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The United States has had a military
relationship with the Republic of Korea
(ROK) for 65 years. American forces parti-
tioned the peninsula at the end of World
War II, established the ROK as a new nation
in 1948, rescued South Korea from inva-
sion in 1950, and deployed as a permanent
garrison after the conflict ended in 1953.
U.S. troops remain to this day.

The Cold War ended long ago. Neither
Moscow nor China is likely to back the so-
called Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea (DPRK) in any new aggressive war.
The ROK has raced past North Korea on
most measures of national power and

become a global economic leader. The
entire raison d’être of the alliance has dis-
appeared.

The recent sinking of the South Korean
naval vessel Cheonan offers a stark reminder
that, because of Washington’s security guar-
antee, even a parochial quarrel between
Seoul and Pyongyang could drag in the
United States. The risk to America might
have been warranted when the ROK was
unable to defend itself and the Korean con-
frontation was tied to the Cold War, but
there no longer is any cause to maintain a
defense commitment that is all cost and no
benefit to the United States.
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Introduction

One of East Asia’s ancient civilizations,
Korea became a political battleground among
China, Russia, and Japan during the 19th cen-
tury. Korea eventually lost its independence to
Tokyo, which turned the former into a colony
in 1910. Japan’s defeat in 1945 led the United
States and Soviet Union to divide the peninsu-
la along the 38th parallel. The Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) and the
Republic of Korea (ROK) emerged in 1948. The
DPRK’s Kim Il-sung attempted to unify the
peninsula by force two years later. Subsequent
intervention by the United States and China led
to military stalemate and an armistice in 1953.1

In that year, Washington initiated a “bilat-
eral” security treaty, in reality a unilateral
defense guarantee, and established a perma-
nent troop presence. The DPRK has remained
a malignant international actor. Over the years
the Kim regime initiated a variety of military
and terrorist attacks on both South Korean
and American targets. However, since the
downing of an ROK airliner in 1987,
Pyongyang has largely eschewed blatant acts
of war in favor of diplomatic brinkmanship.
The Cheonan sinking may represent a worri-
some change in strategy.

Although U.S. administrations reduced the
number of troops stationed in South Korea
over the years, the basic military commitment
remained unchanged. American and ROK
officials often promised greater South Korean
defense self-reliance, but always in the future—
a future that only resulted in additional
promises.2 The United States even retains
wartime operational control of the Combined
Forces Command, in which the vast majority
of forces would be South Korean.

The ROK remains dependent on the
United States today, despite vastly changed
circumstances. Aggressive, hegemonic com-
munism is gone. The North cannot count on
support even from China in war, and South
Korea is far stronger economically.

While continuing to rely on Washington
for its own defense, South Korea has begun
preparing its military, particularly the navy,
for broader regional and even global contin-
gencies. One of its core security objectives now
is “enhancing competence and status interna-
tionally.”3 The ROK has become an active par-
ticipant in international peacekeeping mis-
sions. As a result, the South has considered
upgrading its current relationship with the
United States to a “strategic alliance” devoted
to international problems. 

Back to Defense Basics with
the Cheonan

And yet, while officials in Seoul have been
planning to exercise greater global influence,
Pyongyang apparently remains willing and
able to threaten war. The sinking of the
Cheonan, a 1,200-ton corvette, on March 26
demonstrated that South Korea’s most seri-
ous security challenges remain closer to home. 

After considering the possibilities that the
Cheonan suffered from an accident or hit a
mine, the ROK, in consultation with interna-
tional experts, concluded that the cause was
a Chinese-made torpedo fired by a North
Korean submarine.4 Why would the North
sink a South Korean ship now? 

It could be part of a campaign to redraw
the contested boundary in the Yellow Sea.5 It
might be Kim-sanctioned retaliation for a
naval clash last November in which a North
Korean vessel apparently was damaged.6 It
could be an unauthorized military action, car-
ried out by either rogue elements within or an
increasingly influential leadership of the
DPRK military, intended to prevent resump-
tion of negotiations over Pyongyang’s nuclear
program. It might be an attempt by Kim Jong-
il to frighten Seoul into renewing economic
ties and aid reduced by the government of Lee
Myung-bak.7

It could be intended to demonstrate that
North Korea can strike with impunity. It might
be a reward from Kim for the North Korean
military, allowing embarrassed naval leaders to
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avenge their loss last November, as he attempts
to install his young son as his successor.8 It
could be an attempt to disrupt the South’s
economy and interfere with upcoming South
Korean elections. Perhaps Pyongyang hoped to
achieve several of these objectives.

