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ABSTRACT 

 

What are the causes and consequences of alliance credibility in international politics? 

While the credibility and reputation literature has examined whether or not credibility 

matters in international politics, these studies fail to differentiate between a state’s 

reputation vis-à-vis adversaries and a state’s reputation vis-à-vis allies. This project 

develops a mechanism for alliance credibility by observing the relations between the 

great power ally’s crisis behavior and the weaker ally’s nuclear behavior post-crisis. I 

theorize that the critical determinant of the non-nuclear allies’ decision to develop their 

own nuclear weapons is the patron ally’s lack of credibility, a function of the patron 

ally’s interest and resolve. Salient crises provide opportunities for allies to observe and 

assess credibility because they provide two important sources: private information and 

credible commitment. When patron allies fail to demonstrate credibility—either by 

failing to support a non-nuclear ally in a crisis (conflict of interest), or conceding defeat 

in a crisis (lack of resolve)—non-nuclear allies will pursue an indigenous nuclear 

weapons program. 

  

This study develops and tests this theory using multi-methods research: statistical 

analysis using dataset of ally’s crisis behavior and nuclear proliferation and process-

tracing methods in historical case studies of nuclear proliferation within military 
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alliances. The three cases are comprised of the Chinese nuclear program after the Sino-

India Border Crisis in 1959, the South Korean nuclear program in 1970-75 after series of 

salient crises on the Korean peninsula and Vietnam, and the Taiwanese nuclear weapons 

program in the late 1960s after the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis. The conclusion presents a 

new theory of nuclear proliferation within military alliances and provides policy 

recommendations for alliance management and nuclear non-proliferation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

“The United States has the will and the capability to meet the full range, and I underscore 

full range, of its deterrence and security commitment to Japan (emphasis  mine)”  

Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice, October 19, 2006,  

After North Korea’s first nuclear test.  

 

 

In the late 1960s, British Defense Minister Denis Healy said “it takes only five percent 

credibility of American retaliation to deter the Russians, but ninety-five percent 

credibility to reassure the Europeans.”1 In 1966, Thomas Schelling in Arms and Influence 

argued the following:   

The difference between national homeland and everything “abroad” is the 

difference between threats that are inherently credible, even if unspoken, and the 

threats that have to be made credible. To project the shadow of one’s military 

force over other countries and territories is an act of diplomacy. To fight abroad is 

a military act, but to persuade enemies or allies that one would fight abroad, 

under circumstances of great cost and risk, requires more than a military 

capability. It requires projecting intentions. It requires having those intentions, 

even deliberately acquiring them, and communicating them persuasively to make 

other countries behave (emphasis in original).2 

 

If it is so difficult to reassure allies, and protecting “everything abroad” has to be made 

credible, why hasn’t the International Relations scholarship paid more attention to 

alliance credibility or attempted to distinguish the credibility of promises from the 

credibility of threats? Furthermore, if projecting the right intentions in addition to having 

the right capability is so difficult, how do we explain the fact that few states protected by 

a nuclear capable ally have proliferated or attempted to proliferate nuclear weapons 

within military alliances? Were these states sufficiently assured by their ally? 

                                                 
1 Healy 1989, 243 quoted in Brad Roberts, The Case for US Nuclear Weapons in the 21st Century 

(Stanford University Press, 2015), 178–79. 
2 Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence: With a New Preface and Afterword (Yale University Press, 

2008); Charles L. Glaser, Rational Theory of International Politics: The Logic of Competition and 

Cooperation (Princeton University Press, 2010), 97. 
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 One possible explanation for the limited number of nuclear states today, aside 

from technological constraints, is the enormous political and economic costs involved in 

establishing a nuclear program. These costs include international sanctions, the threat of 

preemptive strikes by an adversary, and strained diplomatic relationships with allies.3 

Another possible reason is that many states do not feel a compelling level of insecurity—

the primary cause of nuclear proliferation—as a result of the extended deterrence 

provided by military alliances.4 However, of the nine recognized nuclear states in the 

world today, four stepped out from under the nuclear umbrella to develop an indigenous 

nuclear weapons program.5 This phenomenon raises new questions about the stability of 

alliances. How do protected states determine the credibility of their alliance? Why do 

states who are already protected by their ally’s nuclear umbrella step out from under the 

umbrella? 

 A theory of alliance credibility and nuclear proliferation, then, requires a careful 

investigation of the perception of credibility by alliance members, not just by adversaries. 

The existing literature has focused mainly on how credibility is projected to other 

adversaries and whether or not credibility matters to begin with.6 Credibility literature has 

focused less on how states perceive alliance credibility and through what mechanisms 

                                                 
3 Nicholas L. Miller, Stopping the Bomb: The Sources and Effectiveness of US Nonproliferation Policy 

(Cornell University Press, 2018); Alexandre Debs and Nuno P. Monteiro, Nuclear Politics (Cambridge 

University Press, 2016); Gene Gerzhoy, “Alliance Coercion and Nuclear Restraint: How the United States 

Thwarted West Germany’s Nuclear Ambitions,” International Security 39, no. 4 (2015): 91–129. 
4 Scott D. Sagan, “Why Do States Build Nuclear Bombs? Three Models in Search of a Bomb,” 

International Security 3 (1996). 
5 The current nine nuclear states are the United States, Russia, Britain, France, China, India, Pakistan, 

Israel, and North Korea. Among these states, Britain, France, China, and North Korea changed their nuclear 

choices while being under their ally’s nuclear umbrella. This dissertation exclude Britain from the scope 

condition though. For detailed discussion, see the Theory chapter. 
6 Daryl Grayson Press, Calculating Credibility: How Leaders Assess Military Threats (Cornell University 

Press, 2005); Jonathan Mercer, Reputation and International Politics (Cornell University Press, 1996); For 

updated discussion see, Gregory D. Miller, The Shadow of the Past: Reputation and Military Alliances 

before the First World War (Cornell University Press, 2012). 
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they assess the degree of or any change in credibility. Rather than focusing on whether or 

not credibility matters in alliance relations, this research will focus on how allies actually 

assess the credibility of alliances, and how their assessment might influence their defense 

policies. More specifically, I will investigate what causes allies who are protected by a 

nuclear ally to seek nuclear proliferation. 

 This project aims to achieve two goals. First, it seeks to update the current 

understanding of alliance credibility in international politics beyond the focus on the 

credibility of threats and credibility of deterrence. In other words, my work essentially 

reverses the standard approach to credibility by focusing not on the party signaling 

credibility but on the party inferring the presence or absence of credibility.7 In current 

debates in international studies, however, scholars do not distinguish how an ally, as 

opposed to an adversary, assesses a state’s credibility. Given this omission, this project 

aims to add an empirical dimension to issues of alliance credibility. 

 Second, this project attempts to demonstrate that as much as an increase in an 

adversary’s threat can raise fears of insecurity and have a critical impact on a state’s 

defense policy, an ally’s diminished credibility can have an equal or greater effect on a 

state’s defense policy. If nuclear proliferation occurs within a military alliance, despite 

the fact that movement towards a nuclear bomb is strongly opposed by other alliance 

members, there are many reasons to believe that the alliance, which is supposed to 

mitigate fear by providing assurance, is not functioning. 

 

 

                                                 
7 I am grateful for Dr. Lee Ross for making my contribution clearer.  
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Figure 1. Changes in threat perception of an alliance member 

 

 In further pursuing this insight, this dissertation advances hypotheses about the 

conditions under which allies protected by a nuclear umbrella will be more or less likely 

to proliferate. First, due to the treaties established within military alliances, nuclear 

capable, great power allies are obligated to protect non-nuclear capable weaker allies by 

providing extended nuclear deterrence, and weaker allies develop the expectation that 

they will be protected under the nuclear umbrella. Second, in peace time, patron allies 

can reassure their protected allies that they will provide assistance in crises, eliminating 

any need for protected allies to develop their own independent deterrence capabilities. 

Third, however, in crisis situations, the security providing great power allies have to 

calculate the cost and benefit of involvement in a crisis that could escalate to a war. Yet, 

due to the expectations of protection that they developed during times of peace, and the 

inability to develop their own deterrence capabilities, weaker allies would update the 

credibility of their great power ally if their ally performs unfavorably or does not provide 

assistance during the crisis. Therefore, depending on the action taken by the great power 

ally, the weaker ally could change its policy regarding nuclear weapons development. In 

short, I hypothesize that if the nuclear capable great power ally does not perform 

favorably in a salient crisis, the non-nuclear capable weaker ally updates alliance 

credibility, and is more likely to pursue a nuclear weapons program.  

Adversary Threat  + Ally Credibility (constant) = Change in threat perception 

Adversary Threat (constant) + Ally Credibility  = Change in threat perception 
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This chapter elaborates on these claims and proceeds as follows. I begin by 

defining how the term “alliance” is used in my study. I illustrate some shortcomings of 

the loose definition of alliance in the existing literature and provide my scope condition. 

The next section defines “nuclear umbrella,” another important concept in my study. 

After defining the critical terms in my study, I introduce my argument in brief and the 

outline of the dissertation. 

 

Alliance: Why Signing a Treaty Matters? (Scope Condition)  

In this section, I define the actors in my research. My unit of analysis is military alliances 

formed through defense pacts. I define military alliance carefully because structural 

realist scholars, who greatly contributed to the literature on alliances, overwhelmingly 

treat alliances and alignments as essentially interchangeable.8 However, as my research 

points out that alignments have no treaty obligation to protect non-nuclear allies in a 

crisis if their interests are not aligned, it is important to distinguish the implications and 

expectations of formal alliances from those of friendly relations. 

 In this research, I follow the widely used definition of alliance in international 

relations in combination with the definition by R.V. Dingman. An alliance refers to  

a written, formal agreement among two or more states which is designed to serve, 

for a specified term, the interests of those states, that include promises to aid a 

partner in the event of military conflict, or of their statesmen and bureaucrats [or 

official representatives], in regard to national security or to consult/cooperate in 

the event of international crises that create a potential for military conflict 

(emphasis mine).9  

                                                 
8 Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 1987); 

Glenn H. Snyder, Alliance Politics (Cornell University Press, 1997). 
9 Brett Leeds et al., “Alliance Treaty Obligations and Provisions, 1815-1944,” International Interactions 

28, no. 3 (2002): 237–60; Roger V. Dingman, “Theories of, and Approaches to, Alliance Politics,” 

Diplomacy: New Approaches in Theory, History, and Policy, 1979, 245–266. 
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More specifically, I look at asymmetric alliances in the international system.10 Due to the 

inherent power imbalances among states, most military alliances formed in the mid-20th 

century onward are asymmetrical. And especially when we discuss extended nuclear 

deterrence, the power asymmetry is stark; the nuclear capable ally is the guarantor ally 

and the non-nuclear capable ally is protected by the guarantor ally’s extended deterrence 

capabilities. In my research, there are only two nuclear capable great power allies: the 

United States and the Soviet Union (Russia). As we see more in this research, most 

alliance theories are not developed with this power asymmetry in mind, because they are 

developed after observing alliances formed and managed before WWI and WWII in 

which Western European great powers were the primary actors.11 

 Furthermore, whereas alliances require promises, alignment dynamics do not 

guarantee promises.12 A promise can be made on an ad hoc basis when a crisis or new 

security situation arises but that promise is not written ex ante the situation or a crisis. As 

such, there is no opportunity for alliance credibility to be tested in alignments. However, 

in the nuclear politics literature, alliances often include alignment. For example, some 

literature argues that Israel is a U.S. ally, meaning that its pursuit of nuclear weapons 

                                                 
10 James Morrow argues that asymmetric alliances are the ones that receive security benefit (rather than 

provide) and are easier to form and last longer. My research deals with alliance management rather than 

formation of termination, and my definition of asymmetry is regarding the power differences and whether 

or not one side is protected by the great power’s nuclear umbrella or not. James D. Morrow, “Alliances and 

Asymmetry: An Alternative to the Capability Aggregation Model of Alliances,” American Journal of 

Political Science, 1991, 904–933. 
11 For example, Glenn H. Snyder, Alliance Politics; Exceptions are Walt, which explains the formation of 

alliances through cases in Middle East, and Cha, which explains the different structures of alliances formed 

in Europe and East Asia after WWII. See, Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances; Victor D. Cha, 

“Powerplay: Origins of the US Alliance System in Asia,” International Security 34, no. 3 (2010): 158–196. 
12 This is drawn from the first sentence of James D. Morrow, “Alliances, Credibility, and Peacetime Costs,” 

Journal of Conflict Resolution 38, no. 2 (June 1, 1994): 270–97, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002794038002005. This succinct sentence summarizes the difference between 

alliances and alignments very well. Even though Morrow qualifies this statement by immediately stating 

that “But as every 6-year-old knows, adults often break their promises,” alliances are different from 

alignments because they “rely on their credibility to deter threatening powers (emphasis mine).” 
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constitutes a case of proliferation under the U.S. nuclear umbrella.13 However, my 

research distinguishes two groups: allies, e.g. South Korea and Japan, in one group, and 

aligned countries, e.g. Saudi Arabia and Israel, in another group. 

 To draw an analogy, whereas alignments are families with foster children, 

alliances are families with adopted children. Adoption and foster care are similar in the 

sense that they can provide permanent homes for children. However, adoption is a legally 

binding contract between the parent(s) and the adopted child. This legality is shown as 

the adopted children take the new family’s surname which proves their membership in 

the family. The adopted parent(s) need to perform the legal duties of a parent. Foster 

children, on the other hand, are also protected by their foster family but only until the 

children or young people reach the age of 18.  

 Due to the legally binding contract, it is not as easy for a family to abandon 

adopted children as it is for a foster care family return the children if something goes 

wrong between them. Also, to the outside world, the same last name signals that the 

adopted children and the parent(s) are part of the same family. In fact, when a child is 

adopted, the family needs to go through a legal process that alters the child’s birth 

certificate. By contrast, while the foster care family is the protector of the foster children, 

their temporally bound relations signal that the relationship could end more easily than 

could the relationship between the adopted children and their family.  

As James Morrow said, “Signals require some cost to transmit information”14  and 

alliances bear those costs. Alignments could create expectations between aligned 

                                                 
13 For example, Debs and Monteiro, Nuclear Politics. 
14 James D. Morrow, “Alliances: Why Write Them Down?,” Annual Review of Political Science 3, no. 1 

(2000): 63, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.3.1.63. 
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countries but external reputational costs when the alignments are broken are lower than 

those when military alliances are broken because there is no binding mechanism. States 

with similar interests can align based on their shared interests but that does not mean that 

they have the obligation to remain aligned. Maintaining a military alliance is different 

because maintaining or breaking an alliance has influence on other alliances that the great 

power ally is part of. Also, the alliance could influence the state’s reputation towards 

allies and foes alike, which could have consequences on crisis outcomes and/or future 

alliance formation. Therefore, this research only focuses on military alliances, and 

nuclear proliferation under military alliances, because the degree of damage in credibility 

is so much more significant when an ally abandons an ally than the damage in credibility 

when a state does not help a friendly state.15 Therefore, due to the difference in 

implications, it is important to address my scope condition, which is military alliances 

formed by signing a defense pact. Even if an alignment were to be “terminated,” the 

outside world would not see that as “termination” because there was no “formation” of an 

alignment.  

 Thus, this work only analyzes the credibility of military alliances. Because this 

work is interested in how the credibility of promise failed to prevent an ally from seeking 

different mechanisms to mitigate their insecurity (i.e. through nuclear proliferation), this 

                                                 
15 The implication of this difference is even more significant if we consider the fact that in the international 

system nobody is your true friend. If a state is your ally, that relationship is temporarily formed for strategic 

reasons or ideological affinity, which is not permanent. One could argue that NATO and the U.S. bilateral 

alliances outlasted the Cold War even though the purpose of forming them was exhausted after the collapse 

of the Soviet Union. However, if there is a trigger that goes against a state’s national interest, that incident 

can break the alliance at any time. Therefore, an alliance can last but it cannot outlast state’s national 

interests or the protection of state’s survival. Therefore, a state can rely on an ally but the state realizes that 

reliance is not fully credible. That alliance, or the nuclear umbrella which is provided by the alliance, can 

be credible only if protecting an ally can be aligned with the guarantor ally’s national interests. Keeping 

these factors in mind, I argue in my research that those national interests of a guarantor ally that are not 

aligned with the weaker ally’s national interest or survival can be revealed during salient crises.  
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work only analyzes military alliances which are expected to function as security 

providers. One could argue that by limiting my scope condition I am only dealing with 

cases which are easy to test. That is because forming a military alliance is already 

indicative of the fact that the state is facing some kind of security threat.16 However, one 

could also argue that limiting my scope condition to only military alliances can provide 

me with difficult cases to test as well. Because military alliances provide security and 

mitigate threat perception, allies have less motivation to proliferate (setting aside the fact 

that only military alliances provide an extended deterrence capability). Especially when 

your great power ally strongly opposes a nuclear choice that is not in accordance with the 

nonproliferation consensus, the nuclear decision made by a military alliance partner 

strongly indicates that there is a problem in the alliance. Therefore, since the purpose of 

this study is to understand alliance credibility and its effects on nuclear proliferation, 

specifying my scope to this degree is beneficial.  

 In terms of the actors in my research, I call the nuclear capable patron ally in the 

alliance the great power ally, and the non-nuclear capable protégé ally the weaker ally. In 

other research, the actors in similar relations are called patron-client, patron-protégé, 

patron-junior, protector-protected allies, etc. In this research, to emphasize the power 

asymmetry within the military alliances formed between nuclear capable-non capable 

allies, I call the actors great power-weaker allies. 

 

 

                                                 
16 See Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances on Balance of Threat Theory and formation of military 

alliance. See Dan Reiter, “Learning, Realism, and Alliances: The Weight of the Shadow of the Past,” World 

Politics 46 (1994 1993) for a contrary argument.  
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Nuclear Umbrella  

Several scholars have abstained from using the term “nuclear umbrella” due to the 

ambiguous promises of protection it implies. The term “umbrella” might indicate that the 

allies under protection are shielded from the attacks of nuclear adversaries. Therefore, it 

is important to establish the definition of the term in my research as I use it frequently. To 

avoid ambiguity as much as possible, I define “nuclear umbrella” as a security 

commitment from a nuclear capable great power ally to a non-nuclear ally within formal 

military alliances. In this research, the nuclear umbrella does not guarantee protection. 

However, due to the deterrence effect that the alliance partner’s nuclear weapons might 

provide, the nuclear umbrella does lower the non-nuclear ally’s need for its own nuclear 

arsenal. Yet, the “nuclear umbrella” does not indicate that the deterrence is automatically 

“credible.” 

 The nuclear umbrella has two purposes: deterring enemies from attacking the vital 

interests of weaker allies; and assuring weaker allies that the great power ally will 

withstand its commitment to assist in allies’ defense in even the most dangerous 

situations, such as crises. If a state already has nuclear deterrence capabilities through 

their great power ally’s nuclear umbrella, why, then, would it develop, or attempt to 

develop, an indigenous nuclear weapons program? This is the main puzzle this 

dissertation seeks to answer. 

 

Argument in Brief 

 This dissertation advances theories to explain nuclear proliferation within military 

alliances, which I argue results from changes in the great power ally’s credibility. I argue 
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that states mainly proliferate due to security concerns, and if the state has a great power 

guarantor ally and is protected under the nuclear umbrella, the proliferation originates 

from the great power ally’s behavior. More specifically, changes in credibility are 

observed and assessed during salient crises in which either the great power ally or the 

protected weaker ally is involved. If the behavior of the great power ally is unfavorable, it 

undermines its credibility, which ultimately influences the weaker ally’s nuclear pursuit. 

This dissertation challenges several conventional wisdom. States that decide to step out 

from under the nuclear umbrella understand the costs and consequences of stepping out 

from under the umbrella and only do so when there is security deficit from the security 

guarantor, the great power ally. This is different from the previous arguments which 

focused on the insecurity caused by adversaries, especially those who have nuclear 

capability. Also, the security deficit is caused by the information revealed during salient 

crises: credible commitment and private information of the great power ally. Other 

actions by the great power allies do not have as significant of an effect on the weaker 

ally’s decision making than do the actions taken in critical situations such as salient 

crises. For example, if the peacetime rhetoric of the great power ally’s leader disregards 

alliance relations, this could offend the weaker ally’s leadership, yet without concrete 

action taken the rhetoric would not influence the weaker ally’s decision to embark on a 

costly nuclear weapons program. The weaker allies in all of the cases considered in this 

dissertation (cases of nuclear proliferation within military alliances) changed their 

interests towards indigenous nuclear weapons programs after observing the great power 

ally’s actions in salient crises.  
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Outline of Dissertation  

The remainder of this dissertation has two purposes. First, drawing upon the existing 

literature on alliance politics, credibility, and nuclear proliferation, I develop a theoretical 

explanation for a weaker ally’s nuclear pursuit under the great power ally’s nuclear 

umbrella. Second, I use quantitative statistical analysis and qualitative processing-tracing 

research design to test what I call alliance credibility theory against the most prominent 

alternative explanations.  

 Chapter 2 develops a theoretical framework to explain why some weaker allies 

have decided to step out from under their great power ally’s nuclear umbrella. I first 

briefly discuss the concept of “alliance credibility” and its effects on the perception of 

security and insecurity in asymmetric alliance dynamics. I then review the literature on 

alliance politics, deterrence and credibility, and nuclear proliferation, and argue that there 

has been a lack of important attention to the consequences of alliance credibility in 

nuclear proliferation within military alliances. More specifically, I argue that perceptions 

of reduced alliance credibility are revealed in salient crises for the weaker allies and have 

consequences towards their desire for nuclear pursuit which would provide independent 

deterrence capability outside of the nuclear umbrella. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of methods and case selection.  

 Chapter 3, 4, 5, and 6 are empirical chapters. Chapter 3 presents statistical results 

that reveal the correlation between an ally’s crisis behavior and nuclear proliferation 

within military alliance post-crises. The statistical analysis draws on an original alliance 

crisis behavior dataset. The dataset contains yearly information for all military alliance 
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members and the change in their nuclear behavior in the international system from 1945 

to 2000. 

 In chapters 4, 5, 6, I use process-tracing methods to examine the causal logic of 

my argument. Chapter 4 traces South Korea’s nuclear pursuit under the U.S. nuclear 

umbrella after it experienced and observed salient crises in the late 1960s to mid 1970s. 

Chapter 5 traces China’s nuclear pursuit under the Soviet nuclear umbrella after its 

assessment of the Soviet handling of the Sino-India Border Crisis in 1959. Chapter 6 

traces Taiwan’s nuclear pursuit after the third Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1963 as well as its 

inaction after the second Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1958. This chapter focuses on within 

case variation to show how a great power ally’s unfavorable crisis behavior influences 

the weaker ally’s nuclear choices.  

 The conclusion provides a review of this dissertation’s argument and turns to the 

implications of my findings for theory and policy.  The chapter focuses on the 

implications for the argument for international relations theory. My dissertation advances 

important scholarly debates on causes of nuclear proliferation within military alliances, 

and updates the debate on credibility in international relations. The conclusion finishes 

with a discussion of the application of the argument to alliance management and 

nonproliferation policy. It considers conditions under which weaker allies are more likely 

to proliferate under the protection of a nuclear umbrella. There are multiple pathways 

through which alliance credibility can be affected and inspire non-nuclear allies to 

develop a nuclear weapons program. Without rigorous theoretical scrutiny, pundits and 

opinion leaders update their perception of credibility and alliance credibility based on red 

lines drawn and broken or the rhetoric of a new president on alliances. However, my 
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conclusion emphasizes, based on the theoretical testing and evidence, that weaker allies 

would most likely update alliance credibility in salient crises and consider nuclear pursuit 

after observing their great power ally’s unfavorable crisis behavior. The implications of 

this conclusion demonstrate the importance for U.S. policy makers of carefully studying 

salience for the weaker ally’s national security, and providing adequate assistance in 

salient crises to prevent nuclear exploration in non-nuclear allies. 
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CHAPTER I: THEORY 

THEORIZING THE ALLIANCE CREDIBILITY AND NUCLEAR 

PROLIFERATION 

 

Introduction  

 

         This chapter outlines my theory of alliance credibility and nuclear choices. It 

explains whether and under what conditions weaker allies are more likely to pursue 

nuclear proliferation, while protected by a great power ally’s nuclear umbrella. More 

specifically, I argue, contrary to conventional wisdom, that the increased threat of an 

adversary, and a consequentially worsened security environment, only modestly 

influence nuclear proliferation within military alliances. In other words, while an 

unfavorable security environment is a necessary condition for nuclear pursuit, the 

increased security threat posed by adversaries is not sufficient to motivate weaker allies 

to embark upon a costly nuclear weapons program. Instead, I argue that lowered alliance 

credibility provides the sufficient conditions for weaker allies to pursue nuclear 

weapons.17  

 More specifically, I argue that alliance credibility can be observed and assessed 

during a salient crisis situation. By salient crisis situation, I mean a crisis that is either 

directly connected to the core security needs. Salient crises are external crises, as opposed 

to internal crises, and involve enduring rivals. For example, a salient crisis for South 

Korea involves North Korea or the adversary’s great power allies, the Soviet Union and 

China. In a salient crisis situation, the threat level of the weaker ally is the highest, and its 

expectations of the great power ally’s support are the highest. If the weaker ally’s 

                                                 
17 Similarly, Victor Cha argues that “The level of patron commitment is also a better determinant of 

alliance behavior than the level of external threat” in explaining the variation of Japan-South Korea’s quasi 

alliance relations. See, Victor Cha, Alignment Despite Antagonism: The United States-Korea-Japan 

Security Triangle (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2000). 
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expectations are not met, their fear of abandonment would spike.18 This would cause the 

weaker ally, who is reliant on the great power ally for support and assistance in crisis 

situations, to re-assess the credibility of the great power ally. If the weaker ally 

determines that the great power ally is not credible, it would change its deterrence 

strategy accordingly. This indicates that the ally can no longer rely on the nuclear 

umbrella, and if it has the minimum capability to pursue a nuclear weapons program 

(e.g., economic capacity, manpower, nuclear technology, scientific knowledge), it is 

more likely to pursue nuclear weapons program. 

 I contrast my argument with three alternatives. The primary alternative hypothesis 

is the conventional wisdom that countries facing increased threats from adversaries are 

consequently far more likely to seek nuclear development. I test if this hypothesis also 

applies to cases of nuclear proliferation in military alliances. If the weaker ally perceives 

an increased threat while protected by a great power nuclear umbrella, the likelihood of a 

weaker ally pursuing nuclear weapons might increase. The second alternative argument is 

that alliance credibility is influenced by a reduction of the great power ally’s capabilities 

or a decrease in the great power ally’s military aid towards the weaker ally. For example, 

I use measurements of the great power’s military capability index, the great powers’ arms 

export to weaker allies, and the number of U.S. forces stationed in U.S. allies’ territory, 

which can influence the nuclear decision-makings of the weaker ally if reduced. The third 

alternative hypothesis looks at other proliferation causes: prestige.19 Nuclear weapons 

                                                 
18 For fear of abandonment in alliance security dilemma, see Glenn H. Snyder, Alliance Politics (Cornell 

University Press, 1997). 
19 Scott D. Sagan, “Why Do States Build Nuclear Bombs? Three Models in Search of a Bomb,” 

International Security 3 (1996); Jacques EC Hymans, The Psychology of Nuclear Proliferation: Identity, 

Emotions and Foreign Policy (Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
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acquisition is associated with great power status, and states that aim to be powerful 

through their nuclear capability might desire to have a nuclear weapons program in order 

to achieve that status. I test if this argument is true in alliance dynamics as well.   

 It is worth emphasizing that just as states proliferate for different reasons, allies 

could seek nuclear weapons for different reasons as well. This dissertation does not 

intend to explain all of the conditions under which allies are more likely to proliferate. 

Instead it points out the conditions under which we see a higher probability of nuclear 

proliferation within military alliances. My theory predicts that within salient crises and 

unfavorable patron ally behavior in the crises, alliance credibility is affected, and there is 

a higher probability of nuclear proliferation. In addition, this research does not attempt to 

explain the nuclear choices of states that are not part of a defense treaty or that are just 

part of an alignment. This is because this research emphasizes the role of guarantees and 

assurances as well as the weaker ally’s expectations, which all influence the alliance 

credibility. I include a variety of other factors as control variables in the quantitative 

analysis that follows this chapter.  

It is also important to note the variation in the timing and coding of nuclear 

choices in the existing literature. Since any nuclear endeavor is almost always a covert 

activity within military alliances, the exact starting point of an ally’s nuclear pursuit 

might differ according to coders or secondary literature.20 This research does the best to 

                                                 
20 Sonali Singh and Christopher R. Way, “The Correlates of Nuclear Proliferation: A Quantitative Test,” 

Journal of Conflict Resolution 48, no. 6 (2004): 859–885; Dong-Joon Jo and Erik Gartzke, “Determinants 

of Nuclear Weapons Proliferation,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 51, no. 1 (2007): 167–194; Scott D. 

Sagan, “The Causes of Nuclear Weapons Proliferation,” Annual Review of Political Science 14 (2011): 

225–244; Philipp C. Bleek and Eric B. Lorber, “Security Guarantees and Allied Nuclear Proliferation,” 

Journal of Conflict Resolution 58, no. 3 (2014): 429–454; Nicholas L. Miller, Stopping the Bomb: The 

Sources and Effectiveness of US Nonproliferation Policy (Cornell University Press, 2018). All of these 

have slightly different codings. 
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pinpoint the origins of nuclear pursuit, since part of its main argument is to assess how 

and whether the decision of nuclear pursuit was influenced by the great power ally’s 

crisis management.21 It does so by focusing on the decision making processes in the 

weaker ally’s leadership as well as its interests in military aspects of the nuclear weapons 

program. Lastly, we cannot clearly determine a definite causal relationship between one 

crisis and the decision to pursue nuclear weapons. Depending on the case study, it could 

be the aggregation of salient crises happening in the same period of time that affected the 

nuclear choices. Even if the weaker ally had already begun to pursue nuclear weapons, 

the continued unfavorable outcomes of a great power ally’s crisis management would 

continuously influence the nuclear decisions (e.g., expedition of the program, change 

from a joint program to an independent pursuit, etc.) of the weaker ally throughout their 

proliferation. Therefore, my theory does not explain with certainty the precise moment 

that an ally pursues nuclear proliferation, but rather seeks to explain in detail the 

conditions under which a weaker ally embarks on or strengthens its nuclear pursuit.  

This chapter is organized as follows. I begin by reviewing the literature on 

alliance politics, credibility, and nuclear proliferation from which I draw my main 

hypothesis. Following this critical literature review, I propose a new theory that the 

remainder of the dissertation will test: the relationship between reduced alliance 

credibility, as revealed in salient crises, and the ally’s nuclear pursuit. In this section, I 

formulate testable hypotheses and alternative explanations. The final section probes 

research design and case selection for the empirical chapters that follow.  

  

                                                 
21 However, in the quantitative analysis chapter, I use the existing dataset’s coding for nuclear pursuit not 

to manipulate data. I provide more nuanced explanations of the origins in the case study chapters.  
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Alliance Politics Literature 

The formation and function of military alliances have had important implications in 

understanding the ways in which states engage in conflicts in the international sphere.22 

According to Dan Reiter, alliances are the “primary foreign policy means by which states 

increase their security, and they are crucial determinants of the outbreak, spread, and 

outcome of wars.”23 Similarly, James Morrow has stated that “[a]lliances are a critical 

tool in international politics, but we understand little about them”24 and quotes Michael 

Ward who noted that, “little work had probed the black boxes of decision making within 

either nations or alliances. … Nor has there been very much work which has sought to 

examine, understand, or predict which alliance groupings were likely to form.”25 

However, even this critique of the research on alliances is focused on our limited 

understanding of the aspects of formation of alliances. The mid-stage of alliance 

relations, i.e., alliance management, has not received enough attention compared to 

alliance formation and termination. 

A study by Glenn Snyder updated our understanding by treating alliances as a 

deliberate tool of statecraft moving on to the management stage.26 Snyder also provided 

an important contribution which points out the costs associated with maintaining 

alliances. He proposed the “alliance security dilemma” which causes fear of entrapment 

                                                 
22 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979); Stephen 

M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 1987); Hans J 

Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations (Knopf New York, 1950). 
23 Dan Reiter, “Learning, Realism, and Alliances: The Weight of the Shadow of the Past,” World Politics 

46 (1994 1993): 490. 
24 James D. Morrow, “Alliances and Asymmetry: An Alternative to the Capability Aggregation Model of 

Alliances,” American Journal of Political Science, 1991, 904. 
25 Michael Don Ward, Research Gaps in Alliance Dynamics, vol. 19 (Graduate School of International 

Studies, University of Denver, 1982) quoted in ibid. 
26 Glenn H. Snyder, Alliance Politics. 
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or abandonment of alliance members. The alliance security dilemma shows that when 

alliance members fear abandonment and want to appear a loyal partner, they show strong 

commitment and end up entrapped in a conflict, provoking an adversary. On the other 

hand, when an alliance member fears entrapment and does not commit itself to its 

alliance partner, that casts doubts on loyalty and results in abandonment by the partner. 

Consequently, this results in deterrence failure. Similar to the security dilemma 

dynamics, these fears of abandonment and entrapment result in spiral dynamics.  

Owing to structural realism, the current alliance literature does not take into 

account the new alliance dynamics and asymmetry that most formal military alliances 

currently share. Comparing the power dynamics in domestic and international political 

systems, Waltz argued that “parts of domestic political systems stand in relations of 

super- and subordination. Some are entitled to command; others are required to obey.” 

On the other hand, “the parts of international-political systems stand in relations of 

coordination. Formally, each is the equal of all the others.”27 Further, theories of alliance 

politics, including Snyder’s, were developed mainly to explain the dynamics among 

states with equal relationships who formed and managed alliances. Indeed, there are some 

works which assume power imbalances among states and consequences associated with 

such differences. For example, states can join the bandwagon of the most dominant 

power at that time, and the stronger power can restrain other alliance members 

behavior.28 However, even so, most of the theories of alliances are developed by 

                                                 
27 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 88. 
28 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (WW Norton & Company, 2001); Randall L. 

Schweller, “Bandwagoning for Profit: Bringing the Revisionist State Back In,” International Security 19, 

no. 1 (1994): 72–107; Jeremy Pressman, Warring Friends: Alliance Restraint in International Politics 

(Cornell University Press, 2008). 
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observing Western European powers’ alliance formation behaviors. The over-aggregation 

of data from distinct time periods, such as the WWI or WWII eras, limits our 

understanding of broader alliance relations in different time periods and regions. Thus, 

the existing literature has a limited understanding of asymmetric alliance relations, which 

I define as the patron-client relations in which the weaker ally is dependent on the great 

power ally for protection.  

One of the exceptions to this narrow focus is Morrow’s analysis of asymmetric 

alliances. While challenging the notion that alliances are tools of capability aggression 

and threat deterrence, he argues that states, especially great powers, can use “alliance to 

further their pursuit of changes in the foreign policy status quo.”29 On the other hand, 

weaker states can also offer concessions, “such as military bases or the coordination of 

foreign domestic policies, that can increase a stronger ally’s freedom of action while 

increasing their protection from external threats.”30 In other words, this type of alliance 

relation can boost the freedom of action of the stronger ally but limit the weaker ally’s 

freedom of action. Examples would include the alliances of NATO and the Warsaw Pact 

during the Cold War in which Western and Eastern European countries provided bases 

and the concession of foreign policy coordination in exchange for protection from the 

threat of the Soviet Union and the United States, respectively. According to Morrow, 

states will evaluate the attractiveness of an alliance by comparing the costs and benefits 

of forming such an alliance. While economics of alliances and collective action literature 

have argued that large, rich allies provide the public good of deterrence to small, poor 

allies who free ride, in reality, those large, rich allies benefit from power-projection and 

                                                 
29 Morrow, “Alliances and Asymmetry,” 905. 
30 Ibid.  
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small, poor allies pay limited freedom of action as the price.31 Again, Morrow’s analysis 

is about the formation of alliances after states evaluate the benefits exceeding the costs of 

having such a relationship (e.g., limited freedom of action, in the case of the weaker 

ally).32 His research does not account for the alliance management and the reassessment 

of costs after the formation of the asymmetric alliance and the consequences of the 

weaker ally’s limited freedom of action without benefits.  

