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Disclaimer

This book is not a military manual, operational guide, or prediction of future events. It does not provide tactical, operational, or strategic instructions, nor does it claim certainty about how future conflicts will unfold.

All assessments are based on historical precedent, known alliance structures, declared military capabilities, and observed political behavior. Actual events may differ due to political decisions, unforeseen escalation, or changes in national policy.

The analysis herein is descriptive, not prescriptive. It is intended to inform discussion, not to advocate for or against any specific military action.
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Author’s Note

This book is written for readers who want clarity rather than reassurance. Public discussion of alliances often treats military support as automatic, uniform, and guaranteed by treaties alone. In practice, alliance behavior is shaped by domestic politics, geography, military readiness, and national interest. Those factors do not disappear when war begins.

The purpose of this book is not to question the value of alliances, nor to assign moral judgment to allied decisions. Every democratic state retains the right to decide when and where its citizens are placed in harm’s way. The problem arises when expectations drift too far from reality, and planning is built on assumptions that do not hold under pressure.

Throughout this book, “showing up” is used in a specific and limited sense: the deployment of combat-capable forces in operationally meaningful numbers, arriving in time to affect outcomes, and sustained through the difficult middle phase of conflict. Other forms of support—bases, intelligence, logistics, financial contributions—are discussed where relevant, but they are not treated as substitutes for combat deployment.

The analysis that follows will not flatter every ally, and it will not confirm every assumption commonly held in American political discourse. That discomfort is intentional. Clear strategy begins with clear-eyed assessment, not comforting myths.



How to Read This Book

Chapters build from definition to evaluation. Readers primarily interested in conclusions may turn directly to Chapter 7, but the ranking presented there rests on criteria developed earlier in the book. Skipping those chapters risks misunderstanding how judgments are made.

This book does not assume hostility, loyalty, or betrayal as explanatory categories. It assumes rational states making decisions under constraint. That framework explains alliance behavior more reliably than rhetoric, history alone, or treaty language.

The goal is understanding, not prediction. When the next major conflict arrives, decisions will still surprise observers. But fewer assumptions will be wrong if we understand who has shown up before, under what conditions, and why.
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Introduction – Allies, Assumptions, and Reality
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Americans grow up watching movies where the cavalry arrives just in time. The beleaguered hero holds the line, outnumbered and outgunned, until friendly forces crest the hill with flags flying. It's a powerful image, and it shapes how we think about alliances. When America goes to war, we assume our allies will show up. We signed treaties. We spent decades building relationships. We station troops on their soil, extend our nuclear umbrella over their cities, and integrate their officers into our command structures. Surely that counts for something.

It counts for less than you think.

The gap between what Americans expect from allies and what allies actually deliver has grown dangerously wide. This isn't about betrayal or ingratitude—those are the wrong categories entirely. It's about the cold mechanics of how modern democracies make decisions about war, the real constraints their militaries face, and the fundamental difference between peacetime partnership and wartime commitment. Most Americans, including many in positions of authority, misunderstand what the word "ally" means in operational terms. They think it implies automatic support. It doesn't. They assume treaties create obligations that overwhelm domestic politics. They don't. They believe that decades of military cooperation guarantee deployment when crisis comes. They rarely do.

This confusion has consequences. American war planning consistently overestimates allied contributions. Political leaders make public commitments based on assumed coalition support that evaporates once casualties start. The public grows cynical about alliances when partners don't meet expectations that were never realistic in the first place. And most dangerously, adversaries learn to calibrate their aggression based on accurate assessments of who will actually fight alongside the United States—assessments often more realistic than America's own.

The question "which allies will show up" matters more now than at any point since 1945. The United States faces potential major conflicts on three fronts: a Chinese invasion of Taiwan, a Russian attack beyond Ukraine into NATO territory, and an Iranian closure of the Strait of Hormuz. In each scenario, American strategy explicitly assumes significant allied participation. Plans for Taiwan depend on Japanese bases and Australian sustainment. NATO's eastern flank relies on European forces absorbing the initial assault while American reinforcements cross the Atlantic. Any Middle Eastern campaign assumes access to bases in Qatar, Bahrain, and elsewhere that host nations could deny. These aren't backup plans—they're the primary strategy. If the allies don't show up, the plans fail.

So who will actually show up? The answer is more complicated than the treaty documents suggest and simpler than the endless diplomatic communiqués imply. Some allies will deploy substantial forces quickly with minimal political drama. Others will tie themselves in procedural knots before sending token contingents months late. Still others will discover urgent domestic concerns the moment American soldiers start dying. The pattern isn't random, and it's not fundamentally about friendship or shared values, though those matter at the margins. It's about capability, geography, constitutional structure, and the brutal calculus of national interest as perceived by democratic publics who must bear the costs.

This book judges "showing up" by a specific standard: combat-capable forces, deployed in operationally significant numbers, arriving in time to affect the outcome, and staying through the difficult middle phase of the war. These criteria exclude cheerleading, symbolic deployments, humanitarian missions labeled as combat support, and forces that arrive after the shooting stops. They also exclude access and basing, though those matter—if a country provides bases but no troops, that's valuable but different, and this book treats it as such. The focus here is on countries willing to have their soldiers kill and die alongside Americans in wars Washington initiates or joins.