When it announced its conclusion that
North Korea sunk the Cheonan, Seoul offered
no opinion as to why the North acted as it did.
The ROK took its finding to the United
Nations Security Council, banned North-
South trade, and barred DPRK vessels from
South Korean waters. The North responded
with threatening rhetoric and announced that
it planned to close the Kaesong industrial
park, in which roughly 120 ROK firms were
operating and 40,000 North Koreans were
employed. So far Pyongyang has held off act-
ing against Kaesong, but relations between the
two Koreas nevertheless remain at their most
tense level in years.

The Negative Impact of the
Alliance on South Korea
Throughout the controversy Seoul has

consulted closely with Washington, as one
would expect of alliance partners. The mutual
defense treaty was negotiated in 1953, suppos-
edly to make both the United States and the
ROK more secure. Today, however, the alliance
makes it more difficult for both countries to
protect their interests when they see their
interests differently.

South Korea is the most obvious beneficia-
ry of the security relationship. However, when
the South places its defense in Washington’s
hands it also places decisions over its defense
in Washington’s hands. That arrangement
worked well for Seoul in the past, when the
ROK could not survive independently of the
United States. It will work far less well in the
future, when the two nations’ preferred poli-
cies are likely to increasingly differ.

After the Cheonan sinking, the Obama
administration reportedly urged caution and
restraint on Seoul. Such a posture was
inevitable since the United States, with much

of its military tied down in Afghanistan and
Iraq, could ill afford another war. From
Washington’s standpoint the Obama adminis-
tration had reason to insist on a peaceful
response. It would be folly for the United States
to go to war over the sinking of the Cheonan. 

It didn’t matter that the act was criminal; it
didn’t matter that the deaths have greatly
pained South Koreans; it didn’t matter that
Seoul might calculate the costs and benefits of
a tough response differently. Washington’s top
priority is avoiding another conflict, one that
likely would be costly, brutal, and bloody—and
of no conceivable benefit to Americans.

Of course, the ROK has even greater rea-
son to avoid war—its territory would be the
battlefield. A number of South Koreans also
appear to retain some sympathy for the
North, despite its dismal record on human
rights and most other issues.9 In fact, polls
taken after the incident show that a majority
of South Koreans oppose military retalia-
tion.10 Moreover, some analysts point to evi-
dence of regime weakness in North Korea.11

That preserves the hope, so far forlorn, of a
peaceful collapse of the Kim regime.

Nevertheless, the Seoul government could
have reasonably believed that a larger conflict
would ultimately become more likely if it did
not respond militarily to the Cheonan sinking;
to exhibit weakness in the face of the North’s
provocation could be more dangerous than a
continued downward spiral in relations. If the
Kim regime believed that the South would
again give way, even after the sinking of a
South Korean warship, Pyongyang might be
tempted to stage additional and more danger-
ous military strikes. The risk of war would rise
even more if the Kim regime found itself in cri-
sis and various factions battled for control.

Although risky, there were numerous retal-
iatory options—seizing North Korean mer-
chant vessels and bombing a North Korean
naval installation are two obvious alternatives.
Obviously, Seoul could decide that a military
counter-strike would not be the best or even
good policy. However, the alliance discouraged
the ROK from considering such an approach
even if the South Korean government and peo-
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ple had believed military retaliation to be the
best policy. In effect, where the positions
diverge between the two countries, decisions
over South Korea’s security will still be made in
Washington, not Seoul.

The unhealthy patron-client relationship
that has developed has another insidious
impact on the South. The ROK risks being
drawn into conflicts caused by the United
States—such as the Clinton administration’s
threat to attack North Korea in order to destroy
the latter’s nuclear program, the Bush adminis-
tration’s pressure for assistance in Afghanistan
and Iraq, and a future administration’s possible
desire to use the ROK as a base of operations
against other nations, most likely China.12

Today Seoul faces painful humiliation at best
and destructive war at worst as a result of deci-
sions made by the U.S. government.