Another exception includes Victor Cha’s analysis of the origins of the U.S. 

alliance system in East Asia.33 This work helps us understand the bilateralism that exists 

in alliance structures in East Asia and how the United States has created a hub-and-

spokes system with its East Asian allies, when it created multilateral alliances in other 

regions such as Europe. While Cha’s research sheds light on the dynamics of asymmetric 

alliance formation, it is also necessary to understand how such asymmetric alliances are 

managed.34 Cha’s earlier work contributes to alliance management by developing a 

concept of quasi-alliance. In explaining cooperation between historically antagonistic 

Japan and South Korea, two strong allies of the United States, he argues that “this East 

Asian case shows how alignment choices are not a direct function of external threat but 

                                                 
31 Mancur Olson and Richard Zeckhauser, “An Economic Theory of Alliances,” The Review of Economics 

and Statistics 48, no. 3 (August 1966): 266–79. 
32 More recently, combining with reputation literature, Crescenzi et al. examined how the past alliance 

behavior affects the likelihood that these states will be involved in future alliance formation. Mark J.C. 

Crescenzi et al., “Reliability, Reputation, and Alliance Formation,” International Studies Quarterly 56, no. 

2 (June 1, 2012): 259–74, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2478.2011.00711.x. Similarly, Gregory Miller has 

found that countries that uphold alliance commitments are given better terms in alliances than states that 

abandon their allies. Gregory D. Miller, The Shadow of the Past: Reputation and Military Alliances before 

the First World War (Cornell University Press, 2012). 
33 Victor D. Cha, “Powerplay: Origins of the US Alliance System in Asia,” International Security 34, no. 3 

(2010): 158–196. 
34 Additionally, while the existing research focuses on the Truman and Eisenhower eras, this research 

focuses on the Johnson, Nixon, and Ford administrations, when the U.S.-ROK alliance was managed after 

its formation stage. 
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threats as refracted through perceptions of patron commitment.”35 In other words, the 

variation in external threat does not align with the variation in Japan and South Korea’s 

cooperative behaviors; rather, when they share a fear of abandonment from their ally, the 

United States, the two agonistic quasi allies show more cooperative behavior. 

Updating the contribution of existing literature on alliance politics, this 

dissertation research contributes to the understanding of what happens when the weaker 

ally provided concessions, but the benefits are not returned. In other words, what if the 

weaker ally anticipated benefits from forming an alliance with its great power ally (i.e. 

mainly deterrence against the external threat, which is one of the main purposes of 

forming an alliance), but the benefits were not returned even after the weaker ally had 

limited its freedom of action? My research approaches this aspect of alliance dynamics 

by researching the dynamics of alliance credibility and the consequences of reduced 

alliance credibility. Specifically, my study will explain the influence of credibility on one 

of the most costly actions a weaker ally can take: stepping out from under the nuclear 

umbrella to pursue nuclear weapons.  

Matthew Kroenig’s power-projection theory, which seeks to explain a powerful 

state’s attitudes toward a nonproliferation policy, provides insights into such nuclear 

dynamics. By limiting the nuclear capabilities of their weaker ally, the more powerful 

ally can continue to project its power over its allies. For example, the United States, 

which has conventional military advantages over its alliance members, prefers to 

maintain such power projection capabilities by advocating for strong nuclear 

                                                 
35 Victor D. Cha, “Abandonment, Entrapment, and Neoclassical Realism in Asia: The United States, Japan, 

and Korea,” International Studies Quarterly 44, no. 2 (2000): 261. 
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nonproliferation policies.36 If we apply Morrow’s asymmetrical alliance framework to 

Kroenig’s power-projection theory, one of the benefits of having asymmetric alliances in 

the nuclear era for great powers would be increasing its own freedom of action by limiting 

nuclear weapons states, and subsequently increasing their power-projection capabilities. 

For weaker allies, one of the benefits would be the protection provided by the great 

power ally’s extended nuclear capabilities, relieving them of the need to develop a costly 

nuclear weapons program of their own to deter adversaries. On the other hand, one of the 

costs would be the inability to pursue independent nuclear capabilities, especially when 

the extended nuclear capabilities of the powerful ally lose credibility. This research 

contributes to our understanding of when and how the weaker ally senses that their ally 

has lost credibility, and the action taken after the ally realizes its great power ally is not 

credible.   

Understanding the external function of an alliance, which influences credibility, is 

important at this point. More specifically, alliances function as costly and credible 

signals. Morrow argues that formal alliances affect cost-benefit calculations for 

intervention when interventions are costly and allies commit to intervene in crises.37 By 

signing alliance treaties, states incur costs such as military coordination and policy 

alignment. Commitments are made due to altered cost-benefit analysis as well as 

audience and reputation costs.38 Relatedly, Ashley Leeds argues that alliances function as 

                                                 
36 Matthew Kroenig, Exporting the Bomb: Technology Transfer and the Spread of Nuclear Weapons 

(Cornell University Press, 2010). 
37 James D. Morrow, “Alliances: Why Write Them Down?,” Annual Review of Political Science 3, no. 1 

(2000): 63–83, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.3.1.63. 
38 For example, on audience costs see, James D. Fearon, “Signaling Foreign Policy Interests: Tying Hands 

versus Sinking Costs,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 41, no. 1 (February 1, 1997): 68–90, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002797041001004; Kenneth A. Schultz, “Looking for Audience Costs,” 

Journal of Conflict Resolution 45, no. 1 (2001): 32–60. 
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credible signals of future intentions based on the costs of creating and maintaining an 

alliance.39 Alliances act as costly signals and states are mostly compliant (75% of the 

time). These research allow us to think that, due the costs involved in creating and 

maintaining alliances, the external audience observing the alliance dynamics would build 

expectations of certain action (e.g. crisis involvement) and alter their behavior 

accordingly.  

In order to capture this costly signaling dynamics, in this project, I only consider 

formal military alliances formed after the end of WWII. This is not only because written 

formal alliance have costly signaling effects that affect alliance credibility, but also 

because signing the formal alliance is the minimum requirement for receiving the 

protection of a nuclear umbrella. When a weaker ally signs a formal alliance treaty with a 

great power ally, the allies expect commitment from each other. Furthermore, external 

audience, states outside of the alliance, changes its action towards the alliance members 

taking alliance commitment into account. If the commitment is not delivered, it has 

consequences internally and externally because the expectations and actions of the 

internal (intra-alliance) and external (outside of alliance) audiences need to be altered.  

Lastly, one of the main purposes of this dissertation is to update the alliance 

politics literature by (1) including the unique management of alliance relations due to 

post-WWII discrepancies in military technology (i.e. nuclear capabilities) and (2) 

including more asymmetric alliance relations that span different time period and regions. 

The nuclear-capable great power ally of a formal alliance has a special function in the 

nuclear era: providing a security guarantee by extending its nuclear capabilities to non-

                                                 
39 Brett Ashley Leeds, “Alliance Reliability in Times of War: Explaining State Decisions to Violate 

Treaties,” International Organization 57, no. 4 (2003): 801–827. 
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nuclear capable allies. Without accounting for these features—power asymmetry and 

extended deterrence—it is hard to fully understand alliance politics of more recent cases.  

Since the end of WWII, alliances have been formed between or among great 

powers and weak states including those in non-European regions. Due to the inherent 

power imbalances between these allies, the fear of entrapment or abandonment, the costs 

of alliance as laid out by Snyder cannot be symmetrical. The chances of stronger military 

power within the alliance being abandoned are smaller than those of weak states. 

Especially in the nuclear era, the nuclear haves and have-nots have different deterrence 

and extended deterrence capabilities. Since not all states have nuclear weapons, if states 

form an alliance and only one side has nuclear capabilities, that alliance becomes an 

asymmetric one. If the alliance is asymmetric, it means that the nuclear capable ally’s 

dependence on its non-nuclear capable ally is extremely small compared to the non-

nuclear capable ally’s military dependence on the nuclear capable ally.40 Therefore, the 

great power ally feels a less significant threat of abandonment, and needs less assistance 

or support in case of future crises. Also, the nuclear capable ally might face the dilemma 

of restraining the protected ally due to the fear of entrapment in a nuclear crisis but would 

not experience a fear of abandonment. That is because there would be crises that would 

entrap the patron ally but there would not be crises in which the nuclear capable patron 

would be abandoned, due to the independent deterrence capability it already enjoys. 

                                                 
40 On alliance obligation violation, Leeds finds that alliance is likely to be violated when the cost of 

formation and violation are low. Costs are especially low for major powers as they are less dependent on 

the alliance for security and also cannot easily be punished for breaking the obligation. Therefore, 

according to her research major powers are more likely to violate alliances. This is important insight in the 

sense that traditional alliance formation and management literature have not consider the effect power 

asymmetry brought to the alliance relations. See Leeds. 
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Therefore, the fear of abandonment and the fear of entrapment cannot be equal among 

allies in the nuclear era.41  

My “Power Asymmetry Assumption” highlights the inherently unequal alliance 

dynamics in the post-1945 era. As mentioned above, however, the literature on alliance 

politics usually does not account for this power asymmetry, primarily because the 

theories were established after observing alliances formed during the pre-1945 era in 

which Western European great powers were the main actors in the international system. 

Furthermore, prior to the development of nuclear weapons, military technology tended to 

diffuse quite swiftly among great powers. The absorptive capacity required to imitate 

foreign weapon systems was generally low and foreign technological knowledge 

relatively easy to grasp. As a result, countries could easily match each other’s innovations 

and counter-innovations, and this gave no enduring technological advantage to any 

actor.42 However, innovation in nuclear technology has become a privilege for great 

powers, providing not only technological advantage but also advantage in alliance 

dynamics. 

  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
41 Glenn H. Snyder, Alliance Politics. 
42 On hierarchy and asymmetry in social and political system, see for example, Paul Musgrave and Daniel 

H. Nexon, “Defending Hierarchy from the Moon to the Indian Ocean: Symbolic Capital and Political 

Dominance in Early Modern China and the Cold War,” International Organization, 2018, 594; Andrea 

Gilli and Mauro Gilli, “Military-Technological Superiority, Systems Integration and the Challenges of 

Imitation, Reverse Engineering, and Cyber-Espionage,” International Security, 2018; Kenneth N. Waltz, 

Theory of International Politics, 74, 127; Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (Cambridge 

University Press, 1983), 176–77; Michael C. Horowitz, The Diffusion of Military Power: Causes and 

Consequences for International Politics (Princeton University Press, 2010), 34.  
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Figure 2. Power Asymmetry Assumption 

 

In sum, as seen in Figure 1, the dependence, the fear of abandonment, and the fear 

of entrapment experienced by the great power ally and weaker ally are asymmetrical.  

First, there is a difference between the level of dependence within an asymmetric alliance 

depending on the power (nuclear) capability. Also, the figure shows the differences in 

alliance security dilemma depending on the role of the state within an asymmetric 

alliance. For a great power (nuclear capable) ally in the alliance, the fear of abandonment 

is smaller than the fear of entrapment. For a weaker (non-nuclear capable) ally in the 

alliance, the fear of abandonment is greater than the fear of entrapment due to their 

reliance on the great power ally’s extended deterrence capability. In the next section, I 

briefly review the deterrence and credibility literature on which I base my theory in 

combination with the implications from the above alliance literature.  

 

Deterrence and Credibility Literature 

 The literature on credibility is divided into work that relies on the inherent 

assumption that (1) credibility matters and that it is embedded in states’ foreign policy as 

Dependence 

The Patron Ally (nuclear capable) < The Protected Ally  

(non-nuclear capable) 

 

The Patron Ally’s 

 The Fear of Abandonment < The Fear of Entrapment 

 

The Protected Ally’s  

 The Fear of Entrapment < The Fear of Abandonment  



 29 

a priority (i.e. rational deterrence theory) and (2) work that challenges this assumption 

(i.e., argues that credibility does not matter).43 Mercer defined credibility as comprised 

“of capability, interest, and resolve.”44 Simply put, if a state has the means to fight, the 

willingness to fight, and higher stake in the fight, the credibility of the state in the conflict 

is higher. Most of the credibility literature, though, focuses on the state’s credibility vis-à-

vis its adversary, focusing on the signals defenders use to make their threat believable.45 

However, in this dissertation I focus on alliance credibility, the credibility of promises, 

which I define as “reliability or trustworthiness that the alliance partner would provide 

meaningful assistance from the receiver’s perspective in critical situations, such as 

crises.” In other words, I focus on the signals that protected states receive to evaluate 

their ally’s credibility. While I consider different aspects of credibility in my hypothesis 

testing, I mainly focus on past actions and reputation for resolve in this dissertation.46 

                                                 
43 Alex Weisiger and Keren Yarhi-Milo, “Revisiting Reputation: How Past Actions Matter in International 

Politics,” International Organization 69, no. 2 (2015): 479. The more extensive literature on credibility 

include tying hands, sinking costs, audience costs, brinkmanship, rationality of irrationality, etc. However, 

in this dissertation, I am interested in narrower debate about how past actions and resulting reputation affect 

credibility. On the first debate, see Robert J. McMahon, “Credibility and World Power: Exploring the 
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According to Robert Jervis, “scholars know remarkably little” about how 

credibility is formed and altered.47 As a consequence, “[i]t is not clear how these 

reputations are established and maintained or how important they are compared to the 

other influences on credibility… On these points we have neither theoretically grounded 

expectations nor solid evidence.”48 One of the early works on reputation for resolve is by 

Thomas Schelling (1966) who argued that a defender’s past behavior in international 

disputes and crises generates strong beliefs in a potential attacker about the defender’s 

expected behavior in future conflicts.49 Thus, the reputation for resolve has a strong 

causal influence on an attacker’s decision whether to challenge either general deterrence 

(whether the crises occur in the first place) or immediate deterrence (reputation for who 

wins the crises).50 The advocates of deterrence theory have argued that states must 

maintain their reputation for resolve so that other actors will not exploit them.51 However, 

Schelling did not test his logic with empirics and did not consider whether the credibility 

of threats varies across situations, such as contextual determinants of defender behavior. 

Several quantitative studies provide empirical results testing Schelling’s assumption and 

show a significant effect of reputation on deterrence outcomes.52 For example, Paul Huth 

tests whether challengers draw any significant inferences about the defender’s resolve 
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from the defender’s behavior in previous crises (i.e. a state’s bargaining reputation in 

crises) and finds that a past record of backing down indeed increases the likelihood of 

deterrence failure.53 

Jervis further posited that “[t]he crucial question is the degree to which observers 

make general judgements about others’ credibility rather than basing their predictions 

largely on the nature of the specific situation and, if the situation is a continuing one, on 

the history of the other’s behavior concerning it.”54 The other school of credibility 

literature addresses this concern and disputes the assumption made by the rational 

deterrence theory on credibility and reputation. First, Jonathan Mercer disputes the 

rational deterrence theory by arguing that reputation only forms through resolve since the 

other two traits of credibility, capability and interests, are situational attributes.55 

Borrowing from social psychology and testing on international crises in the decade prior 

to WWI, Mercer argues that state leaders use dispositional attributions, as opposed to 

situational attributions, to assess undesired behaviors of other states. The only occasions 

during which states attain a reputation occur when other states show undesired behaviors, 

e.g., when an ally backs down and an adversary stands firm. Therefore, in contrast to 

rational deterrence theories, states do not develop a reputation by showing desired 

behaviors, such as backing down in crises, which could be situational. In sum, allies 

rarely gain a reputation for resolve whereas adversaries rarely gain reputations for 

irresolution. However, as Joshua Kertzer articulates, if we assume decision-makers are 

strategic actors, they would have had already incorporated situational variables—such as 
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the balance of capabilities or the interests at stake—prior to deciding whether or not to 

escalate to crisis. Therefore, “the more dispositional resolve is, then, the more it should 

matter in crises”56 if we assume reputation for resolve matters.57  

Related work by Daryl Press challenges the “past actions” theory and promotes a 

“current calculus” theory.58 He argues that, rather than assessing the behavior of the 

enemy in the past crisis, state leaders assess the current interests at stake and the balance 

of power to judge if the state is going to be resolute or not in the next crisis. Therefore, 

according to this logic, a history of breaking commitments in the past would not 

influence a state’s credibility. In addition, Ted Hopf found that U.S. behavior in the Third 

World did not influence Soviet assessment of the credibility of U.S. extended deterrent 

commitments in Europe and Asia.59 This indicates that credibility of a state would only 

register and manifest in analogical situations.  

All of the work presented above deals with the credibility of threats, rather than 

promises, focusing on how adversaries or opponents perceive the credibility of their 

adversaries or opponents. While Hopf deals with the credibility of commitments, and 

provides insights into how states interpret analogical situations to determine others’ 

credibility, he only presents the assessment by a challenger, the Soviet Union. None of 

this work focuses on the credibility of promises and how that is assessed by alliance 

members. As a result, none of the work assumes or accounts for the fact that alliance 

credibility might develop differently from the credibility among adversarial states. 

Dynamics between allies and adversaries are quite different, and the past actions theory 
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might be more relevant in alliance relations, which is not tested by Press. While Mercer’s 

work suggests implications for allies, he assumes that both allies and adversaries weigh 

dispositional attributions for undesired behavior and situational attributions for undesired 

behavior. I do borrow the logic of Mercer’s formation of reputation in my analysis, 

though: reputations are likely to form when the behavior of the patron ally runs counter to 

the expectations of the protected ally—when, for instance, a protected ally was expecting 

support based on promises made during peace time.60 When it perceives abandonment, 

the protected ally will reassess the reputation of the patron ally.   

Just as the alliance literature above is characterized by its regional and periodic 

limitations, the literature around credibility empirically tests theory only on WWI and 

WWII era (pre-1945) cases. Therefore, it is hard to know in actuality whether the 

credibility matters in the dynamics among states in more recent crises, especially those 

crises that involve asymmetric alliance members.  

Thus, this study departs from the existing scholarship on credibility and develops 

and tests an approach that makes visible the ways in which the credibility of an ally and 

the credibility of an adversary might form differently. While an ally and an adversary 

could both be rational actors in the international system, the expectation of a state that 

assesses the credibility of threats and the credibility of promises could be different. I 

focus my investigation on how these two different types of credibility emerge. By doing 

so, this work contributes to the existing alliance and credibility literature by providing a 

theoretical framework that identifies the formation of alliance credibility and what impact 

this credibility has on alliance behavior, namely the nuclear pursuit by a weaker ally. 
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Causes of Nuclear Proliferation Literature  

 This dissertation mainly updates the earlier work in nuclear politics literature 

rather than more recent work, as the newer contributions take alliance dynamics into 

account in explaining nuclear proliferation.61 The earlier work on nuclear proliferation 

mainly treated alliances with great powers as having negative effects on nuclear 

proliferation. For example, according to the security model of proliferation in Scott 

Sagan’s seminal work identifying three broad classes of motivations for proliferation, 

states pursue nuclear weapons to secure their survival against a nuclear or overwhelming 

conventional threat, especially when these states do not have nuclear umbrellas provided 

by a great power ally.62 However, critics of the security model maintain that due to the 

uncertainty in great power ally’s nuclear protection, pursuing independent capability 

poses less risk for states which are facing nuclear adversaries. Thus, security guarantees 

alone cannot explain nuclear restraint and it is necessary to investigate other causal 

variables that can explain the weak power ally’s nuclear choices under the nuclear 

umbrella.  

Quantitative works find similar results as the security model, thereby confirming 

the view that states facing rivalries or major conventional threats, with a recent history of 

militarized disputes, are more likely to start nuclear weapons programs.63 T.V. Paul 
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qualifies the argument by contending that states do pursue nuclear weapons for security 

reasons but regional security dynamics influence the decision. For example, if a state is 

located in a non-high conflict zone, generating negative security externalities and an arms 

race by proliferating would be costlier.64 While there seems to be a consensus that 

security concerns are the biggest motivating factor in pursuing a costly nuclear weapons 

program, the evidence that alliances with nuclear powers and other external variables 

drive the weaker ally’s nuclear choices is mixed.65 

Two of the more recent studies of nuclear proliferation that focus on interplay 

between alliance politics and security threats are conducted by Nuno Monteiro and 

Alexander Debs and Gene Gerzhoy.66 In laying out the strategic logic behind nuclear 

proliferation, Monteiro and Debs argue that in cases of nuclear proliferation within 

military alliances, two conditions need to exist simultaneously. First, protégé allies 

nuclearize when the security guarantee by the powerful ally is insufficient or when it has 

a reliable patron ally but has expansive foreign policy interests that are not covered by the 

alliance. Second, the powerful ally still needs to be protecting the protégé’s territory 

during the nuclear development period, providing the opportunity for development by 

deterring a preventive strike. In short, the security interests of the two alliance partners 

are not perfectly overlapping in cases of nuclear proliferation within military alliances. 

While Monteiro and Debs provide more nuanced security dynamics to explain nuclear 

proliferation by alliance members, this dissertation updates the argument by focusing on 
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the mechanism through which the protected ally assesses the inadequate security 

guarantee. In other words, this project investigates why and how the weaker ally 

determines the inadequacy of the security guarantee.  

Similarly, Gene Gerzhoy’s work analyzes the major power ally’s role in client 

states’ nuclear choices. His model of security guarantee, based on the logic of alliance 

coercion, proposes that the patron uses the conditional threat of military abandonment to 

ensure a client’s nuclear restraint. In order for the alliance coercion to work, two 

conditions have to be met. First, the client has to be militarily dependent on the patron 

ally. Since the acquisition of a credible nuclear deterrent is difficult, the patron enjoys a 

window of opportunity during which it can maximize its alliance coercion to temper its 

client’s nuclear ambitions. On the other hand, the patron also needs to be able to provide 

assurances that once the client complies with the coercion, there will be continuous 

military protection. While this argument builds on existing work on relations between 

commitment signals, such as military deployment to the client’s territory and 

proliferation-inhibition, Gerzhoy’s account emphasizes the role of coercion, and without 

this mechanism, “even clients with credible security guarantees will be drive to acquire 

nuclear weapons.”67 However, Gerzhoy’s research does not necessarily determine the 

sources of the weaker ally’s nuclear aspirations. For example, West Germany’s security 

was reduced “as a result of growing Soviet missile capabilities, which exacerbated doubts 

about the credibility of U.S. extended deterrence.”68 On the contrary, this dissertation 
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focuses on the great power patron’s behavior as the source of reduced credibility and the 

consequent adjustment in the protected ally’s nuclear choices as a consequence.69  

 

Dissertation Theory 

Combining the insights from the above literature, the core theoretical contention of my 

dissertation is that the great power ally’s past actions can influence its alliance credibility. 

More specifically, the level of alliance credibility revealed in salient crises can lead a 

weaker ally to pursue nuclear proliferation. When there is a salient crisis, the weaker ally 

observes and assesses the great power ally’s crisis behavior and, depending on its crisis 

performance, updates the perceived alliance credibility, and changes its nuclear choices. 

 

Dependent Variable  

The dependent variable in this study is the weaker ally’s pursuit of nuclear weapons.70 

While formal allies are supposed to protect each other’s security, allies are mostly 

unsupportive when it comes to the pursuit of a nuclear weapons program.71 Power-

projection theory posits that states oppose proliferation of states over which they are able 

to project their military power. A state projects power over another state when it is able to 
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conduct a large-scale military excursion by transporting ground troops and conventional 

weaponry to the state.72 In asymmetric patron-protected alliance relations, it is clear that 

the great power ally projects strong power-projection capability over the weaker ally. 

Therefore, based on the theory, the patron ally would strongly oppose nuclear 

proliferation by the protected ally, making the behavior even costlier. If we observe 

change in the weaker ally’s action despite this cost, we could safely assume that the 

weaker ally has experienced change in its perception of security and needs to boost its 

security measures. If the ally has been protected by the extended deterrence capabilities 

of the great power ally, it also indicates that the security guarantee is damaged or 

insufficient for the security of the weaker ally.  

According to Charles Glaser, building up arms is one of a state’s three basic 

options for acquiring the military capabilities it requires to achieve its international 

goals.73 The other two are gaining allies and cooperating with its adversary to reduce 

threats. However, gaining different allies for military support and cooperating with its 

adversary to reduce threats have been unfeasible since 1945, when military alliances 

became clearly divided into two camps especially by ideology and economic system. 

Therefore, building arms would be a more feasible option for allies who think the 

security guarantee by their patron ally is insufficient. Among the armament options, 

nuclear armament is one of the costlier choices they can make for their security.  

The existing nuclear proliferation literature generally views nuclear behavior in 

three stages: exploration, pursuit, and acquisition. In this dissertation, I only include allies 
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that ever pursued nuclear weapons in my scope. To be coded as pursuing, “states have to 

do more than simply explore the possibility of a weapons program. They have to take 

additional further steps aimed at acquiring nuclear weapons, such as a political decision 

by cabinet-level officials, movement toward weaponization, or development of single-

use, dedicated technology.”74 Nuclear exploration could include civilian nuclear 

programs such as nuclear energy programs. Thus, nuclear exploration does not 

necessarily qualify as a costly action due to a lack of serious commitment from the 

leadership as compared to a military program.75 In sum, the dependent variable of this 

study is nuclear pursuit by an ally. 

 

Theory and Hypotheses 

In this research, I use the great power ally’s crisis behavior as my independent variable. 

More specifically, I look at the effects of an ally’s crisis performance on my dependent 

variable, the nuclear pursuit by a weaker ally.  

A key insight underlies the main hypothesis of this dissertation: crises function as 

the information-revealing event and provide the opportunity for allies to assess the 

alliance credibility. The study of crises has as long of a history as the study of 

international relations, in which crises are seen as pivotal turning points in the relations 

between states.76 Some scholars have argued that international crises epitomize a 

microcosm of international politics, and therefore crises are used to conduct a study of 
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bargaining and decision making.77 Other scholars have considered the course of crises as 

an important determinant of the peaceful or violent transformation of interstate 

interactions.78 Another group of scholars has produced studies on the systemic impact of 

international crises.79 Scholars of crisis bargaining found that the military and diplomatic 

actions of defenders can have robust effect on whether deterrence succeeds or fails.80 

According to the organization theory, only a crisis or significant experience allows 

individuals and organizations to update a belief due to the belief inertia previously 

developed and stored in their memory.81 These findings indicate that a state’s bargaining 

behavior in crises is a powerful tool for signaling their intentions and resolve. This 

provides opportunities for enemies to update the beliefs about the defender’s interests at 

stake.  

While the existing literature on crisis bargaining focuses on relations between 

defenders and attackers (adversaries), the dynamics can also be applied to alliance 

relations: The behavior of a patron ally during a crisis reveals its intrinsic interests, which 

the protected ally can observe and update its assessment of its patron’s credibility. Simply 
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put, states need the most support from their ally during crises, rather than during 

peacetime. Thus, allies expect not opposition or indifference but, at the very least, 

support, through direct or indirect involvement by the ally. However, during crises, state 

leaders seek two contradictory aims: preventing war and preventing political loss.82 And 

if a crisis occurs in which the patron ally’s interests are not at stake, the state would seek 

to prevent war more than prevent political loss.83 Therefore, in alliance dynamics, crises 

occur when the great power ally’s fear of entrapment and the weaker ally’s expectations 

are highest. 

         In peacetime, on the other hand, the patron ally’s leader can claim that the state 

will come to the aid of an ally if the weaker ally is attacked. This would constitute a 

costless communication or “cheap talk,” which is an effective tool if there are potential 

costs associated with it, such as the audience costs.84 Through the real costs, the sincerity 

of intention can be distinguished from bluffing.85 However, if the relationship is 

asymmetrical (per the Power Asymmetry Assumption) the cost of abandonment is 

significantly low for the stronger party. Furthermore, in bargaining situations, if there is 

no common interest or there is a conflict of interest, cheap talk could be problematic due 

to a credibility problem.86 I contend that in alliance relations in peacetime, similar to 

adversarial relations in bargaining situations in crises, allies have the incentive to bluff 
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about their commitment. By doing so, allies can appear a loyal, responsible member of 

the alliance and can benefit from the relations. However, in a crisis situation, if there is a 

divergence in interests, or if there is a conflict of interest, the costs of fighting are higher 

than the costs of failing to be a good member of the alliance. Through this cost-benefit 

mechanism, the great power ally, which had been promising support in a crisis situation 

through cheap talk in peacetime, updates the information in the crisis situation. 

Specifically, the great power ally reevaluates the cost and benefit of involvement in the 

crisis, ultimately choosing not to be involved or support the weaker ally if the 

involvement costs are higher than abandonment probability, which is essentially zero for 

the great power ally.87 

 

H1: When the great power ally performs unfavorably in salient crises, the weaker 

ally is more likely to pursue nuclear weapons.  

H2: When the great power ally performs favorably in salient crises, the weaker 

ally will not adjust its alliance behavior.  

 

I operationalize unfavorable crisis performance in two ways. First, I observe the 

crisis outcome of the great power ally as one indicator of unfavorable crisis performance. 

There are two rationales for operationalizing this way. The first is that if the outcome is a 

defeat when the great power ally is the crisis actor, this reveals that the major power ally 

did not have sufficient resolve to fight and achieve victory. Relatedly, if a great power 

ally is defeated in a past crisis, it is more likely to invite other provocations from 

                                                 
87 Fearon, “Signaling Foreign Policy Interests.” 



 43 

adversaries. Weaker allies perform analogical reasoning by drawing parallels between 

past events and future events. Even if the weaker ally is not a crisis actor in a crisis in 

which the great power ally is defeated, if another weak ally is involved in the crisis and 

the result is unfavorable, the observing weaker power ally can draw a parallel to this 

event for future reference and update alliance credibility accordingly.  

Second, I also observe the crisis outcome of the weaker ally when it is the crisis 

actor. In this case, if the weaker ally is fighting alone or requested support but did not 

receive adequate aid from the great power ally, the great power ally has behaved 

unfavorably and the perception of alliance credibility by the weaker ally may suffer as a 

result.  If the outcome of the crisis was not victory (i.e. stalemate, compromise, defeat), 

this indicates that the weaker ally did not receive adequate support from the great power 

ally to achieve the desired crisis outcome. Relatedly, if the weaker ally’s outcome is 

defeat but the great power ally’s outcome is victory, (e.g. the Suez Crisis), the outcome is 

considered unfavorable. 

 

 

Figure 3. Diagram of the Theory 

In the case study chapters, I trace alliance dynamics to investigate the great power 

ally’s support during times of crisis. In the quantitative analysis section, I use the crisis 

outcome of the weaker ally as the measurement of the great power ally’s unfavorable 

crisis behavior. 

Crisis Behavior 
(Independent 

Variable)

Ally Perception 
of Credibility 

(Intervening 
Variable)

Nuclear Pursuit 
(Dependent 
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Alternative Explanations 

The above hypotheses contrast with two sets of alternative explanations suggested by the 

literature reviewed above. First, there may be other reasons for states to pursue nuclear 

weapons that are unrelated to alliance credibility. There is a large literature on nuclear 

proliferation and it explains that states build nuclear weapons for security, domestic 

politics,88 and prestige reasons.89 If we see a state build nuclear weapons, it might not be 

due to the reasons I articulate above, but may rather be driven by these other factors. The 

weaker ally might have assessed the need to acquire an indigenous nuclear weapons 

program due to changes in its perception of security caused not by the great power ally, 

but perhaps by the weaker ally’s main adversary.90 For example, the causes of European 

allies voicing “doubts about the credibility of the U.S. promise to protect them” since 

1975 might not be attributed to U.S. lack of resolve in Vietnam but “general trends such 

as the increase of Soviet power” at that time.91 As such, any changes in the number of 

provocations or in the capability of the main adversary could also trigger the necessity of 

a different deterrence option, leading to the pursuit of nuclear weapons. 
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91 Jervis, “Deterrence and Perception,” 10. 
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H2 (reduced security): A weaker ally will change its alliance behavior in 

response to changes in its security not caused by the great power ally, but by an 

adversary.  

 

Also, the weaker ally’s leader might seek a nuclear option due to the prestige that results 

from possession of a nuclear weapons program.92 Nuclear weapons-systems are “prestige 

goods” and translate into “symbolic capital representing great-power status and attendant 

technological prowess.”93 If the weaker ally has the ambition to become a greater power, 

nuclear weapons capabilities could help the state to approach that status due to the 

substantive and symbolic power the nuclear weapons provide. Also, if the weaker ally is 

in status competition with its main adversary, pursuing a nuclear weapons program to 

acquire a nuclear arsenal can help it to achieve that status. In this sense, the “prestige” 

factor might be motivating my dependent variable. I test if the protected allies were more 

motivated by this normative variable that influenced the decision to change their behavior 

than by reduced alliance credibility.  

 

 H3 (prestige): A weaker ally will change its alliance behavior due to the desire 

for prestige in the international system.  

 

                                                 
92 Sagan, “Why Do States Build Nuclear Bombs?” 
93 Dana P. Eyre and Mark C. Suchman, “Status, Norms, and the Proliferation of Conventional Weapons: 

An Institutional Theory Approach,” The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in World 

Politics, 1996, 79–113. Quoted in Musgrave and Nexon, “Defending Hierarchy from the Moon to the 

Indian Ocean,” 598. 



 46 

The second set of alternative hypotheses is drawn from the causes of alliance 

credibility—more specifically, the ways in which protected allies assess reduced alliance 

credibility. The intervening variable in this dissertation is the great power ally’s alliance 

credibility, measured by its crisis behavior. Yet, there might be other ways in which 

weaker allies assess and determine that alliance credibility is reduced.94 Other than 

inferring the possibility of future abandonment from the precedent of a great power ally’s 

prior crisis management, an ally might sense it through changes in the great power ally’s 

foreign policy. According to Knopf, “forward-deployed troops and other forms of 

defense cooperation will increase the effectiveness of security assurances.”95 In other 

words, if forward-deployed troops and other forms of defense cooperation, such as arms 

transfers and opportunities for consultation, are reduced, the credibility of the alliance 

might be reduced. Similarly, Alexander Lanoszka argues that a patron ally’s shift in 

stance on troop deployment can influence a protégé ally’s decision to leave the nuclear 

umbrella.96 The patron ally’s decision to reduce the number of troops stationed on its 

protégé ally’s soil could increase the protégé ally’s fear of abandonment which results in 

a weapons program. Subsequently, if the patron ally cancels the planned troop reduction 

or provides other forms of security guarantee and shows a future guarantee of nuclear 

deterrence, the protégé ally might stop the program. In addition, states can alter their 

perception towards alliance credibility via the reduced military capability of the great 

                                                 
94 Mercer, Reputation and International Politics; Gerzhoy, “Alliance Coercion and Nuclear Restraint.” 
95 Jeffrey W. Knopf, Security Assurances and Nuclear Nonproliferation (Stanford University Press, 2012), 

33. 
96 Lanoszka, “Protection States Trust?” Also see his forthcoming book from Cornell University Press 

(2018). 
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power ally, or reduced amount of arms exported from the great power ally. These factors 

lead to the hypothesis that:  

 

H4 (reduced capability): A weaker ally will change its nuclear choices in 

response to change in great power ally’s capability. 

 

Scope Condition 

The basic assumption of this dissertation is that states are rational actors, so alliance 

members will not pursue nuclear weapons without having an adversary that threatens its 

security. In other words, states will not seek a costly program like nuclear weapons 

development without facing a minimum threat environment in which they would benefit 

from having such a nuclear weapons program.97 As rational actors, alliance members can 

perform a cost-benefit analysis and understand that the costs associated with a nuclear 

weapons program might be higher than the deterrence capability it provides if there is no 

adversary that would be deterred by its nuclear capability. Therefore, I limit my scope by 

only considering weaker allies which are facing military threat from an adversary. Also, I 

limit my theoretical scope to alliance relations within defense pacts with a nuclear patron 

ally. As laid out above, the formality of the relationship raises the weaker ally’s 

expectations and as a result, raises the costs internally and externally.98 Thus, this 

dissertation considers all of the cases which include a weaker ally with an unfavorable 

                                                 
97 Singh and Way, “The Correlates of Nuclear Proliferation,” 863. Also, see the discussion of my 

Dependent Variable. 
98 Morrow, “Alliances.” 
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security environment and that is a member of a formal military alliance with a nuclear 

capable great power ally. 

 

Research Design  

I will conduct a multi-method research design with statistical analysis and case studies. 

Utilizing both available methods will limit bias of selecting on the dependent variable as 

well as including numerous observations that contain no relevant information for my 

theory.99 To test my broader theory, I construct a cross-national, time-series analysis of 

the patron ally’s crisis behavior and changes in the protected ally’s nuclear behavior. The 

strength of statistical analysis lies in its power to analyze the relationship between 

independent and dependent variables across a large number of cases; there are as many as 

fifty-two formal allies (just counting U.S. formal allies), so the N is too large to observe 

each country’s crisis outcome in qualitative analysis. The quantitative analysis include 

states that have formed a formal military alliance (defense treaty) with one of the nuclear 

patron allies (the United States or the Soviet Union (Russia)) from 1945 to 2000 (data 

available year). The findings from this analysis relay the overall relationship of the ally’s 

crisis outcome and nuclear pursuit.  

