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Two terrible ideas for the U.S.—ROK alliance are now in circulation. One calls for pulling American
forces back behind the first island chain, a major geopolitical and military boundary in East Asia
stretching from the Japanese archipelago down to the Philippines and Borneo. The other would make
American support for South Korea contingent on whether Seoul joins an ill-defined and potentially

protracted conflict with Iran.

Both are wrongheaded, unnecessary, and counterproductive. Cutting and running from South Korea
and Japan would be catastrophic for U.S. influence, allied autonomy, and regional deterrence.
Dragging South Korea into a military confrontation with Iran, meanwhile, would do little to alter the
balance in the Persian Gulf while undermining alliance trust and distracting both allies from a far more
consequential agenda on the Korean Peninsula and across East Asia.

Perhaps wiser reflection will reject both ideas in time. But the deeper danger is not any single policy
disagreement. It is the erosion of the mutual respect and trust on which a successful alliance ultimately
depends. That danger was evident in a recent exchange between Presidents Donald Trump and Lee
Jae-myung. Recounting a phone call with President Lee, Trump said: “...would you like to give us a

little hand? We don't need help with Iran. But if you would like, give us a hand with Iran. He said, no
thanks. And I said, wait a minute. We have 39,000 soldiers [authot’s note: actually around 28,500] over
there guarding you from Kim Jong-un, your next-door neighbor. And you're not going to help us on
a very easy military operation in Iran? That's strange.”


https://www.defensepriorities.org/explainers/a-second-island-chain-strategy-for-asia/
https://www.defensepriorities.org/explainers/a-second-island-chain-strategy-for-asia/
https://www.npr.org/2026/08/17/g-s1-138969/trump-exercises-south-korea
https://www.npr.org/2026/08/17/g-s1-138969/trump-exercises-south-korea
https://asiatimes.com/2026/09/examining-think-tank-proposal-that-us-cut-and-run-in-asia-pacific/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2026/aug/17/trump-south-korea-alliance
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/trump-lashes-out-at-south-korea-over-its-refusal-to-join-iran-war
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The alliance is not in dire straits, but turning Gulf

security into a litmus test for continued U.S. support SH|SHo| X|Z aizlet 21210l XMl U=
could make it so. I would have welcomed a different {2 ofL|c}, J2{L} Hm x|eio| otHo]|
decision out of Seoul to dispatch a naval combatant Lt st=2o] 7|0{= Oj22| X2l X|gl

or other military contributions in support of a U.S.-

led effort to maintain a partial flow of oil that Korea 07 E 20h= A= o=, s9s
and most Asian countries rely on. But that is AlM|2 217]0f| tifec=! 2~ QUL
different from making Korean participation a test of

alliance loyalty. Having demurred after so much pressure, forcing Seoul into an unpopular military

commitment against its will would risk creating a much larger alliance problem than the one

Washington is trying to solve.

Thinking Through What Has Happened

While the closure of the Strait of Hormuz resulted from U.S. military intervention against the Islamic

Republic of Iran at the end of February, the fact remains that the United States is South Korea’s one
and only formal ally and its second-largest trading partner, trailing only China. South Korea, along
with Japan, China, Taiwan, and Southeast Asian nations, depends heavily on a peaceful Persian Gulf

and freedom of navigation through the Strait of Hormuz and other critical chokepoints, including Bab

el-Mandeb and Malacca, for much of its energy and trade. As a prosperous and powerful country,

South Korea should naturally have an interest in ensuring that the United States does not fail.

The United States, meanwhile, is seven months into a military campaign that has settled, for the
moment, into a precarious stalemate. A radical IRGC remains in charge of a badly weakened Iran, yet

one still capable of threatening international shipping and the free flow of vital energy through both
the Gulf and the Red Sea. South has a strong interest and, as prosperous maritime powers, a
responsibility, to do what they reasonably can to help reopen international straits and shipping lanes.

