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Executive Summary 
 

Title: Recasting US Foreign Policy 
 
Author: Major Douglas Krugman, United States Marine Corps 
 
Thesis:  Over the next two years the administration should refine its statement of US 

foreign policy by redefining US interests along more narrow lines in order to reduce the 

perceived need for US military interventions abroad.   

 

Discussion: This paper will examine our interests as currently stated, define a refined 

policy in contrast to our recent past, and then use that refined policy to assess situations 

in the Middle East, South Asia, and Southeast Asia.  Since the end of the Cold War, the 

United States has struggled to define its interests and provide a clear statement of its 

foreign policy.  While there is a fairly stable and rewarding consensus on the role of 

trade, the balance between diplomacy and military force has been problematic.  The US 

defines its interests in its central strategy document, but the current definitions are 

impractically vague to the point of justifying nearly any action abroad.   

 

Conclusion: Our leaders must redefine these interests with narrower more practical 

limits.  The US must also take greater care in the pursuit of these interests by military 

means, as its resources alone are insufficient to contend with the large number of 

challenges to global stability.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Since the end of the Cold War, the United States has struggled to define its 

interests and provide a clear statement of its foreign policy.  While there is a fairly stable 

and rewarding consensus on the role of trade, the balance between diplomacy and 

military force has been problematic.  The result has been a series of draining and often 

unpredictable interventions abroad, culminating in the 2003 invasion of Iraq.  The US 

defines its interests in its central strategy document, but the current definitions are 

impractically vague to the point of justifying nearly any action abroad.   

Our leaders must redefine these interests with narrower more practical limits.  The 

US must also take greater care in the pursuit of those interests by military means, as its 

resources alone are insufficient to contend with the large number of challenges to global 

stability.  Although there has been no explicit statement, in the second term of the Obama 

administration the US has begun conducting its foreign policy in this manner, as an 

increased emphasis on diplomacy and relatively restrained US military actions in the 

Middle East, Eastern Europe, and Southeast Asia have demonstrated.  This paper will 

examine our interests as currently stated, define a refined policy in contrast to our recent 

past, and then use that refined policy to assess situations in the Middle East, South Asia, 

and Southeast Asia.  Over the next two years the administration should complete its 

refinement of US foreign policy along the lines defined here in order to build domestic 

consensus in support of it and ensure this policy carries over into the future.   
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DEFINING US POLICY AND INTERESTS 

The US government does not define its foreign policy in a single clearly identified 

document.  The document that most nearly establishes US foreign policy is the National 

Security Strategy (NSS), a report from the President that Congress nominally required 

annually as an accompaniment to the budget.1   Although the NSS should not be so 

detailed that it leaves no decision space for leaders, the bureaucratic drafting process 

leaves it so vague it is essentially useless in providing guidance.  One recent US 

Secretary of Defense confessed to not reading it prior to his confirmation.2  The 2010 

National Security Strategy defines four enduring national interests: security, prosperity, 

values, and the international order.3  Although each administration has restated a list of 

national interests in their own words, these four focus points have been generally 

consistent since the end of the Cold War.   

 The most recent National Security Strategy defines these four enduring interests 

only broadly before detailing how they apply to specific problems confronting the US in 

2010.  Security has an obvious application to the United States and its allies.  The NSS 

takes a more ambiguous scope by including US partners, which is an extremely broad 

group encompassing nearly every nation in the world in some way.  The NSS also defines 

the other three interests on a global scale, with calls for an open international economic 

system, recognition and respect of universal values as defined by the US, and most 

obviously with the end state of an international order advanced by US leadership.   

It does not prioritize between these four enduring interests, noting they are 

interdependent.  There is a specific assumption that positive results in the pursuit of one 

interest will create positive results in the pursuit of others.4  This construct eliminates the 
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need to prioritize amongst the four, neglecting the fact that there are apparent conflicts 

even within the individual interests.  Ambiguity at this level is not necessarily a bad 

thing.  Overly prescriptive or rigid statements restrict US decision makers as 

circumstances change and enable other nations to maximize their own opportunities, 

sometimes at US expense.  Unfortunately this ambiguity often appears as inconsistency 

to our allies and partners as they perceive US priorities shifting between and within 

presidential administrations.  This perception hinders the development of the very 

international order that the NSS defines as an enduring interest of our national security.    

