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This article examines the evolution of militarism in US foreign policy in
the West Asia region from September 11, 2001 to 2025. The main
question is how militarism, as a dominant framework, has shaped
Washington’s foreign policy strategies and instruments through
different presidential terms and what consequences it has had for the
regional security order. Using the theory of structural realism and
concepts such as hegemony, balance of power, and imperial
overextension, this study examines four presidential terms (Bush,
Obama, Trump, Biden) and the beginning of Trump’s second term using
a historical-comparative analysis and process tracing method. The
findings show that after September 11, aggressive militarism reached its
peak and led to extensive interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq. Since
the Obama era, this militarism has gradually shifted from direct
intervention and occupation to a “hybrid power” based on proxy wars,
strategic sanctions, arms sales, and covert operations, but it has remained
the hard core of foreign policy. At the same time, competition with
China and Russia has led to a redistribution of military resources and a
relative reduction in the priority of West Asia. The article concludes that
despite tactical achievements such as the temporary elimination of some
terrorist leaders and the relative containment of Iran, militarism has
failed to achieve its long-term strategic goals, namely, creating lasting
stability, consolidating American hegemony, and fully containing
Tehran’s regional influence. It has led to the erosion of the United States’
global power and credibility by fueling instability, arms races, and
humanitarian crises.
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Introduction

Since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, militarism has remained one of the
most persistent features of United States foreign policy in West Asia. Although the
scale, form, and instruments of American military engagement have changed
considerably across different presidential administrations, the centrality of military
power in Washington's strategic calculations has remained remarkably resilient. The
initial response of the George W. Bush administration was characterized by large-
scale military interventions and regime-change strategies in Afghanistan and Iraq.
Subsequent administrations, however, sought to reduce the costs associated with
prolonged ground interventions by relying increasingly on airpower, drones, special
operations, sanctions, local partners, proxy forces, and other indirect instruments of
coercion. These changes have sometimes been interpreted as evidence of a gradual
retreat from militarism. This study instead argues that they represent a
transformation in the form of militarism rather than its disappearance.

The central question of this research is how militarism evolved as a dominant
framework of United States foreign policy in West Asia from September 11, 2001,
through 2025, and how this evolution affected the regional security order. The study
examines whether changes in American strategies under George W. Bush, Barack
Obama, Donald Trump, and Joe Biden, as well as the emerging orientation of
Trump's second administration, constituted fundamental strategic departures or
tactical adaptations within a broader militaristic framework. The article further
evaluates the consequences of this approach for regional stability, the balance of
power, Iranian influence, and the capacity of the United States to sustain its regional
and global hegemonic position.

Theoretical Approach

The study employs structural realism as its principal theoretical framework. From a
structural-realist perspective, the anarchic structure of the international system
encourages major powers to pursue security, preserve their relative capabilities,
prevent the emergence of regional hegemons, and maintain favorable balances of
power. As the dominant global power, the United States has strong structural
incentives to retain military capabilities and strategic positions in regions considered
important to its security and geopolitical interests. Within this framework, militarism
is understood not simply as the frequent use of military force, but as a broader
strategic orientation in which military capabilities constitute a central instrument for
managing international threats, maintaining influence, deterring adversaries, and
shaping regional political outcomes. The study also draws on the concepts of
hegemony, balance of power, and imperial overstretch. The latter is particularly
important for explaining the paradox whereby a hegemonic power may strengthen
its short-term strategic position through military expansion while simultaneously
generating political, economic, and security costs that undermine its long-term
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capabilities. The theoretical argument is therefore based on a central tension: military
power may provide effective deterrence and produce important tactical gains, but
excessive reliance on coercive instruments can generate counterbalancing behavior,
strengthen rival actors, increase intervention costs, undermine legitimacy, and
ultimately weaken the hegemon's relative position. From this perspective, the
evolution of American militarism in West Asia can be understood as an attempt to
reconcile the structural imperatives of maintaining regional influence with the
increasing costs of direct military intervention.

