. First, overall higher levels of conºict make the world a more dangerous
place. Were Eurasia to return to higher levels of interstate military competition,
one would see overall higher levels of military spending and innovation and
a higher likelihood of competitive regional proxy wars and arming of client
states—all of which would be concerning, in part because it would promote a
faster diffusion of military power away from the United States.

Greater regional insecurity could well feed proliferation cascades, as states
such as Egypt, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and Saudi Arabia all might choose
to create nuclear forces.78 It is unlikely that proliferation decisions by any of
these actors would be the end of the game: they would likely generate pres-
sure locally for more proliferation. Following Kenneth Waltz, many retrench-
ment advocates are proliferation optimists, assuming that nuclear deterrence
solves the security problem.79 Usually carried out in dyadic terms, the debate
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over the stability of proliferation changes as the numbers go up. Proliferation
optimism rests on assumptions of rationality and narrow security preferences.
In social science, however, such assumptions are inevitably probabilistic. Opti-
mists assume that most states are led by rational leaders, most will overcome
organizational problems and resist the temptation to preempt before feared
neighbors nuclearize, and most pursue only security and are risk averse. Con-
ªdence in such probabilistic assumptions declines if the world were to move
from nine to twenty, thirty, or forty nuclear states. In addition, many of the
other dangers noted by analysts who are concerned about the destabilizing ef-
fects of nuclear proliferation—including the risk of accidents and the prospects
that some new nuclear powers will not have truly survivable forces—seem
prone to go up as the number of nuclear powers grows.80 Moreover, the risk of
“unforeseen crisis dynamics” that could spin out of control is also higher as
the number of nuclear powers increases. Finally, add to these concerns the en-
hanced danger of nuclear leakage, and a world with overall higher levels of
security competition becomes yet more worrisome.

The argument that maintaining Eurasian peace is not a U.S. interest faces a
second problem. On widely accepted realist assumptions, acknowledging that
U.S. engagement preserves peace dramatically narrows the difference between
retrenchment and deep engagement. For many supporters of retrenchment,
the optimal strategy for a power such as the United States, which has attained
regional hegemony and is separated from other great powers by oceans, is off-
shore balancing: stay over the horizon and “pass the buck” to local powers to
do the dangerous work of counterbalancing any local rising power. The United
States should commit to onshore balancing only when local balancing is likely
to fail and a great power appears to be a credible contender for regional he-
gemony, as in the cases of Germany, Japan, and the Soviet Union in the mid-
twentieth century.

The problem is that China’s rise puts the possibility of its attaining regional
hegemony on the table, at least in the medium to long term. As Mearsheimer
notes, “The United States will have to play a key role in countering China,
because its Asian neighbors are not strong enough to do it by them-
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selves.”81 Therefore, unless China’s rise stalls, “the United States is likely to act
toward China similar to the way it behaved toward the Soviet Union during
the Cold War.”82 It follows that the United States should take no action that
would compromise its capacity to move to onshore balancing in the future. It
will need to maintain key alliance relationships in Asia as well as the formida-
bly expensive military capacity to intervene there. The implication is to get out
of Iraq and Afghanistan, reduce the presence in Europe, and pivot to Asia—
just what the United States is doing.83

In sum, the argument that U.S. security commitments are unnecessary for
peace is countered by a lot of scholarship, including highly inºuential realist
scholarship. In addition, the argument that Eurasian peace is unnecessary for
U.S. security is weakened by the potential for a large number of nasty security
consequences as well as the need to retain a latent onshore balancing capacity
that dramatically reduces the savings retrenchment might bring. Moreover,
switching between offshore and onshore balancing could well be difªcult.