The assumption that the rest of the world supports the global vision of the US is a 

major cause of our foreign policy shortcomings.  When the US observes a problem in the 

world, especially in certain regions, it has a bias for action whether or not there is a 

strong tie between the situation and enduring US interests.  In many cases the initial US 

response runs contrary to the interests, desires, or capabilities of countries more directly 

involved.  This is especially problematic when the other countries are either allies who 

agree with the US on many other issues, or partners who have narrower but still valuable 

overlaps with other US interests.  US action absent their support or with their opposition 

increases friction with the US, may exacerbate the problem at hand, and make responses 

to other shared problems more difficult.  The end result of this bias for action is often a 

weakening of the US position in the world.     

The solution to this problem is first to narrow the definition of US interests.  

Although the ideal world our current statement of interests envisions would be a better 

place it is not a realistic near-term goal.  The amount of effort and speed with which the 

US should invest in averting or mitigating a potential foreign crisis must be directly 
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connected to the potential impacts of the crisis on US national security.  Even though it is 

the wealthiest nation in the world by many measures, the US alone does not have 

sufficient resources and capabilities to resolve every situation it sees as negative.  The US 

government must become more ruthless is apportioning its resources to conserve them for 

the more dangerous challenges.   

 

RESTATING US INTERESTS 

The four enduring interests in the most recent National Security Strategy are 

fundamentally sound starting points for these more focused interests, starting with the 

security of the United States.  The physical security of that finite territory and the citizens 

that reside within it – the 50 states of the homeland plus a few islands with associated 

statuses, should be the foundation of US foreign policy.  The current goal of extending 

that security to citizens overseas is also dangerously broad, creating the interpretation the 

US values its citizens over the sovereignty of other nations.  As with other countries, the 

US should attempt to protect the legal rights of its citizens abroad and be prepared to 

assist them in the event of major emergencies but it should cease to make such explicit 

statements about their security.5   

The second portion of the current US statement on its enduring security interest 

needs greater adjustment.  Given the deliberately vague and expansive definition of US 

partners, the current statement essentially states the US has a direct interest in the security 

of essentially every other country in the world.  This unrealistic formulation provides no 

clarity for foreign policy makers.  The security of partner nations is relevant only as far as 

threats to them also directly threaten US interests.  Partners that seek a greater 
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commitment from the US should pursue a mutually beneficial treaty.  More remote 

threats to US interests should merit less investment in response.  The security of treaty 

allies does merit greater attention as required by the treaty text.  Any treaty alliance that 

has exhausted its original purpose must be recast to ensure it remains meaningful to the 

US.  The reduced rhetorical references to protecting partners and critical assessment of 

alliances should reduce the number of crisis where the US feels a need to respond with 

major commitments and may drive in increase in investment from other stakeholders in 

the international system.   

The physical security of the United States is the foundation of US foreign policy 

but the US economy is the practical heart of US strength.  As a priority for US foreign 

policy it should follow only defense of the homeland.  Past habit and nostalgia should not 

drive economic interests, only present realities and future prospects.  US leaders must 

deliberately tie those future prospects to the security costs involved.  While the US 

economy benefitted greatly from access to Middle Eastern oil, the US also expended 

massive resources in attempts to secure that oil.  After decades of rhetoric the US has 

nearly eliminated its direct dependence on this source, though with 1/3 of the world’s oil 

coming from the Middle East there is still a significant impact through global oil prices.6  

Despite that, the shift away from direct dependence should generate a reassessment of 

overall US policy towards the region.  This reassessment may help narrow the scope of 

US security commitments in general while freeing resources for use in other regions of 

greater import to the future economic health of the US. 

The third enduring US national interest, values, has both moral and practical 

worth.  The moral worth is apparent in the world’s enshrinement of similar values in the 
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United Nations Charter and other international documents, signed by nearly every 

government in the world.  There is widespread agreement that the world would be a 

better place if governments ensured their populations had certain fundamental rights.  

