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ABSTRACT 

 

Why do states back down during crises despite the risk of harming their reputation for resolve? 

The existing literature contends that leaders believe, perhaps more than they should, that 

cultivating a strong reputation for resolve is vital for their states’ national security as it enhances 

both their credibility and ability to deter threats. Based on this logic, the existing literature 

stipulates that states back down when actors care less about their reputation for resolve because 

these strategic advantages are absent or perceived to be irrelevant. In contrast, this dissertation 

contends that states and leaders may still decide to acquiesce during crises because of the long-

term costs of saving face and the benefits of cultivating a ‘weaker’ reputation for resolve. 

Specifically, I propose the theory of moderate reputation for resolve and argue that two factors, 

fears of reputation races and greater emphasis on the process of negotiations rather than its 

outcomes, cause states to prefer moderate rather than strong reputation for resolve. States and 

leaders that reach this conclusion will be more likely to back down during crises as a way of 

managing their reputation. I verify these claims through qualitative analysis of four case studies; 

US-China relations during the 1950s in the context of the first and second Taiwan Strait crises; 

South Korea’s response to the Blue House Raid in 1968; South Korea’s foreign policy during the 

1980s after the Rangoon Bombing incident in 1983; and Britain’s policy of appeasement during 

the 1930s. This dissertation contributes to our understanding of how reputations matter in 

international relations by illustrating that decisions to back down can also be caused by 
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reputational concerns, not despite it. By demonstrating how states and leaders may intentionally 

choose to not only defend but also concede their reputation for resolve due to the respective costs 

and benefits of maintaining either strong and moderate reputations, I highlight how a state’s 

reputation is an asset that needs to be not uniformly strengthened but rather adroitly maintained 

through the use of force regardless of the circumstances and their foreign policy objectives. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Why do states back down despite the risk of harming their reputation for resolve? 

Why do some states choose to bolster their reputations through the threat or actual use of 

force while others refrain from doing so? In this dissertation, I will demonstrate that the 

decision to either stand firm or back down during crises to either defend or concede one’s 

reputation for resolve can be explained by how actors evaluate the costs and benefits of 

cultivating a strong reputation for resolve. Specifically, I argue that states and leaders choose 

to back down when they believe that a strong reputation for resolve may actually harm their 

national interests rather than promote it. Under such circumstances, these actors conclude that 

weakening or, more accurately, fostering a moderate reputation for resolve better aligns with 

its foreign policy objectives as it avoids escalatory cycles and makes negotiations possible. 

This, in turn, causes states and leaders to back down during crises despite the risk of their 

actions being perceived as a sign of weakness by its intended audience. Based on my theory 

of moderate reputation for resolve, I illustrate how reputational concerns that are 

conventionally understood to only incentivize states to act forcefully can also motivate them 

to acquiesce. 

Countless studies in the field of international relations have discussed how reputations 

influence interstate affairs. Particularly since the onset of the Cold War, building a strong 

reputation for resolve was considered a crucial part of a state’s national security posture. 

Schelling famously asserted that ‘face’ is “one of the few things worth fighting for”, and that 

losing 30,000 soldiers during the Korean War was necessary to bolster America’s reputation 

for resolve in the eyes of the Soviet Union.1 The underlying logic of his claim was that the 

 
1 Thomas Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1966), 124-25. 
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short-term costs of strengthening one’s reputation were worth bearing given the long-term 

benefits of preventing future threats by enhancing states’ ability to deter their adversaries. 

In recent years, some scholars have claimed that the importance of the concept has 

been exaggerated and that actors’ reputations are not as potent in international relations as it 

might be in domestic or societal settings.2 These rejoinders notwithstanding, the predominant 

view remains that a state’s reputation is an important political asset that needs to be properly 

managed. The pervasiveness of this belief is more palpable in the policy realm as the need to 

demonstrate resolve is frequently cited to justify military actions. But the renewed scholarly 

interest in the topic as a result of this debate on whether reputations matter in international 

relations has undeniably expanded our understanding of why states choose to defend their 

reputations and when they are most likely to do so. 

However, whether and how reputational considerations affect decisions to acquiesce 

during crises remains under-theorized. In general, we tend to interpret such cases as instances 

where reputations mattered less or were not part of the deliberative process. This can occur in 

multiple ways. States and leaders may choose to disregard the concept in certain cases due to 

various reasons or fail to recognize the strategic importance of maintaining a strong 

reputation for resolve. But there also exists a subset of cases where such explanations are 

insufficient. Moreover, these arguments are predicated on the belief that actors uniformly 

believe that cultivating a robust reputation for resolve is beneficial. If not, considering one’s 

reputation should not necessarily automatically result in its defense. When might states 

consider a strong reputation for resolve as potentially harmful? What are some unidentified 

risks and costs that cause states and leaders to reach this rather counter-intuitive conclusion? 

By addressing these research questions, this dissertation proposes a novel theory that 

suggests that decisions to concede during a crisis are directly caused by the realization that 

 
2 Max Fisher, “Do U.S. Strikes Send a ‘Message’ to Rivals? There’s No Evidence,” The New York Times, April 
21, 2017. 
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moderating one’s reputation is preferable to defending it. The central argument of this 

dissertation is based on a simple premise. Conventional wisdom stipulates that states are 

expected to stand firm and defend their reputation because they believe that a strong 

reputation for resolve is in their best interests. Following the same logic, I hypothesize that 

states are most likely to back down when they assume that a ‘weaker’ reputation for resolve 

best achieves their foreign policy goals. The existing literature treats the absence of 

incentives associated with defending one’s reputation as permissive causes for why states 

choose to back down. In contrast, my theory argues that not only the additional costs of 

defending one’s reputation but also the benefits of possessing a moderate reputation for 

resolve are direct causes for why states back down when their reputations are presumably at 

stake. 

 

Belligerence as a Strategy to Prevent Exploitation and its Limitations 

Using force to protect oneself is a strategy that is old as history itself. In social 

settings where actors are unable to rely on institutions or authorities to protect them from 

exploitation, displaying “aggressive and threatening behavior” is believed to credibly deter 

aggression by others.3 Examples abound. In prisons, a newly incarcerated inmate has 

incentives to pick fights with other inmates to demonstrate their willingness to fight and 

inflict pain on others. If he or she is able to win these fights, particularly against stronger 

prisoners, their ability and willingness to resort to violence may guarantee their safety.4 Gang 

members, drug dealers, and other members of illegal organizations often operate under a 

similar incentive structure. One of the main reasons why this type of currency is particularly 

 
3 Stephen Benard, Mark T. Berg, and Trenton D. Mize, “Does Aggression Deter or Invite Reciprocal Behavior? 
Considering Coercive Capacity,” Social Psychology Quarterly 80, no. 4 (2017): 310. 
4 I would like to thank Andrew Bennett for his insights that led to these examples.  
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valuable to these actors is because they are especially susceptible to exploitation as they 

function outside the boundaries of law and have to rely on self-help. 

Behaving aggressively to cultivate a strong reputation makes considerable sense in 

these social settings. But there are also countervailing pressures that limit the efficacy of this 

strategy. Returning to the example of prisons, the inmate with the fiercest reputation may 

have succeeded in creating an image of themselves effectively deters threats. But it is, by no 

means, infallible. Besides, they now face the prospect of their next challenger likely being a 

serious, potentially life-threatening one. The increased likelihood of this unwanted scenario is 

because word has spread and the prisoner’s penchant for violence been established. If 

intimidation fails, it will likely be at the hands of those that believe they have a decent chance 

of winning the fight against an individual that is known to be violent.5 Moreover, these 

potential challengers are likely to be more prepared, either armed with weapons or with 

clearly devised strategies to win because their opponent’s reputation informs them how 

vicious the altercation will be. As a consequence, while becoming a ferocious inmate has 

increased its ability to prevent perhaps most of the dangers that exist, it also almost ensures 

that fights will be more violent if they do occur. 

A similar dynamic is frequently observed in underground markets as well. The 

prevailing view on the streets tends to be that without a vicious reputation, “you’ll get robbed 

every time you come out of the house … so you got to have an image”.6 But numerous 

studies have shown that “violent behavior may provoke more victimization than it prevents” 

due to retaliatory strikes by aggrieved parties.7 Specifically, actors and individuals in these 

types of situations become dependent on their ability to escalate tensions with adversaries, 

 
5 Other reasons include threats from challengers that do not know of the prisoner’s reputation or refuse to 
believe it or take it into account. 
6 Volkan Topalli, Richard Wright, and Robert Fornango, “Drug Dealers, Robbery and Retaliation: Vulnerability, 
Deterrence and the Contagion of Violence,” British Journal of Criminology 42, no. 2 (2002): 343.  
7 Mark T. Berg and Rolf Loeber, “Violent Conduct and Victimization Risk in the Urban Illicit Drug Economy: 
A Prospective Examination,” Justice Quarterly 32, no. 1 (2015): 37.  
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which often devolves into competitions to appear tougher.8 In their article, Topalli, Wright, 

and Fornango write about their interview with a drug dealer in which he recounted an episode 

where he was robbed. The drug dealer understood that potential assailants would have to 

either “stab or shoot him” or otherwise he wasn’t going to get robbed. While this 

disincentivized most robbers, it also only made sense for motivated ones to attempt stealing 

from him with considerable force, which eventually turned out to be the case.9 To quote 

Martin Luther King, “violence begets violence; toughness begets a greater toughness.”10 

In political science, studies have shown how authoritarian or dictatorial leaders often 

rely on a combination of sticks and carrots to maintain their power. The necessity of the latter 

is a function of the dictator’s dilemma which, as Wintrobe describes, is caused by “the fact 

that using his or her power to threaten people can increase his or her own insecurity in 

office.”11 Though dictators have considerably more power than democratically elected 

officials, they are less aware of how much support they enjoy. The use of repression 

amplifies this insecurity as the subjects become reluctant to be forthright out of fear of 

retribution.12 As a consequence, the dilemma is also inherently paradoxical; “as the dictator’s 

power over his or her subjects increases, his or her problem appears to be larger.”13  

On the battleground, a “take no prisoner” mentality espoused by military forces can 

act as a deterrent by demonstrating one’s intent to fully annihilate an opponent. Yet this type 

of stance has the unintended consequence of incentivizing enemies to fight harder. If there is 

 
8 Berg and Loeber, “Violent Conduct,” 37; Topalli, Wright, and Fornango, “Drug Dealers,” 337-351; Benard, 
Berg, and Mize, “Deter or Invite,” 310-29. 
9 Topalli, Wright, and Fornango, “Drug Dealers,” 342. 
10 Martin Luther King, “Loving Your Enemies,” Sermon Delivered at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, 
November 17, 1957, accessed March 3, 2020, https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/loving-
your-enemies-sermon-delivered-dexter-avenue-baptist-church.  
11 Ronald Wintrobe, The Political Economy of Dictatorship (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1998), 39. 
12 Ronald Wintrobe, “How to Understand, and Deal with Dictatorship: An Economist's View,” Economics of 
Governance 2, no. 1 (2001): 37.  
13 Wintrobe, Economy of Dictatorship, 22. 



