
PRIMER: How Alliances Benefit America

Alliances play a critical role helping to insulate the United States from aggression, multiply our military and

economic capabilities, and provide a platform to promote American interests and principles. 

True partnerships with likeminded nations committed to their own defense, fair and reciprocal economic

partnerships, and a free and open international system are a unique strategic advantage the United States

wields over adversaries like China and Russia. In cases where countries fail to uphold the principles or

expectations of the alliance, such as failing to bear their share of the burden on defense, the United States

should take forceful action to push countries to meet the alliance's standards.  

While the reality of geopolitics sometimes requires partnering with nations that are not necessarily rights-

respecting democracies, the United States is best positioned to succeed in a world that is more hospitable to

unalienable rights and America’s founding principles than the principles of our adversaries like the Chinese

Communist Party. 
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BOTTOM LINE UP FRONT

Alliances play a critical role helping to insulate the United States from aggression, multiply our military and

economic capabilities, and provide a platform to promote American interests and principles. They are not ends in

themselves; alliances are practical tools to advance American objectives and help keep potential threats at a

distance. 

In the early days of the Cold War, Senator Arthur Vandenberg effectively articulated how to think about alliances,

viewing them as additional layers of insulation between us and our adversaries. To this end, Vandenberg helped

create the Marshall Plan and the North Atlantic Treaty in the late 1940s, which linked the United States with

European allies to form a barrier against Soviet expansion and foster economic cooperation. Vandenberg showed

alliances should not be charity cases, but rather coalitions of capable, willing nations working together to advance

common interests. 

Senator Vandenberg’s framework remains useful for us today. Strong alliances based on true partnerships is a

unique strategic advantage the United States has over adversaries like China and Russia, which have far fewer such

allies. It serves America well to partner with countries that are committed to their own defense against similar

threats; engage with us in free, fair, and reciprocal trade; and support free and open international systems aligned

with core American principles. Our goal should not be striking partnerships for their own sake, but because they

help us advance American interests and principles. 

ALLIANCES AS INSULATION

1

MILITARY PARTNERSHIPS

The United States must partner with regional players that are clearly committed to bolster their own defense

against mutually recognized threats. While the United States retains significant military strength, external pressures

and internal constraints have made certain tradeoffs unavoidable. Notably, America faces a generational adversary

in China, alongside persistent regional challenges from Russia, Iran, and North Korea. Given these realities, the

United States benefits from working with regional partners that are similarly motivated to fight common

adversaries and work with America, which helps enhance collective power projection while allowing America to

concentrate resources on its most critical threats. 

As President Trump’s 2026 National Defense Strategy noted, Israel is an example of model ally capable of

confronting shared threats and willing to prioritize its own defense. Over the last few years, Israel made significant 
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gains to erode Iran’s terrorist proxy network, and Israel’s Operation Rising Lion—consisting of attacks against

Iran’s air defenses—paved the way for the United States to degrade Iran’s nuclear program in Operations

Midnight Hammer and Epic Fury. Israel also has made significant advancements in missile defense, with systems

like Iron Dome offering insights that have informed U.S. homeland defense initiatives like Golden Dome. 

The United States needs more allies like Israel that recognize how dangerous the current geopolitical threat

environment is and take meaningful steps to improve their capabilities. President Trump has done important work

to push NATO to finally begin taking its defense spending responsibilities seriously. Many Eastern European

countries recognize the threat posed by Russia and China and are stepping up, including Poland and the Baltic

states, while some Western European countries, such as Spain, have failed time and again to provide even the

minimal requirements for their own defense, let alone the defense of the NATO alliance. While these hangers-on

should not imperil the future of the NATO alliance as a whole, the United States should continue to force

noncompliant allies to change their ways and penalize those who do not carry their fair share of the burden.  

 

Beyond NATO, Ukraine's purchases of American-made weapons have allowed it to withstand the brunt of

Russia’s military might over the last four years, in turn benefiting the United States by helping to degrade Russian

capabilities and providing key insights into how war is evolving in the 21st century. Importantly, Ukraine also has

rapidly developed new tactics and systems to counter advanced Russian and Iranian drones, including producing

low-cost drones free of Chinese components, and despite its own constraints, Ukraine has eagerly sent

interceptors and experts to the Middle East to help America and other partners defend against Iranian drone

attacks. 

 

As the United States increasingly prepares to counter our most dangerous adversary, China, it is essential that the

United States continue building and strengthening Indo-Pacific military alliances. South Korea and Japan will

remain critical partners, and both must continue to strengthen their own defense capabilities. Japan’s recent

decision to lift its prior ban on lethal weapons exports is a positive sign, as is commitments to increase defense

spending by both South Korea and Japan. 