The difficulty is that no document specifically defines most of those values, making the 

adjective “universal” used to describe values in the National Security Strategy 

aspirational at best. 

The US has an image of itself as a beacon of values for the world to follow, 

starting with the city on the hill of the 17th century, extending through Wilsonian 

idealism, and continuing today.  Unfortunately even as the US has tried to spread these 

values its actions have often undermined this image, again starting in the 17th century 

with the violent displacement of indigenous populations.  During the Cold War the US 

had difficulty holding the moral high ground in condemning Soviet repression of their 

own population while the Civil Rights struggle faced violent resistance in the US.7  

Edward Snowden’s revelations about US surveillance activities undermined confidence 

in the US respect for individual rights and freedoms.8  Most recently the US Senate has 

reported on government sanctioned human rights abuses that US intelligence personnel 

committed during counter-terror operations, reducing the moral strength of annual reports 

the US releases on human rights abuses in other countries.  This events have given the 

world more than sufficient reason to wonder if the US’s proclaimed support for universal 

values is simple hypocrisy. 

The 2014 US Senate torture report did provide a demonstration of self-reflection 

and transparency that populations overseas do still admire.9  This should serve as one 

starting point for a values based campaign that could have great practical benefits in 
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advancing US interests.  Most of the countries that currently or potentially pose foreign 

policy challenges to the United States, including but not limited to China, Iran, and 

Russia, rely on a large degree of information control to sustain control by their nominally 

democratic regimes.  Those types of government are seriously concerned about the 

spread of certain values, in this case mainly freedom of expression for individuals and the 

press.  There are many in the Russian government who retrospectively see the Helsinki 

Accords of the 1970s as a deliberate US plot to undermine communist governments by 

encouraging their populations to focus on individual rights.10  There are several states 

increasing restrictions on foreign funding for non-governmental organizations focused on 

human rights development, which these governments see as a threat to their control.11   

Today Russia and China are signatories of a treaty pledging cooperation against what 

they call information warfare, which includes the spread of ideas and in many cases facts 

that could undermine their stability.12 

The obvious fear US rivals hold of the values espoused by the current National 

Security Strategy illustrates the importance of those values to US foreign policy.  While 

military force guards the US against immediate threats and its economic strength seems 

likely to help the US maintain its position in the next decade, the evolution of current 

rivals into like-minded states with respect for similar values is the best guarantor of long 

term US security.  The most important component of this technique is ensuring that the 

US respects these values domestically to provide legitimacy for its evangelizing efforts 

abroad.  Given the size of the US government and its decentralized structure, there will 

continue to be violations of these principles.  In those cases the US must be transparent 

and take corrective action, as improving information sharing technologies make hiding 
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flaws increasingly difficult.  The US must readily admit its own shortcomings to reduce 

the weight of inevitable hypocrisy charges.  At the same time, the US must maintain its 

overt information programs, ranging from annual reports on human rights, religious 

freedom, and other topics while continuing to ensure the Voice of America and other 

services provide unvarnished views.  Although it is tempting to uses such platforms to 

show the US as its sees itself rather than as it is, that behavior risks undermining the very 

values the US seeks to disseminate. 

In addition to guarding its own behavior, the US must continuously assess the 

actions of the governments it partners with abroad.  As President Jimmy Carter learned, 

there are cases where the principles of human rights are rightfully subordinate to other 

factors in international relations.  Each of those exceptions does risk the creation of a 

long term challenge for the US in lost credibility with future generations, as demonstrated 

by US relations with Iran since 1979.  The same problems can occur even if those 

regimes do transition to some form of liberal democracy, as past alienation of even a 

minority of voters can complicate an elected government’s efforts to cooperate with the 

US.  In order to meet long term security goals, the US must reduce its reliance on 

partners of dubious repute today while continuing to engagement with them to influence 

improvements for the future.   