6 
 

no leniency to be expected, combatants are compelled to fight to the death in order to win. In 

this scenario, though it may have been intended to save the lives of soldiers by deterring the 

threat posed by others, this uncompromising approach may also put them in graver danger.14 

Consider, for example, how one of the main factors that contributed to President Harry 

Truman’s decision to try and end World War II in the Pacific by dropping nuclear weapons 

on the Japanese empire was the impression that Japanese soldiers would fight to the death 

and inflict considerable losses on the US.15 Though not the only cause, the ferocity of the 

Japanese imperial army certainly contributed to the only use of these weapons of mass 

destruction in human history. 

This logic concerning the pitfalls of appearing tough also applies to institutionalized 

settings. When a salesperson is dealing with a customer, he or she has clear incentives to not 

only sell their product but to sell it as expensively as possible. One obvious way to achieve 

this is to drive a hard bargain, to not deviate too far from the price that they privately want. 

However, since negotiations are an interactive process, being too adamant or inflexible may 

limit sellers’ profits by discouraging potential buyers. Many advise the exact opposite by 

emphasizing the importance of rapport with customers and one’s ability to empathize based 

on the understanding that leverage is only meaningful once a process has been established. 

The initiation of the bargaining process does not ensure success. But one’s inability to engage 

in negotiations guarantees failure. 

A common thread that ties these various examples is the fact that while the use or 

threat of force can be an effective way of preventing exploitation by deterring adversaries or 

leveraging one’s position, it can also be counter-productive and even costly when the 

intended audience is defiant and willing to rise to the challenge, so to speak. As a result, 

actors in these various social settings have been known to practice other strategies and tactics 

 
14 I would like to thank Adam Wunische for his thoughts on this example. 
15 Richard B. Frank, “Why Truman Dropped the Bomb,” The Weekly Standard 10 (2005): 20-24. 
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in combination with or as an alternative to tough-guy tactics. Berg and Loeber, for example, 

note that other nonviolent mechanisms are often adopted to maintain order in underground 

economies.16 Dictators and authoritarian rulers often buy loyalty to the distribution of rent 

and generosity; Julius Caesar would win support by “doubling the pay of the army and made 

gifts of prisoners, thousands at a time, or loans of troops whenever asked.”17 These examples 

as well as many others highlight the need to utilize both sticks and carrots when dealing with 

competitors. Carrots are useful not only because they can elicit cooperation, but also because 

it helps avoid the significant risks associated with over-reliance on sticks. Regarding this 

notion, former Secretary of State George Shultz once remarked that, 

 

“I have always felt that strength and diplomacy go together. If you go to a 
negotiation and you do not have any strength, you are going to get your head 
handed to you. On the other hand, the willingness to negotiate builds strength 
because you are using it for a constructive purpose. If it is strength with no 
objective to be gained, it loses its meaning. So I think they go together. These 
are not alternative ways of going about things.”18 
 

The Argument 

In this dissertation, I draw from these examples and explore whether a similar logic 

applies to how states manage their reputation for resolve. Specifically, I argue that the 

negative implications of cultivating a strong reputation for resolve, coupled with the potential 

benefits of softening its image of forcefulness, incentivize states to reassess the strategic costs 

and benefits of demonstrating resolve through military measures. States and leaders, in other 

words, do not uniformly believe that it is necessary or strategically beneficial to save face 

 
16 Berg and Loeber, “Violent Conduct,” 38. 
17 Wintrobe, “Understand Dictatorship,” 23. 
18 James E. Goodby, “Groundbreaking Diplomacy: An Interview with George Shultz,” The Foreign Service 
Journal, December 2016, accessed January 30, 2020, http://www.afsa.org/groundbreaking-diplomacy-
interview-george-shultz.  
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through the threat and use of force. Instead, varying views on the value of defending its 

reputation determine their responses to crises. 

This represents how the central argument of this dissertation diverges from the 

existing literature. Most theories, even those that are skeptical about the role reputation plays 

in international relations, all rest on the assumption that possessing a strong reputation for 

resolve is at least theoretically beneficial which thus causes them to defend their reputations, 

either correctly or incorrectly. In contrast, I contend that actors may face situations where 

they believe it is preferable to deliberately ‘weaken’ or moderate its reputation by backing 

down or acquiescing during a crisis. 

I argue that two factors make actors more likely to back down in order to deliberately 

soften their reputation for resolve. First, states and leaders prefer acquiring a moderate 

reputation when they fear that their image of resoluteness may cause more intense crises in 

the future. A firm reputation for resolve certainly helps deter security challenges. But there 

remains a concern that it still may fail. In the latter case, actors may also fear that future 

crises will be more intense as a result of its strengthened reputation. By observing this 

heightened level of resolve demonstrated by the defender, challengers will likely increase the 

intensity of its threat in future conflicts as they believe it necessary to defeat what it perceives 

to be a resolute defender. 

Anticipating this dynamic, the defender not only has to consider what it needs to do in 

the immediate crisis but also what the long-term implications of its actions are. When the 

anticipated future costs of maintaining the strategy become too costly, states are more likely 

to evaluate the strategy of cultivating a strong reputation for resolve as less preferable. This is 

different from existing theories that argue that states refrain from defending their reputations 

when the short-term costs exceed the long-term benefits. Furthermore, this fear of a 

reputation race arises because the adversary is expected to care about the reputation of the 
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defender and incorporate it into its calculus. In other words, states back down because 

reputations matter and affect crisis decision-making. 

Concurrently, states that value the process of negotiations more than the eventual 

bargaining outcomes are also more likely to behave in ways that moderate their reputation. 

Even in bargaining settings, a strong reputation for resolve is traditionally viewed as desirable 

as it may increase one’s leverage. These advantages, however, are inconsequential if parties 

are unable to agree to negotiate in the first place. Thus, there is an inherent dilemma in that 

tactics intended to strengthen an actor’s hand at the bargaining table may disincentivize 

others from participating in the process. 

This suggests that there is a need to distinguish strategies intended to achieve the 

process of negotiations and the negotiated settlements that are concluded as a result. They are 

by no means identical. Rather, they can be somewhat contradictory. Actors may choose to 

postpone negotiations until they are sure that they are confident about reaching a favorable 

agreement. Conversely, actors may also choose to initiate dialogue to build trust and 

deescalate immediate tensions even if they are privately skeptical about resolving the dispute 

at hand. How a state’s reputation affects this latter dynamic has not been explored even 

though it arguably matters. I contend that actors more intent on initiating dialogue are 

motivated to moderate its reputation for resolve in the hopes that it will induce cooperation 

from its adversaries. They do so understanding that such tactics might incentivize their 

counterparts to demand further concessions once the table has been arranged due to its 

‘weakened’ image. 

 

The Contribution 

The fundamental assumption underlying the theory of moderate reputation developed 

and verified in this dissertation is that reputations matter in international relations. One of the 
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main objectives of this dissertation is to show that states may choose to back down even if 

they care about their reputations. Traditionally, it has been understood that actors that care 

about their reputations tend to defend it. I revise this monolithic view and emphasize how a 

state’s reputation for resolve is an image and a political asset that is sought to be managed, 

not universally strengthened without exception. 

In the broadest sense, this doctoral dissertation contributes to the field of international 

relations by adding to our understanding of how reputations matter, and specifically detailing 

how decisions to back down can also be caused by reputational concerns, not despite it. As 

noted above, there is a tendency among both academic and policy circles to believe that if 

you care about your reputation, you should and are likely to defend it. I contend that this 

monotonous view is inaccurate because there are many instances where it makes as much 

sense to soften one’s image. It is also dangerous in that it too easily justifies acts of 

aggression. Absent a coherent logic for why it might be beneficial to moderate its reputation, 

actors will continue to feel pressured to rely on hardline policies that often increase tensions, 

sometimes needlessly and recklessly. In revising this unvarying assumption about the 

advantages of bolstering one’s reputation for resolve, I hope to enrichen future debates on 

this topic and how concern for one’s reputation for resolve influences states’ decision-making. 

Relatedly, the theory of moderate reputation adds much-needed variation regarding 

when and why states either defend or concede its reputation. One of the main criticisms of the 

literature has been that it often reaches too simplistic conclusions on how state reputations 

cause certain types of state behavior.19 In contrast, my theory offers a novel approach that can 

explain and predict why states may choose to stand firm and defend their reputation for 

resolve in some instances while back down in others in situations where actors are expected 

 
19 Rebecca F. Lissner, “Roundtable on Fighting for Credibility: U.S. Reputation and International Politics,” H-
Diplo Roundtable X, no. 3 (2017), https://issforum.org/roundtables/10-3-credibility.  
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to care about their reputations. I contend that it is not a question of whether reputations matter 

or not, but rather how.  