The United States also must foster cooperative and reciprocal economic partnerships with like-minded countries

to reduce reliance on China and amplify U.S. economic power. American supremacy abroad is a consequence of,

and sustained by, our economic and productive power. America’s dynamic, free market system has made us the

world’s preferred trading partner abroad, which further boosts our economic power. However, the United States

faces critical challenges to maintain our economic standing. While China may not overtake the America as the

world’s largest economy, China employs coercive economic policies designed to forge dependencies on it for

critical goods and expand its reach abroad. Simultaneously, the past period of unchecked globalization and harmful

overregulation wounded American domestic manufacturing capacity. Accordingly, restoring U.S. economic

resilience must be a priority; this task is made substantially easier by forging free, fair and reciprocal trade with like-

minded countries and reshoring or friend-shoring critical sectors and supply chains to prevent adversaries from

having coercive leverage. As the National Security Strategy states, working with partners abroad “who together

add another $35 trillion in economic power to our own $30 trillion national economy” will safeguard American

economic strength against these threats. 

Japan has emerged as an example of the kind of economic partner the United States needs to strengthen our

reindustrialization efforts. Last year, President Trump secured a $550 billion investment from Japan designed to

rebuild and expand access to core American and Japanese industries, including U.S. industrial capacity and the

shared manufacturing of critical goods like pharmaceuticals, critical minerals, metals, and energy. This is in

addition to Nippon Steel’s landmark acquisition of U.S. Steel, which strengthened the American steel industry and

can help protect the United States market from Chinese predation. Japan’s enthusiasm to partner with the United

States in this way is exemplary; our partnership strengthens American economic output, benefits American

workers, and lessens our dependence on China, while simultaneously benefitting Japan’s own economic interests.

The United States should engage in similar partnerships with countries to achieve a free and open Indo-Pacific like 

ECONOMIC PARTNERSHIPS
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India, South Korea, and Vietnam, among others. 

One specific area where the United States must prioritize economic partnerships with like-minded countries is

technology. It is critical for our security, freedom, and prosperity that the United States maintain our global

technological leadership over China and ensure that new technologies, particularly artificial intelligence, adhere to

American standards and benefit the United States. While the United States remains the world’s preeminent

technological power, China is advancing across many key areas and even leads in advanced batteries and electronic

vehicles. The Trump administration’s Pax Silica initiative to secure global technology supply chains through

partnering with like-minded nations is the kind of innovative thinking needed to ensure America’s economic

dominance is maintained. 

In addition to security and economic interests, all nations have ideological interests. The United States should look

to use our alliances to promote a free and open international system aligned with fundamental American

principles. American values—properly defined according to our founding creed, rather than progressive policy

preferences—are an asset to be harnessed, as we saw in the Cold War. Every great power seeks to shape the world

according to its core principles. Whereas the United States seeks to advance the fundamental idea, core to Western

civilization, that each person possesses an intrinsic, God-given dignity, our greatest adversary in China seeks to

advance totalitarian repression that crushes unalienable rights like free speech and religious liberty. 

The first Trump administration provided several blueprints for how to advance fundamental freedoms in a

realistic, achievable way. The Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy outlined four core principles for a healthy Indo-

Pacific alliance: (1) respect for sovereignty and independence of all nations; (2) peaceful resolution of disputes; (3)

free, fair, and reciprocal trade based on open investment, transparent agreements, and connectivity; and (4)

adherence to international law, including freedom of navigation and overflight. The Report of the Commission on

Unalienable Rights articulated an approach to promoting fundamental rights that was both consistent with a

conservative understanding of rights, grounded in America’s founding principles, and realistically achievable. 

Of course, the reality of geopolitics sometimes requires partnering with nations that are not necessarily rights-

respecting democracies. Sometimes we will have to call out allies for not respecting unalienable rights, as the

Trump administration has done with our European partners who have backslid on free speech and religious

liberty. At the same time, the United States is best positioned to succeed in a world that ultimately is more

hospitable to unalienable rights and America’s founding principles than a world shaped by the Chinese

Communist Party’s principles. A world that is dominated by China is one that will have even less of the

fundamental freedoms upon which our nation was founded. We should not be agnostic about democracy,

freedom, and the fundamental goodness of our Western civilization, even as we must remain realistic about what

we can achieve, and we must not be afraid to acknowledge the moral superiority of our founding principles over

those held by our adversaries. 

IDEOLOGICAL PARTNERSHIPS

https://www.state.gov/pax-silica
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Free-and-Open-Indo-Pacific-4Nov2019.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Draft-Report-of-the-Commission-on-Unalienable-Rights.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Draft-Report-of-the-Commission-on-Unalienable-Rights.pdf

	PRIMER: How Alliances Benefit America
	BOTTOM LINE UP FRONT
	ALLIANCES AS INSULATION
	MILITARY PARTNERSHIPS

	ECONOMIC PARTNERSHIPS
	IDEOLOGICAL PARTNERSHIPS