Although this renewed emphasis on shared values and long term stability will 

decrease the attractiveness of the US as a partner to some, other shifts in US action may 

help compensate for those difficulties.  The US amplifies its resources and international 

legitimacy through cooperation with other states and should continue to do so with 

improvements in two areas.  First, in cases where another friendly state has larger 
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interests at stake than the US, that state must be willing to take positive action beyond 

just enabling the US.  Put simply, if the country or countries most directly affected by a 

problem are unwilling to act, the US should not attempt to act on their behalf.  Secondly, 

policy makers and would-be policy makers in the US must recognize that the US cannot 

and should not always control or influence the decisions of other governments.  There 

may be cases where the US has a burning desire to act in a situation but cannot convince 

those directly involved to do so.  Absent major direct threats to US interests in those 

situations, the US should not act alone.  By granting its partners a greater say in 

combined responses to issues and reducing its direct involvement in international 

problems, the US may reduce some of the negative popular perceptions held towards it. 

Negative perceptions of the US drive many of the perceived threats to its national 

security today and many US responses only exacerbate these views.  The most immediate 

threat continues to be acts of terrorism, with extremist Islamic ideology the driving force.  

The US is deeply unpopular in the Middle East, with favorability ratings below 20% even 

in partners and allies including Egypt, Jordan, Pakistan, and Turkey.13  Though one cause 

of this sentiment is frustration with the inability of many Muslim majority states to 

develop, the United States is an easy target for a long history of actions seen as hostile to 

Muslims and interference in the region dating back decades.14  The September 11th 

attackers cited US policy in the Middle East as one of their primary motivations.15  While 

the US seeks to build “positive partnerships”16 with Muslim countries and has spoken 

about the need to undermine ideological support for terrorist groups, many of its actions 

since 2001 have produced the opposite effect.17  While current US policies have had short 

term success in preventing another major attack on the US, they have not made positive 
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contributions to the multi-generation effort to eliminate the anti-US sentiment that fuels 

support for terrorist groups.18   

Anti-US attitudes are not as prevalent in other regions but based on past events 

they may still complicate US foreign policy in the future.  Though most of Japan supports 

the US alliance, the majority of Okinawa’s population does not.  This has complicated 

US basing plans and relations with the central government.19  In nearby South Korea, 

former President Roh Moo-hyun won office with clear anti-American sentiments, likely 

based on his imprisonment and near execution under a US backed dictatorship.20  Moving 

south to another treaty ally, recent negotiations over US access to military facilitates in 

the Philippines took years to resolve due to a constitutional ban on foreign military bases 

in the country passed after decades of US support for the Marcos dictatorship.21  In South 

America, US manufacturer Boeing may have lost a lucrative contract in Brazil in part due 

to revelations the US had been monitoring Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff’s 

communications.22  Finally, the same leaked information on alleged US espionage has 

damaged US relations with Germany while that country is at the center of Europe’s 

response to many problems, including the EU financial crisis, Russian aggression in the 

Ukraine, and the rise of the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq.23  All of these examples 

represent complications to US foreign policy, and though none were catastrophic they 

illustrate the value of the current US President’s foreign policy stance, reported as “don’t 

do stupid shit.”24  They all point towards a less interventionist US foreign policy that 

reduces the probability that a response to a problem today may create larger difficulties to 

more important interests in the future.   
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LESSONS FROM HISTORY 

The US did have a more conservative foreign policy in terms of military 

intervention early in the Cold War.  At the time the Soviet Union presented a clearly 

defined threat to the US.  It possessed the conventional military capability and was 

developing the nuclear capability to devastate the US and its allies in Europe.  In 

response to this threat, under President Harry Truman the US debated and then 

implemented the policy of containment, focused on preventing Soviet expansion into 

vital areas while waiting for their government to collapse from its own failings.25  When 

President Dwight Eisenhower took office, he directed a detailed review of his 

predecessor’s policy before essentially choosing to continue it despite Republican 

campaign pledges to the contrary.26 

President Eisenhower’s review and subsequent policy included two points worth 

highlighting.  First, each alternative produced by his review had a clear economic 

component, including the costs of the proposed alternative.27  The second point is related 

– Eisenhower’s ultimate policy selection was essentially the lowest cost option made with 

the realization it would limit his administration’s ability to intervene in some cases of 