From a more policy-oriented perspective, this dissertation challenges certain 

assertions about a country’s foreign policy objectives and the means employed to achieve it. 

One such example might be how treating deterrence is sometimes conflated with national 

security. In reality, it is one strategy among many deployed to preserve peace. This 

dissertation not only highlights its limitations and weaknesses but also suggests how efforts 

to add to one’s deterrence capabilities may hinder alternative strategies that are intended for 

the same general purpose of enhancing national security. This further indicates that how 

actors manage their reputation for resolve should be dictated by what they seek to accomplish 

and that they should be wary of demonstrating resolve just for the sake of appearing strong in 

the eyes of others. 

It is also worth noting what this dissertation specifically does not seek to do. First and 

foremost, it is not intended to explain every decision made during crises. To do so would be 

to assume that one’s concern for their reputation for resolve is ubiquitous and can explain 

every outcome. While the assertion that individual leaders especially care about their 

reputations, in some cases more than perhaps is required, is a key premise underlying this 

research, the dissertation does not claim that such considerations are the determining factor in 

all instances. 

Relatedly, this dissertation also does not seek to reject the claim that maintaining a 

strong reputation for resolve can and is perceived to contribute to one’s ability to deter 

adversaries. Not only do actors act on such beliefs, but there are also instances where such 

behavior is rational and warranted. Rather, the primary objective of this study is to better 

explain the opposite types of behavior. Even here, some cases might perhaps best explained 

by their failure to apprehend the reputational ramifications of their passivity. Other cases 
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might also be best explained by external factors that inhibit states from defending its 

reputation for resolve even if it wishes to do so. What I assume, however, is that there are 

also undoubtedly cases where neither of these existing explanations is applicable, where the 

decision to acquiesce was indeed based on one’s reputational concerns and specifically the 

belief that a moderate reputation for resolve is strategically beneficial. I focus on this subset 

of cases not only because they have been under-studied but because understanding them and 

how concern for one’s reputation operates in these instances will add to our knowledge of 

how actors’ reputations and their concern for it impact international relations. 

In sum, this dissertation counter-intuitively suggests that states and leaders may 

choose to back down and acquiesce during crises in order to moderate, rather than strengthen, 

its reputation for resolve. I contend that this occurs despite the risk of being perceived as 

weak by adversaries, and not because actors either fail to realize the importance of saving 

face or because of extraneous constraints that prohibit them from doing so. We all understand 

that actors care about their reputation for resolve. If so, then it is more likely that the 

reputational repercussions are an integral part of the deliberative process, even if states and 

leaders ultimately decide to concede or otherwise adopt a conciliatory stance. It is imperative 

that we better understand these internal discussions and, more importantly, question whether 

actors uniformly believe that a strong reputation for resolve is in their best interest or if they 

sometimes realize that there are risks associated with being perceived as too tough. 

I develop my argument and the theory of moderate reputation for resolve in the next 

chapter which also outlines the research strategy devised to verify my claims. The subsequent 

four chapters examine crises that occurred during the 20th century where concerns about 

states’ reputations mattered but in different ways that led to divergent decision-making 

foreign policy outcomes. In the concluding chapter, I summarize the findings and discuss 

both the theoretical and policy implications of my research. 
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CHAPTER 2. THE ROLE OF REPUTATION FOR RESOLVE IN CRISIS DECISION-

MAKING 

 

“America stands where it always has, against aggression, against those who would use force to 
replace the rule of law. … Half a century ago, the world had the chance to stop a ruthless 

aggressor and missed it. … We will not make the same mistake again.” – George H. W. Bush 
 

“Dropping bombs on someone to prove that you’re willing to drop bombs on someone is just 
about the worst reason to use force.” – Barack H. Obama 

 

The Puzzle and Research Questions 

When asked by a political opponent if he had any doubts about the Munich agreement 

that he had recently signed given Adolf Hitler’s history of broken promises and proclivity for 

aggression, Neville Chamberlain replied: “Ah, but this time he promised me.” The authors of 

Guilty Men, a manuscript that scathingly criticized British foreign policy during the 1930s which 

shaped early criticism of the Prime Minister’s approach to Nazi aggression, observed that “it 

would be a mistake to ridicule this attitude of mind as that of a vain and foolish old gentleman” 

since Chamberlain was a person of immense experience, a tough businessman who had “spent 

his life out in the world interviewing men and assessing characters.”20 This was, however, what 

ultimately made him guilty to the authors. He and members of his cabinet had been shamefully 

“blind to the purposes of the criminal new Nazi war power arising in the heart of Europe” when 

they should have known that appeasement would only further embolden Hitler.21 

The infamy of British appeasement and the Munich agreement lives on. The abundance 

of examples of the analogy being used as “a handy one-size-fits-all catchphrase used to galvanize 

 
20 Frank Owen, Michael Foot, and Peter Howard (Cato), Guilty Men (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd., 1940), 59-60. 
21 Owen, Foot, and Howard, Guilty Men, 29. 
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support for any action against any dictator at any time” speaks volumes about its persuasiveness 

and catchiness.22 To many, Munich remains a vivid reminder of how failing to appropriately 

respond to aggression will result in catastrophic outcomes that can be prevented through the 

adequate demonstration of force and resolve. Fervent proponents of this idea even suggest that it 

shows how weakness, considered to be conveyed by inaction in the face of external threats, is 

proactive in that it “entices people into doing things that they otherwise would not do.”23 

The fact that the Munich analogy has been so thoroughly “used and abused” by policy-

makers demonstrates how widespread and conventionally accepted this belief in the need to 

demonstrate resolve in international relations is. This can also be observed in this view has 

influenced countless key foreign policy decisions over the past century. America’s decisions and 

actions in the Korean War from 1950-53, the Cuban missile crisis and Vietnam War in the 1960s, 

and the first Gulf War in 1990-91 were all justified by the same logic that cultivating a strong 

reputation for resolve was imperative to defend national security. In the Middle East, Israel has 

clear incentives to respond more aggressively to territorial disputes given the frequent challenges 

it faces from its neighbors, with some even concluding that Tel-Aviv may have successfully 

created a strong reputation for resolve as a result of its past wars and skirmishes against 

neighboring Arab nations.24 In East Asia, where the concept of saving face bears particular 

cultural significance and “exerts significant influence on human behavior in societies”25, leaders 

 
22 Tom Shachtman, “It’s Time to Abandon ‘Munich’,” Foreign Policy, September 29, 2013; Jeffrey Record, 
“Retiring Hitler and Appeasement from the National Security Debate,” Parameters 38, no. 2 (2008): 91-101. 
23 ABC News, “Rumsfeld: 'Weakness Is Provocative',” ABC News, January 7, 2006.  
24  Krista E. Wiegand, “Militarized Territorial Disputes: States’ attempts to Transfer Reputation for Resolve,” 
Journal of Peace Research 48, no. 1 (2011): 101-113; Jonathan Shimshoni, Israel and Conventional Deterrence: 
Border Warfare from 1953 to 1970 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1988). 
25 Joo Yup Kim, and Sang Hoon Nam, “The Concept and Dynamics of Face: Implications for Organizational 
Behavior in Asia,” Organization Science 9, no. 4 (1998): 522. 
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regularly highlight the need to defend their nation’s reputations whenever territorial or historical 

disputes arise. 

The need to appear resolute in the eyes of one’s adversaries is seemingly more 

pronounced in rivalries. States embroiled in these relationships that view each other as 

competitors, the source of external threats, and adversaries are inherently more likely to face 

crises.26 This increased probability of security challenges between rivals subsequently means that 

reputations may more likely be a factor in conflicts among these states, which in turn 

incentivizes them to cultivate a strong reputation for resolve.27  

What often gets overlooked, however, is the fact that states often choose to concede even 

under conditions which reputations are likely to be more relevant and actors are thus more likely 

to care about their reputations. Even in protracted conflicts between tense rivals including the US 

and the Soviet Union, Israel and Palestine, India and Pakistan, North and South Korea, and 

across the Taiwan Straits, not all crises result in risk-taking and warmongering. Some deescalate 

relatively quickly, often with one or both sides offering concessions that alleviate the situation. 

America’s relationship with North Korea under the Trump administration is a recent example 

illustrating how contentions relationships need not be entirely monotonous. In 2017, President 

Trump warned that North Korea would be “met with fire and fury like the world has never 

seen.”28 But just two years later, the US President has consistently downplayed Kim Jong-un 

regime’s testing of missiles “very standard,” disregarding the fact that conducting these tests 

 
26 William Thompson, “Identifying Rivals and Rivalries in World Politics,” International Studies Quarterly 45, no. 
4 (2001): 557-86; Gary Goertz and Paul F. Diehl, “Enduring Rivalries: Theoretical Constructs and Empirical 
Patterns,” International Studies Quarterly 37, no. 2 (1993): 147-71. 
27 Todd S. Sechser, “Reputations and Signaling in Coercive Bargaining,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 62, no. 2 
(2018): 318-45. 
28 Peter Baker and Choe Sang-Hun, “Trump threatens ‘Fire and Fury’ against North Korea if it endangers U.S.,” The 
New York Times, August 8, 2017.  
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violates UN Security Council Resolutions.29 Of course, not all foreign policy decisions are based 

primarily on actors’ concerns about their reputations. But in these situations where reputation for 

resolve is presumably be a particularly crucial political asset, why do states ever back down and 

risk being considered weak? Why do states defend their reputation for resolve in some instances 

and forego such actions in others? 