Methodology

The research adopts a qualitative historical-comparative methodology combined
with process tracing. This approach makes it possible to identify both continuity and
change in the evolution of American militarism across successive presidential
administrations. The temporal scope of the study extends from the September 11
attacks in 2001 to 2025 and encompasses five analytical phases: the George W. Bush
administration, the Barack Obama administration, the first Donald Trump
administration, the Joe Biden administration, and the initial trajectory of Trump's
second administration. The analysis compares presidential doctrines, military
interventions, strategic documents, major foreign-policy decisions, and patterns of
military and economic coercion. Particular attention is paid to changes in the
instruments through which Washington exercised power, including conventional
military intervention, regime change, counterterrorism operations, drone warfare,
special operations, sanctions, arms transfers, support for regional partners, proxy-
based conflict, and deterrence strategies. Process tracing is employed to establish
causal connections between changes in the regional and international environment,
transformations in American strategic behavior, and their consequences for the
regional security order. The comparative framework distinguishes between changes
in the *form* of militarism and changes in its *underlying strategic logic*. This
distinction constitutes an important analytical criterion of the research. A reduction
in the deployment of American ground forces is therefore not automatically
interpreted as a retreat from militarism if military power continues to constitute the
principal foundation of deterrence, coercion, and strategic influence.

Results and Discussion

The findings demonstrate that militarism remained a fundamental and durable
component of United States foreign policy in West Asia between 2001 and 2025.
The major transformation occurred not in the disappearance of militarism but in its
instruments and operational forms. During the George W. Bush administration,
militarism reached its most direct and interventionist form. The doctrine of
preventive war, the invasion of Afghanistan, and the invasion and occupation of Iraq
reflected Washington's confidence that overwhelming military superiority could be
translated into political transformation and a new regional order. Although these
interventions initially produced rapid military victories and regime changes, they



failed to generate stable political orders commensurate with American strategic
objectives. The experiences of Iraq and Afghanistan demonstrated that battlefield
superiority did not automatically translate into the ability to reconstruct complex
political and social systems. Military intervention consequently generated
substantial financial, political, and strategic costs while contributing to prolonged
instability. The Obama administration represented a transition toward a less costly
form of militarism rather than a fundamental departure from it. The United States
reduced its reliance on large-scale ground deployments while expanding the use of
drones, special operations, intelligence capabilities, airpower, and indirect forms of
intervention. This approach sought to preserve American strategic influence while
reducing the domestic and international costs of direct occupation. Nevertheless, the
persistence of military operations and coercive instruments demonstrated that
military power remained central to Washington's regional strategy. Moreover, the
reduction of direct American engagement created opportunities for other actors,
particularly Iran and Russia, to expand their regional influence.

During Trump's first administration, militarism became increasingly integrated with
economic coercion. The withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
and the adoption of the "maximum pressure" strategy against Iran demonstrated the
growing convergence of military deterrence and economic sanctions. Although
sanctions imposed significant costs on Iran, they did not achieve Washington's
maximal objectives, including a fundamental transformation of Tehran's strategic
behavior. Instead, the policy intensified regional tensions and reinforced the security
dilemma between Iran, the United States, and its regional partners.

The Biden administration continued the movement toward a more indirect and
distributed form of American power. The United States sought to reduce the scale of
direct military engagement, rely more heavily on regional partners, employ limited
military operations and economic sanctions, and simultaneously redirect strategic
attention toward competition with China and Russia. Yet the continuation of military
deterrence, regional deployments, support for partners, and responses to proxy
conflicts demonstrated that the decline of large-scale intervention did not amount to
the abandonment of militarism. Rather, American militarism increasingly assumed
the form of what may be termed "hybrid power," combining military capabilities
with sanctions, diplomatic pressure, intelligence operations, arms transfers, and
partnerships.