Bringing together the thrust of many of the arguments discussed so far un-
derlines the degree to which the case for retrenchment misses the underlying
logic of the deep engagement strategy. By supplying reassurance, deterrence,
and active management, the United States lowers security competition in the
world’s key regions, thereby preventing the emergence of a hothouse atmo-
sphere for growing new military capabilities. Alliance ties dissuade partners
from ramping up and also provide leverage to prevent military transfers to po-
tential rivals. On top of all this, the United States’ formidable military machine
may deter entry by potential rivals. Current great power military expenditures
as a percentage of GDP are at historical lows, and thus far other major powers
have shied away from seeking to match top-end U.S. military capabilities. In
addition, they have so far been careful to avoid attracting the “focused en-
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mity” of the United States.84 All of the world’s most modern militaries are U.S.
allies (America’s alliance system of more than sixty countries now accounts for
some 80 percent of global military spending), and the gap between the U.S.
military capability and that of potential rivals is by many measures growing
rather than shrinking.85

In the end, therefore, deep engagement reduces security competition and
does so in a way that slows the diffusion of power away from the United
States. This in turn makes it easier to sustain the policy over the long term.

The Wider Beneªts of Deep Engagement

The case against deep engagement overstates its costs and underestimates its se-
curity beneªts. Perhaps its most important weakness, however, is that its preoc-
cupation with security issues diverts attention from some of deep engagement’s
most important beneªts: sustaining the global economy and fostering institu-
tionalized cooperation in ways advantageous to U.S. national interests.

economic beneªts

Deep engagement is based on a premise central to realist scholarship from
E.H. Carr to Robert Gilpin: economic orders do not just emerge spontaneously;
they are created and sustained by and for powerful states.86 To be sure, the
sheer size of its economy would guarantee the United States a signiªcant role
in the politics of the global economy whatever grand strategy it adopted. Yet
the fact that it is the leading military power and security provider also enables
economic leadership. The security role ªgures in the creation, maintenance,
and expansion of the system. In part because other states—including all but
one of the world’s largest economies—were heavily dependent on U.S. secu-
rity protection during the Cold War, the United States was able not only to fos-
ter the economic order but also to prod other states to buy into it and to
support plans for its progressive expansion.87 Today, as the discussion in the
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previous section underscores, the security commitments of deep engagement
support the global economic order by reducing the likelihood of security di-
lemmas, arms racing, instability, regional conºicts and, in extremis, major
power war. In so doing, the strategy helps to maintain a stable and compara-
tively open world economy—a long-standing U.S. national interest.

In addition to ensuring the global economy against important sources of in-
security, the extensive set of U.S. military commitments and deployments
helps to protect the “global economic commons.” One key way is by helping to
keep sea-lanes and other shipping corridors freely available for commerce.88 A
second key way is by helping to establish and protect property/sovereignty
rights in the oceans. Although it is not the only global actor relevant to protect-
ing the global economic commons, the United States has by far the most im-
portant role given its massive naval superiority and the leadership role it plays
in international economic institutions. If the United States were to pull back
from the world, protecting the global economic commons would likely be
much harder to accomplish for a number of reasons: cooperating with other
nations on these matters would be less likely to occur; maintaining the rele-
vant institutional foundations for promoting this goal would be harder; and
preserving access to bases throughout the world—which is needed to ac-
complish this mission—would likely be curtailed to some degree.

Advocates of retrenchment agree that a ºourishing global economy is an im-
portant U.S. interest, but they are largely silent on the role U.S. grand strategy
plays in sustaining it.89 For their part, many scholars of international political
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economy have long argued that economic openness might continue even in
the absence of hegemonic leadership.90 Yet this does not address the real
question of interest: Does hegemonic leadership make the continuation of
global economic stability more likely? The voluminous literature contains no
analysis that suggests a negative answer; what scholars instead note is that
the likelihood of overcoming problems of collective action, relative gains,
and incomplete information drops in the absence of leadership.91 It would
thus take a bold if not reckless leader to run a grand experiment to deter-
mine whether the global economy can continue to expand in the absence of
U.S. leadership.

