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Alliances serve as a security guarantor but this is not always the case in the sense
that allies struggle with the of abandonment and entrapment. The U.S.
abandoned its local ally in northern Syria, the Kurds, by withdrawing its soldiers
in October 2019, allowing the Turkish military to bomb them. An asymmetric
partner vows to ally with a strong partner even in a situation where the former
is aware of the latter’s potential betrayal. This bond can only result in tragedy.
Which condition makes abandonment and/or entrapment more likely? Two key
variables serve as the mechanism for alliances between actors-power parity and
the nature of the bond, both of which lead to four different outcomes. A
symmetric and institutionalized alliance is the most stable and thus, least likely
to result in abandonment and entrapment. By contrast, an asymmetric and
non-institutionalized alliance is likely to be the most tragic. This analysis offers
insight into political and policy implications. In particular, the lessons learned
from the U.S.’s abandonment of the Kurds might help provide the Republic of
Korea (ROK) to avoid this tragic step a scenario they experienced once before in
1950 shortly before the outbreak of the Korean War.
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INTRODUCTION
Amid a stronger allied state’s disrupting policy to bash allies, swayed by
domestic politics, which hich alliances survive and which do not? Alliances serve
as one of the longstanding foreign policies, which should not be affected by
domestic partisan politics. Meanwhile, when an alliance is swayed by domestic
politics, it is less likely to be cohesive and sustainable. The Trump administration
showed how domestic politics can harm alliance cohesion, one of the key security
entities in international politics. While placing more emphasis on the “America
First” policy, the Trump administration did not hesitate to bash America’s allies
and even abandon them (Tiezzi 2020). In 2019, the Trump administration
abandoned the Syrian Kurds, a key ally in the battle against IS (Islamic State)
fighters. In the 2018-20 period, as the Trump administration identified North
Korean dictator Kim Jong-un as its friend, it ironically sent a raft of signals to South
Korea that it cannot reconfirm its security commitment (Cha 2019).
Although the Trump administration punished all American allies for its
egoistic “America First” policy, targeting domestic audiences, the US-Kurdish
alliance faced an alliance breakdown but the Republic of Korea (ROK)-U.S.
alliance confirmed the need to maintain its cohesion and(survived). What makes
the difference? A level of power parity and institutionalization explains the
difference in these two cases. When an alliance is loosely institutionalized and
power is more unbalanced, alliance decoupling swayed by domestic politics is
likely to go from bad to worse.
The Kurds in Syria, a non-state actor, was an extremely asymmetric ally to the
U.S. and the U.S.-Kurds alliance remained largely uninstitutionalized. A small
actor, inevitably, is likely to be eager to ally himself with a strong actor despite
the nature of a makeshift bond. The former is enthusiastic to be allied with the
latter even with the understanding of the potential for the latter’s betrayal in the
foreseeable future. The Kurds, an asymmetric partner, chose to ally with a strong
partner but inherently ran the risk of the latter’s abandonment particularly due
to a lack of alliance institutionalization. These puzzles are thought-provoking in
exploring alliance maintenance.
In contrast with the case of the U.S.-Kurds alliance, the U.S.-South Korea
alliance remained manageable despite Trump’s bashing. Power parity and
institutionalization were in full swing to prevent alliance decoupling. South
Korea remained the 10th largest economy in the world and one of the major
powers in Northeast Asia (Yonhapnews Agency 2020). Moreover, the U.S.-South
Korea alliance has been institutionalized over seven decades following the
Korean War, signing the treaty, and training under the same military command,
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the ROK-U.S. Combined Forces Command [CFC] (Jung 2019). Thus, in the wake
of the Trump administration’s bashing, the ROK-U.S. relations were deadlocked
but did not lead to alliance decoupling. Other players such as the U.S. Congress
and the military strove to stress the importance of the ROK-U.S. alliance to revive
alliance cohesion.
A lack of power asymmetry and a high degree of institutionalization encourages
the new U.S. administration to survive the rocky ROK-U.S. alliance. On November
12, 2020 when U.S. President-elect Biden had a phone talk with South Korean
President Moon, he stressed Washington’s “defense commitment to South Korea”
(Welle 2020). This posture shows that a different track of domestic politics
attempts to fix a foreign policy bungled by domestic politics. This changing
posture is boosted by power parity and institutionalization. Historically, when
South Korea remained extremely weak and the U.S.-South Korea alliance
remained non-institutionalized, it was abandoned easily by the U.S. similar to the
Syrian Kurds. In 1950, Washington abandoned Seoul by excluding South Korea in
the Acheson Line, which tragically led to the Korean War.
This paper attempts to piece together a jigsaw puzzle on alliance vulnerability,
that surfaced in the Trump era. To that end, it develops an analytical framework
of the dilemma of a makeshift asymmetric alliance following the literature review
of alliance formation and maintenance. Then, the cases of the Syrian Kurds and
South Korea are explored from a viewpoint of maintaining an alliance with the U.S.
Finally, scholarly and policy implications are laid out while focusing more on the
impact of the U.S.’s abandonment of the Syrian Kurds on the ROK-U.S. alliance.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK
Literature Review
International Relations (IR) scholars examine alliances in two broad ways: the
origins of alliance and its maintenance. First, what provides for the formation
of alliances? One explanation is that states not only make internal efforts to
bolster their capabilities but also try external efforts to make alignment with
other states in their attempt to guarantee their survival under anarchy (Waltz
1979, 118). The external efforts are in line with the balance of power mechanism
based on the military bond against the most powerful state. Another explanation
is that alliances are formed under the logic of the balance of threat, making
military bond aligned against the most threatening state because fighting with
allies are likely to increase the probability of winning wars (Walt 1987; Morrow
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2000; Gibler and Wolford 2006; Kimball 2010, Johnson 2017). Unlike both
explanations, the balance of interests is laid out to explain the reason why states
form alliances (Schweller 1994). Alliance formation is also explained by a
bargaining process in the international system (Snyder 1997).
Second, alliance maintenance serves as the other axis of alliance politics.
Although alliances are formed for various reasons, they frequently fail to be
maintained or remain cohesive. Thus, which factors drive alliances to be more
sustainable or more vulnerable is at the center of the puzzle. Free-riding is laid
out as one of the harmful factors to alliances’ maintenance and thus, the theory
of collective goods is proposed (Goldstein 1995). Similarly, which allies, smaller
or larger, seem more likely to free-ride is examined (Plűmper and Neumayer
2014). How much a strong ally’s coercion has an impact on alliance cooperation
is also traced in the case of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
(Kupchan 1988). Internal competition among allies is taken into consideration
as one of the factors to affect alliance cohesion and “collective capability” (Niou
and Zeigler 2019). The impact of a gray actor as a third party on alliance cohesion
is investigated while China is characterized as a gray player (Ban 2020).
This research belongs to the second area, alliance management, because of its
focus on how abandonment works differently. In this line of effort, dilemmas
driven by fear of entrapment and abandonment have been examined in this
school of alliance politics (Snyder 1984). The fear of entrapment and how to
grapple with it is examined through the case of the U.S.-South Korea alliance (Kim,
2011; Park 2017). The fear of abandonment explains the dilemma of alliances that
a weaker ally could be betrayed by a stronger ally in terms of the latter’s security
commitment. Some argue that democracies are less vulnerable to the option of
abandonment (Choi 2012). recent studies attempt to explore this dilemma while
focusing more on the mechanism of gray-zone conflict (Bosack 2020).
Trump administration’s America-First mindset has weakened traditional
alliances, giving rise to a fear of abandonment. Thus, the literature on the alliance
crisis under Trump is at the forefront. While noting that Trump demanded NATO
allies to increase defense spending and threatened to separate from NATO
without it, Richter (2021) argues that the U.S. wreaked havoc on the robustness
of NATO. Under the Trump administration, Japan was eager to save the U.S.-Japan
alliance. O’Shea and Maslow (2020) claim that despite Abe’s emphasis on “making
the alliance even greater,” Trump’s bashing causes the discourse of autonomy to
be revitalized. The ROK-U.S. alliance was also under the fear of abandonment by
Trump, raising the question of alliance sustainability. Yeung (2021) maintains
that despite Trump’s reluctance of security commitment, South Korea will not be
abandoned because of its geopolitical value to deter North Korea and guarantee
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American presence in the Indo-Pacific region.
Meanwhile, the case of Syrian Kurds abandonment by Trump remains largely
unexplored. Furthermore, the logic of survival of the ROK-U.S. alliance under
Trump’s bashing overplays the geopolitical dimension and fails to examine the
underlying driver to restrain Washington’s abandonment of Seoul.