There are, however, several limitations to this approach. While it provides strong 

external validity, it cannot determine how each of the weak ally observed and assessed 

the great power ally’s crisis behavior. For example, the quantitative analysis cannot 

account for the process of  Japan, a weaker alliance partner, observes and assesses 

alliance credibility based on the United States’ crisis outcome. Nor could it explain the 

                                                 
99 Gary King and Langche Zeng, “Explaining Rare Events in International Relations,” International 

Organization 55, no. 3 (2001): 695. 



 49 

effect of the unique situation of Japan, which has a strong nuclear taboo as the only state 

that was bombed by nuclear weapons and in which “institutional hedging by 

decisionmakers has ensured that the formal barriers to nuclearization are 

surmountable.”100 In sum, the correlation would not show what caused or influenced the 

change or lack of change in nuclear choices but would function as a supplementary 

analysis for the longitudinal case analysis.101 I address these concerns by conducting case 

study analysis.  

The primary universe of cases for this dissertation is a group of non-nuclear 

countries (with a potential to change in its behavior) who formed defense pacts with a 

nuclear patron ally. I gauge the plausibility of the theory, which are all the international 

crises that have ever occurred post-nuclear development by the United States. In terms of 

actors in my research, following Kroenig (2009), I consider defense pacts only with one 

of the two nuclear-capable superpowers, the United States and Russia (formerly the 

Soviet Union).102 I use the Correlates of War Project’s Formal Alliances data version 4.1 

(Gibler and Sarkees 2004)103 to screen all the alliance members who signed the defense 

treaty with a nuclear patron ally. I use the COW data over the Alliance Treaty 

Obligations and Provisions (ATOP) data set, which has a lower threshold for the 

                                                 
100 Llewelyn Hughes, “Why Japan Will Not Go Nuclear (yet): International and Domestic Constraints on 

the Nuclearization of Japan,” International Security 31, no. 4 (2007): 92. 
101 In the future projects, I will compile an original data set that codes each ally’s observation and 

assessment of its patron ally’s crisis behavior, as well as the patron ally’s crisis assistance when the 

protected ally is the crisis actor.  
102 Matthew Kroenig, “Exporting the Bomb: Why States Provide Sensitive Nuclear Assistance,” American 

Political Science Review 103, no. 1 (February 2009): 113–33, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055409090017. 
103 Douglas Gibler, International Military Alliances, 1648-2008 Set: International Military Alliances 1648-

2008 (Correlates of War), 1st ed. (CQ Press, 2008). 
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definition of formal military alliance (defense pact).104 I do not consider aligned countries 

through other treaties such as ententes and neutrality. Also, there are many friendly 

relations among aligned countries, but the alignment is not written and signed, and 

therefore there is neither a binding commitment nor an effect of costly signaling. Because 

the great power ally does not have a security guarantee obligation in these treaties, allies 

has lesser expectations during salient crises to motivate a reassessment of alliance 

credibility, and the great power ally does not have an obligation to provide a nuclear 

umbrella to member states. Even if there is some expectation within aligned countries, 

the expectation is not as high as that of the formal treaty members, and therefore, the 

outcome, such as nuclear pursuit, cannot be as consequential. 

For my independent variable, I use the International Crisis Behavior (ICB) Data105 

to screen all the international crises that either involved the patron ally or the alliance 

member of the alliances in which the United States or the Soviet Union serve as the 

patron ally. Consequently, I adopt the definition of international crisis by Brecher and 

Wikenfeld: “(1) a change in type and/or an increase in intensity of disruptive, that is, 

hostile verbal or physical, interactions between two or more states, with a heightened 

probability of military hostilities: that, in turn, (2) destabilizes their relationship and 

challenges the structure of an international system—global, dominant, or subsystem.”106 

The tables included in the Appendix represent the crises that involved the United States 

and the Soviet Union. If the outcome is Defeat, we would expect a change in a weaker 

                                                 
104 “THE ALLIANCE TREATY OBLIGATIONS AND PROVISIONS PROJECT (ATOP),” THE 

ALLIANCE TREATY OBLIGATIONS AND PROVISIONS PROJECT (ATOP), 

http://www.atopdata.org/. 
105 “ICB Data Viewer | International Crisis Behavior Project,” http://www.icb.umd.edu/dataviewer/. 
106 Michael Brecher and Jonathan Wilkenfeld, A Study of Crisis (University of Michigan Press, 1997), 4–5. 
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ally’s nuclear choices if the ally regards the crisis as salient. There are cases that do not 

fit my theory, and I provide explanation for those cases at the end of this chapter. 

 

Table 1: U.S. and Soviet allies that have pursued nuclear weapons, 1945-2000 

   Program Start      Acquire Year   Abandon Year 

United Kingdom  1945   1949 (before NATO)  N/A 

France   1954   1960    N/A 

China    1955   1964    N/A 

Australia   1969*   N/A    1972 

Taiwan   1967   N/A    1977 

South Korea  1970   N/A    1975 

Pakistan  1971   1987    N/A 

North Korea   1965 or 1980  2006    N/A 

 

Case studies can be strong in many aspects where quantitative methods tend to be 

ineffective. Within the cases above, I select one case from both the U.S. alliances and the 

Soviet Union alliance (i.e. the Warsaw Pact) to test different great power allies’ behavior 

on the outcome variable.107 However, one potential limitation for selecting only the Cold 

War crises would be that the causal relations I explain in this dissertation are limited only 

to the threat environment unique to the Cold War era. However, there are some temporal 

variations within the Cold War in which the degree of threat perception was not always 

the same. Also, the cases I chose vary in capabilities and economic orientation; For 

example, I conduct a case study of China’s nuclear pursuit from the late 1950s and South 

Korea’s nuclear pursuit from the late 1960s. The cases include four U.S. presidential 

administrations, Eisenhower, Johnson, Nixon, and Ford, as well as two regime types. 

                                                 
107 My universe of cases, however, is not just the positive cases which pursued or acquired nuclear 

weapons. I consider all the crises and all the treaty allies who were or might have observed patron ally’s 

crisis behavior in salient crises.  



 52 

In each case study, I use process tracing to evaluate longitudinal data: whether the 

evidence of timing, sequence, and motivation are in accordance with the causes and 

predicted outcome and linked by the expected mechanism I laid out above.108 According 

to George and Bennet, explanation “by reference to causal mechanisms… provides a 

powerful source of causal inference when carried out through the method of process-

tracing, which examines processes within single cases in considerable detail.”109 The case 

studies draw on materials from the Kennedy, Nixon, Ford, and Carter Presidential 

Libraries, Presidential Archives in South Korea, the Diplomatic Archives of the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs, Seoul, U.S. National Archives and Record Administrations, College 

Park, the British National Archives, and online materials from the National Security 

Archive at George Washington University, and the British National Archives. Documents 

in archives at my research sites detail the steps of the decision-making processes in the 

nuclear decision and how crisis revealed the great power ally’s lack of credibility, forcing 

weaker allies to seek different nuclear options. Better knowledge of the timing of 

decisions to change the nuclear policy is important to the process tracing of cases. 

Because the decision to change the nuclear policy occurs some time before the change in 

the nuclear weapons program actually begins (be it expedition, exploration, or start of the 

program), I will have better data than what is simply observed as a starting point of the 

nuclear program (often a state’s nuclear energy programs) in assessing the relationship 

between the crisis and the decision making of nuclear choices.110 

                                                 
108 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social 

Sciences (MIT Press, 2005). 
109 Ibid. 149.  
110 For example, while Singh and Way 2004 have the most compressive data on nuclear proliferation, their 

coding rely on secondary literature, and even after reading the literature it is hard to find the evidence and 

reasoning behind how they code certain country’s decision as “exploration,” and the year they chose as the 
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It is important to note at the outset that there are some methodological limitations 

in this dissertation including selection effect. The weaker allies in my universe of cases 

inherently have higher expectations from their great power allies due to their unfavorable 

security environments and are, therefore, more likely to fear abandonment and desire 

nuclear pursuit. Also, as I only look at two groups of alliance networks, represented by 

the United States and the Soviet Union, there could be an endogenous problem: that the 

significant rivalry between the two states caused the drive for nuclear pursuit that we no 

longer observe in the 2000s. The subsequent chapters deal with these limitations by 

controlling for different variables, conducting robustness checks, and conducting detailed 

process tracing to overcome these limitations. 

 

Summary and Conclusion 

Why do states that already have a nuclear deterrence capability through their great power 

ally’s nuclear umbrella pursue nuclear weapons program? The main goal of this 

dissertation is to explain nuclear proliferation within military alliances focusing on the 

effect of alliance credibility. I investigate when and how alliance credibility is reduced 

and the consequences of such reduced credibility. My theory posits that when the great 

power ally performs badly in salient crises, the weaker ally is more likely to pursue a 

nuclear weapons program.  

This project does not seek to adjudicate all of the conditions under which weaker 

allies decide to step out from under the umbrella or conditions under which states, 

                                                 
start year. This is less problematic for well-known cases such as France and China, but more problematic 

for less-known cases such as North Korea in 1962 and South Korea in 1975.  
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without a nuclear capable ally, decide to proliferate. The subsequent empirical chapters, 

however, using multi-methods, show that there is a strong correlation between the crisis 

behavior of great power allies and nuclear pursuit by a weaker ally. The next chapter 

employs statistical methods to show that the crisis outcome in salient crises affects the 

weaker ally’s nuclear pursuit within five years from the conclusion of the crises. The 

second empirical chapter employs a process-tracing method to delineate South Korea’s 

nuclear pursuit under the U.S. nuclear umbrella. The third empirical chapter also uses 

qualitative methods to trace China’s nuclear pursuit under the Soviet nuclear umbrella. 

The last empirical chapter traces Taiwan’s nuclear pursuit under the U.S. nuclear 

umbrella. In this chapter, I show stronger within-case variation by comparing two salient 

crises, the Second and Third Taiwan Strait Crises, with two different U.S. crisis actions 

and two different outcome variables. The last chapter of this dissertation provides a 

summary of the project as well as policy and future research implications. 
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 CHAPTER II: QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS 

QUANTITATIVELY MODELING ALLIES’ CRISIS BEHAVIOR AND 

NUCLEAR PROLIFERATION 

 

 

Introduction  

 

 Are allies who experienced unfavorable crisis outcomes either by direct 

experience or great power allies’ defeat more likely to pursue nuclear weapons? This 

chapter employs quantitative method to evaluate a critical aspect of my theory to shed 

light on correlation between an ally’s crisis behavior and nuclear proliferation. 

Quantitative analysis is well suited to assess the role of various factors that are jointly and 

probabilistically related to the outcome of interest.111 Further, this chapter presents a new 

approach of the study of alliance credibility and nuclear proliferation in international 

politics. Despite the conventional wisdom, especially in the quantitative literature of 

nuclear proliferation, there has been little effort to test alliance credibility empirically. 

My theory asserts that allies would resort to nuclear pursuit when their great power ally 

performs unfavorably in salient crises and demonstrates reduced alliance credibility. 

Furthermore, my theory posits that if there is no adequate assistance in salient crises in 

which the weaker ally is involved, it would resort to nuclear pursuit as well. Specifically, 

my main hypothesis emphasizes the most unfavorable outcome—“defeat” of the great 

power ally in a crisis and “non-victory” of the weaker ally in a crisis—as a driver of the 

weaker ally’s nuclear pursuit.  

To test the hypothesis, I assembled an original dataset that contains yearly 

information of allies’ crises outcomes by utilizing the preexisting dataset. With this 

                                                 
111 Sonali Singh and Christopher R. Way, “The Correlates of Nuclear Proliferation: A Quantitative Test,” 

Journal of Conflict Resolution 48, no. 6 (2004): 860–61. 
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dataset, I analyze the propensity of allies to engage in nuclear pursuit from 1945 to 2000 

after an unfavorable crisis outcome. While my dataset starts from 1945 using the dataset 

of Singh and Way’s correlates of nuclear proliferation for my dependent variable, the 

analysis only accounts for the post-formal alliance formation period, which is post-1949 

for all the alliance starting from NATO’s formation. Therefore, I will not analyze cases of 

an ally pursuing nuclear weapons before 1949, such as the case of Great Britain. Due to 

the unavailability of data, the analysis does not consider the nuclear choices of allies after 

2000. However, the end-date does not appear to affect the result of my analysis. After 

2000, there were no salient crises in which great power allies were defeated or weaker 

allies went through an unfavorable crisis outcome. Furthermore, no state started its 

pursuit of nuclear weapons after 2000 and only one state, North Korea, acquired nuclear 

weapons in 2006.  

This chapter builds on the existing quantitative literature on nuclear proliferation 

and international crisis. The existing work emphasizes the correlation between threat 

environment, level of economic development and lack of integration to the global 

economy, and the nuclear weapons proliferation.112 The works by Singh and Way and Jo 

and Gartzke both treat an alliance with a nuclear capable great power as a control 

variable. On the other hand, Bleek and Lorber’s more recent work treats security 

guarantees as a factor that hinders nuclear proliferation.113 All three analyses account for 

the existence of a military alliance’s effect on nuclear proliferation. However, they do not 

account for the condition under which the military alliance’s lack of credibility influences 

                                                 
112 Singh and Way, “The Correlates of Nuclear Proliferation”; Dong-Joon Jo and Erik Gartzke, 

“Determinants of Nuclear Weapons Proliferation,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 51, no. 1 (2007): 167–

194. 
113 Sagan, “The Causes of Nuclear Weapons Proliferation.” 
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the ally’s nuclear choices. My work here shows that crisis outcomes have a consequential 

statistical association with nuclear proliferation within military alliances.      

The analysis that follows find strong support for the theory of alliance credibility 

and nuclear proliferation. Consistent with my main hypothesis, when the outcome of the 

weaker ally’s salient crisis is unfavorable (not victory) or the great power ally’s crisis 

outcome is unfavorable (defeat), the protected ally is more likely to pursue nuclear 

weapons within five years. States pursue nuclear weapons for different reasons, and the 

statistical result and analysis that follows sheds light on a powerful predictor of nuclear 

proliferation within military alliances.  

I organize this chapter as follows. First, I describe my main hypothesis in the 

quantitative analysis as well as alternative hypotheses. Second, I outline the research 

design. Third, I analyze the statistical results to show the effects of an ally’s crisis 

outcome on nuclear proliferation within military alliances. In the end, I discuss the 

conclusion and implications of this chapter.  

 

Hypotheses on the Allies’ Crisis Behavior and Nuclear Pursuit 

 The vast international relations literature on nuclear proliferation has offered a 

number of different reasons for why states proliferate. Leading explanations in 

quantitative analysis, by Singh and Way, are the external threat environment (enduring 

rivalries and militarized disputes), the level of economic development, and lack of great-

power security guarantees.114 However, Jo and Gartzke’s research finds a counterintuitive 

result that enduring rivalry with a nuclear weapons state is negatively correlated with 

                                                 
114 Singh and Way, “The Correlates of Nuclear Proliferation.” 
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pursuit of a nuclear weapons program as well as nuclear acquisition.115 Similarly, updated 

coding and analysis by Bleek found that there is no correlation between a state’s pursuit 

and acquisition of nuclear weapons and the state’s rival’s pursuit and acquisition of 

nuclear weapons.116 Interestingly, all three of these quantitative analyses find that 

security guarantees from a nuclear power have little to no effect on the state’s decision to 

explore a nuclear weapons program.117 This chapter goes one step further and 

investigates the condition under which an ally that is receiving the security guarantee is 

more likely to pursue nuclear weapons. However, the predictive power of my hypothesis 

to explain the specific stage of nuclear exploration by the weaker ally is beyond the scope 

of my study; not only because the existing dataset’s coding rule for exploration is 

dubious,118 but also because my theory only considers costly behavior (military nuclear 

program not civilian) by the weaker ally. The nuclear exploration variable in the existing 

dataset includes the period of civilian pursuit, which is fundamentally different from the 

leadership’s decision to pursue a military nuclear program. Hence, weaker allies’ 

engagement in civilian nuclear energy program that are often assisted by other states 

through nuclear cooperation cannot be considered a costly action. On the contrary, only 

decisions of nuclear pursuit by a state’s leadership can be considered a costly action 

because this entails the unambiguous intention of acquiring nuclear weapons. 

                                                 
115 Jo and Gartzke, “Determinants of Nuclear Weapons Proliferation.” 
116 Philipp C. Bleek, “Why Do States Proliferate? Quantitative Analysis of the Exploration, Pursuit, and 

Acquisition of Nuclear Weapons,” in Forecasting Nuclear Proliferation in the 21st Century, vol. 1, 2010, 

159–192. 
117 Their results might be suffering selection effect. States who are experiencing external threats are more 

likely to seek security guarantee to begin with. See Sagan, “The Causes of Nuclear Weapons Proliferation.” 

for further discussion. 
118 See Appendix of Singh and Way, “The Correlates of Nuclear Proliferation”; Jo and Gartzke, 

“Determinants of Nuclear Weapons Proliferation.” 
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Similarly, I do not consider nuclear acquisition as my dependent variable. Not 

only is this acquisition a rarer event, but, also, successful nuclear weapons acquisition 

does not represent the alliance dynamics I am interested in investigating. The fact that a 

weaker ally protected under the great power ally pursued a nuclear weapons program 

itself provides us with information that is necessary to understand there was insufficient 

alliance credibility to continue relying on the great power ally’s nuclear umbrella.  

            In this chapter, I propose a hypothesis and create a main independent variable that 

captures the information of the hypothesis. My theory about the correlations between an 

ally’s crisis outcome and nuclear pursuit will respond to indications that the great power 

ally is not performing well in salient crises. The two ways of assessing this through 

utilizing existing data are by observing the crisis outcome for the weaker ally. If the 

weaker ally is the crisis actor, almost all of the crises would be salient for the state and 

the outcome without victory (i.e. stalemate, compromise, and defeat) would be 

unfavorable for the weaker ally. Likewise, if the great power ally is the crisis actor, the 

weaker ally observing the crisis outcome would expect the great power ally to achieve 

victory, which has a positive signaling effect internally and externally for future crises 

and deterrence. In other words, if the patron ally’s crisis outcome is defeat, this would 

have negative implications for deterrence as adversaries can potentially more easily 

challenge the great power ally, which is providing external deterrence capabilities to the 

weaker ally. While it is not the perfect measurement of a resolve, with the existing 

available dataset, analysis of the crisis outcome is one of the best ways to measure and 

gauge the great power ally’s crisis performance. The unfavorable outcome would lead to 

the perceived reduction in alliance credibility, because one of the main purposes of 



 60 

forming a military alliance is to have a favorable crisis outcome, or to not have a crisis at 

all by deterring adversaries.119 If there is a salient crisis, the weaker allies want to achieve 

victory, and they prefer their great power ally not to be defeated in crises. While these 

measures are imperfect since I cannot directly observe the causal relations through 

internal discussions of the decisionmakers within the weaker ally’s nation, I focus on the 

broader correlation between crisis outcome and nuclear pursuit by a weaker ally in this 

quantitative analysis and leave the process of decision making in the qualitative analysis 

chapters.120  

The dichotomous dependent variable is Nuclear Pursuit by a weaker ally. The 

independent variables are the weaker ally’s crisis outcome and the great power ally’s 

crisis outcome. The hypothesis expects that the weaker ally’s nuclear pursuit would be 

better explained by a combination of these two pathways of unfavorable crisis outcome. 

My independent variable crisis_past3 captures the two unfavorable crisis outcomes. The 

variable gets a minimum value of zero to a maximum value of five if there were 

unfavorable outcomes of salient crises in the past five years either by the weaker ally or 

the great power ally. For example, if either ally has an unfavorable outcome every year in 

the past five years, the variable gets the value of five in the particular dyadic alliance 

relations.  

 

 

 

                                                 
119 Gregory M. Herek, Irving L. Janis, and Paul Huth, “Decision Making during International Crises: Is 

Quality of Process Related to Outcome?,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 31, no. 2 (1987): 203–226. 
120 The causal relations would be investigated in case studies in the following chapters.  
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Allies’ Crisis Outcome and Nuclear Pursuit Data 

 To test my main hypothesis quantitatively, I assembled a dataset which utilizes 

preexisting datasets on nuclear proliferation and international crisis behavior. The dataset 

contains Singh and Way’s correlates of nuclear proliferation dataset for my dependent 

variable and International Crisis Behavior Project dataset for my independent variable.121 

The information on formal defense treaty is drawn from COW alliance data.122 The unit 

of analysis is country year from 1945 to 2000.  

In order to quantitatively assess the degree to which an unfavorable crisis 

outcome influences allies’ proliferation propensity, it is necessary to identify other factors 

that could influence nuclear pursuit, in order to control for the effect of these other factors 

and isolate the effect of the ally’s crisis outcome. For example, the reduced military 

capability of the great power ally likely affects the ways in which weaker allies assess the 

credibility of the great power ally independent of great power ally’s crisis behavior. In 

order to control for this effect, I integrate Composite Index of National Capability 

(CINC) index for the great power ally’s capability change that might be driving nuclear 

pursuit by the weaker ally.123 I create milcap_past variable to see if there were negative 

changes in the great power ally’s capability in the past five years. The variable gets a 

minimum value of zero to a maximum value of five depending on the change and lack of 

change of the great power ally’s military capability in a given year. For example, if there 

were negative change every year in the past five years, the value results in five.  

                                                 
121 Singh and Way, “The Correlates of Nuclear Proliferation”; “ICB Data Viewer | International Crisis 

Behavior Project,” accessed September 26, 2018, http://www.icb.umd.edu/dataviewer/. 
122 “Formal Alliances (v4.1) — Correlates of War,” Folder, accessed September 26, 2018, 

http://www.correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/formal-alliances. 
123 “National Material Capabilities (v5.0) — Correlates of War,” Page, accessed November 17, 2018, 

http://www.correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/national-material-capabilities/national-material-capabilities-v4-0. 
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  I also control for reduced conventional arms export from the two great power 

allies, the United States and the Soviet Union. Similar to the logic of reduced military 

capability of the great power ally, if the amount of conventional arms exported to an 

importing weaker ally shrinks, that could not only affect the weaker ally’s perception of 

its security but also the credibility of the great power ally assessed by the weaker ally. In 

order to control for this factor, I include SIPRI Arms Transfers database for all transfers 

of major conventional weapons by the United States and the Soviet Union (Russia from 

1992) to their allies. The variable armsexp_past controls for reduced arms export in the 

past five years that might be driving the necessity to pursue nuclear weapons by the 

weaker ally.124  

Lastly, I integrate Global U.S. Troop Deployment data just for the U.S. 

alliances.125 While this data cannot help us understand the Warsaw Pact dynamics, it is 

important for addressing one of the alternative explanations, which argues that the 

reduced personnel stationed on the weaker ally’s territory is correlated with nuclear 

behavior by the ally.126 I also include several control variables already included in Singh 

and Way’s dataset: GDP per capita, square of GDP, lower and higher threshold of 

industrial threshold index, enduring rivalry, defense pack with nuclear power, polity 

democracy index, economic openness (exports and imports as a share of GDP), and five 

year change in trade ratio. Lastly, I include risk variables to control for the yearly effect 

of a country to pursue nuclear weapons. The risk_p variable counts from 0 from 1945 

                                                 
124 “SIPRI Arms Transfers Database | SIPRI,” accessed November 15, 2018, 

https://www.sipri.org/databases/armstransfers. 
125 Tim Kane, “Global U.S. Troop Deployment, 1950-2005,” The Heritage Foundation, accessed November 

17, 2018, /defense/report/global-us-troop-deployment-1950-2005. 
126 Alexander Lanoszka, “Protection States Trust?: Major Power Patronage, Nuclear Behavior, and Alliance 

Dynamics” (PhD Thesis, Princeton University, 2014). 
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until the country starts to pursue a nuclear weapons program. The risk_p2 is square of 

risk_p and risk_p3 is cube of risk_p variable.  
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 Table 1: Summary of Sources for Key Variables and Additional Robustness Checks 

Variable Measures Data sources 

Dependent 

variable 

  

Nuclear 

Pursuit 

 

The years of nuclear pursuit by a state (1945-2000) Used in Singh and Way 

(2004) 

Main 

explanatory 

variable 

 

  

Crisis 

Outcome 

 

Weaker ally’s non-victory crisis + Great power ally’s 

defeated crisis in the past 5 years 

 

ICB Data 

Controls   

Regime 

type 

Polity IV index score Singh and Way   

GDP  Natural logarithm of host GDP per capita Singh and Way 

GDP2 Square of GDP per capita  Singh and Way 

Indusry1 Industrial threshold index, lower threshold Singh and Way 

Industry2 

Rivalry  

Allies 

Openness  

Chopen5 

Military 

Cap 

US troop  

US and 

USSR 

Arms 

Export 

Industrial threshold index, higher threshold 

Involved in enduring rivalry  

A defense pact with nuclear power  

Export and imports as a share of GDP 

5 year change in trade ratio 

5 year negative change in CINC score 

 

5 year negative change in US troop numbers for U.S. allies 

5 year negative change in U.S. and USSR (Russia)’s 

conventional arms export and import by a weaker ally   

Singh and Way 

Singh and Way 

Singh and Way 

Singh and Way 

Singh and Way 

COW Capability Index 

Heritage Foundation  

SIPRI 

Note: CINC, composite index of national capabilities; GDP, gross domestic product.  

 

 

Data Analysis  

My central hypothesis is that the reduced alliance credibility revealed in salient crises 

explains the weaker ally’s nuclear pursuit. I employ Rare Events Logistic Regression 

(ReLogit) models to test my hypothesis about the correlation between ally’s crises 

outcome and nuclear pursuit. Nuclear pursuits are rare events in international system and 
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ReLogit is suited for estimating such rare events.127 Table 2 presents results obtained 

from rare events logistic regression with errors clustered by the country, excluding the 

US troop variable, analyzing the entire population including the Warsaw pact. The first 

model includes only those variables identified by alternative explanations and the second 

model includes my main independent variable, Crisis Outcome and risk control variables. 

The third model includes all of the variables. The fourth model only includes statistically 

significant variables. Table 3 presents results obtained from logistic regression, this time 

including the variable of changes in U.S. troops number. As was the case in the rare event 

logistic analysis, the first model only includes variables from alternative explanations and 

the second model includes the bivariate model that only includes my main independent 

variable and time risk variables for control. 

  

                                                 
127 Gary King and Langche Zeng, “Explaining Rare Events in International Relations,” International 

Organization 55, no. 3 (2001): 693–715; Gary King and Langche Zeng, “Logistic Regression in Rare 

Events Data,” Political Analysis 9, no. 2 (2001): 137–163. 
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Table 2: Ally’s Nuclear Pursuit after Salient Crises (ReLogit)  

 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 pursue pursue pursue pursue 

crisis_past3  1.016*** 1.010*** 1.020*** 

  (5.67) (3.64) (3.75) 

     

gdpcap 0.000525  0.000731  

 (1.34)  (1.93)  

     

g2 -4.97e-08  -6.76e-08*  

 (-1.77)  (-2.49)  

     

industry1 0.449  0.360  

 (0.51)  (0.39)  

     

industry2 2.294**  2.602*** 3.033*** 

 (3.14)  (3.35) (4.27) 

     

rivalry 1.784***  1.342** 1.730*** 

 (4.12)  (3.06) (3.30) 

     

allies -2.353**  -1.901* -1.267* 

 (-3.00)  (-2.53) (-2.12) 

     

polity -0.00882  0.0413  

 (-0.27)  (1.30)  

     

openness -0.00411  -0.000801  

 (-0.34)  (-0.06)  

     

chopen5 0.0107  0.0199  

 (0.43)  (1.10)  

     

milcap_past 0.423*  0.195  

 (2.05)  (0.94)  

     

armsexp_past 0.123  0.150  

 (0.37)  (0.41)  

     

_cons 1.806* 3.265*** 0.516 2.020* 

 (2.10) (8.62) (0.52) (2.52) 

N 5616 6558 5616 6538 
t statistics in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, The results includes time risk variables as controls.  
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Table 3. Ally’s Nuclear Pursuit after Salient Crises (Logistic Models for US 

Alliances)  
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 pursue pursue pursue pursue 

crisis_past3  1.719** 2.632* 1.196*** 

  (2.94) (2.48) (15.85) 

     

gdpcap -0.000504  -0.000115  

 (-0.80)  (-0.16)  

     

g2 5.99e-09  -2.61e-08  

 (0.14)  (-0.48)  

     

industry1 0  0  

 (.)  (.)  

     

industry2 2.677  3.611* 2.336*** 

 (1.73)  (2.00) (14.04) 

     

rivalry 2.152  1.443  

 (1.62)  (0.88)  

     

allies 0  0  

 (.)  (.)  

     

polity 0.00298  -0.0111  

 (0.04)  (-0.13)  

     

openness -0.0175  -0.0269  

 (-0.43)  (-0.51)  

     

chopen5 -0.0513  0.0958  

 (-0.52)  (0.75)  

     

milcap_past 0.685  0.698  

 (1.10)  (0.89)  

     

armsexp_past 0.252  0.330  

 (0.48)  (0.53)  

     

ustr_past -0.116  0.117  

 (-0.24)  (0.21)  

     

_cons 5.136 4.071** 3.135 -5.297*** 

 (1.57) (3.21) (0.89) (-31.92) 

N 1148 2305 1148 6558 
t statistics in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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The results support my theory. In each model in which it is included, the Crisis 

Outcome variable is statistically significant. The p-values become smaller when I use rare 

events logistic regression (p < 0.01). The unfavorable crisis outcome is positively 

associated with allies nuclear pursuit as predicted by the theory. Using the logistic model, 

holding all other covariates at their means, the odd ratio is 2.63 for the allies that 

experienced unfavorable crisis outcome in the last five years than for allies which did not 

experienced unfavorable crisis outcome. When we only analyze U.S. alliance with the 

U.S. troop variable included, the odd ratio of nuclear pursuit is 13.9 for the U.S. allies 

experienced unfavorable crisis outcome in the last five years.  

I find mixed support for other variables used in previous studies. In the ReLogit 

model, as expected, Industrial capacity 2, the higher threshold of index based on steel 

production and electrical generating capacity; aggregate and per capita electricity and 

steel production, is positively associated with allies nuclear pursuit and the result is 

statistically significant (p<0.00). In the logit model for U.S. allies, though, the variable 

slightly loses its statistical significance (p<0.10). Also, in the ReLogit model, having an 

alliance with a great power is negatively associated with allies’ nuclear pursuit and the 

result is statistically significant (p<0.10). Interestingly, the result loses the effect when we 

use Logit model for U.S. allies. Other realist variables, such as Rivalry, while positively 

related to the theoretical outcome lacks statistical significance and is statistically 

indistinguishable from zero in all models.  

Domestic politics variables also again weak support. The Polity variable’s signs 

fluctuate depending on the models. In ReLogit model, when the crisis past variable is 
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included, the democratic index variable is positively associated with allies’ nuclear 

pursuit but is never statistically significant.  

Other important variables related to my alternative hypotheses are the change in 

great power’s military capability (CINC score), the change in great power’s arms export 

to their allies, and the change in U.S. troop numbers stationed in allies’ territory. None of 

the variables are statistically significant in any of the models. This result again proves 

that the crisis outcome of the great power ally has the most explanatory power over all 

other alternative variables.  

 

Conclusions and Future Research 

In this chapter, I statistically tested my explanation of why allies pursue nuclear weapons 

while being under a great power ally’s nuclear umbrella. I show that allies of nuclear 

great powers are more likely to pursue nuclear weapons in response to unfavorable crises 

outcomes. This finding is consistent with the main argument in this dissertation that 

weaker allies change their nuclear choices after observing and assessing lack of 

credibility of their great power allies in a salient crises. 

 This chapter can be improved by including other variables of crisis outcome 

assessments. While this chapter just relies on the crisis outcome coded by the ICB data, a 

future original dataset could include the actual coding of allies’ observation and 

assessment of an ally’s crisis behavior. For example, if the United States is involved in 

crisis, I could code how each ally in a given year assessed the crisis behavior of the 

United States, if the crisis is salient for their national security. Including such information 

in the variables would provide a better observation of how weaker allies assess the 
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alliance credibility based on the crisis behavior of the great power ally. Also, if the 

weaker ally still views the crisis behavior favorably regardless of the outcome being a 

defeat, the new dataset would provide a more nuanced understanding of ally’s an acrisis 

behavior and alliance credibility.  
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CHAPTER III: CASE STUDY 

SOUTH KOREA’S NUCLEAR PUSUIT IN THE LATE 1960s to MID-1970s 

 

Introduction 

The U.S. and South Korea signed the U.S.-ROK Mutual Defense Treaty in 1953 after the 

Korean War, forming an alliance with asymmetrical power dynamics. South Korea had to 

surrender some freedom of action in exchange for U.S. protection. Furthermore, as a 

nuclear capable ally, Washington provided a nuclear umbrella and South Korea was 

under the protection of its ally’s extended nuclear deterrence. Also, Washington assisted 

in South Korea' development of a nuclear reactor for electricity. In this chapter, I analyze 

South Korea’s nuclear pursuit within this asymmetric alliance focusing on salient crises, 

which revealed the U.S.’s lack of alliance credibility.    

According to Robert Jervis, “If others were more impressed by America’s 

eventual defeat in Vietnam than by the fact that it was willing to fight for years for a 

country of little intrinsic value, they would adjust downward their estimate of American 

resolve.”128 In addition, he posits that “When the new situation closely resembles a 

previous one in which the actor displayed low resolve, others are likely to expect similar 

retreat.” However, when the situation is very different, “it is not clear whether a 

judgement of the state’s overall resolve has much impact on others’ predictions of its 

behavior.”129 In this chapter, I focus on how South Korea viewed America’s defeats in 

salient crises leading up to the defeat in Vietnam, how the crisis management and 

outcome influenced American resolve, and the resulting South Korean nuclear pursuit 

beginning in the late 1960s. If the theoretical argument of this dissertation is correct, after 

                                                 
128 Robert Jervis, “Deterrence and Perception,” International Security 7, no. 3 (1982): 10. 
129 Ibid. 



 72 

the protected ally observes and assesses alliance credibility in salient crises, and the 

patron ally’s crisis behavior is unfavorable, then the protected ally would change its 

alliance behavior. Specifically, we would see changes in the nuclear choices of the 

protected ally, with the increased probability of nuclear proliferation. In each case in this 

project, including this chapter, I first determine if the crises were salient enough to have 

provided opportunities for the protected ally to assess alliance credibility. If the crisis 

surrounding the patron ally is not salient for the protected ally, the protected ally would 

be less interested in observing, assessing, and updating alliance credibility. In other 

words, if the crisis is not salient enough, the costs for a protected ally to change its 

alliance behavior is higher than maintaining the current alliance. However, if the crisis is 

salient enough for its security environment, the protected ally would update its alliance 

behavior by changing its nuclear choices because the patron ally’s alliance credibility is 

insufficient for the protected ally’s security.  

In this chapter, I first test my hypothesis against Korea’s nuclear pursuit starting 

from the late 1960s. Consistent with my main hypothesis and the mechanism explaining 

nuclear proliferation within military alliances, this chapter argues that South Korea’s 

motivation to pursue nuclear weapons increased as it observed and assessed the U.S.’s 

unfavorable crisis behavior. Sensing that its ally lacked credibility, South Korea pursued 

an independent and indigenous nuclear weapons option starting late 1960s. The program 

was halted after 1975, after receiving severe pressure from the U.S. government.  

This chapter also contrasts the arguments of my main hypothesis with alternative 

hypotheses. First, if the threat from its main adversary, North Korea, was growing, 

regardless of the change in U.S. alliance credibility, South Korean leadership would have 
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been motivated to seriously pursue a nuclear weapons program. I analyze the change in 

North Korean threats and South Korean leadership’s perception of this threat.  

Second, changes in the great power ally’s capability could lead to the perception 

of reduced alliance credibility, regardless of the ally’s unfavorable behavior during crises. 

Therefore, I determine if there were any changes in the U.S. capability (either the overall 

military capability, or the military aid provided to its weaker ally).  

Third, the South Korean nuclear program might have been motivated by its 

interests in prestige. While South Korea was not aiming to become a great power in any 

sense during the Cold War, since it was competing with North Korea in its legitimacy as 

the only sovereign country on the Korean peninsula, perhaps it believed obtaining 

superior nuclear capability before North Korea might help it achieve a better status than 

its adversary. Therefore, I assess if the appeal of “prestige” had any role in driving the 

leadership’s decision to pursue the nuclear weapons program. 