The Negative Impact of the
Alliance on America

The one-way alliance imposes an even
greater burden on the United States. Bruce
Bechtol of the Marine Corps Command and
Staff College opines: “When it comes to com-
bating North Korea’s provocative acts on land
and at sea, the best way to meet this challenge
in my view is a strong ROK-U.S. military
alliance.”13 Yet no one would ever point to “a
strong ROK-U.S. military alliance” as the best
way for the United States to meet the chal-
lenge posed by, say, China. 

The South is a valued friend of the United
States, with extensive cultural and economic
ties between both peoples. However, the end
of the Cold War has sharply diminished
South Korea’s security importance—rele-
vance, even—to the United States. With no
connection to a potentially aggressive Soviet
Union (and, to a lesser extent, a virulently rev-
olutionary China), North Korea is an irrele-
vant strategic backwater.

Pyongyang obviously poses no conven-
tional military danger to the United States,
other than to the 28,500 American troops
currently and unnecessarily stationed in the

peninsula. One U.S. carrier group has more
firepower than the entire DPRK military. 

Even the North’s embryonic nuclear pro-
gram does not directly threaten the United
States. Nothing suggests that Kim is suicidal:
he wants to live well in this life. It is unlikely
he would strike at the United States, even if
he had the means, because the U.S. arsenal
virtually assures retaliatory annihilation. The
prospect of proliferation is worrisome, but
again, Kim likely understands, or could be
made to understand, the enormous risks he
would take selling materials to nonstate
actors that might target the United States.14

Washington still has an interest in de-
nuclearizing the Korean peninsula, of course.
But the presence of U.S. conventional forces
only complicates an effort already facing extra-
ordinary obstacles. The deployment provides
Kim Jong-il with thousands of convenient
American nuclear hostages. It is far better for
Washington to promote nonproliferation in
the region from a distance and with greater
emphasis on the roles of South Korea, Japan,
and especially China.15

In short, any renewed Korean conflict
would be an enormous human tragedy but
would have only limited impact on fundamen-
tal American security interests. Washington
nevertheless is stuck in the center of Korean
affairs today because of the U.S.-ROK alliance,
which provides a security guarantee to South
Korea with no corresponding benefit to the
United States. Absent this relationship, there
would be no U.S. troops on the Korean penin-
sula within range of North Korean attack, and
no American promise to intervene in any war
that might result from a provocation by
Pyongyang or retaliation by the South.

The sinking of the Cheonanwas an outrage,
but it was an outrage against the ROK. While
a casus belli in Seoul, the attack is no cause for
war for the United States. The incident war-
ranted an offer of diplomatic backing to a
democratic friend, not the potential of mili-
tary support if circumstances worsened. 

Of course, everyone hopes the current
controversy will be resolved without war. But
the U.S. military felt the need to affirm that
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American personnel had not been placed on
a higher state of readiness. “They are engaged
very routinely out there,” said Adm. Mike
Mullen, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.16

Despite such assurances, war remains an
uncomfortable possibility.17

It is one thing to tell the American people
that thousands of their friends and family
members might die to prevent a Soviet client
from conquering a critical U.S. ally during a
time of intense global political struggle. It’s
quite another to explain that Americans
must sacrifice their lives to exact revenge for
an attack by a small, impoverished country
on a U.S. ally, a nation that chooses to rely on
Washington rather than adequately provide
for its own defense.

South Korea’s
Actual Defense Needs

Seoul’s need for a U.S. security guarantee
long ago disappeared. South Korea has
upwards of 40 times the GDP of the North.
The ROK also has a vast technological edge,
twice the population, and a clearly superior
international position. 