Soviet or Communist aggression.  He accepted that situation as he intended to avoid US 

entry into further limited wars such as the “police action” in Korea.  During the 1950s the 

US would rely on the principle of massive retaliation with nuclear weapons to deter any 

major enemy actions while relying heavily on non-military means in pursuit of less vital 

interests.28  Although even his senior military leaders criticized this strategy29 it enabled 

him to maintain a lower level of defense spending and focus on domestic economic 

priorities during his two terms in office30 while maintaining nuclear superiority over the 
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Soviet Union31 and meeting his foreign policy objectives.  His non-military interventions 

did cause some long term policy challenges, notably in Cuba and Iran, but they avoided 

expensive major conflicts.   

Presidents after Eisenhower did not maintain this limited policy.  President 

Eisenhower had rejected intervention in Vietnam in the belief that the moral high ground 

of being an anti-colonial power was worth more than Vietnam.32  President John 

Kennedy did intervene, ultimately reducing the credibility of the US government at home 

and abroad, damaging the US economy with its cost, and effectively breaking the US 

Army.33  Kennedy with his mantra of bear any burden and his successors followed a 

policy with much greater emphasis on armed intervention abroad, following Vietnam 

with smaller efforts in Latin America during the 1980s.  This outlasted the Cold War, 

spanning Bosnia, Haiti, Iraq, Kosovo, Liberia, Panama, and Somalia during the 1990s, 

and endured into the Global War on Terror.  Since the end of the contest with the nuclear-

armed Soviets, public opinion has become that largest check on US involvement abroad 

and as President Bush demonstrated with his “surge” in Iraq in 2006 even this is not 

always a real impediment.34  One critic of the enduring interventionist mindset, Dr. 

Andrew Bacevich, described it as the belief that the US is responsible for enforcing the 

norms that underlie the international order.  The US has had both successes and failures 

in that campaign, but believed that its good faith efforts justified both the expenditure of 

resources and the occasional unfortunate outcome.35   

Even if this belief and the policies that stem from it were the best policy during 

the Cold War, they are no longer appropriate nor even possible for the US today.  In the 

Cold War the US was mainly struggled against one rival.  The Soviets massive nuclear 
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arsenal and poor economic performance limited the number and extent of potential 

conflicts. 36   Today the US faces a host of would-be rivals and potential foreign 

dilemmas, each of which has some interest group pressing for intervention.  Even with 

the US economy the world’s largest in absolute terms, supporting US defense spending 

that matches the next 9 largest reported defense budgets in the world combined37 (5 of 

whom are US treaty allies and a 6th a close US partner) plus additional spending on 

diplomacy and development, the US lacks the ability to contend with more than a small 

fraction of the world’s problems.  In some cases outside interventions may be incapable 

of resolving the conflict regardless of the resources committed.38   

FOREIGN POLICY RECAST 

Rather than continue to expend money, lives, and credibility in an effort to 

singlehandedly maintain the global order, the US should pursue a less ambitious and 

potentially more effective approach based on the re-defined national interests described 

above.  The US should refocus its foreign policy to concentrate its resources on defense 

of the United States proper and secondly those allies who provide significant security or 

economic benefits to the United States.  Policy makers must factor economic 

consequences, both in terms of dollar cost and effect on US economic growth, in all 

foreign policy decisions in keeping with its prioritization as second only to the physical 

security of the US.  Finally, given the long-term power of values and the moral high 

ground in shaping the world into a more desirable place for the US, decision makers must 

place greater emphasis on ensuring the US represents, respects, and propagates the ideals 

enshrined in our founding documents and self-image. 
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This adjustment in the particulars of US interests and subsequent policy shifts will 

not end US involvement and interventions abroad nor will it repudiate all past US foreign 

policy.  Retrospectively it does call into question some past US actions, particularly those 

in response to the terrorist attacks of 2001.  Though this policy would have produced 

dramatically different actions 13 years ago in Iraq and later Afghanistan, the differences 

in response to today’s situation in the Middle East would be less drastic.  Finally, the 

engagement of the US in Southeast Asia over the past several years comes close to 

representing the ideal outcome of this policy even if some of the driving interests remain 

more second hand than direct.   