 

The Dependent Variable: South Korea’s Nuclear Pursuit 

President Park founded the Atomic Energy Development Promoting Committee 

in 1968.130 On August 16, 1970, President Park established the Agency for Defense 

Development (ADD) alongside the covert Weapons Exploitation Committee (WEC) in 

the Blue House.131 In the early 1970s, the decision to pursue nuclear weapons capability 

                                                 
130 Etel Solingen, Nuclear Logics: Contrasting Paths in East Asia and the Middle East (Princeton 
University Press, 2009), 88. 
131 Also, he ordered a swift construction of M-16 rifle factory. According to declassified documents 
from LBJ Library, the M-16 factory was an offer proposed by President Johnson to get more South 
Korean troops to Vietnam. See memorandum of conversation between two Presidents in Honolulu in 
April 17, 1968.  
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was decided unanimously in the WEC.132 In February 1972, President Park led an 

interdepartmental meeting for the defense industry and decided to mobilize all scientific 

resources in the military, industry, and academia for weapons development. Furthermore, 

in the meeting in October, the South Korean government began full scale development of 

heavy and chemical industry to support the weapons development program. In this 

meeting, the establishment of the Korean Atomic Energy Research Institute (KAERI) 

under the auspices of the ADD was approved.133 There is no direct documentary evidence 

that shows when the actual nuclear weapons research was embarked upon. According to 

Oh Won-cheol, the father of the South Korean nuclear weapons program, the nuclear 

documents kept inside President Park’s safe inside the Blue House disappeared the day 

after President Park’s assassination. The limited number of documents written by Oh 

Won-cheol that were declassified or made accessible to a very limited number of scholars 

in South Korea have been reclassified.134 However, we could safely assume that with the 

establishment of these two institutions from 1970 to 1972 the pursuit of nuclear weapons 

began. It also indicates that President Park’s intention to pursue the nuclear option started 

before 1970, when the leadership found out about the U.S. plan to withdraw 20,000 

troops from South Korea.  

                                                 
132 Seung-Young Kim, “Security, Nationalism and the Pursuit of Nuclear Weapons and Missiles: The 
South Korean Case, 1970–82,” Diplomacy and Statecraft 12, no. 4 (2001): 58; United States: Congress, 
Investigation of Korean-American Relations: Report of the Subcommittee on International 
Organizations of the Committee on International Relations, U.S. House of Representatives (Washington: 
U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 1978), http://archive.org/details/investigationofk00unit. 
133 Kim, “Security, Nationalism and the Pursuit of Nuclear Weapons and Missiles.” 
134 When I visited the Presidential Archives in Sejong City in August 2018, the archivists confirmed 
that the nuclear documents reported by Monthly Chosun in early 2000s have since been reclassified 
and are not available.  
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Between 1973 and 1975, the ADD more than doubled its manpower and 

budget.135 Also, the nuclear fuel research branch founded within KAERI in 1973 started 

with two dozen researchers but increased to about 200 in a short period of time.136  In 

1972, members of the WEC traveled to weapons plants in Norway, France, Switzerland, 

and Israel to inspect production facilities and analyze weapons production problems.137 In 

1973, South Korea started to discuss the importing of a French nuclear fuel reprocessing 

facility and a Belgian mixed-oxide fuel reprocessing laboratory.138 In December 1973, 

scientists from South Korea traveled to India and Taiwan to discuss technical issues 

regarding the operation of the NRX experimental reactor. The next year, South Korea 

signed a contract with Saint Gobain Technique Nouvelle (SGN) for the theoretical plans 

of the reprocessing facility. The following year, it signed a contract with Belgonucleaire 

(BN) of Belgium to purchase a mixed oxide fuel reprocessing lab.139 This had likely 

alerted the CIA, which was the first to find out about the South Korean intention to 

develop nuclear weapons. Starting in the summer of 1974, there was an increasing 

number of telegrams sent from the American Embassy in Seoul to the State Department 

regarding South Korea’s nuclear ambitions. In the fall of 1974 the United States noticed 

South Korea’s intent to import French nuclear reprocessing plans, and began to seriously 

monitor the situation. While the American Embassy did not have any knowledge about 

South Korea’s nuclear weapons development, they began to think that the South Korean 

government was doing something more than “keeping its nuclear options open.” The 

                                                 
135 United States: Congress, Investigation of Korean-American Relations. 
136 Kim, “Security, Nationalism and the Pursuit of Nuclear Weapons and Missiles,” 59. 
137 United States: Congress, Investigation of Korean-American Relations. 
138 Ibid.  
139 Kim, “Security, Nationalism and the Pursuit of Nuclear Weapons and Missiles,” 59. 
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Embassy accurately observed “growing independence of ROK attitudes toward defense 

matters and increasing doubts about [the] desirability of U.S. commitments, that most 

senior ROK Defense planners desire to obtain capability” for eventual nuclear 

development.140 In October 1974, the U.S. government began to learn more about the 

South Korean plan to import French reprocessing plants and started the process of 

discouraging any intention of developing nuclear weapons. 

According to a memo from the State Department to the U.S. embassy in Seoul, 

the embassy was instructed to advise South Korean officials that, “steps toward even a 

pilot reprocessing facility in Korea could be destabilizing and could raise serious 

apprehensions which could impair US-Korean nuclear relationship.”141 The warning 

warned that if the South Korean government continued to pursue purchasing the 

reprocessing facility from France, the U.S. government could not guarantee that Congress 

would approve the pending loan from the Export-Import Bank for the KORI-II nuclear 

reactor that was in the plan.142 

 The U.S. government was also concerned about the domino effect that the South 

Korean nuclear weapons program could have on the region. Ambassador Sneider said to 

the ROK Minister of Science and Technology that there are “increasing concern both in 

congress and administration over implications of nuclear weapons proliferation should 

ROK acquire reprocessing plant and escalating impetus such acquisition might give 

North Korean efforts to obtain nuclear technology from PRC and USSR.” The 

                                                 
140 Telegram from American Embassy Seoul to Secretary of State, August 1974, Secret. Source: AAD. 
141 “US Department of State Cable, ROK Nuclear Fuel Reprocessing Plans” June 30, 1975, National 

Security Adviser Presidential Country Files for East Asia and the Pacific, Box 9, Korea (9). Gerald R. Ford 

Presidential Library. 
142 Department of State Telegram “ROK Nuclear Reprocessing Plant Negotiation,” Nodis. December 6, 
1975. Source: AAD.  
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Ambassador also strongly urged that the “French reprocessing plant acquisition [be] 

cancelled” and promised joint ROK-US government energy development cooperation in 

exchange.143 

At that time, South Korean government was also working towards importing 

NRX (National Research Experimental Research Reactor) facilities from abroad. During 

negotiations between the ROK and Canadian governments in 1974, India carried out its 

first nuclear test using the diverted plutonium from the NRX from Canada. The Canadian 

government became concerned with this outcome in addition to the U.S. pressure to 

cancel the negotiation with South Korea. In early January 1975, the Canadian minister of 

foreign affairs, Allen MacEachen, requested that Canada would only export CANDU 

(Canada Deuterium Uranium) reactor on the condition that South Korea sign the Nuclear 

Non-proliferation Treaty (NPT).144  

A memorandum sent to Secretary of State Kissinger in February 1975 titled 

“Development of U.S. Policy Toward South Korean Development of Nuclear Weapons,” 

arrived at the conclusion that South Korea has “entered the initial stage of nuclear 

weapons development.”145 It also drafted the policy which could “inhibit ROK access to 

sensitive technology and equipment both through unilateral U.S. action and through the 

development of common supplier nation policies.”146 The policy also suggested that 

South Korea ratify the NPT.  

                                                 
143 ROK Nuclear Fuel Reprocessing Plans, 23 August 1975, Digital National Security Archive, K000185.  
144 “Agreement between ROK and Canada for peaceful nuclear development and application, 1975–77,” 

Class Number, 761.64 CN, Diplomatic Archive, Republic of Korea.  
145 “Memorandum From Richard Smyser and David Elliott of the National Security Council Staff to 

Secretary of State Kissinger,” February 28, 1975. National Security Adviser, Presidential Country Files for 

East Asia and the Pacific, Box 9, Korea [4]. Secret; Sensitive, Ford Library. 
146 Ibid.  
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While pursuing plans to import CANDU, South Korea ratified the NPT in March 

1975.147 In a statement before ratifying the NPT, South Korea clarified that NPT 

membership would be conditional on strong U.S. security commitments.148 Even after 

South Korea ratified the NPT, South Korean interests in nuclear weapons, and serious 

efforts by the United States to halt their pursuit, continued. Two months after the 

ratification, South Korean leadership stated that it would seek independent deterrence if 

the U.S. security guarantee was removed. In a Washington Post interview with Don 

Oberdorfer in June 1975, President Park said, “South Korea would do everything in its 

power to defend its own security—including development of nuclear weapons if 

necessary—if the U.S. nuclear umbrella were withdrawn.”149 

 In June 1975, Minister MacEachen visited South Korea for the sale of CANDU 

and NRX. On June 27, Foreign Minister Kim Dong-jo and MacEachen agreed on the deal 

of CANDU export from Canada to South Korea for the development of nuclear energy.150 

However, the U.S. government was still concerned with the motivation behind the South 

Korean pursuit of a nuclear program, which was not necessarily only about peaceful 

development of nuclear energy. This was evident in the fact that the South Korean 

government was still negotiating with France for reprocessing facilities in 1975.  

In August 1975, Secretary of Defense Schlesinger and Ambassador Sneider met 

with President Park in Seoul. While emphasizing the importance of South Korean 

                                                 
147 “Agreement between ROK and Canada for peaceful nuclear development and application, 1975–77,” 

Class Number, 761.64 CN, Diplomatic Archive, Republic of Korea.  
148 Mitchell Reiss, Without the Bomb: The Politics of Nuclear Nonproliferation (Columbia University 
Press New York, 1988), 92–108. 
149 Don Oberdorfer Washington Post Foreign Service, “Park: Seoul Target of North: Denies Nuclear 
Plans Park Sees Seoul as Target,” The Washington Post (1974-Current File); Washington, D.C., June 27, 
1975.  
150 “Visit of Allan J. MacEachen, Minister of Foreign Affairs, Canada,” Class Number 724.32 CN, 

Diplomatic Archives, Republic of Korea.  
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adherence to the NPT, the Secretary underscored that “the only thing that could 

undermine the political relationship between the U.S. and the ROK would be the Korean 

effort to acquire its own nuclear weapons.”151 The Secretary also reassured the South 

Korean President by saying “in the complementarity between the U.S. and ROK forces, 

the U.S. is best suited to provide nuclear deterrence on behalf of its allies. We can deal 

with nuclear threats against a central power in a way that smaller nuclear powers 

cannot.”152 At this time the Defense Secretary formally recognized the presence of U.S. 

tactical nuclear weapons in order to reaffirm the fact that South Korea was under the U.S. 

nuclear umbrella. While South Korea had hosted the U.S. nuclear weapons since 1958, 

the U.S. did not “confirm or deny” the presence of such weapons.153 Perhaps the closing 

remark of the Secretary provided the most reassurance to the South Korean leadership. 

Secretary Schlesinger “praised the political will he had found in Korea for defense of its 

country. This will was needed in Vietnam and Europe, but there is no need to instill it in 

Koreans.” By separating Vietnam and South Korea, valuing the source of strength of the 

ROK, and reaffirming the nuclear umbrella provided by the great power ally, the United 

States was able to effectively coerce its weaker ally to abandon its pursuit of a nuclear 

weapons program. In early 1976, President Park suspended his pursuit of a nuclear 

weapons program after U.S. persistent diplomatic intervention.154 However, the South 

Korean government did not stop expanding its defense industry. South Korea continued 

its weapons procurement and production including missiles, but the focus was on its 

                                                 
151 “Memorandum of Conversation, Seoul,” August 27, 1975. National Security Adviser, Presidential 

Country Files for East Asia and the Pacific, Box 9, Korea (11). Secret; Nodis. Ford Library.  
152 Ibid.  
153 Terence Roehrig, Japan, South Korea, and the United States Nuclear Umbrella: Deterrence After the 
Cold War (Columbia University Press, 2017), 125. 
154 Reiss, Without the Bomb. 
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conventional capabilities.155 The Defense Department also started to provide on-the-

record declaration of a nuclear umbrella in the joint communique issued at the fall 

Security Consultative Meeting (SCM).156 

 

Analyzing Salient Crises for Alliance Credibility 

The late 1960s provided South Korea with many opportunities to observe and assess the 

alliance credibility of its patron ally, the United States. The salient crises for South Korea 

began with the U.S. defeat in the Pueblo Crisis in 1968. Within ten days of the start of the 

Pueblo Crisis, another crisis that ended with U.S. defeat began: the Tet Offensive. While 

the next crisis, Vietnam Spring in February 1969, ended as a “victory”, a more salient 

crisis for South Korea, the EC-121 Spy Plane crisis in 1969, ended as a “stalemate.” 

While the ICB data codes the crisis as a stalemate, both the South Korean and U.S. 

governments viewed the crisis outcome as a defeat.157 

 At a more macro level, within the ongoing crisis of the Vietnam War, three key 

events influenced South Korea’s assessment of alliance credibility: the Nixon Doctrine, 

Vietnamization (which immediately and officially followed the so-called Nixon or Guam 

Doctrine), and the Fall of Saigon, less than two years after the Paris Accords, on April 30, 

1975. 

 The United States first became aware of South Korean strongman Park Chung 

Hee’s clandestine attempt to develop an independent nuclear capability in 1974.158 In a 

                                                 
155 For example, in 1978, France announced that South Korea would purchase the entire stock of 
Honest John surface-to-surface missile. United States: Congress, Investigation of Korean-American 
Relations. 
156 Roehrig, Japan, South Korea, and the United States Nuclear Umbrella, 126. 
157 See the detailed case description below. In my dissertation, I code EC-121 crisis as a “defeat.”  
158 “US Department of State Cable, ROK Plans to Develop Nuclear Weapons and Missiles” December 11,  
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March 1975 State Department memorandum, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger reported 

that the “ROK nuclear weapon effort has been in part reflection of lessened 

ROKG[overnment] confidence in US security commitment, and consequent desire on 

Park’s part to reduce his military dependence on U.S.”159 A 1978 Central Intelligence 

Agency (CIA) report on the ROK program came to a similar conclusion: “[t]he primary 

theme that emerges is Seoul’s desire to acquire such weapons as a deterrent—substituting 

for, should the need arise, the deterrence now provided by the U.S. security 

commitment.”160 Also, a telegram sent from the American Embassy in Seoul to the U.S. 

Secretary of State stated that “Concern over U.S. policies in Asi[a] in the late 1960’s and 

early 1970’s led to consideration of military possibilities of nuclear technology, giving a 

spur to ROKG[overnment’s] interest. The military program was halted in 1975-76 

following strong presentations of U.S. opposition.”161 The ROK nuclear program was a 

radical departure. The United States, after all, fought in defense of the ROK in the 1950-

1953 Korean War, entered into a military alliance with Seoul in 1953, provided over 60 

percent of the ROK military budget throughout the 1960s, and continued to station a 

division of troops to deter renewed North Korean bids to reunify the peninsula by force.  
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The primary purpose of this case study is to analyze what influenced the South 

Korean perception of the United States’ “lack of credibility”, and what explains the 

subsequent change in South Korea’s nuclear choices. I trace the process through which 

the South Korean government chose to go the nuclear weapons route. The available 

documentary evidence from U.S. and international archives suggests that the shift in 

South Korean thinking about the credibility of Washington’s commitment to Seoul’s 

security developed through President Park’s interpretation of U.S. responses to a series of 

crises both on the Korean peninsula and in East Asia, especially in Vietnam. Below, I 

trace the process of this assessment in the Pueblo Crisis in 1968, the EC-121 Shootdown 

in 1969, the announcement of the Nixon Doctrine in 1969, Vietnamization and the 

withdrawal from Vietnam in 1973, and the fall of Saigon in 1975.  

 

The Pueblo Crisis in 1968 

The Pueblo Crisis occurred when the North Korean navy seized a U.S. reconnaissance 

ship in international waters off the coast of Wonsan in the East Sea (the Sea of Japan) on 

January 23, 1968. This incident, unfortunately, coincided with two related crises: the raid 

on the South Korean presidential compound, the Blue House, two days earlier on January 

21, and the Tet Offensive that soon followed on January 30. The Blue House raid ended 

with “no assistance from the United States” and the Tet Offensive outcome was a 

“defeat.”162  
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First, during the Blue House raid, thirty-one North Korean commandos entered 

South Korea through a section of the Demilitarized Zone guarded by the United States in 

an attempt to assassinate President Park Chung Hee at his presidential compound. 

President Park was shocked by the fact that North Koreans were able to come within a 

few hundred yards (800 meters) of his official residence.163 Following this incident, 

President Park immediately sought revenge against North Korea and asked Ambassador 

William Porter in Seoul for U.S. aid. However, Ambassador Porter indicated that if South 

Korea were to invade North Korea, President Park could not expect any help from the 

United States.164 Even if the United States had been willing to help its South Korean ally 

after the Blue House raid, providing assistance would have been virtually impossible 

when the United States began dealing with its own crisis two days later.165  

When the North Koreans captured the USS Pueblo after killing one marine and 

holding the remaining eighty-two crew members as hostages, the United States had to 

focus on the Pueblo Crisis, its own crisis, and not on the South Korean domestic crisis, as 

it could not afford to fight wars on two fronts: Indochina and the Korean Peninsula.166 

Managing the crisis in accordance with its interests became the United States’ priority 

vis-à-vis its management of alliance credibility. 

President Park’s anxiety over security worsened after observing the United States’ 

actions after the seizure of the Pueblo. Within two days, the United States decided not to 
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respond with military action against North Korea, fearing for the safety of the captured 

U.S. crew. This decision shocked President Park, and his concerns regarding security 

further intensified as the United States decided to open negotiations with North Korea for 

the safe return of the crew; these negotiations took place even before the shock from the 

Blue House raid had dissipated. According to a New York Times report on February 3, 

1968, the South Koreans were displeased with the Johnson Administration’s handling of 

the Pueblo crisis after they found out that the U.S. and North Korean representatives met 

for the third time in Panmunjom.167 Furthermore, the United States not only negotiated 

with North Koreans for eleven months but also did not include or consult South Korea 

during the negotiations. According to Hyung-A Kim’s analysis, the unilateralism in the 

U.S.’s decision to negotiate with North Korea was one of the biggest concerns that the 

South Korean leadership had.168 

The mechanism that determines alliance credibility manifested itself in this crisis. 

Two aspects of U.S. alliance credibility became clear. First, the United States faced a 

conflict of interests between its ally’s security and the safety of its own people when 

faced with a crisis initiated by a common enemy, North Korea. In this situation, the 

United States would almost automatically choose to act in its own interest, as indicated 

by its inadequate assistance to South Korea after the Blue House raid. This action was 

problematic for alliance credibility on two grounds. First, the U.S. affected alliance 

dynamics by increasing the insecurity of its protected ally due to increased alliance 

unreliability. Second, this action could have signaled to South Korea’s adversaries that 
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the United States did not have the will to defend its ally. Here, the conflict of interest 

arose from South Korea’s demands for its ally to show strong resolve and to fight 

alongside its protected ally, while the United States prioritized the return of its crew, its 

own interest. The action taken by the United States after the Pueblo not only disappointed 

South Korea but also made South Koreans fear the signaling effect of the U.S. action. 

They feared more provocations from North Korea after this crisis. In fact, after the Blue 

House Raid and the Pueblo crisis, the North Korean leadership was publicly talking about 

a general war.169 Therefore, U.S. actions in the Pueblo crisis reduced the credibility of the 

United States as a patron ally. 

According to a conversation between President Nixon and Kissinger in the wake 

of a subsequent North Korean provocation in April 1969, Kissinger stated “[my staff] feel 

to let this one go again will be taken very seriously. There was an intelligence report of 

Nasser’s conversation with Hussein to the effect, ‘After all, it isn’t so risky to defy the 

United States—look at North Korea and the PUEBLO.’”170 Therefore, the crisis behavior 

of the patron ally has two consequences that determine alliance credibility: the protected 

ally’s increased fear of abandonment and how adversaries might be observing the action 

of the patron ally and decide their subsequent provocative moves.   

South Korean resentment towards Americans, who made a greater fuss about the 

capture of the Pueblo, was evident in the statements of Pak Joon-gyu, the chairman of the 

Foreign Affairs Committee of the National Assembly. He stated at a press conference that 

“if the United States does nothing to keep Korea from becoming another Vietnam, […] 
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We will have to carry out the duty of national defense by ourselves alone under our 

Constitution.”171 He even suggested that the passive reaction towards the North Korean 

capture of the Pueblo called for an end to American operational control of the Korean 

armed forces, the system in place in South Korea since 1954.172 Furthermore, Foreign 

Minister Choi Kyu-ha said that “The end of the Pueblo incident alone won’t solve the 

Korean crisis.”173  

As a result, the South Korean President asked for a written guarantee of South 

Korean security from Deputy Secretary of Defense Cyrus Vance, who President Johnson 

dispatched on February 12, 1968 as a special envoy to reassure President Park. After a 

heated negotiation, President Park and Vance were able to announce a joint statement, 

which said that the Republic of Korea and the United States would consult one another 

when security threats arise. Also, they announced that the Defense Minister and Secretary 

of Defense would have an annual summit to discuss defense and security matters that are 

the two allies’ mutual concerns.174 To further reassure Park Chung Hee, the United States 

offered to aid in the construction of an M-16 factory as well as provide an extra $100 

million in military aid,175 but this did not help to dismiss President Park’s growing doubts 

of alliance credibility, as evinced by the South Korean President’s statements on 

February 2, 1968 that “There is a limit to our patience” and self-restraint. Moreover, 
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according to a New York Times report, some prominent Koreans suggested that South 

Korea should bring back 48,000 troops who were fighting in Vietnam in order to 

reinforce security in South Korea.176 The actual policy President Park took in response to 

U.S. action at that time was adjusting the priority of his government and creating the 

Homeland Guard, which had an armed militia of 2.5 million men.177  

At the activating ceremony of the Homeland Reserve Forces on April 1, 1968, 

President Park stated, “The primary responsivity for our national defense rests on 

us[.]”178 He also said, “Assistance may come to us from friendly nations or any system of 

collective security, but it is by no means intended to bear the whole burden that falls on 

ourselves above anyone else.”179 While self-reliance had been the theme of President 

Park’s national policy since his inauguration, he conceived of self-reliance in terms of 

economic development throughout the 1960s. Since 1968, though, the conception of self-

reliance shifted to matters of national defense.180 

Recently declassified Russian records reveal that President Park’s concerns were 

not unfounded. The U.S. behavior during negotiations over the release of the crew of the 

Pueblo emboldened the North Koreans. As North Korean foreign minister Pak Seong-

cheol boldly asserted to Soviet Ambassador Sudarikov on the eve of the crew’s release, 

the Americans would have to admit to entering the territorial waters of the DPRK to carry 

out hostile actions against the DPRK, and would be forced to provide assurances that it 

would not happen again. “If they don’t sign the document” Pak asserted, “they won’t get 
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the Pueblo crew. If they go to war, then the crew members won’t survive. They’ll get 

their bodies.” The conversation informed the Soviet ally that the United States was ready 

to sign the document prepared by the DPRK within a couple of days. Furthermore, 

Minister Pak assessed the U.S. resolve as the following: “We have been holding talks 

with the Americans in the military commission in Panmunjom for fifteen years and have 

not made one concession, and there have been no compromises. They threaten us, and we 

threaten them, let’s fight.” The NK foreign minister’s arrogance surprised even the Soviet 

ambassador, who encouraged compromise with the Americans, noting that even Soviet 

founding leader Vladimir Lenin had to make concessions “with bourgeois countries.” 

Sudarikov reminded Pak that “V.I. Lenin did not completely reject compromises, for 

example, in the period of the conclusion of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk.” 181  

President Park Chung Hee had predicted that the United States would make 

concessions to North Korea at the end of the negotiation process to secure the release of 

the eighty-two surviving crew members of the Pueblo.182 That became a reality right 

before Christmas in 1968. The Johnson administration was determined to bring the 

soldiers home before Christmas and end the crisis. After eleven months of Panmunjom 

negotiations with North Korea, and after the U.S.’s warning that the incoming Nixon 

Administration might handle things differently, on December 23, the two parties reached 

the final negotiation, at which point the American side signed the document prepared by 

North Korea. Even though General Woodward publicly labeled the document false before 
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he signed it,183 the fact that the United States made twenty-eight negotiations with North 

Korea elevated North Korea’s status and lowered South Korea’s status comparatively.184 

As early as May 15, 1968 the South Korean leadership urged the United States not to sign 

on to the agreement of apologies prewritten by North Koreans.185 They repeated their 

request on August 27 according to a State Department telegram sent from Seoul.186 South 

Korea did not change their attitude after the United States had to sign the document to get 

the crew back. Seoul demanded a document be sent to the heads of embassies and 

overseas legations to clearly explain the rationale behind the signing by stating, “the 

North Korean Puppet Regime is propagandizing everyday with the document General 

Woodward signed, the Republic of Korea government should be equipped with a clear 

document from the United states to show to its people.”187  

Throughout the whole period of the Pueblo crisis, the United States showed 

inaction by not helping a troubled ally after the Blue House raid, demonstrated a lack of 

resolve by not retaliating against North Korea, and elevated the enemy’s status by not 

only agreeing to negotiate but also conceding to its demands. By handling the eleven-

month period of crisis in this way, and after the salient crisis experience that occurred 
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within its territory and on the Korean Peninsula, South Korea began to reassess the 

alliance credibility of its patron ally. In sum, the alliance behavior the United States 

exhibited during the Pueblo Crisis had a tremendous impact on South Korea’s assessment 

of its alliance credibility. 

North Korea had thus been emboldened by the talks with the United States, and 

by the perception that the U.S. would not take a harder line out of fear of getting the crew 

of the Pueblo killed. Just four months after the crew's release in December 1968, the 

United States found itself embroiled in another crisis on the Korean peninsula when a 

North Korean MIG-21 shot down a U.S. reconnaissance plane, EC-121, over 

international waters. Before that, however, the U.S. was involved in another crisis, this 

one in another divided Asian nation where the Soviet and Chinese-backed North was 

threatening the U.S.-backed democratic regime in the south: Vietnam.  

 

The Tet Offensive in 1968 

 

The Tet Offensive was a simultaneous surprise attack on multiple cities, towns, and 

military bases throughout South Vietnam.188 Although this was not as salient as the 

Pueblo crisis to their South Korean ally, the outcome and the ways in which this crisis 

turned the Vietnam War were unfavorable to the United States. According to historian 

David Schmitz, the Tet offensive clearly “represented a defeat for the United States and 

its policy in Vietnam.”189 Also, it left “an enduring sense of American political 
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weakness.”190 The result of the Tet offensive marked the turning point of the U.S. effort 

in Vietnam as it was the final blow to the declining credibility of the Johnson 

administration. While the Tet incident alone did not make the United States change its 

strategy completely in Vietnam, it was the final crisis that influenced the psychology of 

U.S. leadership, politics, and public opinion. After the crisis, for the first time, 

Washington put a ceiling on the number of American troops in Vietnam, setting the stage 

for its withdrawal.191 Consequently, the South Vietnamese military command had to shift 

from its peripheral strategy to the protection of populated areas. This change in strategy 

initiated the pursuit for a negotiated settlement and political solution with North Vietnam. 

According to one analysis, while the allied arms opportunity to escalate the conflict and 

achieve victories, President Johnson’s resolve was declining. Also, according to Bui Tin 

who defected from Vietnam in 1990 stated, “[General] Giap later told me that Tet had 

been a military defeat, though we had gained the planned political advantages when 

Johnson agreed to negotiate and did not run for re-election.” He added, “If the American 

forces had not begun to withdraw under Nixon in 1969, they could have punished us 

severely. We suffered badly in 1969 and 1970 as it was [and took us until 1971 to re-

establish our presence.” 192 Furthermore, “The legacy of Tet from the point of view of our 

adversaries is that it is possible to defeat the United States by targeting its political 

will.”193 Similarly, from the point of view of the observing allies, the United States did 

not have the resolve to escalate the conflict to achieve victory but can abandon an ally. In 
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South Korea’s view, the outcome of defeat right after the Blue House raid and the seizure 

of the USS Pueblo did little to affirm the credibility of the U.S., especially as its weaker 

ally was very much doubtful of its resolve already. 

The ultimate political outcome was President Johnson’s speech on March 31, 

1968, in which he paved the way for negotiations with North Vietnam by announcing 

steps to limit the war in Vietnam.194 He announced the cessation of the bombardment of 

North Vietnam. In his speech, President Johnson sent a message that indicated North 

Vietnam would not achieve victory by launching Tet offensive-like attacks in the future 

due to the resilience of South Vietnam and its allies. Yet his message also indicated that 

the war could not continue due to its longevity and the amount of casualties the war 

would continue to produce. In essence, Johnson was asking the North Vietnamese to end 

the war jointly in order to achieve peace. At the time of this announcement, Saigon’s 

preference in the peace negotiation was not considered, even though South Vietnam had 

vast interests in this matter.  

This resembled the result of the Pueblo Crisis. The fact that the United States 

unilaterally decided to negotiate with the enemy after a defeat in a crisis caused concerns 

for the protected ally and the state, South Korea and South Vietnam. A memorandum for 

the President by the Under Secretary of State on December 23, 1968, states that “the 

outcome in Viet-Nam may affect the general climate in East Asia including Korea.”195 
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 After experiencing these two crises in 1968, in the answers given at the question 

and answer session of a press conference on January 10, 1969, President Park 

emphasized self-defense. “It is the primary duty of the people to defend their country by 

themselves. Outside assistance may be asked only after we have tried by ourselves and 

with our own resources to repel the foreign invasion.” He added, “If we keep on fostering 

our defense capability with such a spirit, some day we can defend the country without 

outside help. This is what I mean by self-reliant defense posture.”196 Certainly, the 

outcome of the two crises did not promote the alliance credibility of the United States.  

 

Shootdown of the EC-121 Spy Plane and the Prelude to the Nixon Doctrine, 1969 

Another disappointing opportunity for South Korea to assess the U.S.’ credibility came 

only a few months after the release of the Pueblo’s crew from North Korea in late 1968. 

Like the Pueblo incident, this next crisis took place just off Korea’s eastern coast. In 

April 1969, a North Korean MIG-21 shot down a U.S. EC-121 spy plane on a 

reconnaissance mission over the East Sea (Sea of Japan). This was the first major crisis 

for the newly-inaugurated Nixon administration. The response from the United States 

could not have demonstrated more clearly that they would not take action against North 

Korea’s military provocation. This was despite South Korean President Park’s letter to 

President Nixon, sent in the wake of the incident, urging a strong response.197 Similarly, 

in a memorandum to Henry Kissinger from Al Haig on April 16, 1969, then White House 

chief of staff Haig compared the action and inaction between the Pueblo crisis and the 
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EC-121 shoot-down incident. Haig said the basis for the lack of retaliation for the seizure 

of the Pueblo “of course, was the welfare of the crewmen. In this incident, similar 

inhibitions are not available in explaining a ‘no-action’ stance.”198 He continued by 

saying that showing the enemy the U.S. capability and the intention to use it is not 

escalatory and threatening; “these are rather measures designed to prevent that very 

thing.” He also said “I could not over-emphasize the difficulties such failures entailed 

throughout our inching escalation in Vietnam.”199 

However, the United States did not retaliate. Writing about the crisis in his 

memoirs, Henry Kissinger, then national security advisor at the White House, stated that 

“It was as if someone had pushed a button labeled ‘crisis management’ and the answer 

that came up was ‘nonchalance.’”200 Kissinger advised President Nixon that the United 

States should seek revenge by bombing a couple of North Korean air bases. However, 

Nixon took his time in weighing different options, which indicated a reluctance to act. 

Kissinger summed up Nixon’s hesitance by suggesting the president had “no stomach for 

retaliation.”201 Kissinger correctly assessed the lack of a U.S. response, noting in his 

memoir, “I thought that our reaction to North Korea’s shootdown of an unarmed plane 

over international waters without provocation would be interpreted by many friendly 

nations—especially in Asia—as a test of the new Administration’s decisiveness.”202 This 

was indeed how President Park interpreted the U.S. response to the crisis. Park warned 
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his ally that if the United States did not retaliate, North Korean provocations would not 

cease towards both allies.203 However, Nixon sought to avoid a head-on collision.   

At a press conference on April 18, 1969, to a reporter’s question with regard to 

the “danger and the consequence of aggression against our country by a minor military 

power” and making “a proper response” President Nixon responded with the following:  

The problems with regard to a proper response are quite obvious. The question as 

to what reaction we could expect not only from the party against whom we 

respond but other parties that might be involved, and also putting it in the larger 

context, how responding in one area might affect a major interest of the United 

States in another area, an area like Vietnam, Vietnam being the top priority area 

for us.204 

 

This statement clearly indicates that even in the aftermath of a crisis, which was caused 

by an adversary’s surprised attack and costed thirty-one U.S. personnel, the U.S.’s 

priority was focusing on Vietnam. This was in spite of his awareness of the consequences 

that U.S. actions had in similar areas, such as South Korea. This demonstrates the precise 

logic behind alliance credibility. The United States, the patron ally, is constrained by 

other priorities that it needs to consider. Yet, the U.S.’ actions in crisis management are 

not only disappointing to the allies who are relying on the United States, but they also 

generate fear in their allies due to the signaling effect that the U.S.’ action has on allies’ 

adversaries. When the United States’ lack of resolve is revealed in crises, allies fear that 

this would signal its lack of resolve in general, and its allies might experience 

provocations by their adversaries in different conflict areas. This mechanism influences 

alliance credibility. 
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One of the options presented to President Nixon—and the action that he 

ultimately chose—was ordering the aircraft carrier from the U.S. Seventh Fleet to 

proceed into the East Sea as “a show of strength.”205 The problem was that this action by 

the United States did not ask for any compensation from North Korea.206 According to 

recently declassified files related to the EC-121 crisis, unlike Kissinger’s statements in 

his memoir, President Nixon questioned the mild reaction the United States was 

showing.207 If the United States was demanding nothing from North Korea, the 

dispatching of the aircraft carrier was an “empty gesture.”208  

Yet, the rationale behind this decision was that the United States could not get 

entrapped in another Korean War when their intention was to reduce the U.S. footprint in 

East Asia very soon by withdrawing from the Vietnam War. This was the precise reason 

why Secretary of State William Rogers opposed military retaliation against North Korea: 

its repercussions on public opinion. According to a teleconference record between 

Secretary of Defense Laird and Kissinger on April 16, 1969, Laird stated that “I have got 

concerns over what this might mean from the standpoint of our force commitment in that 

area, and we must bear in mind that we can’t put ourselves in a position where we are 

forced to pull back, as far as Vietnam is concerned.” At the same time, though, he was 

concerned about “how this might be interpreted by the people in Paris, particularly the 

North Vietnamese.”209 Kissinger agreed that that was the precise problem that the United 

States needed to be concerned with at that time. The priority of the United States was not 
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a show of resolve in response to their South Korean ally’s concerns, but was instead the 

resolution of the war in Vietnam.  

When analyzing North Korea’s intentions, Kissinger and Joseph Alsop thought 

North Korea would “like us to divert ourselves up there—so that would be a sign of 

weakness” if the United States were to fall into the trap that North Korea set to help 

North Vietnam.210 When Kissinger was confirming Alsop’s advice, Alsop said Vietnam 

“certainly is the most important at the moment. Any serious diversion” from it he 

considered a “mistake. Win in Vietnam and you win the ball game.”211 

Therefore, non-response to the shootdown of the EC-121 was an understandable 

course of action even if then-advisor Kissinger thought it was an indecisive and 

incoherent response by the United States, according to this memoir.212 Despite 

Kissinger’s disapproval, this was in actuality a very coherent policy that was to coincide 

with the Nixon Doctrine that was to be announced in Guam three months later. However, 

for South Korea, this non-action came as a shocking disappointment, just as Kissinger 

had predicted it would. In a letter sent from President Park to President Nixon, the South 

Korean President shared his view that the “North Koreans may also have judged that 

provocations are not risky due to U.S. engagement in Vietnam and the weakness of the 

ROK forces.” President Park asked for measures to strengthen the ROK armed forces to 
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meet the level of the North Koreans to deter further provocations.213 More immediately, 

he urged President Nixon to bolster U.S. forces in Korea, especially the air force, to make 

North Korea understand “the[ir] military power to undertake retaliatory action even prior 

to moving the Seventh Fleet into the Korean area.”214  

The EC-121 crisis revealed the private information regarding credible 

commitment by the United States. The priority of the Nixon administration was not 

maintaining alliance credibility vis-à-vis its South Korean ally and not necessarily 

showing resolve to an enemy who provoked it, but instead avoiding escalation of the 

crisis and “get[ting] the war in Vietnam over with.”215 Alsop said to Kissinger in his 

letter, if he were to ask Dean Acheson, Secretary of State during the Korean War, he 

would also recommend one war at a time. What they did not understand was that the 

South Korean ally was observing and assessing U.S. credibility based on the decision it 

would take on the EC-121 crisis.  