Pyongyang is left with only the People’s
Republic of China as a serious ally, and even
the PRC is unlikely to intervene in any con-
flict now, in contrast to 1950. The ties bet-
ween the PRC and South Korea have grown
at an extraordinary rate. Today 50 times as
many South Korean as North Korean stu-
dents are studying in China. Chinese trade
with the South is roughly 70 times the
amount of that with the North.18

The DPRK does retain a numerical mili-
tary edge in personnel and such weapons as
tanks and artillery. This advantage is more
menacing in appearance, however, than reali-
ty. Notes Larry Niksch, recently retired from
the Congressional Research Service, “exag-
gerating the North Korean military threat to
South Korea” is a problem in both the United
States and the ROK.19

In fact, the South, acting on the defense in
favorable terrain, likely could defend itself

today—especially if it boosted its defense
capabilities modestly in some key areas.20 The
North enjoys some areas of superiority, but,
writes Niksch, it is unlikely “that these asym-
metric capabilities compensate North Korea
for the substantial deterioration of its con-
ventional military forces since the early
1990s—which went largely unacknowledged
until the middle 2000s.”21

In fact, Seoul’s military is better equipped
and better trained; it rests upon a far stronger
industrial and larger population base.
Moreover, the South is capable of spending
as much as is necessary to overmatch
Pyongyang. The ROK doesn’t do so because
it doesn’t have to, since it can rely upon
American defense subsidies.22

Some analysts contend that Pyongyang
has adjusted its military tactics to fit its force
inferiority. For instance, the North might
hope to seize Seoul, located just south of the
DMZ, and then negotiate a ceasefire.23 No
doubt South Korea should prepare for such a
contingency. But, again, the responsibility for
defending Seoul lies with the ROK, not the
United States. The South should develop and
deploy the forces and weapons necessary to
thwart such an attempt.

Obviously, it would be expensive for Seoul
to replicate U.S. military capabilities. Accord-
ing to South Korea’s Ministry of National
Defense, U.S. Forces Korea (USFK) enable
South Koreans to 

reduce our defense spending, which
contributes to our continued economic
development. If we take into account all
the equipment and materials that the
USFK maintains in-country as well as
the several billion dollars it spends on
maintenance and operations, its oppor-
tunity cost is tremendous. If the USFK
should be withdrawn, it would take an
astronomical amount of additional
defense expenditures to compensate for
its absence.24

The argument that the South would need
to undertake an “astronomical” increase in
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defense spending is, however, a self-serving
exaggeration. Seoul does not need to repli-
cate America’s military to defeat the North’s
military. Notes Jae-Jung Suh of Johns
Hopkins University’s School of Advanced
International Studies: “while the U.S. mili-
tary adds to the South’s capability, some of
its contribution may be superfluous, espe-
cially given that Seoul is already enjoying mil-
itary advantages over Pyongyang. The
alliance’s supplementary effect, therefore, [is]
smaller than it seems at first.”25

The South requires well-trained and
equipped armed forces that are better than
those of the DPRK, and Seoul has those
already. For the ROK to further upgrade its
forces would take money and time, but pre-
sumably the South Korean people believe pro-
tecting their nation is worth substantial and
sustained effort. If not, the American people
are not responsible for filling any resulting
gap. U.S. fiscal obligations start with a nation-
al debt exceeding $13 trillion and an annual
deficit running up to almost $1.6 trillion.26

Americans are borrowing money to pay to
defend the South so South Koreans can
spend their money on other priorities.

But South Koreans have long been capa-
ble of doing far more on their own behalf.
Despite a growing economy, the military dic-
tatorship of Chun Doo-hwan cut military
outlays in the 1980s for economic reasons.
Defense spending continued falling as a
share of GDP under democratically elected
Presidents Kim Young-sam and Kim Dae-
jung. Although the leftish Roh Moo-hyun
government reversed this trend, conservative
President Lee Myung-bak has dialed back the
recent modest growth in spending. Chung-in
Moon and Sangkeun Lee, both professors at
Yonsei University explain: 

Although the actual amount of
defense spending rose slightly as part
of a fiscal stimulus package to cope
with the global financial crisis, the rel-
ative share of total government spend-
ing was radically reduced to 10.8 per-
cent in 2009. The Lee government has

also announced plans to cut the esti-
mated budget for the Defense Reform
2020.27

Refashioning an
Outdated Alliance

The alliance is outdated, but in the short-
term the United States and South Korea are
tied together militarily. Their responses to
the sinking of the Cheonan have reflected that
relationship, thus Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton’s vague promise of “consequences”
for North Korea in response to the Cheonan
sinking.