Existing theories on reputation are ill-equipped to sufficiently explain such variation. In 

general, they often point to how leaders and states either fail to appreciate the asset’s importance 

or that reputational concerns may matter less or even be irrelevant in some instances. In other 

words, reputations matter for interstate conflict, or at least decision-makers believe that it does, 

until it doesn’t. The main reason for this rather unsatisfactory conclusion is the monolithic belief 

in the underlying assumption that undergirds the literature. Actors covet a strong reputation for 

resolve because it theoretically increases the credibility of one’s threats. And because studies on 

reputation tend to all be founded upon this basic premise, it is difficult to explain why states 

would ever back down during crises unless it drops from the equation. Put differently, the act of 

backing down from a reputational perspective may negatively impact states’ national security. 

Nor is downgrading one’s reputation believed to have any strategic benefits. This thereby implies 

that no state should behave in this manner if they are concerned about their reputations.30 

In contrast, I relax this key assumption about the strategic value of maintaining a strong 

reputation for resolve or, more specifically, the assertion that actors only think about it in this 

uniform way. I contend that actors may conclude that defending their reputation for resolve is 

costly in some situations and beneficial in others. Moreover, I posit that there are also certain 

 
29 David E. Sanger and William J. Broad, “North Korea Missile Tests, 'Very Standard' to Trump, Show Signs of 
advancing Arsenal,” The New York Times, September 2, 2019.  
30 This applies to both believers and skeptics but with certain caveats for the latter. I discuss in greater detail later in 
this chapter. 



17 
 

benefits of backing down and conceding one’s reputation that needs to be accounted for in 

addition to the costs already extensively described in the literature. Based on these claims, it 

becomes possible that similar to how states and leaders value and defend their reputations 

because it in their interest to do so, these same actors choose to back down simply because a 

‘weaker’ reputation is considered advantageous, particularly given the foreign policy objectives 

they pursue. In short, this dissertation seeks to answer why states defend their reputations in 

some instances and concede in others by asking the following research questions that prompt us 

to rethink the underlying assumption about the value of maintaining a strong reputation; Do 

states always think of strong reputations for resolve positively? In particular, are there ways in 

which a strong reputation for resolve can be counterproductive to the pursuit of national interests, 

and if so, are states and leaders aware of these consequences? 

The remainder of this chapter proceeds as follows. First, I review the literature on 

reputations and resolve in international relations to elaborate on the need to theorize how these 

concepts might affect state decisions to back down. This section also summarizes the existing 

literature and presents how they tend to explain concessions made during crises. Second, I 

propose an alternative argument that describes why states may back down due to reputational 

considerations and not despite it, describing the causal mechanisms that cause states to prefer a 

‘weaker’ reputation. Third, I explain my research design and methodology. I do so by first 

defining the dependent and independent variables, and then discussing the scope conditions of 

this dissertation as well as the case selection strategy. Lastly, I conclude this chapter by briefly 

introducing the case studies conducted in this dissertation and outlining the predicted outcomes 

of each case, while also discussing how each empirical chapter fits in the overall dissertation. 
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Reputation for Resolve in International Relations 

Reputation and Reputation for Resolve 

In social sciences, reputation is commonly defined as a “belief about a trait or behavioral 

tendency of an actor based on past actions.”31 There are three key aspects to the definition. First 

and foremost, it is based on the past actions of actors as observed by others. Second, these 

observations influence predictions about an actor’s future behavior either through the actions 

themselves or by creating an image of a state that has a propensity to behave in a certain manner. 

Lastly, reputations are by definition a relational concept; an actor is associated with a particular 

reputation only through the perceptions of others and does not necessarily ‘own’ their 

reputations.32 

Various types of reputations have been analyzed to explain state actions across different 

issue areas. For example, Sartori has argued that states that are viewed as honest are more likely 

to be able to convey their signals more credibly in the future.33 This incentivizes them to 

cultivate a reputation for honesty and not bluff. Jackson has adopted a similar view and has 

stated that the credibility of a state’s threat is often determined by both their reputation for 

resolve and honesty.34 Tomz has claimed that states should enhance their reputation as a credit-

worthy nation given that it allows them to take out international loans at favorable interest rates 

 
31 Allan Dafoe, Jonathon Renshon, and Paul Huth, “Reputation and Status as Motives for War,” Annual Review of 
Political Science 17 (2014): 372-73. Also see, Jonathan Mercer, Reputation and International Politics (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1996), 6; Paul K. Huth, “Reputations and Deterrence: A Theoretical and Empirical 
Assessment,” Security Studies 7, no. 1 (1997): 75. 
32 Shiping Tang, “Reputation, Cult of Reputation, and International Conflict,” Security Studies 14, no. 1 (2005): 38; 
Mercer, Reputation and International Politics, 28.  
33 Anne E. Sartori, “The Might of the Pen: A Reputational Theory of Communication in International Disputes,” 
International Organization 56, no. 1 (2002): 121-49; Anne E. Sartori, Deterrence by Diplomacy (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2005). 
34 Van Jackson, Rival Reputations: Coercion and Credibility in US-North Korea Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016), 16-19. 
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in the future.35 Lastly, Miller contends that it is beneficial for states to be viewed as a reliable 

ally as this enables them to better retain their alliances, acquire more favorable terms within 

existing alliances, and have a better chance of signing treaties with prospective allies.36 

But among these various reputations, an actor’s reputation for resolve has by far received 

the most attention mainly because “the modern study of reputation and status took form in the 

context of the Cold War, motivated by the high stakes of a better understanding of deterrence.”37 

It is commonly defined as “a potential attacker’s beliefs about the resolve of the defender to use 

force, as well as their beliefs about whether the defender has sufficient military capabilities to 

impose high costs and deny a military victory.”38 A narrower definition describes it as “others’ 

perception of a state’s willingness to risk war” based on that state’s past actions.39 

Reputation for resolve, particularly in the context of deterrence, focuses more on the 

judgmental, rather than the behavioral, aspect of the definition. Past examples of war-fighting or 

the threat to use military force are considered significant due to its costly nature. As Weisiger 

and Yarhi-Milo explain, such behavior is a much better indicator of resolved an actor is on a 

particular matter because talk is cheap. Backing down, on the other hand, suggests that an actor 

“does not care much about the issue in dispute relative to the costs of fighting.”40 Likewise, 

Jervis claims that deterrence theory is premised on the assumption that risking high costs would 

 
35 Michael Tomz, Reputation and International Cooperation: Sovereign Debt across Three Centuries (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2012). 
36 Gregory D. Miller, “Hypotheses on Reputation: Alliance Choices and the Shadow of the Past,” Security Studies 
12, no. 3 (2003): 40-78; Gregory D. Miller, The Shadow of the Past: Reputation and Military Alliances before the 
First World War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2012). 
37 Dafoe, Renshon, and Huth, “Reputation and Status,” 372. 
38 Huth, “Reputations and Deterrence,” 75.  
39 Alex Weisiger and Keren Yarhi-Milo, “Revisiting Reputation: How Past Actions Matter in International Politics,” 
International Organization 69, no. 2 (2015): 475. 
40 Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo, “Revisiting Reputation,” 475. 
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signal to an adversary that “major objectives must be sought.”41 While the expectation that a 

state will resort to violent means remains important, the focus lies primarily on how past 

examples of the use and threat of force is used to infer how determined and invested a state is on 

certain issues. 

Kertzer’s recent work on the concept of resolve questions whether the idea of a state’s 

level of resolve has become either too narrowly defined or excessively focused on the threat and 

use of force. He specifically suggests that defining resolve as a state’s willingness to fight is 

overly restrictive and instead suggests that the concept should focus on the “firmness or 

steadfastness of purpose,” and the act of “maintaining a policy despite contrary inclinations or 

temptations to back down.”42 He contends that this broader definition not only reflects how the 

term is used conventionally but also that it allows for an interdisciplinary analytical approach. 

Similarly, Huth has argued that “there are several different ways of understanding why a state 

may be willing to use force,” implying that there are certain theoretical limitations of equating an 

actor’s resolve with their tendency to act militarily.43 

In a world of private information and uncertainty, credibility is an invaluable asset that 

either increases or decreases the effectiveness of threats. In this regard, a state or leader’s 

reputation is considered to be important as it serves as a key barometer of how actors are 

expected to behave in the future, which in turn is used to assess whether threats are indeed 

credible or not. The costly nature of wars and conflicts further reinforces the notion that the 

threat and use of force may be a particularly effective way of demonstrating resolve. However, 

this may inflate the need to behave militaristically during crises. If a state’s level of resolve is 

 
41 Robert Jervis, “Perceiving and Coping with Threat,” in Psychology and Deterrence, ed. Robert Jervis, Richard 
Ned Lebow, and Janice Gross Stein (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989). 
42 Joshua D. Kertzer, Resolve in International Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016), 8.  
43 Huth, “Reputations and Deterrence,” 77-78. 
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thought to be only conveyed through military force when in reality it could be signaled through 

other means, then this will result in excessive reliance on type of behavior. This, in turn, may 

lead to the need to demonstrate resolve overshadowing the costliness and riskiness of these 

actions that made them efficient ways of signaling one’s resolve in the first place.44 

 

Believers and Skeptics 

The fundamental debate on reputations in international relations has been whether 

reputations actually impact the behavior of states and therefore matter in international relations.45 

The literature had been divided into two schools of thought on these questions: the believers and 

the skeptics. Believers contend that a strong reputation, cultivated by responding to security 

challenges through force or issuing threats, is an efficient signal of a state’s willingness to use 

force when necessary. Skeptics, on the other hand, contend that the impact of reputation in 

international affairs has been overstated, by both academics and policy-makers alike. These two 

contrasting arguments have thus led to competing conclusions about whether actions seemingly 

motivated by concerns over one’s reputation are appropriate or rational. 