Analytical Framework
The U.S. has been allied with many states for many reasons: winning wars,
maintaining hegemony, or maximizing its interests. Whatever the origins of
these alliances may have been, there is consensus that the U.S.’s abandonment
is an unlikely scenario, as opposed to authoritarian states. This prestige of the
U.S. as a benevolent hegemon, however, seems to be less paid attention to in the
“America First”-led Trump era. Washington demanded more money from its
allies in terms of defense-cost sharing. In this way, too much emphasis on its own
self-interest increases the fear of abandonment. By the same token, the
traditional concept of alliances in international politics has been stumbling and
even abandonment has become a serious issue to international security.
Although the Trump administration is is facing skepticism in terms of alliance
calculation, a state’s own interest-seeking posture should not be taken as the
exception. Despite the Trump administration’s coherent policy of abandonment,
some alliances have survived and others have not. Which conditions make
alliances less swayed and more sustainable? Tracing answers to the puzzle sheds
light on how to maintain more stable alliances in the future as well in this
stumbling era.
How is alliance conceptualized? Alliances are normally defined as
commitments to deter military attacks from enemies (Fearon 1997; Morrow 1994;
Smith 1998). Meanwhile, while highlighting two objectives of alliances, Benson
(2011) lays out a new alliance typology: “unconditional compellent, conditional
compellent, unconditional deterrent, and conditional deterrent.” An alliance is
here conceptualized in three ways to answer the research puzzle: actors, purpose,
and scope. The alliance is defined as “the state of being allied,” or “a bond or
connection between families” (Merriam-Webster). The former definition
regards actors being allied as states, whereas the latter definition includes even
non-state actors as players for the alliance. In the post-911 era, even great powers
seek alliances with non-state actors or small ethnic groups driven by the complex
mechanisms of international politics. As such, this analysis includes non-state
actors in terms of the conceptualization of alliances. Second, in addition to the
types of actors, the purpose or aim for an alliance to be made needs to be specified.
Actors may cooperate for their profit in an economic sense or their survival in
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a security sense. Although the two aims often overlap, cooperation for security
is analyzed here as a motive for alliances because security always has priority over
the economy in terms of survival.
Third, the scope of the alliance varies, ranging from tactical cooperation to
strategic cooperation or from short-term to long-term. States may attempt to ally
with stronger states for short-term survival even though they are aware of the
inherent uncertainty for long-term survival. Besides, stronger allies may attempt
to just use weaker allies for their own tactical purposes rather than for their
strategic aims. Similarly, alliances can be formed formally through institutional
agreements or just informally with less bonding effect. Neorealists of IR pay
tremendous attention to the structural explanations of the formation of alliances.
Their parsimonious theory, however, leaves the dynamic nature of alliances like
all of the above unexplained. The neoclassical-realist approach plays a role in
filling the gap left by neorealists. To that end, a wide scope needs to be defined
in the alliance, which ranges from loosely-formed short-term cooperation to
longstanding cooperation.
Pound for pound, an alliance, or the bond in a broader sense here for analytical
purpose, is conceptualized as the status of alignment between actors, including
states and non-state actors, formally or informally in their efforts to seek security
directly or gain the byproduct of security-driven activities. In particular, a
provisional-made loose bond or connection is analyzed here as the particular
bond, aimed at examining the underlying logic of abandonment.
With the analytic definition of alliance and the aforementioned mechanism
in mind, a typological matrix is proposed in its efforts to unearth the dilemma
of a makeshift asymmetric alliance (see Table 1). The congruence of two
independent variables, power parity and the nature of the bond, leads to four
outcomes in terms of the degree of alliance maintenance. Power parity refers to
how equivalent both partners are in terms of power and an actor’s position in the
world. A factor of power implies how allies maintain economic and military
symmetry. Although allies find it hard to maintain perfect equilibrium in terms
of capabilities, a degree of asymmetry can be compared between cases when
taking into consideration several dimensions like the status of an ally as an
actor-state or non-state or its relative economic and military capabilities. An
actor’s prestige is differentiated among non-state actors without sovereignty,
weak powers, middle powers, or great powers. Those clarified definitions are
pivotal to measure proposed variables as well.
The nature of the bond refers to how institutionalized their relations are:
temporarily-made conciliatory gestures, talks or treaties for cooperation, or a
culturally, organizationally, or militarily-embedded bond. A tactical level of
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military coordination under an imminent threat is far from an institutionalized
bond. In contrast, treaty allies are under an institutionalized bond. Meanwhile,
institutionalization does not end in establishing treaties but goes further through
cultural, strategic, and political levels of coordination. The level of
institutionalization is measured where alliances are treaty-based or not and
multiple levels of connections are employed. When an alliance is highly
institutionalized, the administration’s policy of abandonment can be restrained
or checked by other actors including the congress and the military authority.
The dependent variable is alliance vulnerability, ranging from vulnerable to
decoupling into cohesive. In particular, the dependent variable focuses on which
alliances survive when one allied state attempts to abandon the other allied state.
Four outcomes of the dependent variable need to be clarified. Condition A is met
when partners’ relations are symmetric in nature but an alliance is not
institutionalized. This bond remains vulnerable due to its non-institutionalized
nature formed with the short-term opportunity. Both partners are fundamentally
symmetric in power, but their cooperation benefits the least from the
institutionalized bond mechanism. When they face disagreement, they are most
likely to abandon their ally in the most convenient way possible. This
abandonment is likely because both symmetric allies rarely rely on each other
for their survival and they are less dependent on an alliance than asymmetric
allies. The choice of abandonment renders more friction between both allies but
at the same time, does not pose a serious threat to their own security. The internal
rivalry between symmetric partners prevents one actor from being entrapped
by the other actor’s interest-seeking activities.
Condition B, serving as the best case, is made when allies’ relationships are
symmetric and an alliance is embedded in their cultural, military, and
organizationally institutionalized mechanism with a long-term outlook. The
archetypal case here being two democracies with symmetric power that share
cultural and historical identity maintains a high degree of alignment and
cooperation for examples like the relationships between the U.S. and the U.K.
Power symmetry and shared values make allies less risky to both abandonment
and entrapment. When two allies with a high degree of institutionalization take
each other as longstanding friends, both states are strongly reluctant to abandon
their allies. At the same time, neither state is weak enough to be entrapped by its
ally’s interest-seeking artifice. In short, both abandonment and entrapment are
least likely because benefits from an alliance are relatively equally distributed.
An alliance is most likely cohesive and sustainable, which remains the closest to
the bloodshed alliance.
Condition C drives partners to become the worst bond, which is met when
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allies’ relations are asymmetric and an alliance is tactically formed with a
short-term, non-institutionalized purpose. This extreme symmetry hinders both
partners from serving as equal partners and a lack of institutional foundation
fails to fill the gap driven by this asymmetry. Alliances formed under this
condition most likely aim at tactical gains, not at strategic gains. The benefits of
an alliance created by this condition are not equally distributed The relationship
is far from reciprocal. They simply seek a temporal or makeshift agreement for
short-term interests and by doing so, their shared interests are short-lived.
Partners under this C mechanism remain unguarded to alliance decoupling at
all times.
On the one hand, a strong partner seeks a temporary bond with a weaker
partner not for a broad range of political gains but simple tactical gains. Thus,
the stronger partner does not hesitate to abandon the weaker partner when the
latter is not tactically useful any longer. Its abandonment does not pose a great
threat to its security but rather contributes to its autonomy and policy flexibility,
which brings itself to greater strategic gains. In this sense, this abandonment is
the trade-off between tactical loss and strategic gain. On the other hand, a weaker
partner seeks an alliance with a stronger partner while hoping that this relation
maintains as long as it can. A weaker partner, however, is already aware of the
foundation of this bond and thus, it is fearful of the stronger partner’s
abandonment from the outset. Despite this fact, a weaker partner shakes hands
with a stronger partner because the former’s survival may not be possible without
such a security bond. Thus, both abandonment and entrapment are most likely
to be made under the alliance created by this condition. In 2019, the U.S.-Kurds
alliance was ruptured too easily under this ‘C’ mechanism.
Condition D makes an alliance remain vulnerable while partners’ relations are
asymmetric but an alliance is institutionalized and maintained for a relatively
long period. On the one hand, a stronger ally is reluctant to abandon a weaker
ally because of the accumulated benefits of the longstanding alliance. On the
other hand, a weaker ally is most likely to be entrapped by a stronger actor’s
interest-seeking activities because the former is heavily reliant on the latter in
an asymmetric way. Alliances under this condition seem likely to serve well with
an ironclad-like nature thanks to institutionally ingrained characteristics. These
alliances, however, can still stumble despite their longstanding nature if the
weaker ally cannot afford to do more for the stronger ally. Frictions can trigger
at any time due to the asymmetric nature of alliances. The U.S.-South Korea
alliance faced this obstacle in the post-Korean War period.
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Table 1. The Dilemma of a Makeshift Asymmetric Alliance
The nature of the bond

