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Following the costly failures of the interventionist foreign policy
pursued by the George W. Bush administration (2000-2008) in the
Middle East, the doctrine of offshore balancing gained increasing
traction within American academic and policy circles. While Barack
Obama laid the groundwork for its adoption by revisiting the tenets of
liberal internationalism, its formal implementation materialized under
Donald Trump. Accordingly, the central question of this study is: What
role did the doctrine of offshore balancing play in shaping and executing
the Middle East policy during Trump’s first and second
administrations? The findings suggest that the Trump administration’s
regional strategy largely aligned with the core principles of offshore
balancing. This alignment manifested in efforts to reduce strategic
expenditures, avoid large-scale and prolonged military engagements,
employ a heavy-strike-light-footprint counterterrorism approach,
disengage from liberal internationalism’s emphasis on democratic
partnerships and regime change, support proxy actors to construct
regional coalitions centered on Iran-threat narratives, and prioritize
nuclear non-proliferation in the Middle East. However, the outcomes of
several key policies—particularly those related to the Iranian nuclear
dossier—contradicted the strategic logic of offshore balancing and failed
to yield its intended results. While the Trump administration adopted a
contractionary, though not isolationist, posture to preserve U.S.
hegemony in the region, the evolving dynamics of Middle Eastern
conflicts may ultimately produce outcomes that diverge from the
expectations of offshore balancing theorists.
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Introduction

This study examines the doctrine of Offshore Balancing as a major strategic alternative in
U.S. foreign policy, particularly in relation to the Middle East during Donald Trump’s first
and second administrations. Emerging as a critique of post-World War II liberal
internationalism and the costly wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, offshore balancing advocates
a reduction of military commitments abroad, reliance on regional partners, and
prioritization of core national interests. The paper situates Trump’s Middle East policy
within this framework, highlighting his rejection of liberal hegemony and preference for
limited, high-impact interventions.

Theoretical Framework

The research is grounded in realist international relations theory, drawing on the works of
scholars such as Mearsheimer, Walt, Layne, and Posen, who argue for restraint and
reduced overseas commitments. Methodologically, the study adopts a descriptive—
analytical approach, combining causal analysis with case-based examination of U.S. policy
in the Middle East. Data are collected through library research, including books, scholarly
articles, official speeches, and policy documents.

Methodology

The present research is a descriptive-analytical research with an emphasis on case-based
research and aims to understand the changes in US foreign policy in the Middle East. It is
worth noting that this research uses the library method to collect data. In this regard,
referring to documents, books, articles, independent and affiliated research studies,
published interviews, and speeches of US foreign policy officials is used to collect data.
Discussion

The article identifies several key dimensions of Trump’s Middle East policy that align with
offshore balancing: Reduction of military costs and large-scale interventions: Trump
consistently criticized the financial burden of Iraq and Afghanistan, avoided long-term
nation-building, and emphasized short, targeted military actions (e.g., strikes in Syria, use
of MOAB in Afghanistan, and the killing of Qassem Soleimani).

Reliance on regional allies and proxies: Offshore balancing encourages empowering local
actors to maintain regional stability. Trump pressured Gulf states to assume greater
financial and military responsibility, while supporting proxy forces against groups like
ISIS and the Houthis. Formation of new coalitions: His administration promoted
unconventional alliances, including closer ties with non-democratic regimes, prioritizing
pragmatic security cooperation over ideological commitments. Redefinition of
counterterrorism: Trump reframed U.S. military presence in the Middle East as narrowly
focused on combating terrorism rather than democratization or state-building. Economic
recalibration: The doctrine also influenced trade and arms sales, with Trump favoring
transactional deals that reinforced U.S. leverage while reducing long-term obligations.
Overall, the analysis shows that Trump’s policies—though often portrayed as erratic—
were consistent with the logic of offshore balancing: minimizing costs, avoiding
entanglement in endless wars, and leveraging regional actors to preserve U.S. influence.
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Conclusion

The study concludes that the offshore balancing doctrine provided the strategic backbone
of Trump’s Middle East policy across both terms. His administration operationalized its
principles by reducing direct military involvement, delegating responsibilities to allies, and
pursuing short-term, high-impact interventions. While this approach marked a sharp
departure from liberal internationalism, it also revealed the paradox of offshore balancing:
the U.S. sought to disengage while still maintaining decisive influence through selective
force and strategic partnerships. The findings underscore offshore balancing as a coherent,
realist alternative shaping U.S. foreign policy in the 21st century.
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