Deep engagement not only helps to underwrite the global economy in a
general sense, but it also allows the United States to structure it in ways that
serve the United States’ narrow economic interests. Carla Norrlof argues per-
suasively that America disproportionately beneªts from the current structure
of the global economy, and that its ability to reap these advantages is directly
tied to its position of military preeminence within the system.92 One way this
occurs is via “microlevel structuring”—that is, the United States gets better
economic bargains or increased economic cooperation on some speciªc issues
than it would if it did not play such a key security role. As Joseph Nye ob-
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serves, “Even if the direct use of force were banned among a group of coun-
tries, military force would still play an important political role. For example,
the American military role in deterring threats to allies, or of assuring access to
a crucial resource such as oil in the Persian Gulf, means that the provision of
protective force can be used in bargaining situations. Sometimes the linkage
may be direct; more often it is a factor not mentioned openly but present in the
back of statesmen’s minds.”93 Although Nye is right that such linkage will
generally be implicit, extensive analyses of declassiªed documents by histori-
ans shows that the United States directly used its overseas security commit-
ments and military deployments to convince allies to change their economic
policies to its beneªt during the Cold War.94

The United States’ security commitments continue to bolster the pursuit of
its economic interests. Interviews with current and past U.S. administration
ofªcials reveal wide agreement that alliance ties help gain favorable outcomes
on trade and other economic issues. To the question, “Does the alliance system
pay dividends for America in nonsecurity areas, such as economic relations?,”
the typical answer in interviews is “an unequivocal yes.”95 U.S. security com-
mitments sometimes enhance bargaining leverage over the speciªc terms of
economic agreements and give other governments more general incentives
to enter into agreements that beneªt the United States economically—two re-
cent examples being the 2012 Korea–United States Free Trade Agreement
(KORUS FTA) and the United States–Australia FTA (which entered into force
in 2005).96 Ofªcials across administrations of different parties stress that the
desire of Korea and Australia to tighten their security relationships with
the United States was a core reason why Washington was able to enter into free
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trade agreements with them and to do so on terms favorable to U.S. economic
interests. As one former ofªcial indicates, “The KORUS FTA—and I was in-
volved in the initial planning—was attractive to Korea in large measure be-
cause it would help to underpin the US-ROK [South Korea] alliance at a time of
shifting power in the region.”97 Korean leaders’ interest in maintaining a strong
security relationship with the United States, another former ofªcial stressed,
made them more willing to be ºexible regarding the terms of the agreement be-
cause “failure would look like a setback to the political and security relation-
ship. Once we got into negotiations with the ROK, look at how many times we
reneged even after we signed a deal. . . . We asked for changes in labor and envi-
ronment clauses, in auto clauses and the Koreans took it all.”98

U.S. security leverage is economically beneªcial in a second respect: it can
facilitate “macrolevel structuring” of the global economy. Macrolevel structur-
ing is crucial because so much of what the United States wants from the eco-
nomic order is simply “more of the same”—it prefers the structure of the main
international economic institutions such as the World Trade Organization and
the International Monetary Fund; it prefers the existence of “open regional-
ism”99; it prefers the dollar as the reserve currency; and so on. U.S. interests are
thus well served to the extent that American allies favor the global economic
status quo rather than revisions that could be harmful to U.S. economic inter-
ests. One reason they are often inclined to take this approach is because of
their security relationship with the United States. For example, interviews
with U.S. ofªcials stress that alliance ties give Washington leverage and au-
thority in the current struggle over multilateral governance institutions in
Asia. As one ofªcial noted, “On the economic side, the existence of the security
alliance contributes to an atmosphere of trust that enables the United States
and Japan to present a united front on shared economic goals—such as open
markets and transparency, for example, through APEC [Asia-Paciªc Economic
Cooperation].”100 Likewise, Japan’s current interest in the Trans-Paciªc Part-
nership, the Obama administration’s most important long-term economic ini-
tiative in East Asia, is widely understood to be shaped less by speciªc Japanese
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economic interests than by the belief of Yoshihiko Noda’s administration that
it will strengthen alliance ties with the United States.101 As one former admin-
istration ofªcial stressed, this enhanced allied interest in supporting U.S.-
favored economic frameworks as a means of strengthening security ties
with the United States helps to ensure against any shift to “a Sino-centric/
nontransparent/more mercantilist economic order in Asia.”102