Schelling’s insights about the need to fight for face remained widely accepted throughout 

the Cold War. In the 1980s, political scientists further strengthened this belief by incorporating 

findings from theories in economics. These studies had illustrated that firms, particularly those 

that had managed to monopolize their markets, could benefit from cultivating a strong reputation 

for being bullish and competitive which would discourage potential opponents from market 

 
44 This is similar, but not identical, to what Kertzer calls the “dark side of resolve”. Kertzer, Resolve, 154-156. 
45 While I have noted that there are other types of reputations discussed by scholars in the field, this dissertation 
focuses primarily on states’ and leaders’ reputation for resolve. As such, I will use the terms reputation and 
reputation for resolve interchangeably from here on in.  
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entry.46 These studies were based on the same intuition that it was worth incurring short-term 

costs for the long-term benefits of acquiring a strong reputation. Applied to international 

relations, scholars argued that it was indeed necessary to take costly actions to convince others of 

an actor’s intent,47 and that weaker hegemons could maintain their status by “investing in their 

reputations” which would allow them to coerce others more cheaply.48 

This period, however, was also when skepticism regarding this universally accepted 

notion first began to emerge. A series of quantitative studies during the third wave of deterrence 

found only partial evidence that seemed to verify the importance of reputations. Huth et al., for 

example, concluded that while the “previous capitulation by either the challenger or defender 

appears to be a sign of general weakness,” the statistical significance of this result was 

marginal.49 Qualitative analyses also questioned the widely accepted conclusion that reputations 

affected the perceptions of a state’s resolve, with Hopf arguing that US defeats in third world 

countries seemed to have little impact on the Soviet Union’s views of US resolve and 

credibility.50 

From this perspective, it is perhaps unsurprising that despite being extensively analyzed 

throughout the twentieth century, attention on reputation seems to be increasing in recent 

decades.51 Most notably, a lively debate has ensued with the field arguing over whether 

 
46 David M. Kreps and Robert Wilson, “Reputation and Imperfect Information,” Journal of Economic Theory 27, no. 
2 (1982): 253-79; Paul Milgrom and John Roberts, “Predation, Reputation, and Entry Deterrence,” Journal of 
Economic Theory 27, no. 2 (1982): 280-312; Reinhard Selten, “The Chain Store Paradox,” Theory and Decision 9, 
no. 2 (1978): 127-59. 
47 Barry Nalebuff, “Rational Deterrence in an Imperfect World,” World Politics 43, no. 3 (1991): 313-35. 
48 James E. Alt, Randall L. Calvert, and Brian D. Humes, “Reputation and Hegemonic Stability: A Game-Theoretic 
Analysis,” American Political Science Review 82, no. 2 (1988): 447.  
49 Paul Huth, Christopher Gelpi, and D. Scott Bennett, “The Escalation of Great Power Militarized Disputes: Testing 
Rational Deterrence Theory and Structural Realism,” American Political Science Review 87, no. 3 (1993): 618. 
50 Ted Hopf, Peripheral Visions: Deterrence Theory and American Foreign Policy in the Third World, 1965-1990 
(Ann Harbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1994). 
51 Dafoe, Renshon, and Huth, “Reputation and Status,” 373. 
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reputation for resolve actually mattered in international relations. Believers have sought to 

confirm traditional beliefs by refining various aspects of the theory and addressing key concerns 

raised by early critics. One such question that scholars have sought to define is whether 

reputations adhere to the state or individual leaders, with numerous scholars discussing how 

reputation for resolve is more closely associated with the latter and what this suggests.52 

Others have attempted to specify the conditions under which reputational concerns are 

more likely to be relevant. In the broadest sense, Tingley and Walter demonstrate that 

reputational concerns should certainly be more relevant when there is an expectation among 

actors for repeated interactions.53 Similarly, Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo argue that the effects of a 

state’s reputation are most likely to be observed in general deterrence settings.54 Harvey and 

Mitton contend that the relative importance of reputation is determined by “the similarities and 

differences between the present situation and the past cases.”55 

Based on these studies and others, the newly emerging consensus among the believers is 

that reputation for resolve is most likely to be both apparent and observed in situations where 

actors think there is an opportunity to benefit from it, which therefore makes it relevant. 

Following this logic, Sechser argues that states are more likely to stand firm when the likelihood 

of a recurring conflict is high, while more likely to capitulate to a challenger’s coercive demands 

 
52 Alexandra Guisinger and Alastair Smith, “Honest Threats: The Interaction of Reputation and Political Institutions 
in International Crises,” The Journal of Conflict Resolution 46, no. 2 (2002): 175-202; Scott Wolford, “The 
Turnover Trap: New Leaders, Reputation, and International Conflict,” American Journal of Political Science 51, no. 
4 (2007): 772-88; Allan Dafoe and Devin Caughey, “Honor and War: Southern US Presidents and the Effects of 
Concern for Reputation,” World Politics 68, no. 2 (2016): 341-81. 
53 Dustin H. Tingley and Barbara F. Walter, “The Effect of Repeated Play on Reputation Building: An Experimental 
Approach,” International Organization 65, no. 2 (Spring 2011): 343-65. 
54 Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo, “Revisiting Reputation,” 473-95. 
55 Frank P. Harvey and John Mitton, Fighting for Credibility: US Reputation and International Politics (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2016), 14. 
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when the probability of future challenges is low.56 Clare and Danilovic further stipulate that 

states can even be incentivized to ‘proactively’ build a strong reputation for resolve by actively 

initiating conflicts particularly if a state faces multiple rivals and has recently experienced 

defeats during past crises.57 The argument has also been applied to the context of civil wars, with 

Walter claiming that that “governments are significantly more likely to fight against a particular 

separatist group (and bolster their reputation) if the number of future challengers and the 

potential long-term losses from future challengers are high.”58 

Contrastingly, skeptics have argued that the importance of the concept in international 

relations has been grossly exaggerated. Hopf, for example, examined Soviet Union decision-

making during the Cold War and concluded that it “did not generate their images of American 

credibility on the basis of American behavior in the Third World.”59 Press has also shown both 

German leaders before the Second World War as well as British and American decision-makers 

during the Cold War relied on the balance of power at the time rather than the past actions of 

their respective adversaries.60 

In addition to demonstrating the insignificance of reputation in crisis decision-making 

deliberations, scholars have also articulated various reasons why efforts to build strong 

reputations for resolve are fundamentally misguided. By importing insights from social 

psychology, for example, Mercer has argued that it is difficult to shape one’s reputation in the 

eyes of others in a way that benefits states. Given the contrasting approach actors adopt towards 

 
56 Sechser, “Reputations and Signaling,” 318-45. 
57 Joe Clare and Vesna Danilovic, “Multiple Audiences and Reputation Building in International Conflicts,” Journal 
of Conflict Resolution 54, no. 6 (2010): 860-82. 
58 Barbara F. Walter, “Building Reputation: Why Governments Fight some Separatists but Not Others,” American 
Journal of Political Science 50, no. 2 (2006): 314. 
59 Ted Hopf, Peripheral Visions, 65. 
60 Daryl G. Press, Calculating Credibility: How Leaders Assess Military Threats (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 2005). 
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in-groups and out-groups, he claims that adversaries get reputations for having resolve while 

rarely being viewed as irresolute. Thus, it is “wrong to believe that a state’s reputation for 

resolve is worth fighting for.”61 Meanwhile, Tang contends that the anarchic nature of the 

international system forces states and leaders to rely on ‘worst-case assumptions’ about other 

states, which makes even strong reputations meaningless given how states are driven primarily 

by fear and insecurity.62 

 

Critically Assessing the Literature 

As this summary of the literature clearly shows, the believers and the skeptics reach 

competing conclusions about the role of reputations in international relations and subsequently 

whether it is wise for states to try and cultivate strong reputations for resolve. Despite at times 

being criticized for desiring too simplistic conclusions on whether reputations are either 

universally relevant or irrelevant for crisis bargaining,63 these studies have significantly 

contributed to our understanding of why and whether states and leaders should care about their 

reputations, or not in the case of skeptics. At first glance, it may appear that there is little about 

the concept that these two camps agree on. A closer look, however, reveals that there are actually 

several issues on which they concur. These are important to highlight since they are crucial to 

not only understanding how the concept has been developed but also identifying potential blind 

spots in the literature. 

First, as Dafoe et al. note, scholars on both sides generally agree “that leaders, policy 

elites, and national populations are often concerned, even obsessed, with their status and 

 
61 Mercer, Reputation and International Politics, 1. 
62 Tang, “Cult of Reputation,” 34-62. 
63 Lissner, “Roundtable.”  
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reputation.”64 For believers, this logically follows given that it is indeed an important asset that 

contributes to a nation’s national security. Skeptics, on the other hand, have sought alternative 

reasons to explain this phenomenon that counters their narrative. Tang blames the “cult of 

reputation”, or the “belief system holding as its central premise a conviction (or fear) that 

backing down in a crisis will lead one’s adversaries or allies to underestimate one’s resolve in the 

next crisis.”65 Relatedly, McMahon attributes “American fixation” with reputation to 

“Washington’s perceived need to prove itself a dependable ally, one that would never abandon 

its friends.”66 Press suggests that leaders may also care about their reputations in order to hedge. 

Though individual leaders may not care about reputations, he argues, they are nonetheless 

compelled to be concerned about past actions because “they cannot be sure that their enemies 

reason in the same way.”67 Regardless of the reason, this widely accepted observation has made 

it difficult for skeptics to argue that reputations do not matter as it at least appears to be on the 

minds of those in charge. 

Second, both sides of the debate either explicitly and implicitly accept the foundational 

idea that possessing a strong reputation for resolve is beneficial. Again, this is logical for 

believers. In their view, leaders are correct to worry about reputations since there exists “a strong 

relationship between a country’s past action and the probability of a new dispute.”68 Caring 

about their reputations helps ensure national security through bolstered deterrence. Perhaps more 

noteworthy is the fact that even skeptics refrain from challenging the underlying assumption that 

a strong reputation can enhance a state’s credibility and enable it to either deter or coerce more 

 
64 Dafoe, Renshon, and Huth, “Reputation and Status,” 381. 
65 Tang, “Cult of Reputation,” 40. 
66 Robert J. McMahon, “Credibility and World Power: Exploring the Psychological Dimension in Postwar American 
Diplomacy,” Diplomatic History 15, no. 4 (1991): 470.  
67 Press, Calculating Credibility, 158. 
68 Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo, “Revisiting Reputation,” 474.  
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efficiently. Mercer’s argument, for instance, focuses on how states are unable to cultivate a 

strong reputation that would enhance their credibility vis-à-vis their adversaries. Likewise, Press 

claims that a strong reputation is meaningless because actors base their decision on the 

immediate balance of power. Though they argue that states should stop fighting wars for the sake 

of face, they sidestep the issue somewhat, thereby implicitly accepting Schelling’s intuitions. It’s 

not that cultivating a strong reputation for resolve is meaningless but rather that it fails to 

function in the way that Schelling and other believers describe. 