Non-institutionalized

Institutionalized

Symmetric

A
(Vulnerable)

B: Best Scenario
(Cohesive)

Asymmetric

C: Worst Scenario
(Decoupling)

D
(Vulnerable)

Power parity

Case selection matters more in qualitative analysis. The qualitative
methodology of this examination follows the logic of ‘most different cases.’1 To
that end, US-Kurdish relations are selected as the case of decoupled alliance and
the ROK-U.S. relations are chosen as the case of the survived alliance under the
Trump administration’s policy to abandon its allies. An initiating trigger of
making alliances stumbling remained in the same way, one allied state’s
abandoning behavior. One alliance survived but the other failed to survive. The
different outcomes show that there are other variables at work simply beyond
Trump’s disrupting policy. Meanwhile, the case of South Korea serves as a crucial
case in the sense that its conditions have been moving in the proposed quadrant
from C to D into B.

TRACING U.S. ABANDONMENT OF THE SYRIAN KURDS UNDER
THE ‘C’ MECHANISM
Facts on the Ground
In 2019, the U.S. betrayed its ally, the Kurds in Syria without being guarded
under the condition of power imparity and non-institutionalization. What drove
them to this decoupling? On October 12, 2019, Turkish-backed militiamen
brutally killed Hevrin Khalaf, a female Kurdish political leader in Syria. Ms.
Khalaf served as an iconic figure for both the alignment between the Kurds in
Syria and the U.S. and the Kurdish-Arab friendship (Burc 2019). This incident has
changed her from the symbol of cooperation with the U.S. to one of betrayal on
the part of the U.S. On October 3, 2019, Ms. Khalaf, the secretary-general of the
Future Syria Party, negotiated with U.S. partners who reportedly promised to
offer a security guarantee for the Kurds in northern Syria. U.S. military soldiers
1

As for the logic of a methodological logic in qualitative analysis, see Gerring (2007).
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fought together with their allied Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF)
against the Islamic State (IS). The 11,000 Kurdish fighters who fought with U.S.
soldiers, have been killed in action in this war against the IS (Lamothe, 2019).
In less than three days after the negotiation between Ms. Khalaf and her
American counterpart, however, the U.S., which is often referred to as a
benevolent hegemon or a leading state for human rights in the world, shockingly
betrayed the Kurds without any early notification. On October 6, Washington
announced that “the United States would not stand in the way of a Turkish military
offensive to remove the SDF near Turkey’s border” (Lamothe 2019). This
announcement provided Turkey with a window of opportunity to bomb the Kurds
in Syria, America’s ally.2 On October 9, prior to the actual attack by Turkey, U.S.
President Donald Trump, reportedly, “acquiesced to the Turkish operation” in a
direct call with Turkey’s President Erdogan on October 6 by “agreeing to move
American troops out of Turkey’s way” (Hubbard & Gall 2019). On October 13, U.S.
Defense Secretary Mark Esper maintained that “President Trump ordered a
withdrawal of American forces from northern Syria” (Barnes & Schmitt 2019).
Washington had withdrawn 50 U.S. soldiers from the border area before Turkey
launched its offensive, which was a clear posture of betrayal to the Kurds. No
players in the U.S. opposed Washington’s decision, which made the alliance
unguarded.
Consequently, Turkey regarded all of these indications as a green light to attack
the Kurds in Syria and began their bombardment of northern Syria.3 Turkey’s
offensive killed 600 people and forced 300,000 people to flee from their homes.
The U.S.’s betrayal is clearly tragic to the Kurds but at the same time, might not
be the only case in world politics. In other words, all allies are vulnerable to a
strong ally’s betrayal. Even South Korea, a rapidly-growing middle power in the
world, has experienced such an event. In 1950, while abandoning South Korea,
the U.S. unexpectedly excluded South Korea from its defense line in the region,
providing North Korea with a window of opportunity to invade South Korea. Thus,
the Kurds’ tragedy should not be taken as an extremely rare case in world politics.
Were the Kurds unaware of the possibility for the U.S. to betray itself? If the
Kurds were already aware of this risk, why did it attempt to form an alliance with
2
3

For an initial process of Turkey’s engagement in the Syrian civil war, see Parlar Dal Emel(2016).