However, Washington should leave impo-
sition of those consequences to Seoul. There
are low-risk steps which the Obama adminis-
tration could take, but almost all would be
counterproductive.

For instance, naming the North a terrorist
state for sinking the Cheonan would demon-
strate that the designation has little or noth-
ing to do with terrorism.28 Sinking a military
vessel may be an act of war, but it does not fit
the definition of terrorism.

Formally killing the Six-Party Talks might
provide the ROK and the United States some
satisfaction but it also would eliminate the
only ongoing U.S.-North Korean dialogue and
might make it harder to enlist China’s assis-
tance in dealing with the North.29 In fact, after
the sinking the Obama administration sup-
ported restarting these negotiations. State
Department spokesman Philip Crowley ex-
plained: “I wouldn’t necessarily link those
directly. And we want to see North Korea come
back to the six-party process.”30 However, the
administration has not pushed the issue since
the North’s complicity became obvious. 

Finally, reinforcing America’s military pos-
ture on the peninsula represents a move in the
wrong direction. Victor Cha of Georgetown
University, who was the NSC director for
Asian Affairs in the latter years of the Bush
administration, advocates “reestablishing
deterrence on the peninsula.”31 Exactly when
and how deterrence disappeared he does not
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detail, but responsibility for any “reestablish-
ment” should lie with Seoul. 

Similarly, Bruce Klingner of the Heritage
Foundation advocates enhancing U.S. naval
forces in the Yellow Sea.32 However, South
Korea already possesses larger, better-
equipped, and more modern vessels than
does the North. The sinking of the Cheonan
should serve as a wake-up call to Seoul to
focus its military build-up on its own defense
rather than regional or global missions.33

Cha proposes delaying the planned 2012
transfer of operational control (OPCON) over
the combined U.S. and South Korean forces in
any war to the ROK. Ralph Cossa of Pacific
Forum CSIS similarly argues against dissolv-
ing the Combined Forces Command in favor
of the South Korean military so that “there
should be no question left in Pyongyang’s
mind about the joint ROK-U.S. commitment
to fight together.”34 A number of South
Koreans also want to postpone this move.

However, the very modest step is long over-
due. Gen. Walter Sharp, commander of U.S.
Forces Korea and head of the CFC, notes the
limited nature of the change: “This is not the
ROK military becoming responsible for the
self-reliant forces [sic] to defend the Republic
of Korea.”35 It is simply taking over command
of combined forces, most of which would be
South Korean, from the United States. The
ROK and U.S. militaries have worked togeth-
er for more than 30 years as part of the CFC.
Niksch writes: “It is difficult to believe that
the South Korean command has not achieved
a high level of preparedness.”36

Yet the proposed reform is a tepid mea-
sure that just marginally reduces South
Korea’s dependent mentality. It also creates
the awkward and troubling outcome of
putting American troops under foreign mili-
tary command. A better means to increase
deterrence would be for Seoul to increase its
own defense expenditures and readiness.
Affirming its willingness to act independent
of the United States would be a good start.

Both sides should use the Cheonan contro-
versy to reconsider an alliance that has out-
lived its original justification. Once the cur-

rent crisis passes, the Mutual Defense Treaty
should be terminated and the U.S. forces
should be withdrawn.37 There is much on
which both nations should work together in
the future, including military operations
where both countries have interests at stake.
But such cooperation does not require today’s
antiquated security relationship.

Conclusion

The U.S.-ROK military alliance has lost its
purpose. South Korea is not critical to
America’s defense and America’s assistance is
not—or at least should not be—critical to
South Korea’s defense. Far from improving
regional security, the current relationship
makes it harder for both nations to act to pro-
tect their own vital interests. Especially after
the financial crash of 2008, Washington
should make policy to promote America’s, not
the ROK’s, continued economic development. 

Doing so would not end the strong relation-
ship between the peoples of the United States
and the ROK. Rather, eliminating the alliance
would offer a new beginning. The relationship
would continue, but now it would be centered
on family, trade, culture, and other nonmilitary
ties. Security cooperation could continue where
warranted, but with America and South Korea
as equals. After 65 years of dependence on the
United States, the South Korean people should
take over responsibility for their own defense. 
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