 According to an intelligence report created on April 25, 1969, “In two incidents 

involving unilateral US intelligence collection activities and the craft involved, the 

Pueblo and the EC-121, Kim [Il Sung] has to date most seriously discredited the U[S].”216 

Furthermore, the report says if Kim Il Sung “chose to open hostilities, a risk which 

cannot be totally discounted, against the ill prepared ROK, … he could wreak such 

shambles and damage as to prove to the world that it is dangerous to have the United 

States as an ally (emphasis mine).”217 On January 1, 1970, in his New Year’s Message, 
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President Park said, “we have to secure our own independent self-defense strength 

adequate to crush any north Korean aggression without the help of other nations.”218  

 The EC-121 marked the third salient crisis to South Korean leadership and all 

ended with disappointing results. As we see in the above message from President Park, 

the South Korean president continuously reaffirmed “self-defense.” This is an expression 

dating from before the Nixon doctrine that is announced in 1969, which I will analyze in 

the next section.  

 

Nixon Doctrine and Vietnamization 1969 

President Nixon took steps to make clear his commitment to reducing the U.S. presence 

in East Asia just three months after the downing of the EC-121. On July 29, 1969, at an 

informal press conference in Guam, President Nixon outlined the United States’ new 

foreign policy, which became known as the Nixon Doctrine. He said,  

[t]he time has come when the United States, in our relations with all of our Asian 

friends, be quite emphatic on two points: One, that we will keep our treaty 

commitments … but, two, that as far as the problems of military defense, except 

for the threat of a major power involving nuclear weapons, that the United States 

is going to encourage and has a right to expect that this problem will increasingly 

handled by, and the responsibility for it taken by, the Asian nations themselves.219 

 

The first priority of the Nixon Administration had been ending the Vietnam War. 

Relatedly, Nixon and Kissinger had planned to scale back their commitments so that they 

would not get entrapped in other conflicts that resembled Vietnam in the future.220 

Therefore, this announcement by President Nixon was just a confirmation that the United 
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States would distance itself from Asian security, a long-held fear among the South 

Korean leadership.221 

According to an interview of former Prime Minister Kim Jong-Pil, President Park 

already told him that “we might want our own nuclear weapons” in 1969 when the Nixon 

Doctrine was announced.222 At this time, the South Korean leadership had no idea that 

the United States would actually decide to withdraw its troops from South Korea. U.S. 

crisis behavior in Vietnam, in addition to the crisis behavior on the Korean peninsula, had 

already weakened the credibility of the U.S.’s alliance with South Korea.  

According to Professor Robert A. Scalapino, an influential voice on East Asian 

policy through his ties to the intelligence community, he had the “most unforgettable” 

meeting with President Park in early 1969.223 According to him, even before the 

announcement of the Nixon Doctrine, Park accurately predicted the U.S. withdrawal from 

Vietnam.224 In response to that prediction, Scalapino stated that his government had no 

plans to withdraw from Vietnam under any circumstances. Despite Scalapino’s repeated 

denial of such a policy, President Park asked the professor to “Please tell your 

government, I need more time.”225 

Interestingly, President Park had predicted the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam as 

early as April 1968 after his meeting with President Johnson on the 17th in Honolulu.226 

President Park stated, “President [Johnson]’s decision not to run for the presidency has 
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led to the Asians to be concerned that President Johnson’s foreign policy toward Asia 

might ‘retreat’ after he leaves office.”227  In response, President Johnson stated that “I 

believe your statement is accurate. … If I cannot achieve [sending capable commanders 

and more troops to Vietnam and spend more money for the war] in the next ten months, 

Asia might be faced with the problems you have just stated.”228 Furthermore, throughout 

the meeting, President Park emphasized the military superiority of North Korea as well as 

the North’s intention of “creating the second Viet-Nam in South Korea.”229 According to 

an intelligence information cable produced on April 23, 1968 after the Honolulu 

conference, Yi Hu-rak, the chief presidential secretary who was briefed about the 

conference by President Park, said “the ROK can no longer rely on the U.S. for long-

range military assistance.”230  

The impact of the Nixon Doctrine on South Korea became clear when, on March 

26, 1970, Ambassador Porter informed President Park that the United States would 

withdraw one infantry division—or 20,000 troops—from South Korea.231 This was to be 

carried out by the end of fiscal year 1971, i.e. by July. Nixon agreed to help the ROK 

bolster the strength of its own military through a five-year program funded largely, on 

condition of Congressional approval, by the United States. While Congress approved 290 

million dollars for fiscal year 1971, the budget for fiscal year 1972 was cut by nearly 50 

percent to 150 million dollars.  
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Interviews with Professor Scalapino and Park Guen-hye, who is the daughter of 

President Park Chung Hee, in the analysis by Hyung-A Kim show that his prediction of 

the United States’ withdrawal from Vietnam and its influence on Park Chung Hee’s 

defense policies predate the announcement of the Nixon Doctrine in July 1969 and the 

announcement to withdraw troops from South Korea in 1970. In order to counter North 

Korea’s increasing provocation and South Korea’s military inferiority, President Park 

decided to embark on his own “Big-Push” program to develop South Korea’s heavy 

industry, which would become the foundation of the mid-1970s’ large scale defense 

industry.232 Most importantly, South Korea started to pursue nuclear weapons for 

indigenous self-defense. 

At the graduation ceremony at the National Defense University on July 20, 1972 

President Park said South Korea could only be protected by South Koreans. Furthermore, 

when South Koreans push through missions with fortitude, when South Koreans show 

their ability to achieve without America’s help, the United States would at last cooperate. 

He also said, “That is precisely the self-defense.” This is the moment at which President 

Park indicated his firm interests in developing nuclear weapons.233 According to a 

temporarily declassified document in South Korea, on September 8, 1972, Oh Won-

cheol, then the second secretary for economic affairs for heavy industry and defense 

industry, recommended that President Park develop a plutonium-based nuclear arsenal, in 

a secret document titled “The Plan for Atomic Nuclear Fuel Development.”234  
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The Nixon Doctrine did not give up on maintaining its credibility, however. This 

is evident from their focus on developing limited nuclear options, which later became the 

Schlesinger Doctrine. This doctrine aimed at more flexible nuclear options, backed by 

conventional forces to boost nuclear deterrence, so that in the era of nuclear parity 

between the United States and the Soviet Union, the nuclear threat from the United States 

would be more credible.235 

Furthermore, the Nixon Administration reached out to its powerful adversaries 

such as the Soviet Union and China for reducing tensions.236 Ironically, both Nixon and 

Kissinger were concerned that “the Vietnam War had raised questions about U.S. 

credibility, and they were therefore anxious to make adversaries understand that 

challenges to U.S. interests would be rebuffed.”237 This concern resulted in Nixon’s 

“madman” strategy that aimed at making adversaries more compliant by creating the 

threat of the “irrational application of disproportionate force.”238 While straining to 

demonstrate the credibility of the U.S. threat to their adversaries, U.S. officials did not 

consider enough their alliance credibility. While the Nixon administration was fully 

concerned with avoiding both entrapment in conflict and escalation of conflict with its 

adversaries, it neglected to consider how protected allies would assess such policies and 

actions by their patron ally. 
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The Withdrawal from Vietnam in 1973 and Fall of Saigon in 1975 and the U.S. 

credibility  

 

The 1973 Paris Peace Agreement was a broken deal for Saigon as South Korea 

understood it. As President Park predicted, South Vietnam was promised U.S. support 

that it could not keep. Congress signed the Foreign assistance Act in 1974, which cut aid 

to Saigon and rendered the Paris Accord unenforceable.239 The U.S. strategy on display in 

the Vietnam War indicated that the United States is not a credible ally. In a July 1976 

speech, U.S. Ambassador to Seoul Richard Sneider identified the problem in the U.S.-

ROK alliance as follows: 

 

From the Korean standpoint: I think the primary problem is one of confidence. 

Koreans question the American will and purpose, the determination of 

American[s] exert[ting] its influence in Korea and elsewhere as a world power 

and to assist in the maintenance of world peace. The executive branch and key 

and influential members of the Congress have been at pains to reassure the 

Koreans of the validity of our commitment to them. But our departure from 

Vietnam came as a great shock to the Koreans.240 
 

Even though the fall of Saigon was already a predicted outcome of the removal of 

American troops in 1973. The key negotiator of the armistice between the United States 

and North Vietnam, which became effective on January 28, 1973, was Henry Kissinger, 

then the National Security Advisor to Nixon. After becoming the Secretary of State in 

September of that year, Secretary Kissinger visited South Korea on November 16, 1973 

to explain the Paris Accords to President Park. Kissinger was proud to say that South 

Vietnam would become stronger through the U.S.’ aid through equipment and that there 

would be peace in Vietnam. After contemplating for a while, President Park asked if Mr. 
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Kissinger really thought this was a good outcome. Kissinger did not understand the 

President’s question. President Park elaborated by saying “South Vietnam is over. It is 

the start of the end.” Kissinger was very surprised and said “What do you mean by it is 

over?” President Park answered by saying “You believe there are Peace Accords, but 

since the United States withdrew, the communists will invade in earnest. South Vietnam 

won’t be able to counter them. South Vietnam will believe that peace has arrived and will 

wait for the U.S.’ aid but North Vietnamese will say the unification is near.” Kissinger 

replied, “Do not worry.”241 Park Chung hee’s earlier prediction became a reality. When 

President Park observed the United States’ withdrawal from Indochina in 1973, he began 

to suspect that, if North Korea were to invade South Korea, even if the United States had 

to abolish the mutual defense treaty, it could give up on South Korea.242 

As early as February 1974, editorial comments in South Korean newspapers 

began to write the following: “The steady and substantial buildup of communist forces in 

South Vietnam in violation of the Paris Peace Agreement and the intensifying communist 

attacks [sic] are but clear evidence that the communist[s] are prepared to conquer South 

Vietnam and Cambodia by force.” They also talked about the Korean people “who are 

deeply concerned about the U.S. tendency of military disengagement from this part of the 

world in the face of undiminishing threats of political subversion and military 

provocation by the communist elements.”243 Also, a telegram from the American 

Embassy to the Secretary of State stated that “For whatever the cause of the South 

Vietnamese collapse, the Koreans continue to read our withdrawal from Southeast Asia 
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as a sign of future reduction in our commitment in Northeast Asia as well.”244 When 

South Vietnamese President Thieu resigned, the headlines of South Korean newspapers 

were “Thieu Resigns—Blames US for Betrayal.” Then semi-official Kyunghyang Daily 

said that “Vietnam’s destiny was set when US accepted a peace agreement ‘that is hardly 

sufficient even for saving face’ and then failed to observe [its] promise to intervene when 

that agreement was violated.”245 Indeed, when stepping down, President Thieu said “At 

the time of peace agreement the United States agreed to place equipment on a on one-by-

one basis” but the United States “did not keep its word. Is an American’s word reliable 

these days?” He continued by saying the United States “did not keep its promise to help 

us fight for freedom ...”246 

Although President Park had predicted this outcome, the fall of Saigon re-

substantiated the worst fears of South Korean government officials. South Vietnam lost 

as a result of the U.S. withdrawal before South Vietnam was completely secured vis-à-vis 

North Vietnam. Because of this loss, South Korean leadership became increasingly 

fearful of a scenario in which the United States would withdraw in a conflict between 

South and North Korea if prolonged involvement in a conflict was not in the U.S. 

interests. This perception is well documented in multiple telegrams sent from the U.S. 

Embassy in Seoul by Ambassador Sneider and his conversations with officials in 

Washington.  

                                                 
244 “ROK Views on Vietnam May Be Shifting,” State Department Telegram, April 4, 1974, Source: AAD.  
245 “ROK Reaction to Thieu Resignation,” State Department Telegram, April 22, 1975. Source: AAD.  
246 “1975: Vietnam’s President Thieu Resigns,” April 21, 1975, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/april/21/newsid_2935000/2935347.stm; “Thieu 
Resigns, Calling U.S. Untrustworthy,” The New York Times, April 22, 1975, sec. Archives, 
https://www.nytimes.com/1975/04/22/archives/thieu-resigns-calling-us-untrustworthy-appoints-
successor-to-seek.html. 



 107 

In March 1975 Ambassador Sneider met with Brent Scowcroft, Deputy Assistant 

to the President for National Security Affairs. He said “The crucial question in Korea is 

our credibility.”247 He added, “[President] Park knows that the [Ford] Administration 

wants to keep a U.S. presence in Korea but he does not know if we can deliver the goods. 

Vietnam made it worse.”248 

On April 9, 1975, in the telegram titled “ROK Views on Viet-nam,” Sneider links 

the South Korea’s increasing anxiety to the impact of the outcome in Indochina.249 The 

telegram indicates that the communist states such as the PRC and North Korea might 

have been inspired by American weakness and communism’s success in Indochina. This 

was evident in the continued provocation by North Koreans and the discovery of North 

Korean tunnels under the DMZ in the previous November. In spite of assurances by 

President Gerald Ford and Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger, the South Korean 

press expressed its skepticism of the U.S. government’s ability to fulfill “its good 

intentions, point[ing] out that ‘this expressed firm stand of the U.S. administration with 

respect to is security commitments abroad has to be as explicitly endorsed and succored 

by the U.S. Congress and the American People’ (Korea Herald).” Furthermore, it was 

reported that “as far as causes for the debacle are concerned, opinions are mixed. Many 

told that it resulted from the failure of the US to honor its commitment to an ally.”250 

Ambassador Sneider pointed out that one of the priorities for the U.S. government 

was making sure that the South Korean government did not draw parallels between South 
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Korea and South Vietnam, which he saw as two fundamentally different commitments. 

Sneider understood that the fall of Saigon was an unfavorable crisis outcome for the 

United States when seen as an opportunity for South Korea to observe and assess U.S. 

resolve. Ambassador Sneider observed that the “Korean leadership is making its own 

painful policy reassessment, in light of fears Korea may be next target of communists and 

next test of US resolve.”251 

Despite reassurances of support, South Korea became increasingly suspicious of 

U.S. credibility in light of their declining commitment to Vietnam from 1969, and 

eventual withdrawal in 1973, despite Park Chung Hee’s strong belief that South Vietnam 

could not stand on its own. This was not a completely irrational fear for South Korean 

leaders, which Ambassador Sneider recognized. As American public opinion and 

congressional support were known to waiver during long-term conflicts, South Korea was 

not sure that the U.S. government could intervene at any time and for a long duration if it 

were to face a conflict with its East Asian adversaries. Sneider also pointed out that self-

reliance was thus a rational solution for the South Korean government.252  

 Additionally, Kim Il Sung’s visit to Beijing in April 1975 was seen as an 

acknowledgment of the adversaries’ common understanding of the U.S.’s lack of resolve 

and portended future movements against South Korea.253 It has been speculated that the 

North Korean leader visited Beijing to obtain assurance of Chinese support to launch a 

new attack to unify the Korean peninsula in the immediate wake of communist victories 
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in Vietnam and Cambodia. According to one East German document, the Chinese and 

North Korean leaders’ focal point was the situation in Asia, “in particular the newly 

emerging situation in Cambodia and South Vietnam and its impact on developments in 

South Korea.”254  

On June 14, 1975, Prime Minister Kim Jong-pil claimed to Ambassador Sneider 

that Kim Il Sung obtained prior approval from China for the invasion of South Korea 

when he visited China in April.255 A recent publication by Shen Zhihua and Xia Yafeng 

details the visit by Kim Il Sung.256 While Mao could not support Kim Il Sung for 

attacking South Korea in order to maintain good relations with the United States and 

Japan, China did not want to strain their relations with North Korea either. Therefore, 

Mao provided more economic and military aid: in 1976, the trade amount between the 

two allies reached $395 million, which was 3.4 times more than the amount in 1970. 

China also provided aid “to construct 101 plants, including antiaircraft radar plants and 

torpedo boat radar plants.”257 Furthermore, during this period, North Korea sent military 

delegations to China frequently for “training, technical information, equipment, and 

aid.”258 The details of the visit were not immediately clear to the South Korean leader. 

However, Park could have legitimately feared that Kim’s visit to Beijing was similar to 
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the one he made to Moscow in 1950 before the Korean War.259 According to a telegram 

sent by Ambassador Sneider on April 23, 1975 after his meeting with President Park, he 

described President Park’s “lengthy discourse on increased threat from [the] North, 

[which] postulated on [the] thesis that Kim Il-Sung will see present best time for attack 

with US administration in trouble due to Vietnam setbacks.”260 And this time, as opposed 

to 1950, when South Korea had no ally at all, it now suffered a fear of abandonment due 

to its unreliable ally relations.261 On April 29, 1975, President Park delivered a forty-five 

minute speech regarding the situation in Indochina and its implications for Korea. He 

said, “South Korea can no longer depend solely on help from friendly nations against 

attack [from communists].”262  

By early May of 1975, Ambassador Sneider noted reports in the South Korean 

press that emphasized “South Korea as a nuclear power” and also attributed renewed 

nuclear ambition to the impact of the U.S.’s actions in Vietnam. Sneider also noted the 

report from the ruling party’s policy chairman, Park Jun-kyu, who stated that even Japan 

was “taking ‘new look at their own national security interests’ in the wake of communist 

victories in Vietnam and Cambodia.”263 This report was confirmed by President Park, 

who bluffed that the “ROK had [the] capacity to produce nuclear weapons but would not 

do so as long as U.S. Nuclear Umbrella remains over Korea.”264 
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A few months later in August 1975, in conversation with President Park and 

Prime Minister Kim Chong-Pil, Senator Eagleton reassured the Korean leaders that he 

and Senators Cranston and Mundale had emphasized to the Senate that there had to be a 

different approach towards Korea than their failed “dovish” approach on Vietnam. 

Moreover, he reiterated the importance of maintaining U.S. forces in Korea. In response, 

President Park said that while he was planning on moving forward with his Five-Year 

Force Improvement initiative for self-reliance against North Korea, U.S. forces needed to 

stay in Korea until South Korea achieved a substantial level of capability.265  

In an important annual assessment conducted by Ambassador Sneider in May 

1976, he analyzed the then situation as follows: 

[A] series of international setbacks and doubts arising most recently from 

Vietnam and [the] Angola[n Civil War] combined last year to shake 

ROKG[overnment’s] confidence in US commitment to [the] point where 

President Pak has made [the] decision to build ROK deterrent and combat 

capabilities as rapidly as possible against the contingency of a US pull-out from 

Korea.  

 

This assessment is what my theory predicts. My theory indicates the extent to which U.S. 

behavior in salient crises provides the opportunity for protected allies to re-assess U.S. 

resolve as an ally. South Korea was able to think about a hypothetical scenario in which 

South Korea would be involved in a conflict with North Korea, an adversary South Korea 

believed was backed by both China and the Soviet Union. In this scenario, the leadership 

imagined that the United States might still abandon South Korea. Therefore, it was not 

just the reduced U.S. forces in South Korea; it was also the reduced credibility of the 

United States that was tested in salient crises that made South Korea change its behavior.  
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 Concerned that communism was emboldened as a result of North Vietnam’s 

victory in the war, South Korea continued to invest in military development, what 

Snieder considered “in part a hedge against putative uncertainty about U.S. 

commitment.”266 A few months later, Ambassador Sneider explained the climate in South 

Korea, this time with regard to the Carter Administration. Having promised to withdraw 

from the Korean Peninsula and protect human rights, the Carter administration’s twin 

policy focal points concerned the South Korean government even after it gave up on its 

nuclear development in early 1976. Yet, it is interesting to see how Sneider put the South 

Korean government’s concerns into a broader context with the Vietnam War: 

“Discussion of troop withdrawal and human rights issues during [the] campaign had 

already led to [a] strong element of uncertainty regarding long term credibility of [the] 

American commitment to Korea, which Vietnam[‘s] collapse had previously called into 

question (emphasis mine).”267   

 The Vietnam analogy indeed influenced President Park’s military and economic 

policy. According to an interview with O Won-cheol, the father of South Korea’s nuclear 

weapons program, South Korean policies in the early 1970s were very much influenced 

by what an American official said to Kim Jeong-ryum, then Chief of Presidential 

Secretary. The U.S. high official said to Secretary Kim, “The United States can give up 

Vietnam because it is an agricultural country, and cannot give up Japan because it is an 

industrial country.” With this statement, President Park began to focus on industrial 
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infrastructure with an emphasis on the defense industry and built the Changwon industrial 

complex, which was completed in 1974.268 

 

Alternative Explanations for South Korea’s Nuclear Pursuit 

 Perhaps the most plausible alternative explanation for South Korea’s nuclear 

pursuit is the increased threat of North Korea in the late 1960s. However, as shown 

above, South Korea had the option of relying on the U.S. nuclear umbrella, if the United 

States performed well in salient crises for South Korea. The alliance credibility of the 

United States declined as its unfavorable crisis behavior accumulated in a short period of 

time. The remainder of this chapter considers three additional but ultimately 

unconvincing explanations: changes in the adversary’s threat, changes in the patron ally’s 

capability, and nuclear weapons prestige.  

 

Change in Adversary’s Threat  

The late 1960s is also known for increased and intense provocation by North Korea.269 

The number of clashes between South and North Korea increased from four in the DMZ 

from 1961 to 1965, to forty three clashes from 1966 to 1970.270 The salient crises that 

provided opportunities for South Korea to observe U.S. credibility were also mainly 

caused by North Korea. In that sense, one could argue that the increased threat of an 
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adversary can be a compounding variable that changes the security environment of South 

Korea and its views of alliance credibility. Indeed, compared to no provocation since 

April 1965, North Korea provoked three times in 1968 starting from the Blue House Raid 

and six times in 1969. Also, North Korea provoked three times in 1970 and one time in 

1971.271 After not provoking for three years, North Korea provoked three times in 1974. 

This track record suggests that it is plausible that the nuclear weapons program of South 

Korea was driven by an increased North Korean threat.  

 However, while large scale provocation started in early 1968 by capturing the 

USS Pueblo, the provocation indeed started to intensify eighteen months prior to early 

1968.272 For example, starting in January 1967, north of DMZ at the East Sea, at which 

thirty nine ROK personnel were killed, there were fifteen clashes on the Korean 

peninsula before the Pueblo incident. According to a U.S. government estimate in 1969, 

significant incidents at the DMZ increased to 445 in 1967 from 37 in 1966.273 Therefore, 

the trend was already starting before 1968. Furthermore, according to one assessment by 

the White House, “North Korea’s campaign to harass and subvert the South began in 

1966, reached a peak in 1968, and has declined greatly in 1969.”274 While the threat level 

increased in 1968, U.S. alliance credibility during the same period was greatly reduced as 

well. Thus, the short-term infiltration problem cannot explain South Korea’s interest in 

nuclear pursuit without taking unreliable U.S. response into account.  
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While concerning, the increased number of provocations did not change the fact 

that North Korea’s eventual goal was to unify the peninsula by force. In January 10, 1969 

President Park said, “It is our judgement that no matter how madly the Kim Il-sung 

regime tries to re-invade the South, it is useless unless he receives an assurance of 

military assistance either from the Soviet Union or from Communist China. If Kim Il-

sung provokes an all-out war without such assurance, it will surely lead to his own 

destruction.”275 Although he expressed concerns for a limited war or guerrilla warfare 

with the Communists, the fact that he understood that without North Korea’s patron 

allies’ support Kim Il-sung could not invade South Korea suggested that increased 

number of provocations was not an existential threat for South Korea.276  

President Park feared the miscalculation of Kim Il-sung rather than the threat 

caused by the capability. He told Secretary Schlesinger that “There is always a danger 

that Kim might miscalculate and therefore the outbreak of war depends on Kim’s 

assessment of the situation in the South.” He added, in that sense, the Secretary’s visit is 

“a very significant demonstration of U.S. resolve to meet its commitment and a clear 

warning to North Korea.”277 This statement indicates that not-so-private information 

about the ally’s resolve can cause North Korea, a rational state, to miscalculate and fight 

a costly and risky war with South Korea.278 In conclusion, it seems like President Park 

was more concerned about the U.S. resolve presented to the North Korean enemy rather 
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than the North Korean capability itself. He was more afraid of the miscalculation Kim Il-

sung would make given the reduced credibility of the United States.  

Furthermore, in the early 1970s, while President Park was contemplating nuclear 

weapons development, he promoted dialogue between the South and North Koreas. In 

1971, South and North Korea’s Red Cross Societies held meetings, and in 1972 the two 

countries signed the July 4 South-North Joint Communique.279 While the talks did not 

last more than two years, and North Korea continued to provoke, President Park’s 

approach indicates that his change of defense policies was more influenced by the U.S. 

crisis behavior than the increased threat of its prime adversary, North Korea.  

 

Change in Ally’s Capability 

While my dissertation theory has focused on the will of the patron ally and its influence 

on its alliance credibility, there is another element that is important in deterring 

adversaries in crises: capability. U.S. capability changes in the late 1960s and early 

1970s, could influence my dependent variable rather than my independent variable: the 

patron ally’s unfavorable behavior in salient crises.  

Existing literature on South Korea’s nuclear weapons program has long argued 

that the withdrawal of the U.S. Seventh Infantry Division from Korea, which followed 

the Nixon Doctrine announced in 1969, led South Korea to develop its nuclear weapons 

program.280 In other words, the analysis of U.S. credibility as a factor influencing South 

Korean decisions starts from an analysis of U.S. foreign policy decision-making that led 
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to reduced capability on the peninsula. However, this is a view that is one-sided. First of 

all, it is important for scholars to analyze alliances from a more macro-level perspective 

rather than focusing on just one foreign policy decision by the patron ally and the 

reaction of the protected ally. There were policies that paralleled the Nixon Doctrine 

providing potential confounding variables. Second, South Korea’s nuclear weapons 

technology development began in 1969,281 but the decision to withdraw the Seventh 

Infantry Division did not happen until the 1970. One could argue that the Nixon Doctrine 

itself indicated the withdrawal from Asia and, therefore, President Park predicted the 

withdrawal of the U.S. troops from South Korea. However, while the Nixon Doctrine had 

consequences in the South Korean leadership’s assessment of security with some 

prediction of the reduced U.S. role in Asia, declassified documents show how South 

Korean leadership was surprised by the U.S. decision to withdraw from South Korea.282 

As South Korea committed ground troops in Vietnam, this decision by the united States 

also came as a betrayal. The enormous consequences in South Korea’s view of its 

security notwithstanding, the observation and assessment of alliance credibility began 

two years earlier at the start of the Pueblo Crisis, as laid out above.  

 It is also noteworthy that President Kennedy, in June 1963, had seriously 

considered the reduction of troops in South Korea.283 The possibility lingered until 1965 

when Ambassador Burger opposed the reduction option due to its adverse political and 

military consequences.284 However, we do not see any changes in South Korean nuclear 
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choices in the mid-1960s other than an expansion of nuclear energy pursuit. According to 

Hyung-A Kim’s assessment, President Park anticipated a U.S. exit strategy in East Asia 

as soon as he took power in South Korea and began his negotiations with the United 

States by offering to send troops to Vietnam as early as November 14, 1961 in order to 

keep the United States in East Asia.285 If this assessment is true, the exit itself, while it is 

still shocking when it becomes the reality, did not cause the pursuit of nuclear weapons.  

 Four months after the EC-121 crisis, on August 21, 1969, a summit between 

President Park and President Nixon was held in the St. Francis Hotel in San Francisco. 

President Nixon, when beginning the conversation, explained the progress of 

Vietnamization and maintained that the United States would never end its commitment 

towards the Asia Pacific region. Park replied by saying the following:   

[Kim Il Sung] is looking for an opportunity to invade the South. He has not done 

so because of the U.S. commitment to the ROK and the presence of American 

troops in our country. Kim will provoke a war if he believes that this American 

policy toward the ROK is going to change or has changed. Kim’s objective in 

making various provocations is to have American troops stationed in ROK 

withdraw as they have done in South Vietnam, alienate the ROK from the U.S. 

and have the U.S. not intervene when anything happens in Korea.286  

 

It is notable that President Nixon prioritized consultations with President Park, indicating 

that this was not a unilateral withdrawal of troops without any consultation.287 The 

consultations included discussions of the timing and conditions of withdrawal. More 

importantly, the U.S. government focused on setting up the withdrawal at President 

Park’s initiation rather than the U.S.’s. This is crucial, as the U.S. understood that troop 
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withdrawal could have a negative signaling effect towards its adversaries, such as North 

Korea.  

 According to Hyung-A Kim’s analysis, by the time President Park was given an 

advanced notice by Ambassador Porter on March 26, 1970, regarding the reduction of 

U.S. forces in Korea, he was “already convinced that Korea could no longer expect 

‘miracles’ from the United States, especially in military security against its adversary, 

North Korea.288 This lowered expectation of the United States made President Park alter 

his existing policies, even leading him to propose the North-South dialogue that occurred 

from 1971 to 1973.289  

Furthermore, while the number of troops was reduced to 40,000 from 65,000, 

military aid was increased to replace the number of personnel. Also, according to NSC 

National Security Decision Memorandum 48, the United States began to discuss the U.S. 

programs in Korea around March 20, 1970. The memorandum sets the conditions for 

consultation; pending the Congress’ approval, the U.S. would provide “annual average 

military assistance to Korea over FY 71-75 at a level of $200 million per year.”290 This 

marked an increase of 60 million dollars from the $140 million provided annually at that 

time. Also, Nixon directed that the “U.S. support improvements to the ROK forces to the 

maximum extent possible within the available resources” with the objective of “ROK 

forces capable of deterring or conducting a defense against a conventional or 

unconventional attack by North Korea.” The memorandum suggested that this 
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consultation be conveyed to the Korean counterpart by April 1970.291 President Nixon’s 

letter to President Park on November 29, 1971 states that “As regards the withdrawal of 

additional United States troops now stationed in the Republic of Korea, it is our policy 

under the Nixon Doctrine not to reduce our forces overseas more rapidly than would be 

consistent with the increasing capabilities of the host country.”292 

The contextualization of these documents indicates that, although alarming, the 

Nixon Doctrine that led to troop withdrawal from South Korea was not the sole or direct 

cause of change in South Korea’s perception of U.S. credibility. Therefore, it was not 

necessarily the direct fear of abandonment that South Korea experienced through the 

lowered capability commitment on the Korean peninsula that initially led to its change in 

alliance behavior. Rather, it was a combination of U.S. actions taken that lowered the 

credibility of the patron ally, starting from the Pueblo incident in 1968, even before the 

Nixon administration.  

Also, it is important to consider the consequences of another administration’s 

decision to reduce U.S. forces on the Korean peninsula. President Carter proposed in 

early 1977 the withdrawal of all U.S. troops and nuclear weapons from South Korea. In 

early 1978, the National Unification Board circulated a report backing nuclear 

development. While scholars have argued that South Korea’s quest for a nuclear weapons 

program restarted during this period, “there is no clear evidence for a full-fledge[d] 

covert program” like the one we saw in the early 1970s.293 The South Korean government 
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was more focused on development of conventional weapons in the latter half of the 

1970s.  

 In terms of U.S. military capability as a measurement of reduced credibility, I 

consulted the Military Expenditure variable in the COW dataset. From 1967 to 1968, 

military expenditure grew from 75 billion to 80 billion dollars. While the amount 

decreased in 1970 to 77 billion and again 1971 to 74 billion dollars, it increased again in 

1972 to 77 billion and this growth trend has continued until now. While the period of 

reduced military expenditure coincides with the period South Korea experienced a salient 

crisis, U.S. crisis behavior had direct consequences in alliance credibility. In the reply to 

President Park’s letter, which requested that the U.S. bolster air forces in South Korea to 

deter a North Korean provocation similar to that during the EC-121 crisis, President 

Nixon replied by saying “United States tactical air forces in Korea were substantially 

strengthened after the attempted raid on the Blue House and the Pueblo incident, and 

other measures to strengthen our defenses.”294 In sum, rather than the actual military 

capability, measured by the military expenditure, this chapter has stronger evidence 

which suggests that bolstering, in particular, U.S. alliance credibility in a salient crisis 

would provide more assurance to the weaker ally. 

 

Park’s Pursuit of Prestige  

The last alternative explanation that could explain South Korea’s pursuit of nuclear 

weapons program is the prestige factor. While South Korea was not aiming to become a 

great power by any means, since it was in competition with North Korea as the only 
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legitimate power on the Korean peninsula as well as in the international stage, having a 

more powerful weapon system could have boosted Park’s personal ego as well as South 

Korean prestige vis-à-vis North Korea. However, there is no mention of prestige in the 

process of South Korean leadership’s pursuit of nuclear weapons. If there was 

nationalism involved in the process, it was more about the will to take care of its own 

defense and the destiny of the nation.295 The program was mainly motivated for security 

reasons and the reduced security was mainly caused by its great power ally, the United 

States. Therefore, I rule out this variable, which can explain several other nuclear 

proliferation cases but cannot explain South Korea’s pursuit of a nuclear bomb.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has traced South Korea’s pursuit of its nuclear weapons program after 

experiencing salient crises involving its great power ally, the United States. Through this 

case study I challenged two predominant arguments for South Korea’s nuclear history: 

South Korea’s nuclear weapons program in the 1970s was caused by the threat of North 

Korea’s increased provocations and reduced security via the Nixon Doctrine under which 

the United States withdrew troops from the Korean peninsula. While these two important 

variables certainly contributed to the overall security environment of South Korea at that 

time, I seek the answer in reduced U.S. alliance credibility that was revealed during 

salient crises for South Korea.  

 Starting from the Pueblo Crisis in 1968, South Korea began to experience reduced 

alliance credibility of its great power ally through U.S.’ unfavorable action in crises. 
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Throughout the series of external crisis, which happened immediately after the Blue 

House raid that was internal but nonetheless an existential crisis for South Korea, the 

United States prioritized U.S. Pueblo crew members’ lives and rescue mission, and 

negotiated with South Korea’s adversary North Korea for eleven months. This was 

despite South Korea’s desire to retaliate against North Korea after North Korea’s 

assassination attempt of South Korean President during the Blue House Raid. 

Furthermore, South Korea was excluded in the process of negotiation and feared that 

North Korea was gaining legitimacy as the direct counterpart in the negotiation with the 

United States. In addition, the great power ally continuously showed lack of resolve in 

consequent crises such as Tet Offensive, EC-121 shoot down, as well as the Vietnam 

War. South Korean leadership believed it could not rely on the United States and 

embarked on a costly and clandestine nuclear pursuit from the late 1960s.  

While I will provide more detailed policy implications at the end of this 

dissertation, South Korea’s case is more relevant today due to North Korea’s nuclear 

weapons program as well as seemingly reduced U.S. leadership in East Asia. However, 

as my theory chapter and this empirical chapter show, without a salient crisis and 

unfavorable U.S. action in that crisis, it is unlikely that South Korea would pursue 

nuclear weapons. Yet, if the United States acts unfavorably in salient crisis for South 

Korea, there is a possibility that South Korean might pursue nuclear weapons program in 

the future.  
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CHAPTER IV: CASE STUDY 

CHINA’S NUCLEAR PUSUIT IN THE LATE 1950s 

 

Introduction 

 

This case study chapter examines changes, during salient crises, in a weaker ally’s 

confidence in their great power ally’s credibility and the impact of these changes on the 

nuclear behavior of the weaker ally. The majority of the chapter focuses on the Soviet 

Union’s behavior during the 1959 Sino-India Border Crisis. I also briefly examine the 

Taiwan Strait Crises in 1954 and 1958 to determine if these crises were salient enough to 

provide China with opportunities to observe and assess alliance credibility, and, if so, 

why they did not influence China’s nuclear decision making as much as the Sino-India 

Border Crisis did. The case examined here provides substantial support for my main 

hypothesis, with some caveats. The exploration of a nuclear weapons program started in 

1955 in China after an increased threat from the United States in 1954.  

First, I test my hypothesis against China’s nuclear pursuit. This chapter argues, 

consistent with my main hypothesis and the mechanism that explains nuclear 

proliferation within military alliances, that China’s motivation to pursue nuclear weapons 

increased as it observed and assessed the Soviet Union’s unfavorable crisis behavior. 