15 million Kurdish are estimated to live in Turkey and they are eager to autonomously live from
the Turkish government. The Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), which was established in the 1970s in
Turkey, is aimed at founding its own nation-state, which renders Turkey haunted. In the meantime,
the PKK maintains a connection with the Kurds in Syria (Kirby 2019). Turkey regards the bond
between the Kurds in Syria and the PKK in Turkey as a serious existential threat particularly in the
event that these two parties establish an autonomous entity on the border between Turkey and Syria.
This idea serves as the underlying background for Turkey’s offensive.
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the U.S.? What dilemma could the allies have struggled with? Which dynamics
drive a stronger ally to abandon a weaker ally? Tracing the answers to the puzzle
sheds light on how to get out of the alliance dilemma. The Kurds in Syria were
an extremely weak partner to the U.S. due to a hugely asymmetrical power gap.
The Kurds are not, themselves, even a state but a small group of tribes or militias.
On the one hand, the uncertain nature compelled it to eagerly seek an alliance
with the U.S. for its survival in the autonomous region. On the other hand, the
U.S. needed local allies who were familiar with the terrain and the local
population to win small wars aimed at maintaining its sphere of influence as a
hegemon. In this vein, the U.S. abused its hegemonic power by making its weak
partner entrapped in the war intended for maximizing its interests.
To make matters worse, once the war became unhelpful for its national
interests, the U.S. simply abandoned the Kurds. If here, the counterpart had not
been the Kurds, an asymmetric partner, but a great power, what would have
happened to them regarding the logic of entrapment and abandonment? All
states seek their national interests. They seem least likely to make an alliance
while they have priority over their own national interests. When their allies are
more symmetric partners and the alliance becomes more institutionalized,
however, the logic of entrapment and abandonment is less likely to happen. What
drives this mechanism to work? Since every state seeksto maximize its own
interest, mutual benefits matter to sustain an alliance. When allies are more
symmetrical, they can help each other more reciprocally. In addition, when an
alliance functions as an institution, allies seem less likely to be controlled by a
individual person’s beck and call because institutionalization promotes allied
actors as a whole, not as individual leaders, in order to stick together. Thus,
long-term gains have priority over short-term gains, making them less vulnerable
to risks of abandonment and entrapment.

Explaining the Logic of U.S.’s Abandonment of the Syrian Kurds in 2019
Before a deep dive, independent variables of the US-Kurdish alliance need to
be discussed. First, in terms of power parity, this alliance remained extremely
asymmetric, serving as the worst-case scenario of the proposed Quadrant on
alliance maintenance. In contrast with the status of the U.S. as a hegemonic
power, the Syrian Kurds remained a non-state actor without sovereignty or full
autonomy. The Syrian Kurds were stricken with poverty and faced insecurity. To
top it off, its prestige was even lower than weak states under the situation of
ill-functioning autonomy or governance. Second, when it comes to the nature of
the bond, this alliance remained ill-institutionalized because of its temporarily
tactical level of operational coordination under imminent threat. Thus, it neither
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remained under treaties nor the strategic level of coordination. Likewise,
Americans and Syrian Kurds have a shared understanding of cultures and
politics.
The military alignment between the U.S. and the Kurds in Syria is akin to the
makeshift bond in nature. The Syrian Kurds are not a state actor but a small
minority group that seeks more autonomy in the region, whereas the U.S. is a
hegemonic power that intervened in the Syrian Civil War driven by great power
politics. This was the underlying mechanism that differs from the conventional
alliance in international politics. This bond inherently serves as the most
vulnerable one.
When Syrian citizens went to the streets to march against the Assad regime,
the dictator Asaad decided to violently suppress them, leading to the Syrian Civil
War. Despite Assad’s cruel attacks on his citizens, Russia, Iran, and Hezbollah
have supported the Syrian regime throughout the war. By contrast, rebel groups,
such as Salafi jihadists and the SDF, fought against the Assad regime. In the
meantime, the U.S. began to intervene in the civil war through airstrikes on the
Assad regime in 2014. In particular, the U.S. allied with the SDF and has thus
supported the Syrian Kurds militarily and financially since 2015. In 2016, the U.S.
Special Forces were stationed in northern Syria and fought together with the
Kurds against IS guerrillas. A local ally is effective and necessary even to great
powers, particularly in unconventional war. In this sense, the U.S. benefitted
from Kurdish fighters loyal to its military when fighting the IS guerillas in the
Syrian Civil War. The Kurdish local ally helped the U.S. maintain a certain level
of leverage in the region (Hubbard, Savage, Schmitt, and Kingsely 2019).
The SDF militias are mostly from the People’s Protection Units (YPG). When
the U.S. withdrew its troops from northeast Syria in October 2019, Turkey was
allowed to dislodge the YPG. Two vital interests for the Kurds in Syria are security
and autonomy and their bond with Americans in the region is aimed at both
interests. They had no choice but to partner with America despite its unstable
nature. The U.S.’s betrayal almost pushed the Kurds to lose both interests, though.
As a result, the Kurds, again, had to make a very reluctant decision and partnered
with the Assad regime. This attempt might help the Kurds seek security thanks
to the regime’s role as a security guardian but in return, they will lose much
autonomy in the region as the autonomy-security trade-off model shows.4 To
make matters worse, this bond is also makeshift in nature.
This type of makeshift bond remains the most vulnerable to alliance

4
Similarly, The Economist (2019, October 24) states that “The YPG had no choice but to seek
protection from Bashar al-Assad, Syria’s dictator, and surrender most of its self-rule in return.”
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decoupling at all times. The Kurds, who used to be tactically allied with the U.S.,
were shocked, saying that “America stabbed us in the back…we were betrayed”
(Gol 2019). A non-state actor is fundamentally not an equal partner to great power
and in being so, it is hard for two partners to become an institutionalized alliance.
The tactical level of bond formed under the huge power asymmetry made both
abandonment and entrapment the most likely. As opposed to the Syrian Kurds’
aspiration towards more autonomy within Syria, the Trump administration
militarily exploited local forces to make the region under American influence
(Aziz 2020, 12-14). That explains why U.S. special envoy James Jeffrey defined this
relationship as “tactical and temporary” (Aziz 2020, 14). A weaker non-state
partner had no choice but to engage with the U.S.-led great-power politics and
ran the risk of being abandoned. In the short-term, the Kurds sought their survival
and in the long term, they wanted the U.S. to support their vision of an
independent state. The Syrian Kurds, however, failed to gain even the short-term
gain by the temporal alliance with the U.S. This is the tragedy of a makeshift
asymmetric alliance.
The U.S.’s abandonment motivated the Kurds to align with the Syrian
government under the brutal leader al-Assad, the U.S.’s enemy (Hubbard, Savage,
Schmitt, and Kingsley 2019). The Kurds may already be aware of the nature of the
temporal alignment with the Assad regime once again. Asking for help from
Syria, however, would be inevitable for their survival, even if it is short-lived. The
Kurds’ frustration is understandable but the makeshift bond with Mr. Assad only
seems to make them vulnerable once again. More importantly, the U.S.’s betrayal
made the alliance mechanism stumble in the worldview as well as in Syria.