Yet there is no easy way to open narrow straits that can be effectively disrupted by drones, mines, and
missiles launched from a sanctuary state. Nor is there any easy way to impose good governance on
cither Iran or all of Yemen, which is why launching Operation Epic Fury and the gamble of using

military power decisively as a means of dislodging Iran’s radical regime was ill-advised in the first place.
That does not mean doing nothing was the only alternative, as the far less costly and more focused
Operation Midnight Hammer in 2025 to set back Iran’s nuclear threat suggests.

Even so, we are stuck where we are. South Korea has studied its potential contributions to the Gulf

while trying to buy time and avoid being dragged into a potentially costly and open-ended operation.
Thus far, it has been easier for wealthy, energy-dependent states to work around the partial closure of
the strait than to join military operations entailing considerable risk, cost, and uncertain duration.


https://asia.nikkei.com/spotlight/iran-tensions/iran-war/south-korea-considers-military-contributions-in-strait-of-hormuz
https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20260918001555315
https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20260918001555315
https://www.war.gov/Spotlights/Operation-Epic-Fury/
https://www.worldstopexports.com/south-koreas-top-import-partners/
https://emma-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/0oueb/4a1e4f6642580e5e5ed4fa480a1d5bf2/%ED%95%9C%EB%AF%B8%EC%A0%95%EC%B1%85%EB%B8%8C%EB%A6%AC%ED%94%84_4%EC%9B%94%ED%98%B8_%ED%8E%B8%EC%A7%91%EB%B3%B8.pdf
https://www.dw.com/en/strait-of-hormuz-iran-war-japan-south-korea-shipping-trade-energy-gas-oil/a-76881461
https://www.newyorker.com/news/q-and-a/why-the-war-in-iran-is-likely-to-heat-up-again
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/how-radicals-conquered-irans-government/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/releases/2026/03/operation-epic-fury-decisive-american-power-to-crush-irans-terror-regime/
https://www.army.mil/article/286669/historically_successful_strike_on_iranian_nuclear_site_was_15_years_in_the_making
https://en.yna.co.kr/view/AEN20260917009300315?section=search
https://www.wsj.com/world/asia/strait-of-hormuz-oil-energy-shock-f44d5042
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The better course is for the alliance to return to first principles. The leaders had already agreed to
focus on economic security, military modernization, managing North Korea, and shaping the peace
in East Asia and the Pacific. The Joint Fact Sheet released by the White House last November spells

out ample ambitions that serve the mutual interests of both allies. The Gulf has become an unwelcome
distraction. But South Koreans do themselves no favor by assuming they have no stake in the ability
of the United States to combat nuclear proliferation, counter Iran’s support for proxy warfare against
Israel and throughout the Gulf, and, above all, preserve freedom of navigation through international
straits.

Strategic Case for the Alliance

The strategic case for the ROK-U.S. alliance begins with the simple reality that even strong countries
are stronger with capable allies. Korea’s geography leaves little room for strategic solitude. Its security
depends on maintaining a favorable regional balance of power, and partnership with a distant great

power such as the United States helps sustain

okzo| X2 girfiet °H]|E W dsk= M= that balance without threatening South Korean
DAE|X| S, SRS SHISWS SMP sovercignry.
J|HtO 2 AtomAE X|2 HiQlof . 2 Greater Korean autonomy and a stronger

ot alliance are not contradictions. South Korea can
E
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xo)

mujo
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£ C . .
- Ut assume greater responsibility for its own defense

while remaining firmly anchored in the ROK—
U.S. alliance. Indeed, a more capable South Korea should make the alliance stronger, provided that
greater Korean responsibility is matched by interoperability, credible deterrence, and genuine joint
decision-making.
The same principle should guide OPCON transfer. OPCON is a means, not an end. Its measure

should be stronger deterrence not adherence to a political timetable. South Korea must possess the
forces and capabilities needed to prevent North Korean miscalculation and deny Pyongyang any
expectation that nuclear weapons can be used successfully for coercion.

Looking toward the next decade, greater Korean responsibility should mean greater capability, not
greater strategic distance from the United States. Washington benefits from an ally increasingly able
to shoulder the primary burden of its defense and contribute to regional security. Seoul benefits from
combining that autonomy with an enduring U.S. presence and a wider network of alliances that helps
preserve a favorable balance of power.