The United States’ security leverage over its allies matters even if it is not
used actively to garner support for its conception of the global economy and
other economic issues. This is perhaps best illustrated by the status of the
dollar as the reserve currency, which confers major beneªts on the United
States.103 For many analysts, the U.S. position as the leading superpower with
worldwide security commitments is an important reason why the dollar was
established as the reserve currency and why it is likely to retain this status for
a long time.104 In the past, Washington frequently used direct security leverage
to get its allies to support the dollar.105 There are a number of subtler mecha-
nisms, however, through which the current U.S. geopolitical position serves
the same end. First, Kathleen McNamara builds on the logic of focal points to
argue that the U.S. global military role bolsters the likelihood that the dollar
will long continue to be the currency that actors converge upon as the “‘natu-
ral’ dominant currency.”106 Second, Norrlof emphasizes the signiªcance of a
mechanism that U.S. ofªcials also stress: the United States’ geopolitical posi-
tion gives it the ability to constrain certain forms of Asian regionalism that, if
they were to eventuate, could help to promote movement away from the dol-
lar.107 Third, Adam Posen emphasizes that the EU’s security dependence on
the United States makes it less likely that the euro countries will develop a true
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global military capacity and thus “that the dollar will continue to beneªt from
the geopolitical sources of its global role” in ways that the euro countries will
never match.108

In sum, the United States is a key pillar of the global economy, but it does
not provide this service for free: it also extracts disproportionate beneªts. Un-
dertaking retrenchment would place these beneªts at risk.

institutional beneªts

What goes for the global economy also applies to larger patterns of institution-
alized cooperation. Here, too, the leadership enabled by the United States’
grand strategy fosters cooperation that generates diffuse beneªts for many
states but often disproportionately reºects U.S. preferences. This basic premise
subsumes three claims.

First, beneªts ºow to the United States from institutionalized cooperation to
address a wide range of problems. There is general agreement that a stable,
open, and loosely rule-based international order serves the interests of the
United States. Indeed, we are aware of no serious studies suggesting that U.S.
interests would be better advanced in a world that is closed (i.e., built around
blocs and spheres of inºuence) and devoid of basic, agreed-upon rules and in-
stitutions. As scholars have long argued, under conditions of rising complex
interdependence, states often can beneªt from institutionalized cooperation.109

In the security realm, newly emerging threats arguably are producing a rapid
rise in the beneªts of such cooperation for the United States. Some of these
threats are transnational and emerge from environmental, health, and resource
vulnerabilities, such as those concerning pandemics. Transnational nonstate
groups with various capacities for violence have also become salient in recent
decades, including groups involved in terrorism, piracy, and organized crime.110
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As is widely argued, these sorts of nontraditional, transnational threats can be
realistically addressed only through various types of collective action.111 Unless
countries are prepared to radically restrict their integration into an increasingly
globalized world system, the problems must be solved through coordinated ac-
tion.112 In the face of these diffuse and shifting threats, the United States is going
to ªnd itself needing to work with other states to an increasing degree, sharing
information, building capacities, and responding to crises.113

Second, U.S. leadership increases the prospects that such cooperation will
emerge in a manner relatively favorable to U.S. interests. Of course, the pros-
pects for cooperation are partly a function of compatible interests. Yet even
when interests overlap, scholars of all theoretical stripes have established that
institutionalized cooperation does not emerge effortlessly: generating agreement
on the particular cooperative solution can often be elusive. And when interests
do not overlap, the bargaining becomes tougher yet: not just how, but whether
cooperation will occur is on the table. Many factors affect the initiation of coop-
eration, and under various conditions states can and have cooperated without
hegemonic leadership.114 As noted above, however, scholars acknowledge that
the likelihood of cooperation drops in the absence of leadership.