The emerging trajectory of Trump's second administration suggests a further
intensification of this pattern, particularly through a stronger emphasis on deterrence,
economic pressure, and the direct use or threat of military force against Iran. Rather
than representing a complete break with the post-2001 trajectory, this development
can be interpreted as a radicalization of an established strategic logic. The
simultaneous use of military pressure and economic coercion risks reproducing the
cycle of escalation that has characterized much of the previous two decades.
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The comparative findings reveal a persistent gap between the declared objectives
and actual strategic outcomes of American militarism. Military interventions
achieved several important tactical objectives, including the overthrow of hostile
regimes, disruption of terrorist organizations, elimination of important militant
leaders, and temporary containment of particular security threats. Nevertheless, these
achievements rarely translated into durable political settlements or stable regional
orders.

The case of Iran is particularly significant. The overthrow of the Taliban regime in
Afghanistan and Saddam Hussein's government in Iraq removed two major
adversarial regimes bordering Iran and unintentionally expanded Tehran's
geopolitical opportunities. Thus, policies designed partly to constrain Iran
sometimes generated structural conditions that facilitated its regional influence. At
the hegemonic level, prolonged military engagement also imposed substantial
economic and political costs on Washington, while contributing to perceptions of
American inconsistency and weakening the legitimacy of its regional role. The
findings therefore support the concept of imperial overstretch. The United States
retained overwhelming military capabilities and remained the most powerful
external actor in West Asia, but the costs of maintaining this position increasingly
complicated its broader strategic objectives. The simultaneous rise of China and the
resurgence of Russia further encouraged Washington to redistribute resources
toward other theaters. Consequently, West Asia gradually became one component of
a broader global competition rather than the exclusive focus of American grand
strategy.

Conclusions and Suggestions

The study concludes that American militarism in West Asia did not disappear after
the costly experiences of Iraq and Afghanistan. Instead, it underwent a significant
transformation from direct intervention and occupation toward indirect,
technologically enabled, economically supported, and hybrid forms of coercive
power. Across the administrations of Bush, Obama, Trump, and Biden, and into the
second Trump administration, the instruments changed more substantially than the
underlying strategic reliance on military power. The principal weakness of this
approach lies in the discrepancy between tactical effectiveness and strategic
sustainability. Military power has proved capable of eliminating immediate threats,
disrupting terrorist organizations, deterring adversaries, and protecting selected
strategic interests. However, it has demonstrated considerably less effectiveness in
producing durable political stability, resolving regional conflicts, establishing
legitimate political orders, or eliminating the structural sources of insecurity.
Excessive reliance on coercive instruments has also contributed to arms competition,
proxy conflicts, humanitarian crises, and counterbalancing behavior. The research
therefore suggests that a sustainable American strategy in West Asia requires a



recalibration of the relationship between military power, diplomacy, legitimacy, and
regional institutions. Military capabilities remain necessary for deterrence and
protection against immediate threats, but they should constitute one instrument
within a broader strategy rather than its principal foundation. Washington would
benefit from greater emphasis on regional diplomacy, multilateral security
mechanisms, negotiated conflict management, economic development, institution-
building, respect for state sovereignty, and international law. More broadly, the
experience of the post-2001 period suggests that sustainable regional order cannot
be constructed through military superiority alone. A durable strategy requires
combining power with legitimacy and coercion with diplomacy. For the United
States, such a recalibration could reduce the costs associated with strategic
overstretch and preserve resources for emerging global challenges. For West Asia,
it could create greater space for regional actors to develop cooperative security
arrangements and reduce the structural incentives for permanent confrontation. The
central implication is therefore not the complete abandonment of military power, but
its subordination to a broader political and diplomatic strategy capable of converting
tactical military advantages into sustainable strategic outcomes.

Keywords: United States; West Asia; Structural Realism; September 11 Attacks;
Proxy Wars..
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