By that standard, the list is shorter than Pentagon briefing slides suggest. Much shorter. Three countries—the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia—will show up automatically, not because they love America more than others do, but because their military structures, strategic cultures, and domestic politics make meaningful deployment nearly inevitable once the United States commits to major war. These aren't perfect allies, and they won't provide unlimited forces, but they'll send capable units quickly with minimal political drama, and they'll stay.

Beyond that core three, it gets murky. NATO looks formidable on paper: thirty-two countries, millions of troops, sophisticated equipment. The reality is divisions that can't move, brigades that can't sustain operations beyond their borders, and political systems that treat every deployment as a constitutional crisis. Some will contribute eventually, but not automatically and often not effectively. Japan has a powerful military and clear strategic interest in countering China, but constitutional constraints and domestic political realities make meaningful combat deployment uncertain. South Korea faces similar barriers. Gulf states have capable forces and strong ties to American security, but their calculation of national interest in any specific conflict may differ sharply from Washington's.

The chapters that follow systematically evaluate America's major partners using consistent criteria: military capability, political will, geographic factors, treaty obligations, and historical behavior in past crises. Some conclusions will seem harsh. That's not the intent. Every democracy has the right to determine when and whether its citizens die in foreign wars. The problem isn't that most allies won't automatically fight America's wars—that's their sovereign right. The problem is that American planning assumes they will, American politicians promise they will, and American public opinion expects they will. The gap between assumption and reality creates strategic risk.

This book doesn't argue for abandoning allies or retreating into isolationism. American alliances provide immense value even when they don't deliver combat troops. They provide bases, intelligence, legitimacy, burden-sharing in peacetime, and insurance against catastrophic scenarios. But they don't provide automatic coalition partners for wars of American choosing, and it's dangerous to pretend otherwise. Better to plan honestly around the three countries that will actually show up, welcome any additional contributions as bonus capability rather than assumed baseline, and structure forces and strategy accordingly.

The stakes are too high for comforting myths. When America next goes to war—and it will—some allies will answer the call immediately. Most will deliberate. Many will decline. Knowing the difference in advance isn't cynicism. It's strategy.
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Chapter 1 – What "Showing Up" Really Means
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The phrase "showing up" sounds simple. It isn't. When Americans discuss allied contributions to wars, they tend to collapse multiple distinct forms of support into a single category, then argue about whether Country X is "really" helping or just pretending. These arguments miss the point. Different types of military support serve different strategic purposes, require different political decisions, and signal different levels of commitment. Conflating them creates confusion about what allies have actually promised and what the United States can reasonably expect.

Start with the most visible category: combat troops. This is what most people mean when they ask if an ally showed up. Did they send soldiers who carry rifles, board aircraft, or crew warships into harm's way? Did those soldiers engage in offensive operations, or were they restricted to defensive perimeters? How many came, and how quickly? These questions matter because boots on the ground remain the most politically costly form of military support and the clearest signal of commitment. A country that deploys a brigade to fight alongside American forces has made a fundamentally different decision than one that provides overflight rights or writes a check.

But combat troops themselves exist on a spectrum. A thousand special operations forces arriving in the first week of a war contribute more operationally than ten thousand logistics troops arriving six months late. An armored brigade that deploys with full sustainment and can fight continuously for months represents a greater commitment than three brigades that arrive without spare parts, rely on American logistics, and need to rotate home after ninety days. American military planning needs to distinguish between forces that add genuine combat capability and forces that exist primarily to let allied governments claim participation.

The distinction between symbolic and operational deployments isn't always obvious from the outside. Both involve troops wearing foreign uniforms in the combat theater. Both generate press releases and photo opportunities. But operational deployments assume risk, generate casualties, and affect the outcome of battles. Symbolic deployments do none of those things. They exist to preserve alliance relationships, demonstrate political solidarity, or satisfy domestic constituencies that demand some form of participation. There's nothing inherently wrong with symbolic deployments—they serve diplomatic purposes—but American planners who count them as operational capability set themselves up for failure.

History provides clear examples. During the Iraq War, South Korea deployed 3,600 troops, the third-largest contingent after the United States and United Kingdom. That sounds significant. In practice, Korean forces operated under strict rules of engagement in a relatively secure area, focused primarily on reconstruction, and avoided combat operations. Their presence helped the Seoul government maintain its alliance with Washington, but they didn't meaningfully affect the war's trajectory. Contrast that with the British contribution: 46,000 troops at the invasion's peak, including armored brigades that fought in major battles, special forces integrated into American operations, and sustained presence through the difficult insurgency years. Both countries "showed up," but in fundamentally different ways.

Scale matters, but not in the linear way many assume. Adding forces to










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The question presidents ask.
The answers voters don't hear.

USA
at War

Which Allies Will Show Up

M. J. OCONNOR





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