 

THE CASE IN THE MIDDLE EAST 

There are two interests that have driven US involvement in the Middle East since 

the start of the Cold War – Israel39 and oil.  The Organization of Petroleum Exporting 

Countries oil embargo starting in 1973 made the importance of Middle Eastern oil to the 

US economy painfully obvious.  It, combined with the US expulsion from former ally 

Iran, also marked the beginning of elevated levels of direct US military involvement in 

the region.  Given the lack of alternate energy supplies,40 elements of US foreign policy 

in the 1980s including direct military action to protect shipping lanes, were logical.  Even 

the massive US military response to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait was a relatively 

proportionate response and well executed with meaningful contributions from nearly 

every neighboring country41 and other countries around the world including massive 

financial contributions that funded much of the war.42  The dual containment of Iran and 

Iraq in the 1990s, with regular low-level military action against Iraq, was less directly 
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supportive of US interests.  Although Iraq and Iran opposed the interests of the US and its 

oil producing partners in the Persian Gulf, neither was in position to overmatch their 

neighbors as Iraq had done with Kuwait.   

The 2003 invasion of Iraq does not satisfy any of the redefined US interests.  

Contrary to popular belief, Iraq was not involved in the September 11th attacks on the 

United States and did not pose an immediate threat to US security.43  Even if Saddam 

Hussein had actually been actively developing new weapons of mass destruction (WMD,) 

at the time the US also believed that hostile regimes in Iran, Libya, North Korea, and 

Syria were doing the same.  There was little cause to single Iraq out from that group.  

Although the US was still dependent on Middle Eastern oil at the time, Saddam 

Hussein’s government does not seem to have posed a significant threat to those supplies 

or the US economy.  Finally, there was also no moral distinction.  Iraq was no more 

undemocratic than the collection of monarchies with which the US routinely partnered.  

The world had no reason to believe the US condoned the immoral behavior of Saddam 

Hussein towards his own people, which again was not significantly worse than that of 

some of the other states developing WMD.  Based on this standard, Iraq was at best a 

minor irritant to US interests, not worth the $1-3 trillion spent and thousands of lives lost 

in the US attempt to resolve the problem.44   

In addition to the high dollar cost of the Iraq War as of December 2014 the 

outcome has not been notably better for the limited US interests at stake.  Ironically, the 

US is involved in an air campaign over Iraq and Syria currently more intense than the 

decade long air campaign to contain Saddam Hussein.  The US has incurred the 

additional burden of providing military aid to the struggling Iraqi government and Syrian 
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resistance groups including uniformed military trainers operating in close proximity to 

fighting.45  Although there are numerous political considerations driving this US 

intervention, it only weakly meets the requirements of this revised foreign policy 

statement.  The direct security threat to the US is questionable, as either the need to 

govern conquered territory or the challenges of operating in ungoverned spaces are likely 

to limit the capacity of the Islamic State organization (ISIL) to conduct overseas 

attacks.46  Despite rhetoric to the contrary few terrorist attacks on the US since 2001 have 

had direct ties to locations abroad.47  The US has nearly eliminated its dependence on 

Middle Eastern oil exports but several of its closest trading partners continue to rely on 

them and they are a substantial factor in global oil prices, creating an indirect but 

significant economic interest.  The strongest value based argument in favor of 

intervention is that the US played a major role in establishing the conditions for ISIL’s 

success so far and therefore has some moral obligation to help contain the problem.   

The combination of the indirect economic interest and values argument may 

justify direct US intervention against ISIL, but not to the degree of commitment seen in 

either Iraq or Afghanistan since 2001.  There are multiple states in the region with much 

greater interests, and it is appropriate and encouraging that they are participating in and 

having significant influence on US actions and goals.48  ISIL has seized territory in Iraq 

and Syria and is in open conflict with groups competing for power in those countries.  

Iran is concerned about the loss of its hard earned influence in Iraq and Syria.  The ISIL 

ideology poses a security threat to the region’s monarchies, including the Gulf States and 

Jordan.  Lebanon and Turkey share even more direct threats of cross border violence plus 
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the economic burden of the large number of refugees moving into their territories.  All of 

these states have a much greater stake in the outcome of this war than the US.    