The counterfactual makes the stakes clear.

Removing the U.S. strategic presence from East M= el Xtg'dat Y 5 SiLE
Asia would make South Korea less secure. MEHSH= 20| O}L |2}, OEQ] 4
Removing the ROK-U.S. alliance would make the Sifo} SoHo| oiat 24312 O|ojK|E2

entire region less secure. The challenge, therefore, is

oh= 2do|ct

not to choose between Korean autonomy and


https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/11/joint-fact-sheet-on-president-donald-j-trumps-meeting-with-president-lee-jae-myung/
https://emma-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/0oueb/5ac2483e52d18c66be2e74e3451aacb9/%E1%84%87%E1%85%A9%E1%86%AB%E1%84%92%E1%85%A1%E1%86%AB%E1%84%86%E1%85%B5%E1%84%8C%E1%85%A5%E1%86%BC%E1%84%8E%E1%85%A2%E1%86%A8%E1%84%87%E1%85%B3%E1%84%85%E1%85%B5%E1%84%91%E1%85%B3_5%E1%84%8B%E1%85%AF%E1%86%AF%E1%84%92%E1%85%A9_GW_-%E1%84%89%E1%85%AE%E1%84%8C%E1%85%A5%E1%86%BC.pdf
https://www.upi.com/Voices/2026/09/18/perspective-operational-comand-debate/9771789735682/
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alliance, but to make greater Korean autonomy a source of greater allied strength.

Reciprocity is for Alliances, Too

The September Washington summit between Presidents Trump and Xi highlighted the value both
leaders placed on preserving their trade truce and pursuing strategic stability grounded in fairness and

reciprocity. Successful alliances should similarly demand an even higher standard of mutual respect.
Arm-twisting an ally evokes an anachronistic

‘=0t SYS LM O |E‘0| Zefof| chist patron-client relationship rather than a
o|=2 zo|1, MED} AlS 9|, ofslztA|e| politically sustainable partnership. A mature
=20 .f EImo} 3tc} alliance requires Washington to rely less on

coercion and more on persuasion, reciprocity,
and alighment of interests. Washington can
maximize its leverage over Seoul, or it can maximize Seoul’s confidence in the alliance, but it cannot
maximize both at the same time.

South Korea’s growing defense-industrial power and its strategic investment in U.S. shipbuilding,

energy, and other sectors, is changing the balance

within the alliance. Korea’s emergence as a major 30| £ 7Y SEIoE BT A2
arms supplier both reflects and reinforces its SHIE HiQ|o| =E| XHolS Ok2 ofzQ|
rowing capacity to assume primary responsibilit
growing capaay [0 assume prmaly reponsbuY 3ix|n Q28 HojFE S0, 1A
for defense of the peninsula. Even as Seoul commits
oIS 2sfsict

to spend $25 billion of its increased defense

spending on U.S. weapons by 2030, its expanding

ability to produce and export sophisticated military systems is reducing its depen
dence on American weapons. South Korea is increasingly not just a security consumer, but a security
provider with growing international clout.

The same dynamic is emerging through rising economic interdependence. Korea’s approval of Project
Star, a $22.3 billion gas project in Texas, gives tangible form to President Lee’s much larger pledge of
$350 billion, of which $150 is earmarked for shipbuilding. Tariff pressure may have helped
Washington extract those commitments, but their implementation changes the bargaining relationship.
Once Korean capital, technology, and industrial capacity become embedded in American

reindustrialization, dependence runs both ways.