Believing that the Soviet Union lacked credibility, China pursued independent and 

indigenous nuclear weapons option in 1959 and eventually acquired nuclear weapons 

capability in 1964. This was a change from its interest in and exploration of nuclear 

weaponry in earlier years, dating back to 1955, and the endeavor that was helped by the 

Soviet Union’s technical assistance. One marked difference in the program was that the 

Chinese government expedited the pursuit of the program. Also the program became to 

be motivated not only by the U.S.’s nuclear threats but also by diminished confidence in 
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its Soviet ally. This change is apparent in statements from, and conversations among, the 

Chinese leadership, which detail their sense of betrayal and disappointment in the 

alliance credibility of the Soviet Union.  

 This chapter also contrasts the arguments of my main hypothesis with alternative 

hypotheses. First, if the threat from its main adversary, the United States, was growing, 

regardless of the change in Soviet alliance credibility, Chinese policymakers would have 

been motivated to seriously pursue nuclear weapons program. I analyze the change in the 

U.S. threats including nuclear threat towards China and how China perceived the threat.  

 Second, if there were changes in the great power ally’s capability, that could have 

influenced the perceived reduced alliance credibility, without observing and assessing it 

through unfavorable crisis behavior. Therefore, I assess if there were any changes in the 

Soviet capability, either the overall military capability or the military aid provided to its 

Chinese ally.  

 Finally, the Chinese nuclear program might have been motivated by China’s 

interests in achieving prestige from acquiring nuclear weapons capabilities. As a 

traditional Middle Kingdom in Asia, it might have felt that it deserved such capabilities 

to be part of the great power nuclear club. I test these three alternative hypotheses in turn. 

The chapter is organized as follows. First, I trace the history of the Chinese nuclear 

weapons program to observe any change in my dependent variable: China’s nuclear 

pursuit. In the next section, I analyze two salient crises China experienced before 

changing the characteristics of its program: the Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1958 and Sino-

India Border Crisis in 1959. Through a comparative case study I analyze the Taiwan 

Strait Crises of 1954 and 1958 to show why those crises did not provide the opportunity 
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that the Sino-India Border Crisis provided. In the third section, I introduce and test 

alternative hypotheses. I conclude with implications. 

 

The Dependent Variable: China’s Nuclear Pursuit 

The Sino-Soviet alliance was formed in early 1950. The power dynamics within 

the alliance were asymmetrical, as the Soviet leader had “the final word on all major 

decisions.”296 Furthermore, as a nuclear capable ally, Moscow provided a nuclear 

umbrella that brought China under the protection of its ally’s extended nuclear 

deterrence. Finally, Moscow provided limited nuclear assistance when China became 

interested in nuclear exploration. Why, then, did China pursue a nuclear weapons 

program if it was protected by the Soviet nuclear umbrella? In this section, I analyze 

China’s nuclear pursuit within this asymmetric alliance.  

China’s exploration of nuclear development predated Sino-India border crisis in 

1959, the crisis that this chapter focuses on. Indeed the exploration of the nuclear arsenal 

started in early 1955.297 Therefore, the following question would guide this chapter: 

Under what conditions did China decide to engage in an indigenous nuclear weapons 

program (beyond exploration) and how did the characteristics of the program changed 

over time? If there was a change, what motivated such a change? Also, why did China’s 

leadership not consider remaining under the Soviet nuclear umbrella?  
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While most literature in the field claims that China’s nuclear pursuit began in 

1955,298 I emphasize in this dissertation that the year 1955 marked the beginning of 

China’s nuclear exploration and that the characteristics of its program changed four years 

into its development. Because China’s exploration began in 1955, it was not motivated by 

the nuclear threat of the U.S. during the Korean War which was waged from 1950 to 

1953. Chinese leadership realized that the U.S. nuclear threat was a paper tiger and 

believed that the Soviet Union’s nuclear capability would have deterred the usage of 

nuclear weapons during the Korean War. The Chinese leadership’s attitude toward the 

U.S. nuclear threat changed in late 1954 after the first Taiwan Strait Crisis over Quemoy 

and Matsu offshore islands. U.S. leadership, including President Eisenhower, Vice 

President Nixon, and Secretary of State Dulles, all mentioned publicly the possibility of 

using nuclear weapons against Chinese actions in the Taiwan Strait.299 According to 

Knopf “public declarations of security assurances increase their effectiveness.”300 Shu 

Guang Zhang posits that this was the first time China took the U.S. nuclear threat 

seriously.301  

On February 12, 1955, Guo Moruo, the Chairman of the Sino-Soviet Friendship 

Organization, spoke publicly about these nuclear issues. He said “our ally, the Soviet 

Union, already has both atomic and hydrogen bombs, as well as long-range strategic 

bombers, which can be used to retaliate against US use against China.” However, at the 

same time, Guo added, “we must not be over-optimistic and we must prepare for any 
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such contingency.”302 When Chinese Minister of National Defense Peng Dehui was sent 

to Moscow after the invitation to attend Warsaw Pact Conference in 1955, Khrushchev 

bragged about its nuclear missile capabilities and the fact that they could protect China’s 

coast if necessary.303 Both Peng and Chairman Mao Zedong were pleased with 

Khrushchev’s offer of Sino-Soviet military cooperation. Also, Mao believed that the 

launching of the Soviet satellite Sputnik I in October 1957 had lowered the threat of overt 

American aggression and nuclear blackmail, and provided the Soviet Union with strategic 

superiority. Therefore, while the nuclear threats from the United States had existed since 

1954, and China had begun to explore nuclear weapons program as early as 1955, China 

did not actively pursue independent program quite yet.   

However, Mao soon realized that the Soviet Union preferred that China rely on its 

nuclear umbrella rather than pursue its own nuclear weapons program with Soviet 

assistance.304 This was evident in the Soviet’s suggestion of integrating Chinese coastal 

defense into Soviet’s East Asian defense system.305 For example, on April 18, 1958, the 

Soviet minister of Defense Marshall Radion I. Malinovski suggested the joint 

construction of a long-wave radio station that would link the Soviet and Chinese Navy in 

East Asia in a letter sent to his counterpart Peng Dehui. Furthermore, Soviet Ambassador 

Pavel F. Iudin (Yudin) proposed on behalf of Moscow the construction of a joint fleet of 

nuclear-powered submarines with the common defense of the Far East. Both of these 
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proposals led Chinese leadership to believe that the Soviet Union was interfering in 

Chinese autonomy and had no intention to provide nuclear technological assistance.306 

By early 1958, Chinese leadership’s concerns over U.S. nuclear strategy 

intensified as it noticed a change in the Eisenhower administration’s strategic thinking. 

The U.S. emphasis shifted from massive nuclear retaliation to a limited or local nuclear 

attack. Beijing feared that the U.S. would use tactical nuclear weapons in a crisis 

situation in East Asia in order to protect its interests.307 The U.S.’s decision to host 

tactical nuclear weapons in South Korea in 1958 also unsettled Beijing. During this 

period, the nuclear threat from the United States and Beijing’s suspicions towards their 

Soviet ally both grew. Although Beijing made little progress towards nuclear 

development, Chinese leadership maintained its interests in nuclear exploration. This was 

despite the fact that in mid-1959, five years before the first Chinese nuclear test, the 

Soviet Union informed its ally that it would temporarily halt its nuclear assistance. As 

revealed in the letter sent by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union Central 

Committee (CPSU CC) to the Chinese Communist Party Central Committee (CCP CC) 

on June 20, 1959, it was clear that the Soviet Union was more concerned about “striving 

for peace and to relax the tense international situation,” rather than about providing a 

sample atomic bomb and the design data of the bomb to China. The Soviet Union feared 

that its nuclear assistance to China would disrupt its nuclear test ban treaty (LTBT) 

negotiations with the United States and Britain.308 The Soviet ally justified its 

withholding of the nuclear model as follows: “it will still take China at least two years to 
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produce fissionable material, since it is necessary to complete a great deal of work to 

mine uranium ore and establish a nuclear industry. Only at that time will a whole tranche 

of nuclear weapons technical data be necessary.”309 This also indicates that at the time the 

Soviet Union was distancing itself from nuclear assistance, the Chinese nuclear weapons 

program was in a very nascent stage. Furthermore, on October 1, 1959, when Khrushchev 

was visiting China for the tenth anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of 

China (PRC), he said, during the review of troops, “As to the building of the A-bomb, we 

decided that our specialists should return home.”310 While the Soviet nonproliferation 

effort had been aimed towards preventing the potential nuclear armament of Germany, 

from 1959 onward, China believed that they, rather than Germany, were the targets of 

these prevention efforts.311  

The Soviet Union recommitted to providing a nuclear umbrella, which served as 

the justification for not providing a sample nuclear weapon to China in 1959 as promised. 

In a letter sent from the CPSU CC to CCP CC, the Soviet leadership stated, “Of course, 

based on the fraternal relations among us, should war break out, the nuclear weapons in 

the possession of the Soviet Union will be used to counterattack the encroachment of any 

aggressor and protect all countries in the entire socialist camp.”312 This letter provides 

important insight: the Soviet Union emphasized the fact that China was under the Soviet 
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nuclear umbrella and would be protected by it, thus assuring China that the pursuit of 

nuclear weaponry is not necessary.313 Despite this assurance, China expedited its 

independent program to pursue the nuclear bomb and, after this period, the Chinese 

nuclear program progressed independently of Soviet assistance. A report sent by Nie 

Rongzhen, the Director of the Scientific Planning Commission and the State 

Technological Commission, to the Central Committee and Chairman Mao on July 3, 

1960 shows that the Chinese were struggling with the lack of Soviet support but sought to 

solve the problem on their own:  

The Soviet side’s stranglehold on us on the crucial issue of key technology is 

really infuriating. But indignation is useless. We are just going to have to show 

them. Maybe this kind of pressure will instead become the impetus for developing 

our science and technology so we strive even more resolutely for independence 

and autonomy and self-reliance in science and technology, rather than counting on 

foreign assistance.314  

 

This report points to the fact that the relations between the two countries started to 

deteriorate in the late 1950s and that the Chinese nuclear weapons program was more of 

an independent effort by China. Thus, the nuclear program China pursued changed its 

characteristics in 1959, and this dissertation traces what caused this development around 

that time. After experiencing two salient crises, the Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1958 and 

Sino-India Border Crisis in 1959, in the late 1950s, the Chinese seriously began to pursue 

the nuclear weapons program that would bear fruit in 1964.  
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According to Halperin, the Chinese indigenous nuclear program was motivated by 

their desire to have equal influence with the Soviet Union within the Socialist Camp, 

originating from Soviet pressure to inhibit Chinese nuclear development and Soviet 

cooperation with the United States to prevent the spread of nuclear capability via the 

Limited Test Ban Treaty. China concluded that “in fact nuclear weapons are [an] 

important source of intra-alliance power.”315 In late 1959, Mao Zedong encouraged the 

leadership to “ignore Khrushchev’s suggest[ion] that China need not build its own 

nuclear bomb.” In January 1960, the CCP Politburo made an emergency decision to build 

a bomb without Soviet aid. Mao Zedong requested “solving the key technical problems in 

three years, building the bomb in five years, and attaining ‘appropriate [nuclear weapons] 

reserves’ in eight years.”316 

One year before the detonation of its first bomb, in a letter to Khrushchev on June 

6, 1963, Mao Zedong argued that the Soviet Union intended to maintain “dominance over 

other socialist states” by providing “nuclear protection but not nuclear technology.”317 

Within the four year period since they had begun to pursue nuclear weapons, the Chinese 

government achieved remarkable progress in its indigenous nuclear weapons program: on 

October 16, 1964, China tested its first nuclear arsenal in the Xinjiang desert.  

 

Analyzing Salient Crises for Alliance Credibility 

My theory of alliance credibility and nuclear proliferation in this dissertation 

argues that nuclear proliferation within military alliances is more likely to occur when a 
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nuclear capable great power ally performs unfavorably in salient crises. Examples of an 

unfavorable performance could include the defeat of a great power in a salient crisis 

(showing lack of resolve), or not providing adequate assistance and support to the weak 

ally (conflict of interest) when the weak ally is the crisis actor in a salient crisis. 

Therefore, my theory would expect that if there were salient crises for China prior to its 

nuclear pursuit, and if the Soviet Union either performed badly by defeating or not 

providing adequate assistance and support to China, we would see changes in China’s 

approach to nuclear proliferation. In the following sections, I tie the dependent variable 

explained above to my independent variable by analyzing salient crises. In this chapter, I 

first provide a comparison of the Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1958 and the Sino-India Border 

Crisis in 1959. Subsequently, I provide detailed process tracing of the Sino-India Border 

Crisis and point out how the Chinese leadership observed and assessed the lack of 

credibility of its Soviet ally and changed its approach to nuclear proliferation. The crisis 

between China and India occurred during a seemingly peaceful time for the two 

superpowers which were negotiating Limited Test Ban Treaty with Britain and also 

holding a summit between two heads of states. This border crisis between China and 

India did not involve nuclear superpowers and did not stir the international community, 

but had significant implications for China’s assessment of Soviet alliance credibility. 

Thus, this dissertation argues that the border crisis provided an opportunity for China to 

observe and assess the patron ally’s credibility. This marked a significant turning point in 

the Sino-Soviet alliance, as Mao criticized Khrushchev and the Soviet Union for 

betraying a friend in need.  
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Two Salient Crises in the Late 1950s 

Scholarly publications on Sino-Soviet relations and nuclear cooperation have 

been able to account for Chinese foreign policy aims, its doubts about the Soviet Union’s 

reliability, and the U.S.-Soviet cooperation on the Limited Test Ban Treaty. However, 

they do not focus on the implications of the crisis between India and China in the late 

1950s.318 Of the existing literature on the Chinese nuclear program, Alice Hsieh’s “Sino-

Soviet Nuclear Dialogue” gives an especially interesting overview of the Sino-Soviet 

nuclear cooperation, the role of Soviet Military support and assistance, and China’s 

choice to acquire nuclear weapons rather than rely on the Soviet nuclear umbrella. 

Interestingly, Hsieh argues that the disputes between the two allies began during the 1962 

Cuban Missile Crisis in which the Soviet Union displayed a miscalculation of U.S. 

resolve as well as appeasement towards the United States in the end. However, in this 

dissertation, I focus on the earlier and less studied crisis, the Sino-India Border Crisis in 

1959, and argue that the disputes between the two allies had already begun in the late 

1950s. By the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962 China’s independent and 

indigenous nuclear weapons program was already advancing towards its first nuclear test 

in October 1964. 

When the Soviet Union and China were exchanging criticisms of each other’s 

interpretations of the Limited Test Ban Treaty in 1963, the Soviet Union argued that Mao 

admitted in 1958 that China did not need to develop a nuclear arms program while under 

the Soviet nuclear umbrella.319 Even if Mao told his Soviet counterpart in 1958 that 
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China did not need its own nuclear weapons program while under the Soviet umbrella, a 

year later the circumstances had changed significantly. The change in relations between 

the two allies and the Chinese nuclear weapons program in 1959 begs the question: what 

happened between 1959 and 1963?  I analyze the Sino-India Border Crisis of 1959 to 

trace the process through which China assessed Soviet alliance credibility and updated its 

perception of the Soviet Union as an ally.  

 

Taiwan Strait Crises in 1954 and 1958 

In this section, I analyze salient crises that could have influenced Sino-Soviet 

relations in the 1950s. The Taiwan Strait Crises in 1954 and 1958 are also important 

crises that many scholars have studied to explain the dynamics in Sino-Soviet relations, 

Sino-Taiwanese relations, and Sino-U.S. relations.”320 In the following section I briefly 

analyze the first Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1954 and in 1958.  

  In October 1954, at the fifth anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic 

of China, Soviet First Secretary Nikita Khrushchev reassured his ally by supporting 

China’s goal of taking back Taiwan. U.S. Ambassador Charles Bohlen in Moscow 

believed that Khrushchev’s speech was credible. Also, President Eisenhower believed 

that while the Soviet Union’s and Chinese goals were not the same, when there was a war 

between the PRC and Taiwan, the Soviet ally would be “forced to stand up for their 

largest ally.”321 At a National Security Council meeting in November 1954, President 
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Eisenhower stated, “When we talk of general war with Communist China, what we mean 

is general war with the USSR also.” Furthermore, the Soviet Union “could not afford not 

to honor its commitments” due to its credibility.322 If the Soviets “did not abide by their 

treaty with Communist China and go to war in support of their Chinese ally, the Soviet 

empire would quickly fall to pieces.”323 In another NSC meeting in January 1955, U.S. 

leadership believed that the Russians were trying to involve the United States in a general 

war in East Asia with China for the political and diplomatic advantage it would gain in 

Europe.324 As the U.S. analysis at that time shows, Moscow was in favor of supporting its 

ally and there was no conflict of interests revealed between the two allies in this crisis in 

1954.  

Declassified documents have revealed that during the second Taiwan Strait Crisis 

in 1958, China had assured the Soviet Union that it would not escalate the crisis to a war 

with the United States and was able to receive a verbal endorsement from its patron ally 

for support against the United States and Taiwan.325 When Khrushchev dispatched Soviet 

Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko on September 6 to Beijing to find out China’s plan for 

shelling Quemoy, during the Supreme State Conference, Chairman Mao Zedong and 

Premier Zhou Enlai reassured their Soviet colleague that China had no intention to 
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escalate the crisis to a major war.326 They said that the purpose of the shelling was to 

“pressure the US not to pursue a ‘two-Chinas’ policy” and China had no intention to 

invade Taiwan.327 Even if it were escalated, China had no intention of involving the 

Soviet Union. Once it was made clear to Moscow that Beijing did not have any intention 

of entrapping the Soviet Union in a nuclear war with the United States, the Soviets issued 

a statement of support for China; Khrushchev wrote President Eisenhower on September 

7, and warned the U.S. administration that the Soviet Union would abide by the Sino-

Soviet treaty of 1950 and assist China at any time if China were invaded by the United 

States.328 The Soviet Union was able to strengthen its resolve and reassure its ally 

knowing that it was unlikely to be entrapped in a nuclear war with the United States. In a 

November 1958 interview with the Soviet news service, Khrushchev even declared that 

an attack on China would be viewed as an attack on the Soviet Union. Khrushchev’s 

support, it seems, was contingent on the Chinese assurance that the crisis was limited and 

controlled, with Mao choosing the scale and duration of the crisis. 

Secondly, the Taiwan Strait Crisis provided the opportunity for Mao Zedong to 

test the United States’ resolve rather than the Soviet Union’s credibility. Mao, during 

Khrushchev’s 1959 visit, stated that he only wanted “to create complications for the 

United States considering that they got bogged down in Lebanon. And we believe that 

our campaign was successful.”329 Scholars have debated Mao’s motivation for shelling 

the islands in 1958, and one of the compelling reasons seems to have been to aid populist 
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struggles in the Middle East.330 Similarly, China predicted that the United States would 

not be able to get involved on behalf of Taiwan due to the ongoing crisis in the Middle 

East.331  

Furthermore, at the meeting with Khrushchev, Mao had already learned about the 

meeting between the Secretary of State John Foster Dulles and Taiwanese President 

Chiang Kai-shek and that Chiang did not agree with Dulles’ advice to withdraw 

Taiwanese troops from Quemoy and Matsu. Mao had also learned that Chiang demanded 

that America commit to a “mutual defense” of the two islands.332 Describing the 

encounter between Dulles and Chiang to the chief of the New China News Agency 

(NCNA), Wu Lengxi, Mao noted that “the meeting [between Dulles and Chiang] ended 

in discord and was not a ‘two-men show’ of solidarity.”333 Due to the information he had 

already obtained, Mao perhaps thought that he was in control of the crisis, and needed 

less internal assistance from the Soviet Union. With Soviet backing affirmed, and the net 

threat perception lowered as a result, there was no conflict of interests between the two 

allies. Therefore, the Soviet Union did not lose its alliance credibility in this crisis.  

In this sense, the Taiwan Strait Crisis is a very important case for showing that we 

would not observe reduced credibility and subsequent nuclear pursuit if the great power 

ally provides support in a salient crisis. Since the Taiwan Strait Crisis did not provide an 

opportunity for the weaker ally to observe and assess alliance credibility, it is excluded 

from the critical cases that test my hypotheses. Furthermore, the Taiwan Strait Crisis 
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illustrated that it is “not obvious ex ante where we should expect countries that fight and 

lose, or that achieve diplomatic successes without fighting, to be more or less likely to be 

challenged in the future.”334 This is because even when a state loses militarily, if that 

state is obviously militarily weak, the fact that it engaged in military action can signal a 

high degree of resolve.335 If China discovered that the United States was not going to 

escalate tensions on behalf of Taiwan during the crisis, and if the Soviet Union projected 

resolve after knowing that China was not going to escalate tensions to involve its Soviet 

ally in a nuclear crisis, China could not have assessed alliance credibility or U.S. resolve. 

Therefore, the Taiwan Strait Crisis is an example of a potential nuclear crisis that did not 

productively provide the opportunity to assess alliance credibility.  

 

Sino-India Border Crisis 1959  

Scholars have largely overlooked another series of events that were going on at 

approximately the same time as the Taiwan Strait Crisis. The Sino-India Border Crisis of 

1959, which began on August 25, 1959 and ended on April 19, 1960, is an understudied 

crisis compared to the Taiwan Strait Crisis, and is the core case study of the chapter. 

Moscow’s unambiguous support of Beijing was not extended in this crisis—which were 

not under Mao’s control—that ensnared China starting in 1959.  

It is important to analyze this border crisis between India and China in the late 

1950s not only because it revealed the great power ally’s lack of credibility, the Soviet 

Union, but it also had implications for China’s future nuclear program. The issue of the 
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border was important—if not existential—for China because it was a dispute over an 

arbitrary line, the McMahon Line, drawn by a foreign power, Britain, and Tibetan 

authorities, in 1914 when China was not able to defend itself. This was also a great threat 

for China domestically and internationally because China perceived that India was 

supporting the Dalai Lama and Tibetan independence in an effort to make Tibet a buffer 

zone between India and China. 

The conflict of interests revealed during the Sino-India Border Crisis was 

important for China’s independent nuclear weapons program. China realized it could not 

fully rely on the Soviet Union, which did not want to be entrapped in a strategically 

unimportant crisis. To boot, Moscow was pursuing a nonproliferation policy with the 

United States that would signify a superpower monopoly on nuclear weapons: the Soviet 

Union collaborated with the United States and Britain to limit other states from acquiring 

nuclear weapons capabilities by negotiating the Limited Test Ban Treaty. 

In the early 1950s, China had started to build a road that was reaching from 

Xinjiang to Tibet and passed through Aksai Chin in the Western sector (at Jammu and 

Kashmir). The road was opened in the fall of 1957, yet India did not claim its territory 

until August 1958.336 From August 1958 to March 1959, the territorial dispute at Aksai 

Chin spilled over to other sectors. Indian Prime Minister Nehru wrote Zhou Enlai and 

claimed that India’s map was the correct one. He also accused China of “cartographic 

aggression” for not recognizing the McMahon Line.337 The Chinese government claimed 
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that no Chinese authorities in history recognized the McMahon Line and it was illegal.338 

While Zhou did not recognize the Line, he offered to honor the status quo in all sectors.  

However, on March 10, 1959 an anti-Chinese and anti-Communist revolt started 

in Lhasa, the capital of Tibet, and escalated into full-scale rebellion. On May 14, the 

Dalai Lama fled Tibet to escape the Chinese government’s crackdown. On March 20, 

Beijing ordered the Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA) to suppress the rebellion.339 

Just as the Chinese repression of the Tibetan revolt began on March 22, Nehru replied by 

asserting the Himalayan crest line.340 The suppression of the Tibetan revolt militarized 

the border dispute between the two countries. On March 28, Zhou Enlai announced the 

dissolution of the Tibetan local government. On March 31, the Dalai Lama crossed the 

border to India to seek asylum. By the end of the month, as many as 7,000 Tibetan people 

crossed over to India initiating the tense relations between two countries that became the 

prelude to the border crisis of 1959.341 Mao decided to subject the Sino-Indian borders to 

a stricter regime to prevent “the rebellious elements … [from] coming and going.”342  

The border conflict between India and China had been well managed due to the 

cooperative relations between the two countries. However, the situation changed in 1959 

and military clashes between the two states erupted along the border. The combination of 

this border tension and the states’ different attitudes towards Tibet caused a grave crisis 

for China and India. During the initial border skirmishes, Indian forces fired at the 

                                                 
338 Shen and Xia, Mao and the Sino–Soviet Partnership, 1945–1959, 329. 
339 Chen Jian, “The Tibetan Rebellion of 1959 and China’s Changing Relations with India and the Soviet 

Union,” Journal of Cold War Studies 8, no. 3 (2006): 54. 
340 Swamy, 40, 75, Liu 9-26, 187, Si, 285. Neville Maxwell, India’s China War (London: Cape, 1970), 78, 

quoted in ibid. 
341 Jian, “The Tibetan Rebellion of 1959 and China’s Changing Relations with India and the Soviet Union,” 

25. 
342 Liu, 26, quoted in ibid. 



 142 

Chinese military on August 25 between the Chinese and Indian border at Longju, a point 

north of the McMahon Line on the eastern section.343 The Chinese military killed one 

Indian border guard and wounded another. Both governments blamed the other for firing 

first and demanded full responsibility for the dispute. In October, another more perilous 

dispute occurred on the western section. Less than eight months after the Tibetan revolt, 

over eight years of cooperative relations between the two countries had vanished. 

According to historian Chen Jian, the change in Sino-India relations was “one of the most 

dramatic turns in state-to-state relations during the Cold War era.”344 As early as May 4, 

Zhou Enlai had expressed his concern that “the Tibet question might trigger a deeper 

conflict between China and India on the border issue.”345 

The Soviet Union noticed the border skirmishes between China and India while 

Khrushchev was preparing for a trip to the United States. Because the Chinese had 

shelled islands in the Taiwan Strait a few months earlier, the Soviet Union immediately 

concluded that China was the aggressor towards India in this border dispute. The Soviet 

leadership felt that in 1958 China tied their hands by making its ally choose between the 

United States and China and now they were forcing it to choose between India and China 

before Khrushchev’s trip to the United States. The Soviet Union was convinced that 

China violated the alliance treaty (Article IV) for the second time within only thirteen 

months by not consulting Moscow before making the attacks against its adversary. 

However, because China trusted that Moscow would believe its explanation of the causes 
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of the Sino-Indian border dispute, the CCP Politburo did not anticipate its ally’s 

subsequent reaction to the crisis.346 

During the border crisis, China needed the Soviet Union’s support. However, 

Moscow withheld its support for Beijing, despite the fact that India was a neutral country, 

and could possibly receive U.S. support. Moscow was not willing to get drawn into a 

crisis, the scale of which was uncertain, unlike the Taiwan Strait Crisis, in which Mao 

had the capability to de-escalate. The Soviet Union instead declared its neutrality in the 

dispute because Khrushchev was preparing for his visit to the United States. The primary 

motivation of the Soviet Union extended from Foreign Minister Gromyko’s desire to set 

“a good tone” for Khrushchev’s visit to Washington for the summit with President 

Eisenhower in September 1959.347 The greater foreign policy goal of the patron ally, the 

Soviet Union, was peaceful coexistence with the United States, not maintenance of a 

credible alliance with China. 

The Soviet leadership decided to disassociate itself from its Chinese ally. The 

Soviet central news agency, the Telegraph Agency of the Soviet Union (TASS) issued a 

statement that in effect declared neutrality in the China-India border dispute.348 While the 

Soviet Union relayed the content of the statement to Foreign Minister Chen Yi prior to 

the announcement, Chen was puzzled as to why the Soviet Union had to even comment 

on the border issue between China and India. In this meeting Chen also informed Soviet 

charge d’affaires Sergei Antonov that Zhou would broadcast a letter to Prime Minister 

Nehru including documents and materials that demonstrated the Chinese position. 
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Chinese leadership requested support from their Soviet ally after reviewing the 

documents.349 After the Xinhua News Agency’s publication of Zhou’s letter on 

September 9, Chinese Deputy Foreign Minister Ji Pengfei also met with Antonov and 

asked to recommend that the Soviet government not publish the TASS statement and 

consider the Chinese position on the Sino-Indian border dispute.350 However, on that day 

at 7 pm Moscow time, the Soviet government issued the TASS statement anyway, a day 

earlier than was originally scheduled.351 Furthermore, the statement contained words such 

as “regret” and “tragic” to describe the incident.352 The Soviet government also hoped 

that the two countries would “resolve its misunderstanding” for their mutual benefit.353 In 

the statement, the Soviet ally took a “strange stand of neutrality” towards the border 

conflict, and included claims that the border clash “has hindered the relaxation of 

international tensions.”354 These external signals rose doubts of the Soviets’ alliance 

credibility for China. The CCP CC accused its Soviet ally of “exposing Sino-Soviet 

divergences over the Sino-India border conflict.”355 

According to historians Shen Zhihua and Xia Yafeng, the problem for China was 

not the timing of the declaration of neutrality nor the neutrality itself. In fact, they 

understood that allies can sometimes be neutral in a conflict for tactical reasons as the 

Soviet Union was during the Korean War. During the war, China did not think there was 
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a disagreement between the two countries despite the Soviet Union’s non-involvement. It 

was clear that the Soviet Union was behind China and was going to support and assist it 

when push came to shove. However, this time, “the Soviet declaration of neutrality 

revealed [that] the existence of a Sino-Soviet disagreement was far-fetched” and the 

Chinese ally was troubled by the “sign it gave that the CPSU objected to the CCP’s 

stance towards India.”356 

In a letter from the CPSU CC to the CCP CC on September 8, the Soviet ally said 

the Sino-Soviet conflict would harm India’s relations with other socialist states and 

China’s action is “complicating the international situation before the American-Soviet 

summit.”357 Chinese leadership interpreted this Soviet action as a signal from Moscow to 

Washington and New Delhi that “the Soviet Union had turned away from its Chinese 

ally”358 and “Khrushchev is indeed unhappy with China and unwilling to trust China.”359 

In addition, four days later, Pravda, the official newspaper of the CPSU, announced a 

recently negotiated development loan to India.360  

Furthermore, in January 1960, Chinese leadership discovered that Khrushchev 

was planning his visit to India. Premier Zhou requested a meeting with the Soviet 

Ambassador and requested that Khrushchev not talk about the border dispute with the 

Indian prime minister. Moscow responded in three days to the request, and the Soviet 

leadership informed Beijing that “the Soviet Union, ‘as it has done in the past and will 

continue to do in the future,’ would observe ‘strict neutrality’ vis-à-vis the Sino-Indian 
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border dispute and would oppose ‘any third party’s intervention’ in the matter.”361 

Premier Zhou was shocked by the “strict neutrality” toward the border dispute: “Within 

the socialist camp, when a fraternal country has been bullied by a bourgeoisie-ruled 

country in a border incident, and another fraternal country claims that it will adhere to 

strict neutrality, this is a new phenomenon in the international Communist movement.” 

This “strict neutrality”, at any rate, was providing support to India, and Zhou warned that 

China “will have to make a comprehensive analysis of the reply by the Soviet Party’s 

Central Committee in order to tell the right from the wrong.”362 When the Soviet 

Ambassador Chervonenko requested a meeting with Zhou Enlai and Chen Yi the next 

day, he explained that the word “neutrality” was incorrectly used. Zhou told 

Chervonenko that omitting that word would not change anything but “major differences 

now exist between China and the Soviet Union regarding the Sino-Indian dispute.”363 

Historian Chen Jian assessed that Mao became conscious that “a serious confrontation 

between the CCP and the CPSU was emerging—a confrontation that would widen 

rapidly over the next few years.”364 

There seemed to have been two issues related to its territorial legitimacy that were 

critical to China in the border crisis. The first is that the disputed border was created by a 

foreign power, Great Britain. As a post-colonial state, the determination of this border by 

a former colonial power would hurt China’s emphasis on sovereignty. The second issue 

was Tibet’s presence between Sino-Indian relations, which caused anxiety in China. In 
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fact, China and India realized they had grave territorial disagreements through the 1959 

Tibetan Uprising.365 China could not back down on the issue that could potentially open 

up a big can of worms spreading to other territorial issues. This was especially the case in 

the aftermath of the Dalai Lama’s escape to India from Tibet. Furthermore, during the 

founding days of the Chinese Communist Party after the civil war, Mao Zedong and the 

Party regarded “the reassertion of China’s sovereignty in Tibet as a critical test case for 

the new Communist regime’s credibility and legitimacy before the Chinese people and 

indeed the whole world.”366  

Also, the strategic location of Tibet was important for Chinese security. Tibet is 

located in the Chinese southwest border area which neighbors India, Nepal, and Bhutan. 

Because the Chinese Communist Party understood that both Britain and the United States 

had been eyeing this strategic location, it was important for the Party to integrate Tibet 

into China for its national defense.367 India placed the same value on the Tibetan border 

area. Many in the Indian government believed that the PLA’s growing presence in Tibet 

diminished Tibet’s role as a buffer zone between China and India and reduced India’s 

security.368 Initially, India was more focused on pursuing its common interest with China 

and its border interest of being the leader of the non-aligned countries. However, as 

Tibet’s autonomy shrank, so too did the buffer zone between India and China, and India 

grew concerned over increased opportunities for conflict with China.  
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Furthermore, China perceived India as meddling in China’s internal affairs. As 

early as 1950, the PRC Foreign Ministry explained to India that “Tibet is an integral part 

of Chinese territory” and that “the Tibet issue is exclusively an internal matter for 

China.”369 In addition, numerous telegrams sent from the Chinese Foreign Ministry to the 

Chinese Embassy in India revealed concerns about the Nehru government’s treatment of 

and statements regarding Tibet. China directly and indirectly expressed to India that 

recognizing two versions of China (PRC and Tibet) was a violation against its 

sovereignty.370 In a conversation between Zhou Enlai and an Indian congressman upon 

the congressman’s visit to China, Zhou said the issue of Tibet was China’s internal matter 

just as the Kashmir matter was India’s internal matter.371  

The more impactful issue for alliance credibility was that the Soviet Union 

maintained neutrality throughout the crisis despite its alliance with China and non-

alliance with India. China also had explained to its ally after the first clash at Longju that 

India fired against the Chinese troops first and China was focusing on de-escalation.372 

China felt that it deserved support from its Soviet ally not only because it was the Soviet 

ally but also because India was the aggressor in the initial stage of the crisis. When 

Renmin ribao published the official Chinese stance on the crisis called “The Truth on the 

Sino-India Border Issue” on September 12, 1959, the Chinese government expected a 
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harsh reaction from India and the West. What China did not expect was its own ally’s 

accusation of its weaker ally and the policy of neutrality.373 

On October 2, 1959, Mao and Khrushchev had a historic meeting after the summit 

between Eisenhower and Khrushchev. Scholars of the Cold War regard this meeting as 

“the turning point in the breakdown of the Sino-Soviet alliance.”374 The point of 

contention in the meeting was the Soviet’s action in the Sino-India border crisis. During 

the meeting, a Chinese member of the Politburo Peng Zhen said, “The delegates of the 

All-Chinese Assembly of People’s Deputies asked me how one should understand the 

TASS announcement, was it that the senior brother, without finding out what was right 

and who was wrong, gave a beating to the PRC and India.”375 Member of the Secretariat 

Wang Xia Sang added “But the first who began to fire were the Hindus, not us.”376 

Deputy Chairman of the CCP Zhou Enlai also added “There could be disputes and 

unresolved issues between the CCP and the CPSU, but for the outside consumption we 

always underline unity with the Soviet Union (emphasis mine).”377 This statement points 

to the fact that signaling alliance resolve to an external audience is a critical aspect of 

crisis management for protected allies.  

Though according to the Chinese account the renewed hostilities were clearly due 

to Indian belligerence, the Soviet leadership did not change its stance on neutrality. On 

October 31, Khrushchev stated that he “deeply regret[ted] the incidents that took place 

recently on the frontier of the two states, both of which are our friends,” and hoped that 
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“the existing unsettled frontier question could be solved by friendly negotiations.”378 The 

Soviet leader’s statement signaled that both their ally and a neutral nation were Soviet 

friends. Furthermore, as a neutral country, India had received support from the U.S. 

administration. President Eisenhower advised Prime Minister Nehru to show “firmness,” 

and indicated that the United States would provide the help India needs.379 

From the end of 1959 onwards, Mao’s distrust of Khrushchev further deepened. 