Ruptured Bond between the U.S. and Osama bin Laden-led Guerillas
in Afghanistan
When power imparity is huge and its relations remain non-institutionalized,
this decoupling could be in full swing anywhere. This is what happened to the
U.S.-al-Qaeda bond in Afghanistan. On September 11, 2001, al-Qaeda made a
surprise attack on mainland U.S., an event that shocked the world and changed.
Its origins, however, trace back to the Afghanistan war (1979 to 1989) when a small
group of guerillas in Afghanistan was temporarily aligned with the U.S. under the
name of Operation Cyclone, which the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
helped Afghan Mujahideen guerillas militarily as well as financially in response
to the Soviet Union’s intervention in Afghanistan (Bergen 2002, 68). During this
time, Osama bin Laden, the leader of al-Qaeda, benefitted from the CIA’s support
and effectively trained guerilla fighters at the border town of Khost to lead them
in Afghanistan (The Guardian 1999).
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This kind of partnership between a state and a guerilla group is inherently
susceptible to political situations. There is huge power asymmetry between a
great power and a guerilla group. In addition, the alignment between the two
actors was made under tactical considerations rather than a strategically-driven
purpose. This bond was intended to contain the Soviet Union, the U.S. rival in the
bipolar world, but was not far off from America’s larger Cold War strategy. Thus,
this alignment was closer to a makeshift convenience.
The conventional alliance mechanism rarely works in the relation between a
state and a non-state actor. For example, despite a huge asymmetry, both allies
abandoned each other and were entrapped by the other partner’s activities. The
U.S. abandoned Afghan Arabs after the Afghanistan War and the Osama bin
Laden-led al-Qaeda not only abandoned its former ally but even attacked its
former ally in Africa in 1998 and the American mainland in 2001. Afghan Arabs
were entrapped by the great powers’ wars in Afghanistan and the U.S. was
entrapped by Islamic fundamentalists’ holy war. This bond arrangement is the
most vulnerable to collapse because of its tactical and makeshift nature.
The Syrian Kurds-U.S. alliance provides an empirical case to make the
Quadrant C. These two actors were not treaty-based and faced a lack of multiple
levels of communication due to their makeshift bond. The Syrian Kurds remained
a non-state actor, aspiring to full autonomy but the U.S. was keen on winning the
warfare to maintain the American-led international order. Dissimilar objectives
between two distinct actors made their relations more asymmetric.

TRACING THE ROK-U.S. ALLIANCE and EXPLAINING ITS LOGIC OF
SURVIVAL
In contrast with the case of the Syrian Kurds, South Korea benefitted from more
symmetric power parity and better functioning institutionalization even under
the Trump administration’s policy to bash allies, explaining the logic of alliance
survival. First, regarding power parity, the ROK-U.S. alliance has evolved into a
more symmetric alliance over the last seven decades to the extent to seek its
Wartime Operational Control. South Korea’s growing capabilities contribute to
more symmetry. South Korea ranks as the 10h largest economy in the world. South
Korea also has the status of the 6th biggest power in the world (Global Fire Power
2021). Moreover, South Korea is not a weak power anymore but one of the strong
middle powers in the world enough to seek the New Southern Policy. South
Korea’s prestige in the world is gaining ground and Seoul is continuously asked
to engage in international politics more like the QUAD Plus.
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Second, in terms of the nature of the bond, the ROK-U.S. alliance remains
functionally institutionalized. In contrast to the U.S.-Syrian Kurds, ROK-U.S.
relations are secured by a treaty. These two allied states share democracies as a
political system and have communicated through multiple levels, political,
cultural, and economic, thereby making the level of institutionalization more
robust. What matters is that this condition was not created all at once but evolved
through the internal development of South Korea and the long process of
institutionalizing efforts with the allied state. The following section deals with
this process of alliance evolution, making the alliance less vulnerable to an
unexpected emergence of the policy to bash allies.