Third, the literature as a whole focuses on the “distributional” rather than the “efficiency” 

aspect of bargaining. In The Strategy of Conflict, Schelling defined the former as the “situations 

in which a better bargain for one means less than the other” and the latter as the “part of 

bargaining that consists of exploring for mutually profitable adjustments.” Based on this 

description, he explicitly noted that his discussions would be applicable to the former.69 Overall, 

the literature summarized above adopts the same approach, albeit implicitly. The debate focuses 

on whether past actions by a state affects its credibility in the eyes of others, which in turn 

determines how the zero-sum game plays out between actors. Both believers and skeptics focus 

on whether this impacts one’s ability to deter or coerce, rather than exploring a wider range of 

outcomes that are commonly observed among states. 

When considered separately, each of these aspects commonly found in the existing 

literature makes sense and is harmless. Combined, however, they have unintentionally made it 

difficult to explain why states would back down during crises when reputations are at stake. The 

following section, after outlining general ways in which the literature explains instances where 

 
69 Thomas C. Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1960), 21.  
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states back down, discuss how the literature has been limited in its ability to explain variation 

when it comes to either defending or conceding states’ reputation for resolve.  

 

Why States Back Down, from a Reputational Perspective 

Explanations for why states back down during crises from the perspective of reputation 

for resolve generally fall into three categories. First, states and leaders will back down when they 

fail to acknowledge the importance of doing so. The ‘guilty men’ hypothesis on British 

appeasement of Nazi Germany that emerged during the Second World War is a classic 

example.70 From this perspective, backing down when faced with external security threats is a 

mistake that occurs when misguided states and leaders overlook the importance of demonstrating 

resolve and the impact it has on international relations. 

Second, states are considered more likely to back down in instances where reputations 

should not conceivably matter as much compared to other situations. This is an increasingly 

popular argument made by believers who use it to demonstrate the relevance of reputation for 

resolve in international relations. Sechser, for example, claims that actors are more likely to back 

down when faced with an aggressor that is “geographically distant, rarely make threats, or are 

unable to project power” because these states are less likely to constitute a threat in the future, 

thereby reducing the strategic value of maintaining a strong reputation for resolve.71 Similarly, 

Walter asserts that governments of multiethnic countries are more likely to build a reputation of 

toughness only when it anticipates multiple additional challenges.72 

 
70 Owen, Foot, and Howard, Guilty Men; Winston Churchill, The Gathering Storm (CO: Houghton Mifflin, 1948). 
For a survey of the historiography of British appeasement during the 1930s, see, Sidney Aster, “Appeasement: 
Before and After Revisionism,” Diplomacy and Statecraft 19, no. 3 (2008): 443-80. 
71 Sechser, “Reputations and Signaling,” 319-20.  
72 Walter, “Building Reputation,” 313.  
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Lastly, refraining from defending a state’s reputation for resolve may also be the rational 

thing to do, especially from skeptics’ perspective. Mercer contends that an adversary does not 

gain a reputation for irresolution even if it backs down given how actors view the behavior of 

allies and adversaries differently.73 Likewise, Tang contends that a state will not lose its 

reputation even if it backs down because adversaries will “always assume the state to be resolute 

in the next conflict” based on worst-case assumptions.74 Lastly, Press argues that the existing 

balance of power and not how an actor has behaved in the past matters determines decision-

making. Based on these views, it is suggested that states are right not to defend their reputations 

because it entails incurring the immediate costs of war without being able to accrue the long-

term benefits of deterrence. 

Taken together, these theories help explain why states back down and whether 

reputational concerns affect this decision to acquiesce during crises. But there are also two main 

limitations to these existing explanations that need to be addressed, both of which stem from the 

consensus understanding that states and leaders care about their reputations, sometimes to a fault. 

On the one hand and especially for skeptics, there remains the issue of rationality. While their 

logic implies that states should rightly back down, they also explicitly acknowledge that real-life 

outcomes often defy their expectations and recommendations. It is from this perspective that 

Press admits that his “rationalist story seems to have a nonrationalist underpinning.”75 To 

strengthen their argument, skeptics might need to find instances where actors chose to back 

down and not defend their reputations based on the rationale that they provide. Otherwise, it 

 
73 Mercer, Reputation and International Politics, 66-67. 
74 Tang, “Cult of Reputation,” 50. 
75 Press, Calculating Credibility, 158. 
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raises philosophical questions about what it means to be ‘rational’ if existing biases create an 

environment where no-one is expected to behave in that way.76 

On the other hand, the claim that states will either defend or concede their reputation 

based on assessments of when and where reputations are likely to be relevant also has a couple 

of issues. First, they are hamstrung in explaining the variation within certain strategic contexts 

such as rivals. Per the logic of believers, rival states should most always seek to defend their 

reputations when in reality not all crises and conflicts develop precariously as concessions are 

readily made. This approach also tends to favor dyadic relationships in some instances and 

multilateral relationships in others, usually on an ad hoc basis. The critique of President Obama’s 

decision to not enforce the red line that Al-Assad crossed was based on the fear that it would not 

only embolden the Syrian regime but also other adversaries around the world. Moreover, given 

that a natural extension of the argument in support of the need to defend one’s reputation for 

resolve results in the fear that failing to do so will be dangerous, then studies need to further 

scrutinize how these concerns were overcome. In other words, it is not sufficient to conclude that 

the absence of incentives will cause states to behave oppositely. 

The three categories of explanations outlined above are based on studies that focus 

strictly on the concept of reputation. Beyond this narrow subset of the literature, others have 

stated that actors back down during crises due to the merits of consistency in foreign policy and 

it is necessary to discuss how they overlap with the theories and expectations listed above. Levy 

et al., for example, argue that leaders are likely to stay out of conflicts particularly if they have 

 
76 On this point, it is useful to think about systemic psychological biases that affect human behavior. Daniel 
Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow (New York: Macmillan, 2011). For discussions of how psychology and 
behavioral economics is applied to international relations, see, Emilie M. Hafner-Burton, Stephan Haggard, David A. 
Lake, and David G. Victor, ed. “The Behavioral Revolution and International Relations,” International 
Organization 71, Special Issue (2017). 
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publicly promised to do so because “domestic audiences place a high value on consistency, 

regardless of the type of commitment.”77  

Sartori and Jackson apply this idea in the context of a state’s reputation for honesty. For 

example, Sartori argues that a reputation for honesty makes a state’s future diplomatic initiatives 

more credible which thereby incentivizes states to not bluff too often. One of the main 

implications of her theory is that it is optimal in some instances for states to acquiesce as it 

makes them more honest, thereby increasing the credibility of their future diplomatic 

initiatives.78 Similarly, Van Jackson has argued that among rivals, two types of reputations tend 

to matter most. The first is honesty which has a considerable impact on the credibility of threats 

issued by actors. The second type of reputation is for resolve, which affects the likelihood of 

being challenged in the future.79 The comparable importance of these two reputations make it 

possible for states to back down; they essentially do so in order to accrue a reputation for resolve 

at the expense of its reputation for resolve. 

Though they articulate alternative causal mechanisms, I consider these arguments in line 

with the second group of explanations outlined above. In the case of consistency and audience 

costs, the leader is assumed to be as concerned about the consequences of failing to uphold their 

promises as they are about appearing weak. In other words, the public, and leaders as a 

consequence, care about both types of images, and decisions are impacted by assessments on 

which particular type matters more under specific circumstances. As for arguments related to a 

state’s reputation for honesty, they are more explicit about the apparent trade-off that exists. 

 
77 Jack S. Levy, Michael K. McKoy, Paul Poast, and Geoffrey P.R. Wallace, “Backing Out or Backing In? 
Commitment and Consistency in Audience Costs Theory,” American Journal of Political Science 59, no. 4 (2015): 
999-1000. 
78 Sartori, “Might of the Pen,” 121-149; Sartori, Deterrence by Diplomacy. 
79 Jackson, Rival Reputations. 
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While these studies acknowledge the risk of appearing less resolute, they contend that the 

benefits of accruing a reputation for honesty supplements the credibility of one’s future threats 

and thus makes decisions to back down rational. As a result, Sartori contends that states should 

“maintain credibility for disputes by conceding on issues that they consider less crucial.”80 

Deserving specific mention is Yarhi-Milo’s recent work in which she argues that the 

decision to defend one’s reputation is based on individual-level differences of leaders. 

Specifically, her study theorizes that actors that exhibit greater self-monitoring and as a result are 

more interested and invested in controlling their public image are more likely to undertake 

foreign policies that are intended to defend their reputation for resolve.81 Per my categorization, 

her argument is a combination of the second and third arguments described above; actors that 

care more about their public image will be more inclined to defend their country’s reputation 

compared to leaders that don’t. 

