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RETREAT OR PUSH FORWARD?
U.S. GLOBAL ENGAGEMENT IN THE 21ST

CENTURY



WHERE WE ARE TODAY: EUROPE

• 80,000 active duty personnel

• 350 installations

• 39 major bases

• USN Sixth Fleet

 3 destroyer squadrons

 40 ships

 175 aircraft

• 95% of personnel bound for 
Iraq/Syria & Afghanistan



WHERE WE ARE TODAY: MIDDLE EAST

• 50,000 active duty

• ~25,000 in Iraq, Afghanistan 
and Syria

• USN Fifth Fleet – 6,000 based 
in Bahrain



WHERE WE ARE TODAY: ASIA

• 154,000 active duty

• 49 major bases

• USN Seventh Fleet 
• 5 aircraft carriers

• 180 ships 

• 1,500 aircraft

• 2/3 of Marine Corps’ entire 
combat strength



• Bases in 2 dozen African countries

• Bases in ½ dozen Latin American countries

• TOTAL – 800 facilities/bases in more than 70 countries 
worldwide

• Comparisons:
 France –12

 UK –12

 Russia - 9

WHERE WE ARE TODAY



• How important is overseas military 
basing/deployment in achieving the United 
States’ goals?
 Current spending on military - $716 billion

 Bases + personnel overseas  - $20 to $100 billion

• How important is diplomatic engagement in 
achieving our goals?
 Appropriate level of international cooperation

TWO FUNDAMENTAL QUESTIONS



1. Rather than simply countering our opponent’s thrusts, it is 
necessary to strike at the heart of the opponent’s power.  

2. Strengthening the UN is a very important foreign policy goal.

 TRUE, TRUE – Internationalist

 TRUE, FALSE – Hardliner

 FALSE, FALSE – Isolationist

 FALSE, TRUE - Accomodationist

TWO DIMENSIONS OF FOREIGN POLICY



• Debate over proper role of U.S. in the world is not simply 
academic

• Mirrors division among the general public

PUBLIC OPINION & GLOBAL 
ENGAGEMENT

Accommodationists – 23% Internationalists – 29%

Isolationists -24% Hardliners – 24%

Support cooperative 
internationalism

Oppose cooperative 
internationalism

Oppose militant 
internationalism

Support militant 
internationalism



• Since World War II, the U.S. has been 
consistently internationalist in its 
approach to foreign policy

 Heavy use of military

 Heavy use of international cooperation

• Rationale and strategy changes 
from President to President, but 
approach remains the same

• Post-Cold War changes to rationale

• Most foreign policy discussions take 
deep engagement for granted

POST-WWII: “DEEP ENGAGEMENT”



NEW APPROACH?

• Trump – “assertive nationalism” or “unilateral 
restraint”?
• Reflects trends in public opinion

• Belief in American leadership, but also fatigue



• Contributes to massive budget deficits

• Offshore balancing may be more cost effective

• Creates unnecessary resentment
 Al Qaeda

 Okinawa

• Causes insecurity and “balancing” against U.S.
 Cooperation among enemies

 Cuban Missile Crisis 

 North Korea

PROBLEMS WITH 
ENGAGEMENT



• Technological changes have made bases more vulnerable

• Overseas presence can exacerbate other disputes
 Eastern Europe

• Moral hazard problems
 Allies may take more risks

PROBLEMS WITH 
ENGAGEMENT



• Deter adversaries and make allies feel more secure

• Limit regional competition and suppress local conflict
 1992 Pentagon memo: “convincing potential competitors that they need not 

aspire to a greater role or pursue a more aggressive posture to protect their 
legitimate interests”

• Fosters international cooperation when we need it
 Counterterrorism

 Emergency response

• Allows for more rapid deployment

• Maintenance of open world economy

• Savings from retrenchment would be modest

BENEFITS



• Myth of world leader?
 Heavily contested until 1991

 Brief window where the U.S. appeared to be the hegemon

 After 9/11, many countries have contested leadership

• Is the U.S. being supplanted by regional powers?
 This argument is often used to justify presence in Middle East

 But the U.S. never led/controlled the Middle East!

• Rise of authoritarian governments
 Wave of democracy in 1990s was the exception, not the rule

IN NEED OF A CLEAR ASSESSMENT











• If we are going to accept deep engagement, we must be 
prepared to accept its costs and risks
 Otherwise, it makes no sense

• Despite changes in rhetoric, U.S. foreign policy will continue to 
resemble deep engagement

• Even if deep engagement continues, smarter decisions about 
basing and deployments are possible
 “Selective” engagement

CONCLUSION



• What does the U.S. look like if we retreat?

• What does the world look like if we retreat?

TWO FINAL QUESTIONS