The 1945-1950 Period (The Case C Mechanism): The U.S.’s Abandonment
Although the U.S.’s betrayal may be seen as outlying behavior, it could happen
in other cases as well under the functional mechanism of condition C. In
particular, the U.S.’s betrayal of its Kurdish ally in Syria is sufficient enough to give
lessons to South Korea in the sense that this case seems more likely to make North
Korea misperceive the U.S.’s behavior as a lack of commitment to its ally. This
misperception is what happened in 1950 indeed just before the outbreak of the
Korean War.
The early days of ROK-U.S. relations, historically, were quite similar to the
situations of condition C. Korea’s Joseon Dynasty, a weakening country faced by
global imperialism, encountered the U.S., a fast-growing great power in the 19th
century, which served as a huge asymmetry. Korea’s Joseon was reluctant to align
itself with the unfamiliar U.S., but its growing push compelled both countries to
make the Treaty of Peace, Amity, Commerce, and Navigation in 1882 (Treaties and
Conventions 1889, 216-221). Although this treaty was not based on a security
partnership, this served as the first diplomatic treaty between the two states and
initiated a bond. This relationship, however, failed to endure under a similar logic
that the Syrian Kurds faced. Joseon Korea was not an equal partner to the U.S. and
furthermore, the two countries’ relations were far from institutionalized.
Although this treaty was made primarily by the U.S.’s enthusiasm, the U.S.
unilaterally neutralized it when Japan attempted to make Joseon Korea its
protectorate in 1905. The abandonment clearly shows how tactically driven this
treaty was, not strategically. Seen in this light, Joseon Korea was entrapped by a
growing Western power’s ambition and was abandoned by her partner in an
urgent moment. Thus, the temporary bond between the two states was simply
out of sight when imperialist Japan appeared.
In the meantime, great power politics entrapped Korea again right after World
War II. When Japan ended its rule over Korea in 1945, following its defeat in World
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War II, the Korean Peninsula was divided into two Koreas by the great powers,
creating condition C similar to the Syrian Kurds. North Korea was under the Soviet
sphere of influence, while South Korea was under the U.S. (U.S. DoS 2020). The
U.S.’s sphere of influence on South Korea encouraged the two countries to form
a security bond although this relationship remained far from a formal alliance.
The problem is that the relations were purely asymmetrical. Korea became
independent from the Japanese rule on August 15, 1945, but South Korea was
under the authority of the U.S. Army Military Government (AMG) from 8
September 1945 to 15 August 1948. In this sense, the nature of the two states’ bonds
was again subject to power asymmetry. To make matters worse, the security
partnership between these two states was rarely institutionalized.
Before the Korean War, the U.S. had served as a temporary partner to the ROK
despite its asymmetric nature. Regardless of its asymmetric nature, at least one
thing seemed for sure: the U.S. was far from being an enemy and was closer to
being a security partner. When World War II was over, the U.S. put South Korea
under its military administration until the ROK’s foundation in 1948. Thus,
American troops were stationed on South Korean soil. Foreign troop presence
serves as a manifest indicator of a firm security partnership to the outside. As
soon as the ROK was founded, it established foreign relations with the U.S., which
contributed to maintaining a key partnership between the two states. The
presence of American troops, 77,000 at peak time, on South Korean soil made both
states more cooperative economically and militarily in America’s efforts to deal
with threats from North Korea and the Soviet Union (Stueck and Yi 2010, 180).
In practice, however, great power politics helped shape the temporary bond
between the two states and in so doing, established relations that were not only
asymmetrical in nature but also rarely institutionalized. Meanwhile, the ROK,
which was newly established in the South in 1948, officially made diplomatic
relations again with the U.S. in 1949. The formation of diplomatic relations
between the two countries contributed to making the bond more
institutionalized but was far from a fully realized institutional alliance. When the
U.S. AMG was functional, the U.S. was enthusiastic to support its partner. As the
U.S. ended its military government in South Korea, however, it began to weaken
its partnership and paid less attention to South Korea. Accordingly, the U.S.
withdrew its main troops from South Korea in June 1949.
U.S. military withdrawal, however, was only a symptom of the upcoming
serious abandonment of the ROK. On January 12, 1950, less than a year after its
withdrawal, Washington announced the Acheson Line, named after then-U.S.
Secretary of State (Steele 2000). The Acheson Line showed the U.S. line of defense
from the Aleutian Islands to the Philippines in the Pacific. Japan was clearly
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included in the Acheson Line but the ROK was excluded. ROK President Rhee took
the U.S.’s abandonment as a serious threat to its security and rushed to ask that
the U.S. include the ROK while trying to meet then-Secretary Acheson and in a
letter of request sent to Washington (Ko 2018). The “infamous” announcement
by Secretary Acheson, however, was sufficient enough to give a false signal to
North Korea that the U.S. would be unwilling to guarantee the ROK’s security at
any event (Weathersby 1999, 93).
The withdrawal of American troops from South Korean soil in 1949 clearly
showed how weak the ROK-U.S. relationship was in nature back then. American
troops’ withdrawal might have been a sign of the prevalence of its upcoming harsh
betrayal, which excluded the ROK from the American defense line through a 1950
announcement. When North Korea realized that the U.S. had abandoned the
ROK, North Korea invaded the ROK without hesitation.
It seemed to be certain that in 1950, before the Korean War, the ROK and the
U.S. maintained an allied relationship. The U.S., however, failed to function as
a security guarantor to her partner. On June 25, 1950, less than five months after
the announcement of the Acheson Line, North Korea invaded the ROK, leading
to the outbreak of the Korean War where around 3 million civilians were killed.
This example serves as a typical case to show how vulnerable
non-institutionalized bonds are, particularly in non-institutionalized
asymmetric relations. The withdrawal of American troops and the exclusion of
South Korea from the Acheson Line remained unguarded under the conditions
of power parity and non-institutionalization.
The ROK was entrapped by great power politics after World War II, leading to
the division of the Korean Peninsula. The U.S., one of these great powers,
abandoned its partner in the South. What made that happen? The ROK remained
weak as an asymmetric partner to the U.S. and the ROK-U.S. bond had not been
institutionalized in the transitional period from Korea’s independence to the
outbreak of the Korean War. In this regard, the Korean War was a tragedy made
under condition C. This tragedy resulted in a painful lesson for the ROK. All this
explains why Seoul has tried harder to make the ROK-U.S. relationship more
institutionalized, which gradually converted the mechanism into condition D. In
particular, this harsh experience explains why then-ROK President Rhee tried his
best to institutionalize its allied relationship with the U.S. in 1953 after the Korean
War.
As time has passed, the ROK-U.S. alliance has become firmly institutionalized
and the ROK has increased its prominence as a growing middle power in the
world, contributing to making the alliance less asymmetric. The
institutionalized alliance between the ROK and the U.S. created a totally different
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posture from the non-institutionalized form. The former is less vulnerable to
abandonment than the latter. In the post-Korean War period, the alliance
mechanism of the ROK-U.S. had transformed the logic of C into D over time.

The Post-Korean War Period: The Case D Mechanism
The Quadrant ‘D’ mechanism began to emerge after the Korean War and
continued to 1996 when South Korea became one of the OECD (Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development) members (IPS 1996). These
non-institutionalized relations made the U.S. abandon the ROK, thus, allowing
the communist North to invade the South in 1950. The ROK’s harsh experiences
have encouraged the ROK-U.S. relations to be more institutionalized as time has
passed. First, the ROK and the U.S. became more institutionalized militarily and
organizationally through the window of opportunity in the Korean War. Unlike
the U.S.-U.K. relations, their relations were not embedded in a shared culture.
When the Korean War broke out, however, both states shared a clear, common
goal, which was to achieve freedom by defeating the communists. As a result, the
ROK willingly integrated its military organization into the U.S. under the entity
of the United Nations Command (UNC). Then-ROK President Syngman Rhee
allowed his soldiers to fight with American soldiers under the Operational
Control (OPCON) of the U.S. General Douglas MacArthur, the UNC Commander
during the Korean War (Chung 2013, 2).
Second, South Korea was eager to make ROK-U.S. relations more
institutionalized after the Korean War, boosted by its tragic experience of the
U.S.’s abandonment before the outbreak of the Korean War. President Rhee feared
that the ROK could again be in danger of survival without a more institutional
form of alliance. To that end, he made tremendous efforts to make a formal,
institutional alliance with its American ally. As a result, the Mutual Defense
Treaty between the two states was signed in 1953, which solidified their
relationship as an institutional military alliance. As time went by, the ROK-U.S.
alliance became more institutionally integrated, and in being so, its scope
expanded from military to economic, strategic, and even cultural.
The asymmetric nature of the alliance, however, has made the ROK vulnerable
to coerced entrapment. In the 1960s, the ROK remained weak militarily and
economically. Thus, the ROK had no choice but to be entrapped by the U.S.-led
Vietnam War from the mid-1960s to the early 1970s. Meanwhile, South Korea
continued its economic development and finally joined the OECD as a growing
middle power in 1996. Thus, the U.S.-South Korea alliance has been characterized
by both a high degree of institutionalization and narrowing the power gap. Thus,
the alliance remains less vulnerable to abandonment and entrapment.
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In this period, the risk of abandonment by the U.S. was about to emerge but
an institutionalized framework prevented this policy from being applied in
practice. In May 1977, the Carter administration decided the withdrawal of
American group troops in South Korea, and this plan was embodied through the
10th SCM two months later. Washington originally planned to withdraw 7,000
troops by 1978, 9,000 by 1980, and all remaining ground troops by 1982 (Cho 2018,
73). Washington saw American troops fixed on the Korean Peninsula as unhelpful
for maximizing its national interest in a situation where South Korea remained
weak, which served as an asymmetric ally. Put simply, the Carter administration
was eager to avoid entrapment.
Meanwhile, a high degree of institutionalization motivated America’s other
agencies to oppose this plan, restraining the abandonment implementation. The
U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) opposed Carter’s plan to withdraw ground troops
in South Korea. When Carter pushed hard, the JCS favored a gradual withdrawal,
not a rapid phase (Wood 1996, 101). The CIA also saw this plan as “dangerous risks”
(Wood 1996, 102). To top it off, the U.S. Congress did not approve Carter’s plan,
which forced the first plan to be revised (Cho 2018). As a result, Carter’s plan failed
to be implemented according to the original plan. An institutionalized alliance
setting allowed a strong internal opposition to emerge. When the Reagan
administration was launched in 1981, it began to entirely reverse the withdrawal
plan and guaranteed security commitment by visiting the DMZ in 1983 (Canon
1983). This posture change shows that the risk of abandonment swayed by a
certain administration can be prevented by the institutionalized function.