Finally, U.S. security commitments are an integral component of this leader-
ship. Historically, as Gilpin and other theorists of hegemonic order have
shown, the background security and stability that the United States provided
facilitated the creation of multilateral institutions for ongoing cooperation
across policy areas.115 As in the case of the global economy, U.S. security provi-
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sion plays a role in fostering stability within and across regions, and this has
an impact on the ability of states to engage in institutional cooperation. Institu-
tional cooperation is least likely in areas of the world where instability is per-
vasive. It is more likely to ºourish in areas where states are secure and leaders
can anticipate stable and continuous relations—where the “shadow of the fu-
ture” is most evident. And because of the key security role it plays in fostering
this institutional cooperation, the United States is in a stronger position to help
shape the contours of these cooperative efforts.

The United States’ extended system of security commitments creates a set of
institutional relationships that foster political communication. Alliance institu-
tions are in the ªrst instance about security protection, but they are also mech-
anisms that provide a kind of “political architecture” that is useful beyond
narrow issues of military affairs. Alliances bind states together and create insti-
tutional channels of communication. NATO has facilitated ties and associated
institutions—such as the Atlantic Council—that increase the ability of the
United States and Europe to talk to each other and do business.116 Likewise,
the bilateral alliances in East Asia also play a communication role beyond
narrow security issues. Consultations and exchanges spill over into other pol-
icy areas.117 For example, when U.S. ofªcials travel to Seoul to consult on
alliance issues, they also routinely talk about other pending issues, such as, re-
cently, the Korea–United States Free Trade Agreement and the Trans-Paciªc
Partnership. This gives the United States the capacity to work across issue areas,
using assets and bargaining chips in one area to make progress in another. It
also provides more diffuse political beneªts to cooperation that ºow from the
“voice opportunities” created by the security alliance architecture.118 The alli-
ances provide channels and access points for wider ºows of communication—
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and the beneªts of greater political solidarity and institutional cooperation
that follow.

The beneªts of these communication ºows cut across all international issues,
but are arguably enhanced with respect to generating security cooperation to
deal with new kinds of threats—such as terrorism and health pandemics—that
require a multitude of novel bargains and newly established procedures of
shared responsibilities among a wide range of countries. With the existing
U.S.-led security system in place, the United States is in a stronger position
than it otherwise would be to strike bargains and share burdens of security co-
operation in such areas. The challenge of rising security interdependence is
greater security cooperation. That is, when countries are increasingly mutually
vulnerable to nontraditional, diffuse, transnational threats, they need to work
together to eradicate the conditions that allow for these threats and limit the
damage. The U.S.-led alliance system is a platform with already existing ca-
pacities and routines for security cooperation. These assets can be used or
adapted, saving the cost of generating security cooperation from scratch. In
short, having an institution in place to facilitate cooperation on one issue
makes it easier, and more likely, that the participating states will be able to
achieve cooperation rapidly on a related issue.119

The usefulness of the U.S. alliance system for generating enhanced non-
security cooperation is conªrmed in interviews with former State Department
and National Security Council ofªcials. One former administration ofªcial
noted, using the examples of Australia and South Korea, that the security ties
“create nonsecurity beneªts in terms of support for global agenda issues,”
such as Afghanistan, Copenhagen, disaster relief, and the ªnancial crisis. “This
is not security leverage per se, but it is an indication of how the deepness of
the security relationship creates working relationships [and] interoperability
that can then be leveraged to address other regional issues.” This ofªcial notes,
“We could not have organized the Core Group (India, U.S., Australia, Japan) in
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response to the 2004 tsunami without the deep bilateral military relationships
that had already been in place. It was much easier for us to organize with these
countries almost immediately (within forty-eight hours) than anyone else for a
large-scale humanitarian operation because our militaries were accustomed to
each other.”120