Soviet military assistance to the Chinese nuclear program was drastically cut.380 Soon 

after Khrushchev’s fall 1959 visit to China, Nie Rongzhen notified the Central 

Committee of the downward spiral of Sino-Soviet relations and proposed that China be 

“fully prepared for possibly drastic changes in relationship between the two countries.”381 

In his report to a meeting of the Chinese politburo in January 1960 to review its 

collapsing alliance with the Soviet Union, Nie stated that “Soviet technical aid has 

become untrustworthy,” and the Soviet aim was to “maintain a considerable gap between 

China and the Soviet Union in scientific research on the development of new types of 

weapons and military equipment.”382 By August 23, 1960, with just about a month’s 

warning, the Soviet Union had completely removed their technical experts from the 

Chinese strategic nuclear program. 383 

In an interview with John Dixon, an Australian television producer, published in 

the Washington Post on December 8, 1963, Chinese Vice Premier and Foreign Minister 

Chen Yi was asked why Beijing was developing its own atomic weapons, “in view of 
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Soviet assurances about the defense of China against foreign aggressors.”384 Chen replied 

to Dixon and said “In the first place, what is the Soviet assurance worth? … Soviet 

protection is worth nothing to us.” Furthermore, Chen stated that “It may be 10, 15, or 20 

years before China can solve the technical problems involved in making atomic weapons 

but however long it takes, we will do it!”385 In a separate interview with Japanese 

reporters on October 28, 1963, Chen said, “Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev once stated 

that the manufacture of A-weapons costs much money, so China in the end may have no 

money to make trousers with. But in my view, China will have to manufacture the most 

modern weapons with or without trousers.”386  

The conflict of interests between the two allies was revealed during the Sino-India 

Border Crisis. The Soviet Union had the aim of peaceful coexistence with the United 

States. China’s aim was protecting its border, especially in the time of Tibetan uprising. 

The conflict of interests was detrimental to the Sino-Soviet alliance and nuclear 

cooperation. Chinese leaders could not trust their patron ally, who, when push came to 

shove, would prioritize its global interests and avoid entrapment in an unwanted crisis.  

Prior to the Sino-India Crisis, a degree of mistrust notwithstanding, the Sino-

Soviet alliance was not on the brink of collapse. In 1957, Chinese leadership persuaded 

the Soviet Union to transfer nuclear technology, help construct facilities of the nuclear 

industrial complex, and finally to get a prototype device of the 1951 Soviet nuclear bomb. 

The Soviet obligations to provide this technology were written in the agreement the two 

allies signed on October 15, 1957. In February and March 1958, Chinese general Zhu De 
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encouraged Soviet Ambassador Pavel Yudin to consider “tight coordination” of 

economic development of Northeastern China and the Soviet Far East, as well as a 

common “ruble zone” and an “international bank of socialist countries.”387 Furthermore, 

on June 18, 1958, a group of Soviet nuclear experts came to China to instruct their 

counterparts on “how to make nuclear weapons.”388 However, in the summer of 1960 the 

situation drastically changed. Khrushchev issued instructions recalling all Soviet advisers 

from China, indicating the sharp decline in Soviet assistance in building the Chinese 

nuclear bomb.389 Without warning, the Soviets sent a letter to Beijing informing the 

Chinese that they were withdrawing all specialists—over 1,400 in total—immediately. 

On the same day, in a meeting with Vice Premier Li Fuchen, Mao declared that “we must 

make up our minds to develop sophisticated nuclear technology” and that “it is perfectly 

alright that Khrushchev won’t offer us help; otherwise it would be too costly to pay his 

debt.”390 In January 1960, at an enlarged meeting of the Politburo, Mao directed the 

approval of an emergency decision to develop the atomic bomb without Soviet aid. He 

called for solving the key technical problems in three years, building the bomb in five 

years, and attaining “appropriate reserves in eight years.” The border crisis between 

China and India served as the push to pursue this plan and China committed itself to the 

continued development of an independent nuclear weapons program without the Soviet 

ally’s help. 
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Soon after the detonation of China’s first nuclear arsenal, many Western scholars 

attempted to contextualize the meaning and motivations behind the Chinese nuclear 

weapons program. The Chinese statement one year after the detonation in 1965 indicated 

that the Soviet Union had not been a credible ally for the Socialist camp. It also claimed 

that the Soviet’s opposition to the spread of nuclear weapons and emphasis on Chinese 

reliance on the Soviet’s nuclear capabilities were unjustifiable; China interpreted this as a 

monopolization of nuclear weapons without the adequate protection and assurance they 

ought to expect: 

In fighting imperialism and aggression and defending its security, every Socialist 

country has to rely in the first place on its own defense capability, and then—and 

only then—on assistance from fraternal countries and the people of the world. For 

the Soviet statement to describe all the Socialist countries as depending on the 

nuclear weapons of the Soviet Union for their survival is to strike an out-and-out 

great-power chauvinistic note and to fly in the face of the facts. 

 

The Chinese Government has always fully appreciated the importance of the 

Soviet Union’s possession of nuclear weapons. However, such possession must in 

no way be made a justification for preventing other Socialist countries from 

increasing their own defense capabilities. … If the Soviet Government is earnest 

about abiding by the Moscow Statement and really wants to fight the imperialist 

policies of aggression and war and to defend world peace, there is no reason why 

it should try so hard to obstruct other Socialist countries from increasing their 

defense capabilities.391  

 

According to the CCP CC’s internal discussions, the Soviet Union halted “nuclear 

aid to China ([on June 20, 1959]) prior to Khrushchev’s trip to the United States and 

declared neutrality toward the Sino-Indian border conflict.” For many years, Zhou Enlai 

claimed that the declaration of neutrality during the Sino-India border crisis was 
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“Khrushchev’s gift to Washington for the meeting.”392 In conclusion, the Sino-India 

Border Crisis in 1959 had major implications for Soviet alliance credibility and the 

Chinese pursuit of nuclear weapons. China observed its great power ally’s lack of 

credibility as the crisis revealed a conflict of interest between the two allies. 

 

Alternative Explanations for China’s Nuclear Pursuit 

 Perhaps the most plausible alternative explanation addressed above is that China 

explored and pursued a nuclear weapons program in response to the U.S. threat. 

However, as shown above, while China explored its nuclear weapons program from 1955 

onwards, it was still relying on the Soviet nuclear umbrella, and the possible pathway to 

the weapons program was through the Soviet’s nuclear assistance. These characteristics 

of the program changed after the Sino-India Border Crisis in 1959 as the credibility of the 

Soviet ally was reduced. The remainder of this chapter considers three additional but 

ultimately unconvincing explanations that have been offered by other scholars: changes 

in adversary’s threat, changes in patron ally’s capability, and nuclear weapons’ prestige.  

 

Changes in Adversary’s Threat 

Given that there was no crisis between the United States and China from 1959 to 1964, 

the period during which China actively pursued its nuclear weapons program, the threat 

from its adversary remained constant. However, one could argue that the change in U.S. 

nuclear strategy could have increased the threat level in China and thus influenced its 
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nuclear choices accordingly. In fact, China’s nuclear exploration was primarily motivated 

by the U.S. nuclear threat confronted in 1954. While I argue in this chapter that the 

characteristics of the program changed after the Sino-India border crisis in 1959, the 

overall program would not have existed if there was no nuclear adversary like the United 

States. Thus, in this section, I trace the change in U.S. nuclear strategy pre- and post-

Taiwan Strait Crises and prior to Sino-India Border Crisis and observe the Chinese 

reaction to and perception of this shift.  

 As mentioned above, China’s nuclear exploration started in 1955 after facing the 

U.S.’s nuclear threat in 1954 during the Taiwan Strait Crisis. This crisis served as the 

Eisenhower administration’s opportunity to showcase its “massive retaliation” strategy. 

While Chinese leadership still believed that their nuclear weapons were paper tigers, they 

began to prepare for possible U.S. nuclear strikes. Furthermore, after 1958, China’s fear 

of a nuclear attack by the U.S. increased as the Eisenhower administration’s massive 

retaliation strategy shifted to a more plausibly threatening strategy of limited or local 

nuclear attack. Secretary of Defense Charles Wilson said to Congress that the 

administration was attempting to “distinguish between all-out nuclear weapons and 

nuclear weapons with military feasibility for local or limited war.” Also, the 

administration had asked for “an increase of $1.3 billion for military expenditures” that 

would fund the construction of missiles and tactical nuclear weapons.393  For Chinese 

leadership, all of the shifts indicated that the United States would act more aggressively 

in East Asia.  
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Furthermore, in early 1957, the United States decided to deploy tactical nuclear 

weapons in Taiwan: the State Department announced that the United States was going to 

deploy Matador surface-to-surface tactical nuclear missiles. The Chinese counterpart 

announced on May 11 that the U.S. decision “not only reveals the warlike nature of 

America’s policy to deploy nuclear weapons everywhere around the word, but indicates a 

US conspiracy to turn Taiwan into a nuclear base against China.”394 In Spring 1958, 

China’s fears of a U.S. nuclear attack worsened after the Defense Department announced 

an ongoing study of an intermediate ballistic missiles base in East Asia. With these 

changes in U.S. nuclear policy, the paper tigers for China were turning into real tigers. 

Therefore, one could argue that the increased nuclear threat of the United States 

influenced China’s decision making over its indigenous nuclear policy. China started to 

explore the nuclear option in preparation for the U.S. nuclear attacks.  

However, China still relied on the Soviet nuclear umbrella despite the fact that 

Mao doubted whether or not Moscow would be “willing to retaliate for a US nuclear 

strike against China.”395 When Mao confirmed that the Soviet Union wouldn’t be willing 

to retaliate against a U.S. nuclear strike in a future crisis, through his experiences in the 

Sino-India Border Crisis, China’s interest in a nuclear weapons program turned to active 

pursuit of one.  

 

 

 

                                                 
394 Ibid.  
395 Zhang, “Between ‘Paper’ and ‘Real Tigers’: Mao’s View of Nuclear Weapons,” 202. 



 157 

Changes in Capability 

Given that there were no Soviet troops stationed in China, unlike in other cases, we 

cannot observe the impact of reduced credibility via reduced ally’s capability measured 

by troop number. In the case of China, we could observe other changes in Soviet’s 

capability as the indication of changes in ally’s capability: the reduced Soviet nuclear 

support. Indeed, after China’s shelling of the Taiwan Strait islands in 1958, and before 

Khrushchev’s visit to the United States, the Soviet ally decided to halt its nuclear aid and 

assistance to China. Khrushchev became concerned about Mao’s recklessness over 

nuclear weapons especially due to his remarks on nuclear war at the Moscow Conference 

in 1957.396 Various policy divergences compelled the Soviet ally not to send the 

prototype bomb to China and halt nuclear assistance by calling the Soviet scientists back 

to the Soviet Union.  

The Soviet defense assistance in China started from the early years of the Sino-

Soviet alliance. After the end of the Korean War, during which China recognized the 

importance of military modernization, the Soviet Union assisted China in building 150 

defense industry projects.397 The two allies’ nuclear cooperation commenced when China 

began to participate in research at the new Soviet Joint Institute for Nuclear Studies at 

Dubna founded in 1955. From 1955 to 1958, the two countries signed five principal 

agreements and one supplementary agreement intended to advance China’s nuclear 

technology.398 The two allies also cooperated in uranium mining and production in China 

under the “Agreement on Exploration, Identification, and Geological Survey for 
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Radioactive Elements in the People’s Republic of China.”399 The Soviet Union assisted in 

the construction of a heavy-water research reactor, a cyclotron, and a particle accelerator 

in China. Furthermore, China sent students to the Soviet Union to study nuclear 

physics.400 This was a departure from the Stalin era as the Soviet ally had not shared 

technology related to nuclear weapons during that time.  

However, according to the analysis by Liu and Liu, “direct-related technology of 

nuclear weapons,” that included technology for design, research, production, and testing 

of nuclear weapons did not start until 1957. Furthermore, until Khrushchev decided to 

halt the technology transfer after the Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1958, the Soviet Union never 

seriously intended to provide full nuclear assistance to China. It was a temporary 

experiment by, Soviet leadership which was experiencing internal difficulties and wanted 

to build up Soviet prestige in the international community.401 According to Barnhart, 

“many important seemingly puzzling instances of international behavior are best 

understood largely as assertion of status, often at the cost of immediate strategic or 

material interest.”402 Therefore, while there were expectations from the Chinese ally to 

receive significant support in their nuclear weapons program, not much substantive 

assistance had been received yet by the time of the Sino-India Border Crisis. As a result, 

it is difficult to conclude that China’s independent pursuit of nuclear weapons was 
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influenced by the reduced defense assistance, namely nuclear technology assistance by 

the Soviet Union.  

 

Nuclear Weapons’ Prestige 

According to Scott Sagan’s seminal article on causes of nuclear proliferation, one of the 

main motivations for states pursue nuclear weapons is prestige.403 While Sagan argues 

that prestige was a “sufficient, but not necessary” condition for proliferation in a limited 

number cases, China might have been influenced by prestige and pursued the bomb as a 

result of their Middle Kingdom mentality. While it had a period of great shame in the 

early 20th century at the hands of colonial forces, the size of their territory and population 

provided China with an opportunity to be a great power in the near future. As only a 

handful of states had acquired nuclear weapons in the late 1950s—the United States, the 

Soviet Union, and the United Kingdom—acquiring nuclear weapons provided nations 

with prestige and great power status. In an interview with Japanese journalists in 1963, 

Chinese Foreign Minister Chen Yi said “A-bombs, missiles, supersonic aircraft—all 

these are reflective of the technical level of a nation’s industry. China will have to resolve 

this issue within the next several years; otherwise, it will degenerate into a second-class 

or third-class nation.”404  

 Multiple U.S. intelligence analyses also seemed to conclude that China’s nuclear 

weapons program was motivated by two incentives: prestige and deterrence. Even so, the 
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CIA assessed that while these two primary incentives motivated China to pursue the 

bomb, China’s nuclear strategy decades later indicates that “deterrence remains basic to 

Chinese strategy.”405 However, as the first alternative hypothesis and the body of this 

chapter explain, without the U.S. nuclear threat, China would not have set out to explore 

a nuclear program, making deterrence a bigger incentive than prestige. While pursuing 

the bomb and overcoming technical difficulty without any ally’s nuclear assistance, 

China could have been more confident in their nuclear industry as well as nuclear 

scientific resources. This is evident in the above statement by Chen Yi to the Japanese 

journalists. However, when China was not sure of its ability to acquire the bomb without 

significant aid from their Soviet ally, it is difficult to conclude that prestige was the 

“necessary condition” for China’s nuclear program in 1959.  

 

Conclusion 

China tested its first device in October 1964, ahead of the schedule Mao had laid 

out in 1960, and they managed to keep their trousers in the process. While China may or 

may not have ultimately obtained a bomb through the Soviet Union's assistance from the 

mid-1950s, the Soviet declaration of neutrality in the 1959 Sino-Indian Border Crisis 

revealed Moscow’s lack of credibility as a patron ally, and Beijing decided to step out 

from under the Soviet nuclear umbrella to develop an indigenous nuclear deterrent.    

According to historian Chen Jian, “the events of 1959 along the Sino-Indian 

border were, in some sense, the beginning of the collapse of the ‘great Sino-Soviet 
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solidarity’ that was once claimed to be ‘indissoluble’ and ‘eternal,’ pushing the global 

Cold War into a new and different stage.”406 Mao never forgot “the ‘debt’ that Moscow 

‘owed’ to Beijing and repeatedly mentioned that ‘in September 1959, during the Sino-

Indian border dispute, Khrushchev supported Nehru in attacking us.”407 

 The Sino-Soviet split and Chinese decision to have an independent and 

indigenous nuclear program, of course, did not occur in a vacuum, and Soviet behavior in 

the Sino-India border crisis in 1959 did not unilaterally cause China’s nuclear weapons 

program. Between 1958 and 1959, there were many incidents that frustrated the two 

allies. First, the Soviet Union proposed the establishment of a joint submarine fleet and a 

long-wave radio transmitter on Chinese territory, a decision that made Beijing suspicious 

of the Soviet’s intentions regarding the Chinese military.408 Second, the Soviet Union was 

also frustrated by China’s action of shelling the Quemoy Islands without consulting 

Moscow in advance. Lastly, China was frustrated by the Soviet’s decision not to provide 

them with nuclear bomb prototypes and technical data for making the bomb, as it was 

focusing on limiting the number of nuclear powers in the world with the United States 

and Britain. However, this chapter has argued that, despite ups and downs between the 

two allies, as any relations among states would have, the Soviet Union’s lack of 

credibility was decisively revealed during the Sino-India border crisis in 1959. Moscow’s 

unwillingness to provide full support to China “caused Mao and his comrades to have 
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ever greater doubts about the trustworthiness of their Soviet counterparts.”409 The 

disagreement between the two allies over a joint submarine fleet, the shelling of Quemoy, 

and nuclear technology sharing could have been resolved internally if the fundamental 

alliance trust persisted. However, declaring neutrality when an ally is in a crisis involves 

an external audience as well. When China’s status in the international community was not 

fully established (after the civil war, China was still not a member of the United Nations 

and had a legitimacy dispute with Taiwan) it could not afford to lose the support of its 

only great power ally. The Soviet ally’s unfavorable crisis management revealed its lack 

of alliance credibility and motivated China to change the characteristics of its nuclear 

weapons program, pursuing the bomb more rapidly and rigorously in order to be one of 

the next nuclear weapons states.   
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CHAPTER V: CASE STUDY 

TAIWAN’S NUCLEAR PURSUIT IN THE MID-1960s 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I study Taiwan’s nuclear pursuit in the late 1960s. Conventional wisdom 

tells us that Taiwan’s nuclear development was primarily a result of the threat caused 

from the People’s Republic of China (PRC or China), especially in the wake of China’s 

first nuclear test in October 1964. According to this narrative, the test shook Taiwan’s 

sense of security and Taipei immediately embarked on the development of an indigenous 

nuclear weapons program.410 However, similar to the other cases considered in this 

dissertation, the adversarial threat argument paints only half of the picture. I argue that 

the Taiwanese leadership became dubious of the U.S. commitment to defend Taiwan. 

The doubts they entertained intensified through the U.S. actions that demonstrated 

conscientiousness towards China rather than Taiwan. These actions were revealed 

leading up to the so-called Third Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1962. This chapter compares the 

actions of the United States during two salient crises; the 1958 “Second Taiwan Strait 

Crisis” and the lesser-known 1962 “Third Taiwan Strait Crisis” and argues that the 

Taiwanese leadership determined that the U.S. nuclear umbrella was not credible and 

launched an indigenous nuclear weapons program in reaction to the U.S. behavior in the 

Third Taiwan Strait Crisis. 

By comparing two salient crises, the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1958 and the 

Third Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1963, in this chapter, I show variation within one case. 

While both crises were salient, the U.S. action in crisis management was different in the 
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two crises, and the outcome of interest, nuclear pursuit, was different as well. By 

comparing these two crises, I demonstrate that the intervening variable, alliance 

credibility, is driving the dependent variable of this study. This chapter will first 

introduce Taiwan’s nuclear weapons program that started in 1960s after the Third Taiwan 

Strait Crisis. After that it will analyze the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis through the lens of 

the Taiwanese leadership. In the following section, it provides the limited history of the 

Third Taiwan Strait Crisis and the Kennedy Administration’s action during the crisis. 

This chapter concludes by confirming the theory presented and tested in previous 

chapters and adding implications.  

 

The Dependent Variable: Taiwan’s Nuclear Weapons Program in the 1960s 

In 1966 the Taiwanese leadership, including President Chiang Kai-shek and his 

son Chiang Ching-kuo, began to take concrete steps toward the development of an 

indigenous nuclear weapons program.411 As early as mid-1966, Taiwan and the West 

German company Siemens almost finalized a deal for purchasing a single, multipurpose, 

heavy water-moderated nuclear reactor.412 A cable sent from the U.S. embassy in Teipei 

stated that “apparent GRC may well have decided launch program of nuclear weapons 

research and is seeking means by which necessary wherewithal can be obtained hopefully 

with IAEA approval and under guise of power generation.”413 In 1967, the Taiwanese 
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defense ministry submitted a $140-million proposal for nuclear weapons development.414 

In 1968, as it was pursuing a clandestine nuclear weapons program, Taiwan joined the 

Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT)  as a non-nuclear weapon state. In September 1969, 

Canadian-supplied Taiwan Research Reactor started its operation. In the same year, other 

Institute for Nuclear Energy Research (INER) facilities began to produce natural uranium 

fuel, a reprocessing facility, and a plutonium chemistry laboratory. In April 1973, the 

fuel-fabrication plant began operating.415 The nuclear plant was a 40-megawatt-thermal, 

natural-uranium heavy-water moderated research reactor, “which is virtually identical to 

the CIRUS reactor used by the Indians for their device.”416 Not only the reactor but also 

the U.S.-origins heavy water and 25 metric tons of natural uranium fuel rods were 

supplied by Canada.417 Also, from 1972 to 1974, Taiwan purchased about 100 metric tons 

of uranium from South Africa.418  

According to a confidential CIA report written in 1974, “Taipei conducts its small 

nuclear program with a weapon option clearly in mind, and will be in a position to 

fabricate a nuclear device after five year or so.” It also noted that “[Taiwan’s] decisions 

will be much influenced by US policies in two key areas—support for island’s security 

and attitudes about the possibility of a nuclear-armed Taiwan. Taipei’s present course 

probably is leading it toward development of nuclear weapons.”419 A few years later from 

the report, a U.S. interagency team confirmed through a comprehensive inspection of 
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nuclear facilities in Taiwan that “the ROC illegally diverted and clandestinely 

reprocessed spent fuel from TPR, the Canadian-supplied heavy water moderated research 

reactor.”  In summer of 1976, IAEA staff discovered Taiwan had secretly diverted its 

spent uranium fuel rods for reprocessing. Taiwan’s leadership admitted to the United 

States that it was attempting to research reprocessing for “peaceful purposes.” 

 Taiwan suspended its nuclear weapons program due to enormous pressure from 

the United States. The Carter administration demanded that Taiwan terminate all fuel 

cycle activities and reorient facilities involving or leading to weapon-usable materials, 

such as the separation or handling of plutonium and uranium-233, and development of 

uranium enrichment and heavy-water production capabilities. The U.S. leadership also 

demanded Taiwan transfer all present holdings of plutonium to the United States under 

appropriate compensatory arrangements. The United States requested that all present and 

future Taiwan nuclear facilities and materials under bilateral agreement and forced 

Taiwan to dispose of spent fuel from existing and future reactors under mutually 

acceptable conditions. Similar to the South Korean case, Taiwan still needed U.S. 

protection from the threats from mainland China. Therefore, Taiwan acquiesced to the 

U.S. demands and halted the program. In the next section, I analyze two salient crises 

occurred in the late 1950s and early 1960s over the Taiwan Strait. Specifically, I compare 

U.S. actions in two different crises and assess how the different responses affected the 

outcome of interest and led to Taiwan’s nuclear pursuit following the Third Taiwan 

Crisis, from the mid to late 1960s. 
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The Second Taiwan Strait Crisis  

 In late July 1958, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) began to shell two 

islands just off the coast of mainland China that were controlled by the GRC 

(Government of Republic of China). These were the islands of Quemoy and Matsu. This 

was the second time the PRC had shelled GRC-controlled islands. In 1954-1955 the PRC 

shelled the offshore islands controlled by the GRC, and seized the Dachen Islands. This 

incident resulted in the 1955 Sino-American Mutual Defense Treaty between the GRC 

and the United States. When the PRC resumed its shelling of Quemoy and Matsu in 

1958, Taiwan urged the United States to commit itself publicly to the defense of the 

offshore islands. While the United States initially denied the request of a public statement 

that it would defend Quemoy, the great power ally increased its military assistance to 

Taiwan and started intensive contingency planning for a new crisis in the Taiwan Strait. 

The underlining plan was to defend the offshore islands only for the defense of Taiwan. 

The United States showed resolve on behalf of Taiwan by deploying nuclear-capable 

missiles to Taiwan but without nuclear weapons. However, U.S. Matador missiles were 

publicly paraded in Taiwan and U.S. officials in the field were authorized to aid its ally 

forces in planning for the defense of the offshore islands.420 While President Dwight 

Eisenhower decided not to use nuclear weapons in the end, the U.S. government 

contemplated the use of nuclear weapons against the PRC to halt the shelling.421  

 As tensions intensified, in August, Washington decided that it would participate 

in the defense of the offshore islands if the Chinese communists were to attack them. In 
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order to deter the PRC, the U.S. government decided that it would issue a public 

statement declaring the U.S. position in the form of an exchange of letters between 

Secretary of State Dulles and Representative Thomas Morgan on August 24, 1958. The 

letter stated that “It would be hazardous for anyone to assume that if the Chinese 

Communists were to attempt … to attack and seek to conquer these islands, that [it] could 

be a limited operation.”422 On August 26, the Seventh Fleet was placed on alert, and the 

United States also dispatched two aircraft carriers, one heavy cruiser, and four 

destroyers.423 In addition. U.S. Air Force deployed an extra squadron to the theater.424 As 

the United States was trying to deescalate the crisis after the bombardment started, “there 

was no indication that the Eisenhower Administration intended to weaken its 

commitment to Taiwan itself.”425 In fact, according to a secret memorandum from 

George McGhee dated on August 25, 1961, “The Chinese Communists may have 

intended taking the offshore islands in 1958, but they did not press the attack after it 

became evident that it would be costly and might result in hostilities with US forces.”426 

In short, U.S. demonstration of resolve deterred the PRC’s continuation of military 

actions during the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis.  

 However, the United States was still being de-escalatory and was serving its 

interest. Yet, the interests were aligned with the two allies during the Second Taiwan 

Strait Crisis. In fact, the U.S. officials needed a rationalizing process of their commitment 
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to the offshore islands: “top-level administration officials subscribed in all solemnity to 

an astonishing version of the ‘row-of-dominoes’ assessment of the national interest.”427 

According to Eisenhower’s memoirs, the United States had to defend the offshore islands 

not only to maintain Nationalist control of Taiwan but also to demonstrate the American 

position in Japan, Korea, the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam. Furthermore, the 

United States did not want to risk neutral countries such as Indonesia, Malaya, Cambodia, 

Laos, and Burma falling under the communist influence.428 Regardless of the U.S. 

leadership’s rationale and calculations, Taiwan received a public endorsement of 

commitment to protect at least the Taiwan island and China was deterred. While Taiwan 

could not receive nuclear weapons as it hoped during the crisis, the United States 

dispatched nuclear-capable missiles and showed resolve for possible use of nuclear 

weapons on behalf of its ally. In sum, the performance the United States showed during 

the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis was favorable for Chiang Kai-shek even if it was not the 

perfect response. We do not observe any change in nuclear choices in Taiwanese 

leadership after the Second Crisis. However, this outcome changes after Taiwan 

experiences the Third Crisis within five years.  

 

The Third Taiwan Strait Crisis 

 In 1960, two years after the Second Taiwan Strait Crisis, then Presidential 

candidate John F. Kennedy already indicated that he was willing to approach the China 

issue differently. For example, he showed a willingness to compromise with the PRC in 
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regards to the islands of Quemoy and Matsu. During the second presidential debate in 

Washington on October 7, 1960, Kennedy stated that the islands were “indefensible” and 

“not of vital interests of the United States.” Also, even if the PRC seized the islands, the 

United States would not go to war with China. Kennedy furthermore stated that “We 

have never said flatly that we will defend Quemoy and Matsu if it’s attacked. We say we 

will defend it if it’s part of a general attack on Formosa.”429 While Kennedy’s stance was 

alarming, if he had taken a different approach after becoming elected president, 

especially after the actual crisis broke out, it would not have troubled the Taiwanese 

leadership to pursue a nuclear weapons program. However, the words he laid out during 

the presidential debate were put into action during the salient crisis two years after the 

debate.  

Chiang Kai-shek had never abandoned his desire to reunify China. Contemporary 

British diplomats described Chiang’s desire as a “holy mission.” The Taiwanese leader 

thought he had a golden opportunity to do this in 1962. The PRC was suffering from 

political and social turmoil in the wake of the disastrous 1958-1961 Great Leap Forward, 

the hugely disruptive campaign to reorganize China’s vast society into large-scale rural 

communes to address agricultural and industrial challenges. Due to the ongoing famine in 

China, internal security in the mainland was weak and the people’s dissatisfaction was 

profound before the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis. The GRC believed that Taiwan could 

instigate revolt within when the internal situation was volatile.  He believed the time was 

ripe to take action and was confident the Soviet Union would not intervene to defend the 

PRC because of the intensifying Sino-Soviet split. Chiang understood the window of 
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opportunity for liberating the mainland was small, and would soon close. Though Beijing 

had not yet detonated a nuclear device, Chiang was aware that the PRC was developing 

the weapons, which could be used against ROC forces in the future if liberation of the 

mainland were delayed.  

From early 1962, GRC and the U.S. government exchanged views regarding this 

plan. The United States was never keen on the idea of the assault on the mainland and 

especially did not like the timing of 1962. While the GRC believed that 1962 was the 

golden and last opportunity for Taiwan, the United States did not think it was the best 

time given the United States might need stronger GRC support in contingencies in Laos 

and Vietnam. Furthermore, the United States disagreed with Chiang’s assessment of a 

potential Soviet response. U.S. officials argued that even though there was a Sino-Soviet 

split underway, the Soviet Union would still be involved in the potential conflict, not only 

to teach the Chinese government a lesson—that it still needs the Soviet backing, but also 

not to lose a giant communist state, “rift or no rift.”430 On the other hand, the Taiwanese 

leadership believed that the Soviet Union would not provide aid to its ally when it was 

about to end the alliance with China. Furthermore, Chiang argued that the Soviet Union 

had never sent its own forces to fight on the territory of another country except for Poland 

and Hungary, which were its satellite states. However, Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern 

Affairs W. Averell Harriman, who was dispatched to persuade Chiang to refrain from 

military provocation, said he had talked to Khrushchev for ten hours in the past and the 

Soviet leader had said that if the United States intervened in China, the Soviet Union 

would do the same. From Harriman’s perspective the statement was not a bluff. More 
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importantly, Harriman believed Khrushchev would also “give the Chinese Communists 

the use of nuclear weapons.”431 Furthermore, according to the secret memorandum for 

National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy, many in the White House believed that 

“Not only is Peiping still far more of an asset than a liability to Moscow, but the 

credibility of Soviet deterrence for any part of the bloc is dependent upon Soviet 

observation of its defense commitments to each member of the bloc.”432 In other words, 

the United States believed that the Soviet Union would intervene in the conflict even just 

to protect its credibility. Yet, it was prioritizing its national interests of not being 

entrapped in an unnecessary conflict rather than protecting its credibility vis-à-vis its 

weaker ally.  

Chiang had been planning for his “holy mission” for years. Initially, in September 

1960, Taiwan planed for a 20 man airdrop “covert action” to incite the people and 

enhance the resistance movement. However, in early March in 1962, Taiwan suggested to 

the United States that a more effective ways of airdrop was increasing the personnel of 

each team to 200 men in order to ensure adequate strength to resist local militia. The 

GRC requested four c-130 type planes with electronic counter-measure (ECM) 

configuration for dropping five teams into five specified areas. The State Department 

assessed that without U.S. assistance, the mission would be carried out using Taiwan’s 

own aircraft but the risk and difficulty would be greater.433 When the number of involved 

personnel had increased, the GRC demanded that the United States provide three to five 
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larger transport aircraft with electronic devices, so that Taiwan could successfully 

achieve its mission without requiring the United States to take any political 

responsibility. The United States, however, believed that providing transport aircraft 

would expose the U.S.’ involvement and jeopardize the cover nature of the mission. If the 

situation unraveled in this way, the U.S. government believed that there would be a 

public opinion’s split and “Democrats eventually being labelled only party in history to 

lose China twice.”434 Due to these concerns, the United States prepared to constrain 

Chiang Kai-shek from launching any attacks on the mainland.  

In a March 1962 conversation between Assistant Secretary Harriman and 

President Chiang, the Taiwanese leader “expressed confidence President Kennedy was 

sympathetic to his objectives and would do nothing to deter or prevent him from acting.” 

Chiang reassured Harriman that he would not do anything that could be detrimental or 

harmful to its great power ally. When Harriman reminded him that Taiwan needed to not 

only consult but also to go by the agreement between the two countries, Chiang 

responded by saying he wished the two allies could discuss “how to achieve our common 

objectives, rather than discuss legal position.”435 While Harriman recognized the 

mainland issue was central to the question of the national sovereignty of the Republic of 

China, he also added, “the US has global responsibilities and therefore feels there should 

be full consultation and agreement.”436  

 In his annual Youth Day speech on March 29, 1962, Chiang Kai-shek indicated 

that Taiwan was prepared to “go alone” if the U.S. ally did not support his mission to 
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take over mainland China again.437 During a White House press conference on the same 

day, President Kennedy responded to a reporter’s question about Chiang’s speech and 

possible GRC offensive actions against the mainland by stating that the United States, the 

treaty ally, had not been consulted. Thus, despite having been consulted for over a year, 

the President suggested the United States was not involved in any discussions with the 

GRC about liberating the mainland.438 

A telegram sent to the Secretary of State in May stated that while it was becoming 

increasingly clear to the Taiwanese leadership that the United States would not support 

Taiwan’s action on the mainland, “they are relying on underlying US sympathy for their 

mainland objectives to bring about acquiescence, if not support, in what they want to 

do.”439 In other words, within a few months, the GRC realized that the U.S. ally would 

not support Taiwan’s military actions against the mainland, and now was hoping for 

U.S.’s acquiescence or at least not withholding the aid. According to CIA telegram sent 

on May 15, 1962,  “Diplomatic pressures of the kind the United States exerted on small 

governments around the world would not accomplish on Taiwan the purpose the United 

States had in mind, but would only result in damage to Sino-American relations” as 

President Chiang opposed U.S. pressures on the GRC.  

 British diplomatic cables suggested that by mid-1962, Chiang was training 

upwards of 5,000 commandos to infiltrate the mainland in division-sized groups to 

instigate uprisings.440 He also began to amass GRC forces on the islands of Quemoy and 
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Matsu to prepare for a cross-strait invasion of the mainland. A CIA telegram from May 

25th details the GRC plan for open military operation against mainland China: It states 

that “the GRC requested that the United States adhere to the terms of the mutual defense 

treaty, augment the strength of its forces in the Taiwan area, supply certain presently 

needed equipment for the GRC and replace equipment lost by the GRC during tis 

counteroffensive operation.” In response to Taiwan’s military buildup, the PRC 

Government in Beijing alerted the country that Taiwan’s invasion was imminent. The 

PRC responded by moving several of its own divisions to coastal areas across from the 

two GRC-controlled islands. Tensions on both sides of the strait were running high. 

To defuse tensions, Washington turned to low-level channels to send signals to 

Beijing. From 1955, the United States and the PRC maintained discreet but irregular 

contact through their ambassadors in Warsaw, Poland. On June 23, 1962, U.S. 

Ambassador John Cabot assured his PRC counterpart that “any Nationalist attempt to 

invade the mainland” would not be supported by the United States.441 In addition, at a 

news conference on June 27, President Kennedy stated that the letters exchanged between 

the United States and Taiwan after signing the Mutual Security Treaty in December 1954, 

in which Taiwan pledged “not to take forceful action against the mainland without the 

consent of the United States” were still valid. He added that no offensive action would 

take place and further stated that “our interest in this area is defensive, and we would like 

to have a renunciation of the use of force.”442 The private assurances provided to the PRC 
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that the U.S. would not support an ally, followed by the very public declaration of the 

same sentiment, added to the declining alliance credibility of the United States.  

The Third Taiwan Strait Crisis, caused by the threat of invasion of the mainland 

by Chiang Kai-shek and Beijing’s military preparations and deployments near the 

offshore islands was quickly brought under control due to the U.S.’s de-escalatory 

actions. As predicted from his campaign speeches, President Kennedy used private 

diplomatic channels at Warsaw to communicate with China that it would not be involved 

in the war with China over Quemoy and Matsu. More importantly, President Kennedy 

also used public channels as well to assure Beijing that the United States would not 

support Taiwan’s attacks on the mainland.443 

Why did the assistance in crisis matter for Taiwan in 1962? According to an INR 

report, in 1962, Chiang feared the United States’ policy reconsideration and the potential 

moves towards a “two-China” policy. As the Sino-Soviet split became apparent, the 

Taiwanese leadership feared that the interests of pursuing such “two-China” policy would 

increase. Therefore, if the U.S. ally had agreed to support Chiang’s proposals for action 

on the mainland, “he would [have felt] much more insured against US governmental 

consideration of policy action that implicitly accepted the permanence of the Peiping 

regime.”444 When the United States publicly declared that it would not support Taiwan, 

the great power ally lost its credibility as it revealed a conflict of interests with its weaker 

ally.  
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According to a confidential April 1962 memorandum of conversation sent from 

the Embassy in Taiwan concerning U.S. support for a GRC unilateral action against the 

mainland, when asked by Mr. Yu Chi-Chung, the publisher of the Cheng Hsin Hsin 

newspaper, about possible U.S. reaction to Taiwan’s “abrupt” (i.e. sudden unilateral) 

counterattack of the mainland, Mr. James Leonard, the Political Affairs Counselor at the 

U.S. Embassy in Taipei responded in the following way:  

… there is an agreement between our two governments which prohibits such 

“abrupt” action on the part of the GRC. [Mr. James Leonard] said further that 

should the GRC take some action in violation of that agreement without 

consulting the US in advance and obtaining its concurrence, the US reaction 

would be one of very real anger, both openly and privately, and that the result 

would be immediate loss of US support. Mr. Leonard cited the Suez crisis as 

evidence that long and close friendship with an ally would not deter the US from 

taking what it considered necessary counteraction (emphasis mine). 