Sk2o| Xl=} 7|=, Atd 2i2F0| Oj=2Q| Seoul acquires leverage over a Washington
XjAtis} apxof] 2J0] ZEhe|od okzio) increasingly invested in seeing those projects
g and the full $350 billion commitment come to

S|EEI= $YE2 = X EsP =t

fruition.


https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/in-washington-xi-got-the-word-he-wanted
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/in-washington-xi-got-the-word-he-wanted
https://www.investkorea.org/ik-en/bbs/i-5025/detail.do?ntt_sn=490819
https://www.dw.com/en/as-the-world-rearms-south-korea-aims-to-cash-in/a-77950625
https://www.dw.com/en/as-the-world-rearms-south-korea-aims-to-cash-in/a-77950625
https://www.stripes.com/theaters/asia_pacific/2025-12-04/south-korea-defense-budget-increase-19977457.html
https://www.koreaherald.com/article/10889661
https://www.koreaherald.com/article/10889661
https://apnews.com/article/trump-south-korea-tariffs-trade-deal-3c5accc4bb4585837d670d44e1acf8e2
https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/11/joint-fact-sheet-on-president-donald-j-trumps-meeting-with-president-lee-jae-myung/
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These investment pledges will fail to materialize if the two allies do not remain focused on addressing
each other’s primary concerns. South Korea’s role will not be decisive in the Gulf, but losing out on
growing mutual dependence argues against turning every disagreement, including how much risk
South Korea should assume in the conflict with Iran, into a do-or-die test of the alliance itself. While
the Trump administration has sought to connect Korean support in the Strait of Hormuz to the
broader bilateral relationship, the Lee administration has preferred to keep these issues in separate
lanes. Washington should therefore be cautious about suggesting that any unfair Korean treatment of

U.S. technology companies could affect the American security commitment, or that Seoul’s
contribution to the Iran conflict should become a test of alliance solidarity rather than a decision based
on Korean interests, including the protection of its nationals, domestic law, energy security, and
readiness on the peninsula.

There is a useful lesson here in Korea’s success as a major defense exporter. The keys to success for

the Korean model are mutual respect, reciprocity, and accommodation. Seoul wins partners by
adapting to their requirements rather than simply demanding that they accept what Korea

wants to provide. Washington may get more from an increasingly capable and autonomous ally by
applying the same principle to alliance burden-sharing. As Korea answers America’s call to build
greater military power, Washington’s coercive leverage will inevitably diminish, making strategic
alignment, rather than pressure, increasingly important.

Taking the Long View

It is tempting to juxtapose the question of Korea’s role in the Iran war with Park Chung-hee’s decision

to deploy Korean troops to support the American war in Vietnam. In fact, he even kept those troops

on the ground, despite dramatic losses on the battlefield, in support of America’s ultimately
unsuccessful war in Vietnam. But the comparison can mislead. South Korea was in a far weaker
position. Park was worried about losing U.S. troops on the peninsula, the larger lesson Park drew from
Vietnam, the Nixon Doctrine, and U.S. troop reductions was that American commitments could not
be taken for granted; that logic undergirded his decision to pursue a covert nuclear weapons capability.

Today, Lee governs a democratic South Korea in which

- . . o SsEgl ol e
overseas military deployments must contend with public otn}SEol ESH S10| RXI=EH,
opinion, law, and the prerogatives of the National Q2 x| A HEr ek Clot

Assembly. For the U.S.—ROK alliance to remain O|=2o| 7[cHet H2o| ZLH BX|
resilient, both sides must reconcile Washington's

i 3AIS XB}A|FO} SIC
expectations for global burden-sharing with Seoul's s ZMIFHOF It
domestic political reality.


https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/economics/article/3369463/south-korea-hits-back-trumps-investment-claims-tit-tat-move
https://www.wsj.com/world/asia/u-s-warns-korea-against-targeting-american-tech-firms-amid-trade-escalation-7a8a5a3a
https://www.wsj.com/world/asia/u-s-warns-korea-against-targeting-american-tech-firms-amid-trade-escalation-7a8a5a3a
https://www.iiss.org/globalassets/media-library---content--migration/files/research-papers/2025/12/south-korea-as-a-rising-defence-exporter_122025/iiss_south-korea-as-a-rising-defence-exporter_122025.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/1972/09/15/archives/koreans-report-deal-on-vietnam-delay-on-troop-pullout-tied-to-us.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1972/09/15/archives/koreans-report-deal-on-vietnam-delay-on-troop-pullout-tied-to-us.html
https://kjis.org/journal/view.html?volume=14&number=1&spage=31
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