The United States’ role as security provider also has a more direct effect of
enhancing its authority and capacity to initiate institutional cooperation in
various policy areas. The fact that the United States is a security patron of
Japan, South Korea, and other countries in East Asia, for example, gives it a
weight and presence in regional diplomacy over the shape and scope of multi-
lateral cooperation not just within the region but also elsewhere. This does not
mean that the United States always wins these diplomatic encounters, but its
leverage is greater than it would be if the United States were purely an off-
shore great power without institutionalized security ties to the region.

In sum, the deep engagement strategy enables U.S. leadership, which results
in more cooperation on matters of importance than would occur if the United
States disengaged—even as it pushes cooperation toward U.S. preferences.

Conclusion

Should America come home? A prominent and ever growing group of interna-
tional relations scholars emphatically argue the answer is yes. Yet a sustained
evaluation of their case ªnds the balance of what scholars know about interna-
tional politics leaning against the retrenchment argument. Advocates of a
clean break with the United States’ sixty-year tradition of deep engagement
overstate its costs, underestimate its narrow security beneªts, and generally ig-
nore its crucial wider security and nonsecurity beneªts. Many, moreover, con-
ºate the core grand strategy of deep engagement with issues such as forceful
democracy promotion and armed humanitarian intervention—important mat-
ters, but optional choices rather than deªning features of the grand strategy.

Although we have stressed the continued validity of long-standing precepts
of U.S. grand strategy, our analysis does not support resistance to all foreign
policy change. Nothing in our argument suggests that every commitment
must be retained at all costs. Nor does our study impugn rebalancing the strat-
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120. Former administration ofªcial, email interview by G. John Ikenberry, September 2012.



egy to adapt to new constraints and challenges—as President Richard Nixon
and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger did after Vietnam and President Barack
Obama and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton appear to be doing after Iraq. On
the contrary, these rebalancing episodes belie the argument that the United
States cannot adapt to a changing world.

Our analysis has signiªcant implications not just for policy, but also for
international relations theory. With few exceptions, analysts advocating re-
trenchment are either self-proclaimed realists or explicitly ground their strate-
gic assessment in signature works of realist scholarship. This generates the
impression that realism yields an unambiguous verdict in favor of retrench-
ment for a state in the United States’ strategic setting; that other international
relations theories either yield similar implications or are irrelevant or wrong;
and that U.S. foreign policy since the Cold War’s end stands as a massive
anomaly for realism. Indeed, to many realist scholars the current grand strat-
egy is so patently suboptimal that its persistence after the Soviet Union’s de-
mise can be explained only by domestic political pathologies or the pernicious
inºuence of America’s liberal ideology.121 Our analysis reverses all of these im-
plications. We showed that realism does not yield an unambiguous verdict in
favor of retrenchment; that other theoretical traditions do help to explain U.S.
grand strategy; that America’s post–Cold War strategic behavior is not a self-
evident anomaly for international relations theory in general or realism in par-
ticular; and that explaining this behavior does not necessarily demand delving
deep into the peculiarities of American domestic politics or ideology. In the
end, the fundamental choice to retain a grand strategy of deep engagement af-
ter the Cold War is just what the preponderance of international relations
scholarship would expect a rational, self-interested, leading power in the
United States’ position to do.
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121. Walt maintains that “the United States allowed its foreign policy to be distorted by partisan
sniping, hijacked by foreign lobbyists and narrow domestic special interests, blinded by lofty but
unrealistic rhetoric, and held hostage by irresponsible and xenophobic members of Congress.”
Walt, “In the National Interest.” Layne notes that “[m]ore than most, America’s foreign policy is
the product of . . . ideas, and U.S. foreign-policy elites have constructed their own myths of empire
to justify the United States’ hegemonic role.” Layne, “Graceful Decline,” p. 30.