This dissertation is similar to Yarhi-Milo’s innovative study in that it assumes that 

decisions to either stand firm or acquiesce when an actor’s reputation is at stake are caused by 

how the value of a strong reputation for resolve is assessed. The causal mechanism, however, is 

different. Whereas Yarhi-Milo expects actors that are indifferent about their reputations to be 

more likely to back down, I claim that whether states decide to either defend or concede their 

reputation for resolve is precipitated by how the assess the value of maintaining a strong 

reputation for resolve, which implies that even leaders that care about their reputations can also 

back down. Given how Yarhi-Milo’s recent research essentially addresses the same puzzle, this 

 
80 Sartori, “Might of the Pen,” 140. In contrast, Jackson notes that there is a “contradiction between the reputations 
for resolve and honesty” on the effects of backing down, and settles this tension “in favor of the resolve perspective” 
because it “follows a consistent logic, whereas Sartori offers no explanation for her finding.” Jackson, Rival 
Reputations, 18. 
81 Keren Yarhi-Milo, Who Fights for Reputation: The Psychology of Leaders in International Conflict (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018), 19-43. 
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dissertation will consider her theory as the primary alternative argument against which my own 

theory will be tested against, though the central argument presented in this dissertation also seeks 

to engage the broader literature on the topic. 

 

Alternative Explanation: A Theory of Moderate Reputation for Resolve 

In this section, I propose a novel theory on how concerns over one’s reputation can 

incentivize states to back down. I do so by building on a simple premise. As mentioned above, 

the primary reason why state and leaders care so much about their reputations and why they 

choose to defend it through the threat and use of force is their belief that cultivating a strong 

reputation for resolve benefits them by enhancing their security and their ability to deter external 

threats. Following the same logic, I hypothesize that it is possible for actor may choose to do so 

motivated by an alternate belief that a moderate reputation for resolve better aligns with their 

interests and more efficiently achieves their objectives. Such assessments are also influenced by 

the realization that a strong reputation for resolve is not beneficial or even detrimental under 

certain circumstances. 

I argue that two necessary conditions make it possible for states to reach this conclusion 

and therefore pursue a moderate reputation for resolve by backing down. First, a state’s 

assessment of the value of maintaining a forceful reputation for resolve depends on how they 

believe adversaries will respond to their bolstered images in the future. Defenders may fear that a 

firm response to a threat can increase, rather than decrease, the dangers it faces in the future. This 

occurs when challengers incorporate the bolstered reputation of the defender into its calculus and 

decide that threats during subsequent crises need to be more aggressive to overcome the 

defender’s perceived level of resolve and achieve its intended outcome. As a result, future crises 
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are intensified as a result of a defender’s initial decision to defend its reputation for resolve. 

Defenders fearful of such ‘reputation races’ essentially view maintaining deterrence by signaling 

its resolve as a self-defeating prophecy, which in turn compels them to reassess the strategic 

value of this strategy. 

If the first condition highlighted the anticipated limitations of deterrence, the second 

focuses on other foreign policies that states concurrently possess. Bargaining is an alternative 

method of dispute resolution. Meanwhile, the process of negotiation is frequently considered an 

accomplishment, even if it ultimately fails to achieve an agreement between parties. The second 

necessary condition requires a state to prize the process of negotiations over potential bargaining 

outcomes. States that value the former, especially when they are privately pessimistic about the 

outcome of these negotiations, are more likely to moderate their reputation in the hopes of 

appearing more malleable. Conversely, when states care more about concluding a favorable 

agreement, they are more likely to be determined to demonstrate resolve in order to strengthen its 

bargaining leverage. States that are more concerned about the negotiations and less concerned 

about this next step, however, are likely to consider backing down as a ‘pre-negotiation 

strategy’.82 

As stated above, the theoretical point of departure for this proposed framework is that the 

degree to which actors emphasize the strategic value of preserving a strong reputation for resolve 

may vary. The existing literature, on the other hand, considers it a constant. The primary reason 

for this monolithic view can be traced back to how scholarly attention on the topic of reputation 

stemmed from deterrence theory and the real-world imperatives of deterring Communist 

expansion. Because much of foreign policy revolved around this crucial objective, particularly in 

 
82 Janice Gross Stein, “Getting to the Table: Processes of International Prenegotiation,” International Journal 44, no. 
2 (1989): 231-36. 
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the US, the implications of either defending or conceding US reputation were less closely 

inspected.  

This has led to two unintended outcomes that have profoundly shaped, and unfortunately 

limited the scope of, theories on reputation for resolve. First, while there have been important 

debates about not only the benefits but also the costs and limitations of deterrence strategy in 

general, these findings have not been fully incorporated in studies on reputations. Jervis noted 

that “the belief that an increase in military strength always leads to an increase in security is 

often linked to the belief that the only route to security is through military strength.”83 Studies on 

security dilemmas, arms-racing, and other models of escalatory cycles and their ramifications 

have all challenged this perspective. In some extreme cases, studies have shown that they can 

actually cause, rather than prevent, conflicts and violence. Such retrospection has alluded 

theories of reputation for resolve as it has been tied to a specific perspective that remains a key 

component of any country’s national security policy. Incorporating these studies should offer 

interesting insights on how actors might perceive the need to cultivate a strong reputation for 

resolve.  

Second, we have neglected how certain actions can have multiple implications. 

Comparable is Jackson’s theoretical framework in which he compares how decisions to back 

down during a crisis impacts a state’s reputation for both honesty and resolve.84 Along similar 

lines, this dissertation examines how standing firm can affect multiple images; enhancing the 

image of a resolved nation, but at the same time, it creates a belligerent one that demonstrates its 

strategic inflexibility.  

 
83 Robert Jervis, “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma,” World Politics 30, no. 2 (1978): 182. 
84 Jackson, Rival Reputations. 
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In both academic and policy circles, the use of force in the context of deterrence is 

considered a ‘necessary evil’, with emphasis placed on necessity particularly in the context of 

deterrence. However, the negative connotations associated with war-fighting and the use of 

violence as a means to achieve foreign policy objectives, which is often overlooked as a result, 

has been well documented in the broader literature in international relations. For example, the 

use of military force is often associated with overly-aggressive states that either seek to 

overthrow the existing structure of the system, or are simply greedier than others.85 In the 

bargaining literature, wars are considered suboptimal and cost-inefficient methods of resolving 

disputes, which in turn can inform others about the judgment and character of states and leaders 

that engage in such behavior.86 Lastly, belligerent actors tend to be categorized as predatory, 

unafraid of and willing to violate established norms in international systems.87 Actions based on 

the use of military force can create such images.  

The point of this discussion is to highlight how while maintaining a strong reputation for 

resolve may increase one’s ability to deter by enhancing the credibility of their threats, it is 

contingent on an image of belligerence and stubbornness that may negatively impact other 

foreign policy initiatives. It is sometimes easy to overlook the fact that deterrence is but one of 

many tools with which a state manages its interstate relationships. Here, I specifically discuss 

 
85 Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1981); Steven 
Ward, Status and the Challenge of Rising Powers (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2017); Charles L. 
Glaser, Rational Theory of International Politics: The Logic of Competition and Cooperation (Princeton NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2010); Andrew H. Kydd, Trust and Mistrust in International Relations (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2007). 
86 James D. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War,” International Organization 49, no. 3 (1995): 379-414; 
Andrew Moravcsik, “Taking Preferences Seriously: A Liberal Theory of International Politics,” International 
Organization 51, no. 4 (1997): 513-53. 
87 Alexander Wendt, “Anarchy is what States make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics,” International 
Organization 46, no. 2 (1992): 391-425; Martha Finnemore, “Norms, Culture, and World Politics: Insights from 
Sociology's Institutionalism,” International Organization 50, no. 2 (1996): 325-47; Martha Finnemore, The Purpose 
of Intervention: Changing Beliefs about the Use of Force (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004). 
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how actors’ reputations can affect their ability to negotiate as it is an alternative form of conflict 

resolution. 

The remaining parts of this section elaborate on the two conditions under which states 

and leaders are more likely to prefer a moderate reputations over a strong one. While the 

conventional use of the concept contrasts a ‘strong’ reputation for resolve with a ‘weaker’ one, I 

propose the use of the term ‘moderate’ for two main reasons. Normatively, this combats the 

“dark side of resolve” and how both academia, elites, and the broader society value tenacious 

and determined actions by the state and its leaders.88 Theoretically, it emphasizes the intentional 

nature of the decision to back down and how it may be intended to actively manage one’s 

reputation. It also distinguishes this type of decision from those that are compelled or coerced, 

which weakness both explicitly and implicitly infers.89 

 

First Condition: The Spiral Model and the Fear of Reputation Races 

As noted above, war-fighting, especially in the context of deterrence, is considered a 

‘necessary evil.’ The immediate costs of risking or fighting a war are justified by the long-term 

benefits that such behavior accrues. But what if demonstrating resolve through military means is 

perceived as counterproductive? The spiral model of violence posits that escalatory cycles such 

as arms races and security dilemmas can render an individual state’s efforts to increase its 

security ineffective. Building on this logic, I argue that states are likely to reevaluate the benefits 

of standing firm in order to preserve its reputation for resolve when they conclude that such 

strategies will only intensify, rather than defuse, future crises. Specifically, I contend that 

 
88 Kertzer, Resolve, 154-56. 
89 In the same vein, this dissertation uses the term ‘strong’ and ‘forceful’ interchangeably to partially correct for this 
bias.  
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concerns over a ‘reputation race’ increases the costs and risks of future crises, which thereby 

negates any potential long-term benefits of cultivating a strong reputation for resolve. Even if a 

state believes that an immediate threat can be fended off through a demonstration of force, they 

are disinclined to do so due to the dynamics that unfold thereafter.  

A simple model of repeated crises involving two states illustrates how this mechanism 

works. The model begins with the defender (State A) confronting a threat or military provocation 

from the challenger (State B) that ignites the crisis. Theories on deterrence and reputation for 

resolve advocate a forceful response during this conflict (time t) because it is believed to 

decrease the probability of future challenges (time t+1) by virtue of its reputation for resolve that 

it has built. Thus, the short-term costs incurred at t, which include increased tensions and a 

higher probability of war, are traded for these long-term benefits.90 In other words, decisions to 

either defend one’s reputation are based on a comparison between immediate costs and future 

benefits. 