The US has rightly chosen to partner with all these states except Syria (indirectly 

in the case of Iran) and other interested parties in Europe.  The US appears to accept that 

the contributions of this ad-hoc coalition are worth accepting the lowest common 

denominator in the outcome, specifically the ambiguity regarding the continued existence 

of the Assad regime.49  The US has also limited the scope of its intervention, with 

President Barack Obama specifically ruling out direct ground combat operations.50  The 

moral commitment of the US to support the nascent government of Iraq is fading as it is 

already clear much of the ISIL problem stems from the actions of former Prime Minister 

Nouri al-Maliki.51  There are no other significant, direct security threats to the United 

States in the Middle East.52  Given the declining direct relationship between the US 

economy and Middle Eastern oil exports, even this limited engagement should mark the 

end of US military intervention in the region for the foreseeable future.  The four Asian 

countries that combined to receive 60% of Saudi Arabia’s oil exports in 2013 (China, 

India, Japan, and South Korea) may consider playing a larger role in Gulf security in the 

future to safeguard their own economies.53 

The presence of Osama Bin Laden’s terrorist network in Afghanistan in 2001 was 

a threat to the physical security of the US, as demonstrated on September 11th, 2001.  Al-

Qaeda’s successful attack killed 3,000 people.  The attack and aftermath also caused 

measurable economic damage to the US.54  If the assumption that Bin Laden was capable 

of executing another attack was valid, that alone justified US action against his group in 

proportion to the potential amount of damage.  US support for the overthrow of the 
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Taliban, a combination of covert and unconventional forces, was likely the most efficient 

way to reduce Al-Qaeda presence in the country.  Apart from disrupting Al-Qaeda’s base 

in Afghanistan, US interests at the time did not justify deeper involvement in 

Afghanistan.  The same security threat from weak central governments providing space 

for terrorist groups also existed in many other places in the world, making it difficult to 

justify a major investment in Afghanistan alone.  Instability in Afghanistan remains a 

factor in the dangerous security dynamic in South Asia but the acts of various terrorist 

groups based in Pakistan are potentially much more destabilizing.  US economic 

engagement with Afghanistan was and continues to be minimal.  Based on US support 

for parties in other civil wars and coups those actions did not create the moral obligation 

to ensure the new government was a long term success.  Finally, the values espoused by 

the US are so far removed from the social practices of most Afghans that assistance based 

on that rationale is spurious if not delusional.  The determination by the Bush 

administration, NATO, and later the Obama administration that Afghanistan presented 

such a large threat as to require massive conventional intervention was not in the long 

term interests of any of the parties involved.   

 

THE CASE IN ASIA 

The US does not have a major peer competitor today and has had no reason to use 

force to forestall the rapid development of the People’s Republic of China.  China may 

become a peer competitor capable of directly threatening all US vital interests – security, 

economic, and values - in the coming decades.  Today China is in more direct 

competition with its neighbors than the US, and the US response to that competition 
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particularly in Southeast Asia is another good illustration of how this more restrained 

policy may safeguard US interests without excessive investments or military conflict.  

China’s relations with the US and its neighbors are tumultuous today, but remain short of 

military conflict thanks in part to judicious US actions. 

The US has a long history of involvement with the 10 members of the Association 

of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and not all of it has been positive.  The Philippines 

has a mutual defense treaty with the US, but also has a strong under-current of anti-US 

sentiment stemming from decades of US colonial rule, frequent US interference in 

domestic politics, and US support for the Marcos dictatorship.55  This US ally has a 

constitutional prohibition of the presence of foreign military bases, a direct reaction to 

past US behavior.  Moving south, US actions caused significant harm in Cambodia, Laos 

and Vietnam during the Vietnam War.  Indonesia remembers US support for separatist 

movements in the 1950s, rumors of US involvement in bloody anti-communist purges in 

the 1960s, and more recently the withdrawal of US military assistance that did major 

damage to the Indonesian military at the end of the Cold War.56  In the 1990s Malaysia 

was renowned for Prime Minister Mahathir’s emphasis on “Asian Values” as a contrast 

to the US, and his rejection of western advice during the 1998 Asian Financial Crisis.57  