The Middle Power Period: The Emergence of ‘B’ Mechanism
South Korea has been increasing the status of middle power since 1996. As a
result, the ROK-U.S. alliance has gradually evolved into the logic of condition B
and continues to this day. As the ROK rose to the status of a middle power, it
became more confident and autonomous. The institutionalized alliance
mechanism has prevented the stronger ally, the U.S., from abandoning South
Korea. Whenever North Korea provoked conflict, ranging from guerilla
infiltrations to attacks such as the ROKS Cheonan incident in 2010 to nuclear
ambition, the U.S. strongly assisted its South Korean ally. In practice, far from the
fear of abandonment, the U.S. has provided South Korea with military and
economic support, which helped the letter rise to a middle power in the 21st
century.
The power asymmetry between the two allies has reduced over time. The U.S.’s
Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) was deployed in 2017 after a 2016
agreement by the government in Seoul in an effort to step up its security
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(Sankaran, 2017). At the same time, the deployment of THAAD was regarded as
crucial for the U.S.’s vital interests aimed at containing China. Meanwhile, the
“Three Axes System” against North Korea’s nuclear threat by the modernized and
technological ROK military is interoperable with America’s THAAD, which shows
a role of power parity.
Over time, the ROK has further narrowed its power asymmetry to the U.S.
thanks to its growth in both military and economic sectors. In 2021, South Korea
was categorized as a developed economy by the U.N. Conference on Trade and
Development (The Korea Times July 4, 2021). As of 2021, South Korea also ranked
6th in the world when it comes to military strength (GFP 2020). The ROK, which
has become more symmetric than before, is not only more autonomous but also
more capable. By the same token, when a stronger ally pushes a once-weaker ally,
which is no longer weak, to share defense-costs, the latter is likely to resist. This
is exactly what happened in the defense-cost sharing negotiation between the
ROK and the U.S. in 2019-2020.
The middle power period is characterized by the condition favorable to
maintain alliance cohesion. Meanwhile, Seoul faced the Trump administration
with a different posture towards allies. It seemed clear that the Trump
administration trivialized the U.S.-ROK alliance while the “America First” policy
downplayed the value of the alliance. In this period, Trump undermined the
U.S.-ROK alliance through a raft of bashing acts. Trump did not hesitate to
threaten to withdraw American troops from South Korea while demanding a huge
cost-sharing increase on the Special Measures Agreement (SMA) (Fuchs and Lee
2020). Paradoxically, Trump stressed “a special and close friendship” with Kim
Jong-un, a supreme leader of North Korea, whose threat was the origin of forming
the ROK-U.S. alliance (Byun 2020). On October 1, 2019 when Pyongyang was
preparing for the launch of the new Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missile
(SLBM), Trump “showed no interest,” which downplayed the threat from North
Korea (Walcott and Bennett 2019). Bashing allies and staying close to enemies
forced the ROK-U.S. alliance into deadlock.
The seemingly ironclad alliance met with stumbling cohesion mostly driven
by the “America First” policy and its lack of recognition for a traditional enemy,
such as North Korea. To top it off, the seemingly temporary détente on the Korean
Peninsula in the 2018-2020 period made the U.S.-ROK alliance appear less vital.
South Korea and the U.S. stopped key joint exercises and training during this
period in particular due to Trump’s negligence of allies (Axelrod 2019).
Despite Trump’s signal to downplay and abandon a South Korean ally,
U.S.-South Korea relations did not lead to alliance decoupling thanks to the logic
of power parity and institutionalization. South Korea as a leading middle power,
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implying a narrowing power gap, could afford to do more for its American ally
in this period. When the U.S. struggled with the Iraq War due to its changing
nature of unconventional warfare, South Korean forces had the capability to fight
together with their American ally on the battlefield from 2003 to 2008 (Ban 2017).
A growing power also allows Seoul to implement the New Southern Policy. What
matters to the U.S. in this outward policy is that this policy has the potential to
link with the U.S.-led Indo-Pacific Strategy, which shows South Korea’s value as
an ally (U.S. DoS 2020). What is noteworthy in this period is that Washington wants
South Korea to play a bigger role in maintaining security in the region as well as
on the Korean Peninsula thanks to its enhanced prestige. Despite Seoul’s
reluctance, Washington is eager to launch “Quad Plus” including South Korea,
which implies alliance decoupling is not in America’s interest (Do 2020; Byun
2020).
Furthermore, the institutionalized setting encouraged other agencies beyond
the White House to raise their voices to prevent alliance decoupling. When facing
a shaky alliance by Trump’s bashing, Korea-U.S. Alliance Foundation was at the
forefront to make the U.S.-South Korea alliance maintain cohesion. For instance,
on October 13, 2020, prior to the 52nd SCM (Security Consultative Meeting), the
Chairman of the Foundation sent open letters to both the U.S. Secretary of
Defense and ROK Minister of National Defense while encouraging the two allies
to step up its efforts to deal with many issues together (Kim 2020). On November
17, 2020, General Abrams, Commander of CFC and U.S. Forces Korea (USFK)
invited South Korea’s Assembly members and maintained that “our commitment
to the ROK-US alliance remains ironclad, unbreakable and COVID-proof” (USFK
2020). Furthermore, in December 2020, the U.S. Congress passed the 2021 NDAA
(National Defense Authorization Act) which included an item to bar American
troop reductions in South Korea “without significant justifications” (Gould 2020).
When Trump vetoed this bill, the U.S. Congress overrode his veto in huge
numbers (Daly 2021). All in all, the logic of power parity and institutionalization
prevented alliance decoupling from happening.
The ROK-U.S. alliance provides an empirical case on when alliances survive
and how they evolved from Quadrant C to D into B. These two actors were formally
linked through a treaty on the outset and their allied relations have become more
cohesive through multiple levels of coordination as time went by. As South Korea
rises to a leading middle power, its relations with the U.S. have become more
symmetric than before. That explains why at the Summit on May 21, 2021, the two
leaders of South Korea and the U.S. vowed to coordinate policy between Seoul’s
New Southern Policy and Washington’s Indo-Pacific Strategy (The White House
May 21, 2021). These two conditions boil down to the logic of alliance survival
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under the Trump administration’s attempt to abandon its ally.