 

Mr. Yu replied by saying that “if such is really the case, it should be very clearly 

communicated to high-level GRC officials who, it was implied, might otherwise act on 

the mistaken notion that the US would covertly support a unilateral GRC action against 

the mainland.”445 However, according to the May 1962 INR report, INR’s Roger Hilsman 

assessed that “Under [the circumstances that Taiwan fear the U.S. may adopt a ‘two 

Chinas” policy’,] the GRC feels that it is in a position to exact certain concession from 

the US, particularly if it becomes apparent that the GRC’s national existence is in 

jeopardy.” Also, “… GRC is playing a long shot, willing to risk achieved gains against an 

outside chance that their great opportunity will come during the next year. This risk may, 

however, be tempered in GRC thinking by the belief that before disaster strike … the 

U.S. will step in with sufficient aid to prevent a loss of GRC control.” Furthermore, 
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Hilsman assessed that “Some GRC leaders may also believe that they can find some way 

to blame the US for GRC failures if that should become necessary.”446 Based on the 

memorandum in April and INR assessment in May 1962, the conflict of interests as well 

as discrepancies of expectations were already apparent between the two allies.  

 Another report written by the INR in the same month assessed that “The political 

goals are continued assurance of US support for the GRC as it is now constituted and 

guarantees that the US will not drift toward a ‘two-China’ policy. Militarily the GRC 

seeks increased US material support and eventual US involvement in an attempt to regain 

control of China.”447 While previous discussion between the U.S. and GRC officials 

indicated that Taiwan had no intention to involve the United States in the military 

operation on the mainland, this report indicated that “the GRC recognizes that even if a 

spontaneous uprising should occur, regaining control of the mainland would be 

impossible without significant increases in the GRC forces and eventual US participation, 

at least at the logistical level.”448 Furthermore, the United States assessed that “Russian 

intervention would almost certainly be forthcoming” and “Thus GRC efforts face either 

quick defeat or short-lived success. The accompanying risk for US policy range from 

political embarrassment to a war of escalation.”449   

There were four policy alternatives presented to the United States at that time: 

acquiescence, outright refusal, temporizing, and polite postponement. If the United States 

were to acquiesce to the GRC demand, it feared “the consequent embarrassment of 
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relations with Asian and European allies.” Furthermore, “Should UN censure strike at the 

GRC, US interest would be affected.”450 The United States also feared “Soviet 

intervention [that] might confront the US with abandonment of its ally or thermonuclear 

war.”451 

 The reason the United States did not go with the temporizing option seemed to be 

due to U.S. calculation of not losing credibility from its other allies. It believed that if 

there were actual revolt in the mainland, U.S. involvement would be expected “[i]n the 

eyes of main in the GRC, Asia, and the US itself” even if the action taken by Chiang was 

in violation of treaty obligations which provided the United States with legal justification 

for disengagement. In this scenario in which Chiang seized the opportunity, the United 

States feared “personal and institutional pressures [that] might well override previous 

intentions” and if the United States does not get involved, “many observes would 

conclude that the US nerve had weakened at the last moment.” More importantly, 

“[o]ther allies might lose confidence in the US resolve to make genuine sacrifices for 

their interests.”452 

 Therefore, Taiwan’s motivation for invasion due to the time pressure was growing 

and its expectations of its great power ally increased as the invasion mission became 

larger. However, as Taiwan’s action towards the mainland became real, the U.S. ally 

needed to temper its weaker ally’s unrealistic ambition. By publicly denouncing its 

support towards its ally in the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis, the United States killed the 
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opportunity for its ally. However, in doing so, the United States revealed conflict of 

interests which reduced its alliance credibility.  

 

Alternative Explanations 

Change in Adversary’s Threat 

The most plausible alternative explanation for Taiwan’s pursuit of nuclear weapons in the 

1960s is the increased threat by its adversary due to Chinese acquisition of nuclear 

weapons capabilities in October 1964. Certainly, it had shaken Taiwan’s security to the 

core as now its main adversary was a nuclear power and there was no hope for taking 

over mainland China with conventional weapons alone. Taiwan immediately urged the 

United States to take actions against the Chinese nuclear program.453 While available 

evidence suggest that the first nuclear test by China had a huge impact on Taiwan’s 

nuclear calculation, it is also important to understand that, as noted above, Taiwan knew 

about the Chinese nuclear weapons program’s progress even before the Third Taiwan 

Strait Crisis. The successful result could have still changed Taiwan’s plan, yet the 

unstable alliance credibility revealed throughout the Crisis increased Taiwan’s concern 

that U.S. retaliation against China might not be credible if Taiwan were to be wiped out 

in a single nuclear attack by China.454 If Taiwan had a firm belief that the United States 

was serious about the defense of Taiwan and there was no conflict of interests between 

the two allies, the anticipated increased security threat caused by the PRC’s new weapon 

would not have expedited the pursuit of Taiwanese nuclear weapons program.  

                                                 
453 Albright and Gay, “Taiwan,” 55. 
454 “Taiwan’s Former Nuclear Weapons Program: Nuclear Weapons On-Demand | Institute for Science and 

International Security,” 10. 
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Change in Capability 

One could argue that the reduced U.S. capability could have lowered the alliance 

credibility and affected Taiwan’s decision to pursue nuclear weapons for independent 

deterrence capability. However, the United States did not reduce any military and 

material support towards Taiwan in the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis. In fact, interesting, 

before the Crisis, Taiwan was the ally which intentionally did not accept U.S. weapons. 

Some officials in the United States thought that Taiwan “quietly but assiduously 

[pursued] efforts to involve [the United States] more deeply by resisting acceptance of 

certain weapons in the expectations that would have to step directly into the breech, in 

case a clash occurs, to remedy the deficiency.” For example, the Taiwanese Defense 

Minister was reluctant “to accept all-weather fighter aircraft.”455 If this was true, the 

United States was offering weapons for protection to Taiwan but Taiwan intentionally 

refused to accept them to keep itself weaker so that it could expect U.S. involvement in 

any conflict.  

 Furthermore, during the period in which Taiwan initiated its pursuit and 

developed nuclear weapons, the United States was increasing the number of tactical 

nuclear weapons deployed in Taiwan. The great power ally first agreed to provide nuclear 

arsenals in January 1960. The number increased during the Kennedy administration and 

peaked to be around 200 arsenals during the Johnson administration in 1967.456 

Therefore, the increase or decrease of capability provided by the great power ally did not 
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affect Taiwan’s interests in a nuclear weapons program, which started earlier in the 

decade.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter showed the conflict of interests between two allies leading up to the Third 

Taiwan Strait Crisis which lowered the alliance credibility of the United States. Previous 

works have focused on the first and second Taiwan Strait Crises in which the United 

States showed relatively strong resolve. However, the Kennedy Administration, which 

did not want to get involved in a conflict with mainland China, not only communicated 

with China to assure non-involvement in the future conflict but also publicly declared its 

non-support of Taiwan’s actions towards mainland. The actions taken by the United 

States made the Taiwanese government extremely insecure, fearing the U.S.’s growing 

inclination toward “Two-China” policy. While Taiwan had a civilian nuclear program 

with the U.S. support in the late 1950s and early 1960s, and even with the knowledge that 

China as pursuing its nuclear weapons program, Chiang’s government did not pursue 

nuclear weapons until late 1966. This shows that reduced U.S. alliance credibility was a 

critical variable that contributed towards Taiwan’s nuclear pursuit. While the program 

was halted by the United States as in the case of South Korea, the history of Taiwan’s 

nuclear weapons program show the importance of alliance credibility revealed in salient 

crisis.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

This dissertation has addressed the puzzle of nuclear proliferation within military 

alliances. It has argued that weaker allies who are protected under the great power ally’s 

nuclear umbrella decide to step out from under that umbrella after assessing reduced 

alliance credibility in salient crises. If the great power ally performs unfavorably in 

salient crises, the weaker ally adjust its nuclear policy by pursuing indigenous nuclear 

weapons program. The evidence examined in the body of this dissertation supports my 

theoretical argument. Weaker allies benefiting from the nuclear umbrella of their great 

power allies, the U.S. and the Soviet Union, only decided to embark on a costly program 

of nuclear proliferation after witnessing their great power ally’s unfavorable crisis 

management.  

The three states I chose for my dissertation provide rich case-studies due to the 

acute need for an update to the standard historical account of their nuclear weapons 

programs’ origins. For the Chinese case, scholars have focused on Chairman Mao’s 

experiences in the Korean War and nuclear threats from the United States as inspirations 

for China’s detonation of its first nuclear weapon in 1964. Mao Zedong decided to 

embark on China’s independent nuclear weapons program after the Soviet Union 

demonstrated reduced alliance credibility during the Sino-India Border Crisis in 1959. In 

the late 1950s, the Chinese nuclear program changed, in essence, from exploration with 

the Soviet Union’s assistance to rapid pursuit without the Soviet’s assistance. While the 

South Korean nuclear weapons program has received much attention in recent years with 

a focus on its alliance dynamics, the existing work has concentrated on reduced 

credibility through the reduced capability of the patron ally (i.e. reduced stationed 
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troops). In South Korea’s case, the Park Chung hee government pursued nuclear weapons 

program after experiencing a series of salient crises beginning in the late 1960s in which 

the U.S. performed unfavorably. While the threat posed by North Korea, its main 

adversary, remained constant from the 1950s onwards, South Korea decided to pursue an 

indigenous nuclear weapons program in the early 1970s. Studying the crisis behavior 

within the alliance, as well as the South Korean leadership’s assessment of alliance 

credibility demonstrated by the U.S.’s crisis behavior, enhances the current understanding 

of the South Korean nuclear program’s origins. Lastly, Taiwan’s nuclear weapons 

program began to receive more attention in recent years with the publication of new 

documents and memoirs.457 Through internal case comparisons, this dissertation shows 

that different U.S. actions in two crises resulted in two different outcomes. Specifically, 

the different performances between the Second and Third Taiwan Strait Crises 

demonstrate variation of U.S. actions within the same alliance, and different outcomes 

after these crisis performances. The Second Taiwan Strait Crisis, in which U.S. action 

was more supportive, did not lead to nuclear pursuit by Taiwan, yet the Third Taiwan 

Strait Crisis resulted in Taiwan’s nuclear pursuit due to unfavorable crisis behavior by the 

great power ally. Taiwan pursued a nuclear weapons program after the Third Taiwan 

Strait Crisis when it experienced abandonment by the United States.  

 This dissertation has also offered a theoretical explanation for the causes and 

consequences of alliance credibility, arguing that reduced alliance credibility is revealed 

in salient crises, and that reduced alliance credibility can result in nuclear proliferation 
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within military alliances. This proposition updates the conventional wisdom which 

conceives of nuclear proliferation as primarily a result of adversarial threats. Finally, by 

focusing on the pathways of alliance credibility, this dissertation attempted to bring 

attention to the credibility of one ally in the eyes of another ally, rather than the 

credibility of the state in the eyes of its adversary.  

This closing chapter outlines the implications of these findings for theory, 

scholarship, and policy. After discussing the implications, the chapter concludes by 

discussing avenues for future research.  

 

Theoretical and Scholarly Implications 

 The findings in this study have important implications for international relations 

scholarship, broadly, and for the study of alliance politics, credibility, and nuclear 

proliferation in particular. First, this study updates the existing scholarly work on alliance 

politics. Previous theoretical and empirical studies of alliance politics mainly focused on 

the formation of military alliances.458 Those that dealt with alliance management also 

treated the alliance dynamics of members of an equal relationship.459 The limited alliance 

politics literature that did address asymmetric alliances focused on formation or did not 

address the consequences of failed alliance management.460 In that sense, this work 
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1979, 245–266. 
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(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2000); Victor D. Cha, “North Korea’s Weapons of Mass 
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offered the novel approach of studying asymmetric alliance management and the 

consequences of failed management by focusing on the outcome variable of nuclear 

proliferation. 

This project also addresses the missing component in credibility literature. 

Credibility literature has been evolving in the field of international relations, and the 

implications have been very important in both the Cold War and current international 

affairs. However, as the terms of this scholarly discussion lack agreed upon meanings and 

uses, the conversation among the literature was not always generating testable theories. 

For example, the definition of “credibility” in deterrence literature and in international 

political economy do not partake in the same debate. While one may indicate a state’s 

readiness to wage a costly war or conflict in the future, the other could indicate a state’s 

willingness to pay back foreign debt.461 The term itself is also used interchangeably with 

“reputation” and “reputation for resolve”. While this research does not seek to establish a 

consensus within the credibility literature, it clarifies one critical aspect of the study of 

credibility. Until now, scholars have focused on a state’s credibility in the eyes of itself or 

in the eyes of its adversaries.462 This research points to the credibility assessed by a 

state’s ally. By focusing on how allies view its great power ally’s credibility, it opens a 

new discussion under what condition an alliance credibility might change. In other words, 
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it provides a nuanced understanding of the volatility of alliance credibility for the 

protected ally in salient crisis situations. Further, this project develops a novel 

understanding of the sources of alliance credibility and the consequences of reduced 

alliance credibility. The credible commitment and private information revealed in crises 

are well-researched and not so counterintuitive. However, the effects of this information 

on alliance credibility have been an underexplored component of crisis situations.. By 

focusing on alliance dynamics, this dissertation has demonstrated that allies, especially 

weaker allies in asymmetric military alliances, observe and assess alliance credibility in 

salient crises, and adjust their nuclear choices post-crisis. While most of the nuclear 

choices examined in this research do not result in nuclear acquisition, the fact that weaker 

allies attempt to pursue nuclear weapons based on its ally’s actions deepens our 

understanding of alliance relations and what affects states security. Perhaps this update 

allows us to revisit the boundaries of foe and friend in the international system.  

Lastly, this study offers important theoretical and empirical insights into nuclear 

proliferation within military alliances. Because the existing literature has focused on 

other dimensions of nuclear proliferation’s causes, it has not paid adequate attention to 

the causal role of the ally in cases of nuclear proliferation. Alliances are often treated as 

the mechanism that prevents nuclear proliferation through coercion. Also, on the other 

hand, allies are considered to be promoting nuclear development by providing assistance 

in nuclear energy. However, this research shows that nuclear proliferation is strongly 

prohibited within alliance dynamics and weaker allies attempt to achieve clandestine 

nuclear weapons programs only after experiencing insecurity through their ally’s actions. 

This result shows that an ally’s credible commitment can loom larger than an adversary’s 
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threats, and in order to achieve continuous nuclear nonproliferation in the international 

system, the role of the allies may be more important. For example, while the U.S. nuclear 

threat is often blamed for North Korea’s continued interest in nuclear weapons and 

ballistic missiles, North Korea’s lack of a credible ally could also be the source of its 

desire for a nuclear program, and a credible security commitment could be the solution 

for nonproliferation in the future. 

 

Questions for Future Research  

The theory and empirics laid out in this dissertation provide a number of valuable 

avenues for future research. This project could benefit by considering a universe of cases, 

not just in the quantitative analysis section, but also in the qualitative case study 

component. While I do not conduct case studies for Australia, France, and Pakistan in 

this dissertation, my theory would still hold in these three cases. Therefore, adding a 

historical case study in a future iteration of this project would be extremely beneficial.  

First, Australia started its indigenous nuclear weapons program after two 

conditions were met: the Chinese nuclear test in 1964 and the Vietnam catastrophe in the 

late 1960s.463 Similar to South Korea, which was under communist threats in Asia 

especially by the Chinese ally North Korea, the Australian government viewed U.S. 

behavior in the Vietnam War as reducing the patron ally’s alliance credibility.464  

The role of the Suez Crisis in France’s development of a nuclear weapons 

program beginning in 1956 is another critical case for my theory. Existing work on the 

                                                 
463 Jacques EC Hymans, “Isotopes and Identity: Australia and the Nuclear Weapons Option, 1949–1999,” 

The Nonproliferation Review 7, no. 1 (2000): 1–23. 
464 Hymans. 
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French nuclear program focuses on the role of the Soviet nuclear threat and normative 

variables such as prestige. This work, however, has lacked an emphasis on alliance 

credibility’s role in France’s decision making before De Gaulle’s second presidency 

when the first nuclear weapon was tested in 1960. By focusing on the Fourth Republic in 

which the nuclear weapons pursuit seriously began, scholars can learn more about the 

role of the United States in French nuclear history. In the Suez Crisis, France needed U.S. 

support but the great power ally performed unfavorably by siding with the opposition in 

the crisis. It not only did not support France, but formed a coalition with the Soviet Union 

to coerce France and Britain out of the conflict. This salient crisis provided critical 

information about the United States’ lack of credibility, and France expedited its nuclear 

pursuit after the Suez Crisis.  

Finally, before developing its indigenous nuclear weapons program, Pakistan 

experienced a crisis in which the outcome was defeat: the Bangladesh Crisis in 1971. 

Pakistan’s opponents in the crisis, India and Bangladesh, achieved victory from this 

crisis. Moreover, the Soviet Union was involved by supporting India by signing the treaty 

of friendship.465 On the other hand, President Nixon did not provide the support Pakistan 

needed.466 Moreover, in order to distance itself from Pakistan, the United States limited 

the arms sale to Pakistan when it most needed support. Similar to the case of France, 

Pakistan, which was already suffering from the growing threat of India’s nuclear 

capability, decided to embark on the serious pursuit of nuclear weapons. While I do not 
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provide detailed process tracing of these three cases, the apparent origins of the changes 

in these alliance dynamics support my theory.  

Similarly, the North Korean case has not, historically, been observed through the 

lens of alliance credibility as scholars tend to focus instead on its interests since the end 

of the Cold War. By focusing on its earlier assessment of alliance credibility, a new case 

study can provide an updated understanding of the regime’s quest for nuclear weapons 

during the Cold War. North Korea began to seriously consider the development of a 

nuclear weapons program after it determined that Cuba was abandoned by the Soviet 

Union during the Cuban Missile Crisis. This case study could not only trace the earlier 

nuclear pursuit by North Korea, but could also reveal how the analogous experience of a 

similar state (in this case, Cuba) can help a weaker ally assess alliance credibility and its 

decision to pursue a nuclear weapons program. Therefore, in future research, I hope to 

provide a more detailed history of these critical cases.  

 The quantitative analysis component of this dissertation, like the qualitative 

analysis, can improve in future research as well. As I rely on existing datasets in this 

project, I had to rely on the coding of others. For example, in conducting Large N 

analysis, I used crisis outcome as the measurement of unfavorable crisis behavior by the 

great power ally. In future research, I can study each weaker ally’s assessment of each 

crisis in the 20th Century especially for salient crisis for the weaker ally. For example, by 

consulting secondary literature and primary source documents, I can more accurately 

measure how the South Korean government viewed the process and outcome of the Tet 

Offensive crisis in 1968. In other words, even if the ICB data codes the outcome as defeat 

for the United States, if the South Korean viewed the U.S. performance during the crisis 
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as victory given the circumstances, I can change the coding in my new original dataset. In 

that way, rather than just relying on others coding, I can provide a more nuanced coding 

skim and quantitative data that can more strongly link the ally’s crisis performance and 

nuclear pursuit.  

 

Policy Implications  

Owing to the timeliness of this dissertation, the study can contribute to many of the 

current policy debates regarding military alliances, U.S. credibility, and nuclear 

proliferation. As this project was being developed and researched, several important 

changes occurred internationally and domestically in the United States. The most 

significant event in U.S. domestic politics was the campaign and election of the current 

president Donald Trump, who had different foreign policy agenda. When questioned by 

scholars and non-scholars alike regarding my project and its results in light of this 

seismic shift in U.S. domestic politics, the theoretical findings of this dissertation did not 

shake, thanks to its firm theoretical and empirical grounding,. Trump infamously began 

his campaign by advocating for more burden sharing by alliance partners in Europe and 

East Asia, and pundits and scholars alike feared that the U.S. reduced alliance credibility 

due to those statements. However, as this dissertation demonstrated, the U.S. actions in 

salient crises, rather than merely the leadership’s rhetoric, would alter these weaker 

allies’ assessment of alliance credibility.467 As we have seen so far, there is no alliance 

defection in any of the U.S. alliances, and there is no visible interest in pursuing 

independent nuclear deterrence among non-nuclear allies.  
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 Furthermore, then candidate Donald Trump suggested that East Asian non-nuclear 

allies, South Korea and Japan, should get their own nuclear weapons if necessary.468 

Again, some pundits began discussing the reaction by these two allies’ governments to 

these suggestions, and seriously debated that they had been given the green light for 

stepping out from under the U.S. nuclear umbrella and possessing their own indigenous 

nuclear weapons programs. This possibility loomed larger once the President was 

inaugurated and causing “nuclear crisis” with North Korea. The year 2016 ended with the 

fear of reduced U.S. credibility on the international stage, and the year 2017 ended with 

many U.S. citizens fearing the possibility of nuclear war with North Korea. While we 

cannot discount any possibility retrospectively, throughout my dissertation development 

in 2016 and 2017, I provided a crystal ball to many people around me, predicting that 

U.S. credibility would not be undermined to the degree that non-nuclear capable allies 

would begin to pursue nuclear weapons, and that there would never be a nuclear war 

between the United States and North Korea. Although the latter prediction is outside the 

scope of this dissertation, the former seems to be true, as we have not seen any serious 

reaction to U.S. leadership in existing alliances. In fact, both South Korean and Japanese 

leadership have strengthened diplomatic relations with the Trump administration for 

resolving security issues in East Asia, including North Korea’s nuclear threats and 

China’s conventional threats. In sum, this dissertation provides policy implications for 

conditions under which nuclear pursuit would occur due to U.S. action or inaction. If the 

U.S. goal is to prevent nuclear proliferation, especially within military alliances, while 

nonproliferation sanctions and coercion could be effective after the program is launched, 
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effective crisis management is more critical in preventing proliferation. After all, halting 

an active nuclear weapons program, as we have seen from the case of North Korea, is 

more difficult than the assurance of nonproliferation in the cases of South Korea and 

Taiwan. However, as indicated above, based on my theory presented in this dissertation, 

overly alarmist predictions regarding U.S. credibility and nuclear proliferation by U.S. 

allies are unproductive in forming realistic foreign policy recommendations.  
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APPENDIX 

Table A1: U.S. involved crises, 1945-2000  

(placed in my theoretical framework) 

            U.S. Outcome      Expected change in alliance behavior        change 

Korean War III    1953  Victory  none    none 

Guatemala       1953 Victory  none    none 

Dien Bien Phu 1954 Defeat   France   France 

Taiwan Strait I*   1954 Stalemate  none    none  

Suez National*   1956 Victory  France            (France) 

Syria/Turkey     1958 Victory  none    none 

Iraq/Lebanon     1958 Victory  none    none 

Taiwan Strait II   1958 Victory  none    none 

Berlin Deadline 1958 Stalemate  none    none 

Viet Cong Attack  1961 Victory  none    none 

Nam Tha  1962 Victory  none    none 

Cuban Missiles 1962 Victory   none    none 

Panama Flag*  1964  Compromise             Panama   none 

Gulf of Tonkin  1964  Victory  none    none 

Congo II   1964 Victory  none    none 

Pleiku (Vietnam)* 1965  Stalemate       none            Australia 

Dominican Inte. 1965 Victory  none    none 

Six Day War  1967 Victory  none    none 

Pueblo   1968 Defeat   South Korea       (Australia) 

Tet Offensive  1968 Defeat           (Australia)  

Vietnam Spring 1969 Victory  none    none 

EC-121 Spy Plane 1969  Stalemate     South Korea 

Invasion of Cambo. 1970 Stalemate              (South Korea) 

Black September 1970 Victory  none      

Cienfuegos Sub. 1970 Victory  none  

Vietnam Ports  1972 Compromise               (South Korea) 

Christmas Bombing   1972 Compromise               (South Korea) 

October-Yon Kippur 1973 Victory  none    none 

Mayaguez   1975  Victory  none    none 

War in Angola  1975 Defeat      All allies under Soviet threat      (South Korea)  

Poplar Tree  1976 Compromise             (South Korea)  (South Korea) 

Shaba II  1978 Victory  none    none 

Afghanistan Inva. 1979 Stalemate 

US Hostages in Iran 1979 Compromise 

Invasion of Grenada 1983 Victory  none    none 

Nicaragua Mig. 1984 Stalemate   

Gulf of Syrte II  1986 Victory  none    none 

Libyan Jets   1988 Victory  none    none 

Invasion of Panama 1989 Victory  none    none 

Gulf War  1990 Victory  none    none 

N. Korean Nuclear  1993 Compromise  South Korea   none 
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Haiti Mil. Regime 1994 Victory  none    none 

Iraq Deploy  1994  Victory  none    none 

Desert Strike  1996  Victory   none    none 

UNSCOM I  1997  Victory   none    none 

US Embassy Bomb. 1998 Compromise       

UNSCOM II   1998 Compromise       

Kosovo  1999 Victory  none    none 

Afghanistan   2001 Victory  none    none 

Iraq Regime Change 2003 Victory  none    none 
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Table A2: USSR involved crises, 1945-1990 (placed in my theoretical framework) 

          USSR Outcome   Expected change in alliance behavior  Actual change 

Korean War II    1950  Victory  none    none 

E. German Uprising  1953 Victory  none    none 

Suez Natn. War*    1956 Victory  none    China 

Poland Liberaliza. 1956 Compromise  Poland   (China) 

Hungarian Uprising 1956 Victory  none   (China) 

Berlin Deadline 1958 Stalemate     (China) 

Cuban Missile Crisis  1962 Defeat             All allies under USA threat (China) 

Congo II  1964 Defeat  All allies under USA threat (China) 

Six Day War  1967 Defeat  All allies under USA threat North Korea 

Prague Spring  1968 Victory none    (North Korea) 

Ussuri River   1969 Stalemate     (North Korea) 

War of Attrition 1969  Compromise     (North Korea) 

October-Yom Kipp. 1969 Compromise     (North Korea) 

War in Angola  1975 Victory none    (North Korea) 

Afghanistan Invasion 1979 Victory none    (North Korea) 

Solidarity  1980 Victory none    (North Korea) 

U-137 Incident*  1981 Defeat      (North Korea) 

Able Archer 83* 1983 Stalemate      (North Korea) 

 

  



 197 

Table A3: U.S. allies involved crises, 1945-1990  

(placed in my theoretical framework)* 

Ally & Crisis name Year Crisis Outcome  US Outcome  Saliency           Nuclear behavior  

Argentina  

Beagle Channel I 1977 Stalemate Non-involvement   No 

Beagle Channel II 1978 Stalemate  Non-involvement   No 

Falklands/Malvinas 1982 Defeat  Non-involvement    No 

 

Belgium  

Congo I-Katanga  1960  Defeat  Non-involvement   Never 

Congo II  1964  Victory Victory    Never 

Shaba II  1978 Victory Victory    Never 

Foreign Intervention 1991 Victory  Non-involvement   Never 

Kosovo   1999 Victory Victory     Never  

 

Chile 

Beagle Channel I  1977 Stalemate  Non-involvement   Never 

Beagle Channel II 1978 Stalemate  Non-involvement   Never 

 

Croatia  

Yugoslavia I  1991 Compromise Non-involvement    Never 

Yugoslavia II  1992 Compromise  Non-involvement   Never 

 

Dominican Republic  

Luperon   1949 Stalemate  Non-involvement    Never 

Central America-Cuba195 Victory Non-involvement   Never 

Failed Assassination 1960 Defeat  Non-involvement   Never 

-Haiti II  1963  Compromise Victory    Never 

 

Ecuador 

-Peru Border III  1981  Stalemate Non-involvement   Never 

-Peru Border IV 1991 Compromise Non-involvement    Never 

-Peru Border V 1995 Stalemate  Non-involvement   Never 

 

El Salvador  

Football War  1969 Stalemate US Arms Embargo    Never 

 

France 

Invasion of Laos I 1953 Defeat  Non-involvement   Pursue  

Dien Bien Phu 1954 Defeat  Defeat     Pursue 

Suez Nationalization 1956 Defeat  Victory    Pursue 

France Tunisia 1957 UnsatisfactoryNon-involvement   Pursue 

Berlin Deadline  1958 Stalemate Stalemate    Pursue 

 

Greece 

Cyprus I  1963 Stalemate  Non-involvement   Never 
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Cyprus II  1967 Defeat  Non-involvement   Never 

Cyprus III  1974 Defeat  Non-involvement   Never 

Aegean Sea I  1976 Victory  Non-involvement   Never 

Aegean Sea II  1984 Compromise  Non-involvement    Never 

Aegean Sea III 1987 Stalemate  Non-involvement   Never 

Aegean Sea IV  1996 Defeat  Non-involvement    Never 

 

Guatemala 

Guatemala  1953 Defeat  Victory    Never 

Mexico-Guatemala 1958 Compromise Non-involvement   Never 

Central America 1960 Victory Non-involvement   Never 

Dominican Republic 1963 Compromsie Non-involvement   Never 

 

Haiti 

Haiti Military Regime 1994 Compromise Victory    Never 

 

Italy  

Trieste II   1953 Compromise Non-involvement   No 

Kosovo  1999 Victory Victory    No 

 

Netherlands  

W Irian I  1957 Stalemate Non-involvement   Never 

W Irian II  1961   Defeat  Non-involvement   Never 

Kosovo   1999 Victory Victory     Never 

 

Nicaragua 

Costa Rica-Nicaragua 1948 Not coded Non-involvement   Never 

Costa Rica – II 1955 Defeat  Non-involvement   Never 

Mocoron Incident 1957 Stalemate Non-involvement   Never 

Central America  1959 Victory Non-involvement   Never 

Central America II 1960 Victory Non-involvement   Never 

Nicaragua Civil War 1978 Victory Non-involvement   Never 

Colombia-Nicaragua 1979 Defeat  Non-involvement   Never 

Contras I   1981 Compromise Non-involvement   Never 

Nicaragua Mig-21s 1984 Stalemate Stalemate    Never 

Contras II  1986 Stalemate Stalemate    Never 

Contras III  1988 Defeat  Non-involvement   Never 

 

Pakistan 

Pushtunistan III 1961 Compromise US mediation     No 

Rann of Kutch  1965 Compromise US equipment used   No 

Kashmir II  1965  Compromise US arms embargo against Pakistan Pursue 

Bangladesh  1971  Defeat  US support (Seventh Fleet moved) Pursue 

Afghanistan Invasion  1979 Stalemate Stalemate    Pursue 

Soviet Threat-  1979 Stalemate US political support   Pursue 

Punjab War Scare II 1987 Stalemate  Non-involvement   Pursue  
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Kashmir III  1990 Stalemate  No assistance warning   Pursue 

India-Pakistan Nuclear1998 Compromise     Post-nuclear 

 

Panama 

Central America 1959 Victory Non-involvement   Never 

Panama Flag  1964 Compromise Compromise    Never 

Invasion of Panama 1989 Defeat  Victory    Never 

 

Peru 

Ecuador-Peru Border1981 Defeat  Non-involvement   Never 

-Border IV  1991 Compromise Compromise    Never 

-Border V  1995 Stalemate Non-involvement    Never 

  

Philippines  

Spartly Island 1995 Defeat  Non-involvement   Never 

 

Portugal    

Goa I    1955 Stalemate  Non-involvement  Never 

Goa II   1961 Defeat  Non-invovlement   Never 

Kosovo   1999 Victory Victory   Never 

 

Slovenia    

Yugoslavia I  1991 Compromise Non-involvement  Never 

 

South Korea   

Pueblo   1968 Defeat* Defeat    Pursue 

NK Nuclear I   1993 Compromise Compromise   No 

NK Submarine 1996 Victory Non-involvement   No 

 

Taiwan 

Taiwan Strait I 1954 Stalemate Stalemate   No  

Taiwan Strait II 1958 Victory Victory   No 

Taiwan Strait III  1962 Not coded US Denial of Support Pursue  
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Table A4: U.S.S.R. allies involved crises, 1945-1990  

(placed in my theoretical framework) 

Ally & Crisis name Year Crisis Outcome  USSR Outcome  Saliency           Nuclear behavior  

China 

Taiwan Strait I 1954 Compromise Non-involvement  Pursue 

Taiwan Strait  II 1958 Victory Non-involvement  Pursue 

China India Border   1959 Stalemate Non-involvement  Pursue 

Taiwan Strait III 1962  Stalemate  Non-involvement  Pursue 

 

Czechoslovakia  

Prague Spring   1968 Defeat  Victory   Never 

Solidarity  1980 Victory Victory   Never 

 

Germany (East)  

Berlin Wall  1961 Victory Victory   Never 

Prague Spring  1968 Victory Victory   Never 

Solidarity  1980 Victory Victory    Never 

 

North Korea   

Pueblo   1968 Victory Non-involvement   No 

Poplar Tree  1976 Compromise  Non-involvement  No 

 

Poland  

Poland Liberalization 1956 Compromise Compromise   Never 

Prague Spring  1968 Victory Victory   Never 

Solidarity  1980 Victory Victory   Never 

 

Hungary 

Hungarian Uprising  1956 Defeat  Victory   Never 

Prague Spring   1968 Compromise Victory   Never   

 

 

 

*Explaining my universe of cases that appear contrary to my theory’s prediction.  

Stalemates 

*Taiwan Strait Crisis I: From August 1954 to April 1954, the United States, the People’s 

Republic of China, and Taiwan were involved in the Taiwan Strait Crisis (coded as 

Taiwan Strait I in ICB Data). The outcome for both the United States and Taiwan was a 

stalemate. While the U.S.’ outcome is not coded as victory, in the midst of the crisis, in 

December 1954, the two states formed the Mutual Defense Treaty between the United 

States of America and the Republic of China. This was very costly signaling for the 
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United States so I do not expect Taiwan to change its alliance behavior (from December 

to April 1954) due to the outcome of crisis.  

 

*Able Archer 83: From November 2 to 11 1983, the Soviet Union and NATO (the United 

States) were involved in a brief crisis. When NATO conducted a nuclear military exercise 

(Able Archer), which was larger than usual, the Soviet Union misperceived this as an 

actual nuclear attack rather than a simulation. When the Soviet Union expressed concerns 

through various channels, without violence or incidents the crisis ended on November 11, 

with NATO ending the nuclear exercise. The crisis was not published by both sides so 

this crisis does not constitute as an opportunity that USSR allies could test the credibility 

of the USSR.  

 

Victories  

*Suez National War: In 1956, France, Britain (already a nuclear power), Israel, and 

Egypt were directly involved in Suez Crisis. While not directly fighting for their interest, 

the United States and the Soviet Union were both involved in the crisis. While the U.S.’ 

crisis outcome is victory, the outcome for France, U.S. protected ally’s outcome is defeat. 

Therefore, while the U.S. outcome is victory, since it was on the opposite side from its 

ally, not providing adequate support, I expect a change in France’s nuclear choices.  

 

Compromises 

 

*Panama Flag: The crisis occurred within Panama and between two treaty members (US-

Panama) and ended within a few days. While this is coded as an international crisis, it did 

not involve the UN and USSR and it was caused by a domestic riot in Panama. I do not 

expect Panama to change its nuclear choices after this incident.  

 

*Poland Liberalization: The crisis occurred between two treaty members (Poland and 

USSR) over Poland’s domestic politics. The crisis over Poland’s liberalization ended 

within a week and the Soviet Union still maintained effective control over Poland. The 

crisis outcome was coded as a compromise for both parties and the United States was 

only marginally involved in the crisis. I do not expect Poland to change its nuclear 

choices after this incident.  

 

Defeats  

 

*U-137 Incident: The crisis involved the USSR and Sweden when the USSR submarine 

entered Swedish territory by accident. On November 4, Soviet Tass news agency reported 

the crisis as an “accidental violation of Sweden’s sovereignty” and Sweden decided to 

release the Soviet submarine the next day. While it was viewed as Sweden’s most serious 
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foreign policy crisis of the postwar era the crisis ended in about a week and neither the 

United States nor UN were involved in the crisis. I do not code this as an opportunity for 

USSR allies to observe and assess the Soviet credibility.   
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