Thailand is a US treaty ally as a vestige of the 1950s Southeast Asia Treaty Organization 

but its frequent military coups have been problematic for the US.58  The US considered 

Myanmar a pariah for decades.  Singapore and Brunei, two of the smallest countries, 

have had only minimal friction with the US by comparison but in total history has left the 

nations of Southeast Asia not always inclined to welcome US involvement.59   
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The US does not have direct security interests in Southeast Asia.  It does have a 

mutual defense treaty with the Philippines and a more nuanced mutual defense treaty 

with Thailand.  It has a greater direct economic interest, with just over 5% of both US 

imports and exports involving the countries of the region.  It has an even larger indirect 

economic interest due to the shipping lanes that pass through Southeast Asia.   These 

lanes, primarily the Straits of Malacca and the South China Sea, carry US trade with 

South Asia and the Middle East and are vital to economies of three of the US’s top six 

trading partners, China, Japan, and South Korea.  That factor alone gives it weight nearly 

on par to the Middle East for the US economy.  While most US partners in the Middle 

East do not share its values, several in Southeast Asia do.  Indonesia, the most populous 

country, is consolidating its democratic, open society.  Democracy and freedom in the 

Philippines are also growing stronger, while Cambodia, Malaysia, and Singapore have 

electoral systems that allow at least the possibility of legitimate changes in government.  

Though Thailand is sliding away from US values again after its most recent coup, 

Myanmar has made initial progress towards reforming its own military government.  

ASEAN as an institution has slowly moved closer to full support of US backed 

international norms during its 45 years of existence60, turning Southeast Asia into the 

type of stable region that is mutually beneficial to all. 

China’s recent actions have caused several of these countries to be more 

concerned about military conflicts.  The largest concern is over competing claims in the 

South China Sea, and correspondingly the perception of China as a source of conflict is 

largest in three of the claimant states – Malaysia, the Philippines, and Vietnam, with 

smaller majorities in Indonesia and Thailand sharing that concern.61  From the US 
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perspective, China’s extensive claims in the South China Sea and adherence to a minority 

interpretation of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 

combine to pose a threat to freedom of navigation and through that vital US interests.   

The US response to this threat has been measured but apparent.  While several 

members of ASEAN perceive China’s behavior as disruptive and intentionally divisive62, 

several governments and their populations have come to view the US as their most 

important potential ally despite past issues.63  The most rapid response has been from the 

military, has which increased presence and training in multiple countries but on a 

relatively small scale.  The US has made less progress on the economic component of this 

response, the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade agreement that includes four ASEAN 

members.  If the agreement is finalized (current lengthy delay is due mainly to US-Japan 

friction64) it should increase US economic strength and propagate the US’s preferred 

economic system.  Finally, US engagement in Southeast Asia has included consideration 

for US values, notably with its slow and cautious re-engagement with Myanmar.  To date 

the US has carefully balanced present day actions against long term prospects and 

reassuring allies without emboldening them into unnecessary provocations towards 

China.  It has not completely compensated for the massive power imbalance between 

China and the ASEAN states nor healed the internal divisions of ASEAN that China has 

exploited.  It has prevented further defections from the US promoted international norms 

and to date has prevented armed conflict that would greatly damage real US interests. 
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CONCLUSION 

Some commentators in the US and abroad have predicted or proclaimed the end 

of US power65 but by recasting its foreign policy and restricting its exertions abroad the 

US may be able to maintain its position for the foreseeable future.  The US cannot 

directly solve the majority of the world’s problems, something it has tried too often to do 

in the past.  In the future it must ensure it focuses its energies on the situations that truly 

challenge its physical and economic security even as it remains fully engaged 

diplomatically.  The US must continue to practice its values at home, promote them 

abroad, and support its allies to the limits of the actions they are willing to take to counter 

challenges in their own regions to their own interests.  Though this retrenchment will 

cause some to wail even more about the weakening of the US, it is the best method to 

keep the US strong well into the future.   
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