CONCLUSION: POLITICAL AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS
This paper compares the case of the Syrian Kurds with the case of South Korea
while coming up with remedies to minimize alliance vulnerability. Meanwhile,
some could raise questions on what lessons South Korea can learn from the Syrian
Kurds case in a situation where the ROK-U.S. maintains a treaty ally between states
but the Syrian Kurds-U.S. simply remains a non-treaty ally between a state and
non-state. Trump administration’s policy to bash allied-states or non-states,
however, becomes a precedent to show that even treaty allies could be decoupled
by a stronger ally’s unilateral policy change. In the Trump era, the U.S. bashed
even major allies harshly, including the NATO and Japan that had maintained
more cohesive alliances than South Korea. Thus, South Korea needs to figure out
which is the best condition and which is the worst case in an effort to take
precautions to lessen alliance vulnerability in the sense that the ROK-U.S. alliance
serves as a key mechanism towards peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula.
Moreover, although South Korea was historically under the same mechanism
as the Syrian Kurds in 1945-1950, it tends to take ROK-U.S.’s cohesion for granted.
Even treaty allies need smart policies or strategies towards alliance management.
The findings show that more symmetric power and more consolidated
institutionalization can diminish alliance vulnerability, shedding some light on
how South Korea takes the initiative of alliance politics. In particular, the findings
matter because the ROK-U.S. alliance has leeway to be more institutionalized and
symmetric. In this vein, the ROK-U.S. Summit, which took place on 21 May 2021,
can contribute to this line of effort by making the two states more binding
institutionally and more symmetric through shared missions.
This analysis not only provides insight into academic accumulation on
international security but also has political and policy implications. First, as
opposed to Trump’s expectation, the U.S.’s threatening signal that could abandon
allies is likely to neither “make America Great Again” nor help America’s role for
international governance by worsening weak actors’ animosity to strong actors.
Weak powers have no choice but to become entrapped by great power politics and
run the risk of abandonment. The U.S.’s betrayal of the Syrian Kurds shows that
this tragic mechanism is still at work in the world, which increases fear and
suspicion. A lack of confidence in the U.S. seems more likely to make its War on
Terror harder. Local allies are vital for a hegemonic power to win small wars, such
as the one against the IS. The U.S.’s abandonment, however, could make local
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allies that have fought on the side of the American military more fearful and thus,
stay away from their American ally. Being defeated in these wars seems likely to
render the U.S. hegemony less sustainable.
Second, contrary to conventional wisdom of explaining alliance politics
primarily in terms of power and threat, institutionalization could be more pivotal.
Regardless of regime type, condition C can happen, which means even
democracies can impulsively abandon their allies. Meanwhile,
institutionalization can function as the prevention of abandonment. Once an
alliance is made, allies need to make it institutionalized as soon as possible
through official memorandums, press conferences, and other interdependent
activities. Asymmetrical alliances, in particular, can be the most vulnerable
without becoming institutionalized. The increase of audience through the
formation of institutional alliances is more likely to contribute to guaranteeing
security. Weak powers need to try their best to make the bond more
institutionalized. The ROK’s efforts made after the Korean War could serve as a
role model for them.
Third, it clearly illustrates that there exists no permanent alliance in world
politics. The U.S.’s abandonment of its Kurd ally clearly shows to the world,
particularly its numerous other allies, how unreliable alliances are. Similarly,
this case reveals that the logic of abandonment is still largely at work in the present
world, promoting the doctrine of self-reliance. Too much emphasis on the policy
of self-reliance will make states less cooperative with each other, which leads to
the risk of throwing international security into danger.
Finally, this examination provides insight into future ROK-U.S. alliance
through lessons learned from the case of the Syrian Kurds (Park 2019; The
Economist 2019). The newly launched Biden administration stresses “American
is back” which implies alliance is back to normal (Borger 2020). Bashing allies,
as shown in the Trump administration, could return anytime when domestic
politics is changed in the U.S., though. Thus, South Korean policymakers need
to see a longer and comprehensive perspective to make the U.S.-ROK alliance
continue to be cohesive, simply beyond a narrow policy on an administration
basis.
The logic of power parity and institutionalization should be reflected when
stepping up measures to strengthen the alliance. The inherent logic of power
parity is driven by the potential to increase the role of South Korea, a middle
power, in guaranteeing America’s interests simply beyond security on the Korean
Peninsula. Seen in this light, Seoul’s willingness to do more for regional security
can help make the U.S.-ROK alliance more cohesive through more active policies
to join Quad Plus, be synchronized with Freedom of Navigation Operations
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(FONOPs), and contribute to implementing the Indo-Pacific Strategy.5 A more
assertive role of South Korea will contribute to a more symmetric alliance at the
end of the day.
Simultaneously, how to render alliances more institutionalized needs to be
taken into consideration. To that end, the level of interdependence needs to be
increased from defense to economy even to culture and society. In addition to
Track 1 talks, Track 1.5 dialogues need to be designed to deal with many issues
including nuclear extended deterrence, future alliance framework, and the
North Korea nuclear program. Public diplomacy needs to be in the works as well.
For example, the ROK forces can invite American citizens to their military bases,
and reciprocally, the U.S. forces can invite Korean citizens to their bases such as
the USFK in Pyeongtaek to promote their understanding of the importance of the
alliance.
It is necessary to preserve the institutionalized mechanism in the ROK-U.S.
alliance. In contrast with the Trump administration, the Biden administration
is eager to bring the alliance back. Seoul should make the best use of this rising
opportunity to make the ROK-U.S. alliance more binding institutionally. At the
same time, reducing the power gap between allies seems more helpful for
alliance maintenance. When the ROK’s power or prestige becomes weak and
thus, a less symmetric partner, the logic of reciprocity seems likely to gradually
disappear.6 In this sense, the ROK, currently a middle power, continues to step
up its efforts to increase its power and prestige. What matters more is that these
two drivers, power and institutionalization, are synergetic. Seoul’s increased role
for regional security will help the ROK-U.S. alliance be more institutionalized.
When both variables are met, the ROK-U.S. alliance can evolve into consolidating
condition B. When even one of two variables mentioned above falters, however,
the alliance would begin to be less cohesive by degenerating into the D logic.
These alliances are often faced with transitional periods and when they are,
they will turn out to be two types: evolution or degeneration. First, when a weaker
ally becomes stronger and gradually more symmetric to a stronger ally, condition
B is met and thus, alliances evolve and become firmer. Second, when a weaker
ally remains weak and asymmetric, the bond between the two allies begins to
stumble, which is only exacerbated by policy differences and
security-environment changes. In this case, the overall condition mechanism
seems most likely to degenerate from condition D to condition C. It remains to
5
6

For the Indo-Pacific Strategy see The U.S. Department of Defense (2019).

Park (2019) argues that the ROK needs to learn the lesson from the U.S.’s betrayal of the Kurds
in Syria. Similarly, The Economist (2019, October 19) also maintains that “the betrayal of the Kurds will
lead friends and foes to doubt Mr. Trump’s America.”
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be seen which way the ROK-U.S. bond will proceed in the near future but one thing
seems near certain. The ROK-U.S. alliance has served as the most important
contributor for guaranteeing security and thus, will continue to determine the
ROK’s destiny significantly.
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