Conventional deterrence models predict that this will increase the likelihood of 

deterrence succeeding in the future by increasing the credibility of the defender’s resolve. At the 

same time, the same theories also admit that deterrence can also fail even if a threat is credible. 

Given this possible outcome, I stipulate that State A must also take into account the probability 

of deterrence failing in the future. As State A tries to anticipate the situation it might face when 

deterrence fails, they will consider the implications of their earlier actions. Fears of a reputation 

race arise when State A believes that their adversaries will threaten with greater intensity during 

future crises. This is based on the belief that how State A responded during the first crisis will be 

incorporated into State B’s calculus. After observing State A’s response, it is likely that State B 
 

90 Of course, this omits the fact that firm responses to threats can win the immediate dispute which also acts as an 
incentive to stand firm. While this is certainly an important part of decision-making, here I focus on the trade-off 
between short-term costs and long-term benefits that reputation theory focuses on.  
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will believe that it needs to amplify its threat compared to its threat during the initial crisis for it 

to have any chance of achieving its objectives. 

This is obviously an unwelcome outcome for State A not only because it is once again 

forced into a crisis, but also because a stronger challenge would require a similarly tougher 

response by State A if it wishes to continue to resist the threat. Consequently, State A’s cost of 

defending its reputation at time t+1 increases as a result. This illustrates that when an actor has 

real concerns about a potential reputation race, continuing to pursue a strategy based primarily 

on deterrence becomes increasingly costly. Anticipating these dynamics, the defending state may 

choose to concede its reputation for fighting to prevent such cycles from developing. 

Central to this idea of a reputation race is the notion that past behavior, specifically 

resorting to the use of military force to deter, is the direct cause of heightened risk in future 

crises. Compare this with another scenario under which the defender managed to demonstrate 

resolve through non-violent means. Even if the underlying issue remained unresolved, the 

challenger would not be compelled to increase the intensity of its military threat. If one assumes 

that the level of resolve and the extent to which they are likely to resort to military options to 

achieve certain objectives is related to how much they are invested in an issue, then the 

relitigation of an unsettled dispute should not by itself intensify future interactions. In contrast, 

the reputation race increases the risks involved even if these other factors remain unchanged. 

According to Jervis, situations such as this where “threats not only fail and hostility not 

only increases but where conflict develops in a way and to a degree that cannot be explained by 

the original conflict of interest” constitutes the strongest rebuke of deterrence theory.91 Likewise, 

Tang claims that even ‘benign security dilemmas’ can be transformed into malign ones as self-

 
91 Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1976), 91. 
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help through power competition breeds uncertainty and fear.92 This is why some conclude that 

“coercion begets coercion.”93 Under such circumstances security policies based on military force 

become self-defeating.94 And from this perspective, concessions tend to be viewed differently; 

they are not necessarily considered a sign of weakness and lack of resolve but as an active 

strategy to escape the escalatory cycle.95 This is also applicable to a state’s reputation for resolve. 

When states fear reputation races, they may choose to back down and moderate their reputations 

in order to prevent a similar escalatory cycle where efforts to continue preserving one’s 

reputation will become more costly. 

Scholars have emphasized that one of the key indicators to determine whether deterrence 

theory or the spiral theory best explains a given situation is by examining the intentions of others. 

According to this logic, states are motivated to apply the deterrence model when faced with an 

adversary that is perceived to be aggressive.96 However, belligerent intent may also compel 

states to interpret the reputational dynamic as the spiral model. This is because aggressive 

intentions assessed to the adversary also makes it likely that they will circumvent the defender’s 

efforts to deter. Again, Jervis explains that “by acting according to a crude version of deterrence 

theory, states bring about results predicted and explained by the spiral theory.”97 

Put differently, assessing adversaries as aggressive has dual effects that eventually place 

defenders in a bind. While it may increase the need to preserve a strong reputation for resolve, it 

 
92 Shiping Tang, “The Security Dilemma: A Conceptual Analysis,” Security Studies 18, no. 3 (2009): 595-96. 
93 Mark JC Crescenzi and Andrew J. Enterline, “Time Remembered: A Dynamic Model of Interstate Interaction,” 
International Studies Quarterly 45, no. 3 (2001): 409-31; Russell J. Leng, “When will they ever Learn? Coercive 
Bargaining in Recurrent Crises,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 27, no. 3 (1983): 379-419. 
94 Charles L. Glaser, “The Security Dilemma Revisited.” World Politics, 50, no. 1 (1997): 175; Jervis, Perception 
and Misperception, 81. 
95 Jervis, Perception and Misperception, 82. Also see, Jacek Kugler, A. F. K. Organski, and Daniel J. Fox, 
“Deterrence and the Arms Race: The Impotence of Power,” International Security 4, no. 4 (1980): 105-38. 
96 Jervis, Perception and Misperception, 107-08. 
97 Jervis, Perception and Misperception, 81.  
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also raises concerns of an escalating cycle that diminishes the benefits of preserving a strong 

reputation for resolve. Unless a state is committed to deterring the adversary for the foreseeable 

future and bearing the increasing costs and risks of doing so, they will be forced to consider 

alternative strategies to deal with their adversaries and manage tensions. This dynamic unfolds 

because reputation for resolve matters. Those skeptical of the role of reputations in international 

relations would contend that this cycle would not arise because adversaries would not update 

their views in this way.  

 

The Second Condition: Cultivating a Moderate Reputation as a Prenegotiation Tactic 

The first mechanism explained how the mechanism closely resembling the spiral model 

in a way that would compel states to consider backing down despite the risk of weakening the 

reputation for resolve. I also discussed how this prompts states to consider concessions and other 

tactics to manage their adversarial relationships with other countries. In this context, the second 

mechanism focuses on how states may consider not only the “distributional” but also the 

“efficiency” aspect of bargaining as a result.98 Given that reliance on forceful counter-measures 

and deterrence alone may not ensure a nation’s security and in extreme cases harm it further, 

actors are likely to turn to diplomatic solutions. Here, the ‘evil’ aspect of the use and threat of 

force becomes more relevant. Based on the logic behind strategies of prenegotiation and 

reassurance, I argue that states that value the process of negotiations rather than what may be 

eventually achieved through bargaining are more likely to prefer a moderate reputation and 

therefore back down during crises. 

 
98 Schelling, Strategy of Conflict, 21.  
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In a typical negotiation setting, possessing a reputation for being a tough negotiator can 

be advantageous. For example, risk-seeking actors are considered more likely to fare better than 

those that are risk-averse as they can leverage the threat of negotiations breaking down.99 A 

bullish image can deter counterparts from trying to utilize their bargaining leverage without an 

actor having to make threats or concessions.100 Scholars have also claimed that actors, 

particularly those that are less sensitive to time constraints, may strategically delay the 

negotiation process to build a reputation for toughness to achieve better bargaining outcomes.101 

But there is a considerable downside to adopting this approach. Hard-nosed negotiators 

are viewed as individuals perceived as someone that will do anything to gain an advantage.102 

Schneider has found that adversarial negotiators, compared to problem-solvers, were 

predominantly considered to be ineffective.103 One of the many reasons why this may be the case 

is because it decreases a counterpart’s “willingness to be vulnerable and share information about 

interests and priorities.”104 Tinsley et al. therefore conclude that a negotiator’s distributive 

reputation will likely undercut tactics such as building rapport and trust as well as sharing 

information that will obstruct the process of negotiations.105 Likewise, Glick and Croson 
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recommend that actors that wish to elicit cooperation should “want to avoid appearing too hard 

or too soft” and try to develop a moderate reputation.106 

In other words, while a strong reputation for resolve may increase one’s bargaining 

leverage, it does so by drastically reducing the bargaining space between actors. Past actions of a 

state influence how others will assess what that states’ interests and level of resolve are. If a 

certain state has aggressively defended their interests in the past, then others will presume that 

they are unlikely to deviate from their preferences, make concessions, and reach a compromise in 

later crises. And under these circumstances, states may become wary of entering into 

negotiations, particularly when it may be viewed as a sign of weakness by domestic and foreign 

audiences. 

The second condition regarding how reputation for resolve may affect the occurrence of 

negotiations relates to the bargaining theory of war in several important ways. Fearon has 

asserted that the “ex post inefficiency of war opens up an ex ante bargaining range” or a set of 

negotiated outcomes that have greater utility for both sides than war.107 Despite this, he argues 

that wars still happen due to actor’s incentives to misrepresent private information about their 

capabilities and resolve, as well as the commitment problem as an inherent aspect of the anarchic 

international system.108 The mechanism outlined above is similar to the first of Fearon’s rational 

causes of war but differs in that it focuses on the assessment of others rather than the incentives 

of states to misrepresent private information. 

Moreover, the mechanism emphasizes how negotiations do not occur in a vacuum. While 

it is true that a ‘negotiated settlements’ are indeed possible as an alternative to war, they most 

 
106 Glick and Croson, “Reputation in Negotiations,” 184-85. 
107 Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations,” 390. 
108 Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations,” 409. 
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often require a bargaining process through which they materialize. If the perceived bargaining 

range is limited or skewed in a way that would require a state to make considerable concessions 

unilaterally in order to reach a settlement, this will not only make such outcomes unlikely but 

also make the process of reaching such agreements more difficult to initiate.  

The negotiating process that resulted in the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) 

is a good example of this. Talks stagnated between the US and Iran until the Obama 

administration decided to concede on Iran’s enrichment of uranium in the fall of 2013. It was 

believed that Tehran would never going to agree to a zero-enrichment deal. Under such 

circumstances, Iran had no incentives to engage in serious talks with the US until this was 

guaranteed.109 Alternatively, it is easy to imagine that the US could have chosen to maintain a 

hardline stance with significant sanctions in place. But doing so would have also delayed the 

negotiations all the while concerns over Iran’s nuclear weapons program persisted and 

intensified. 

The need to demonstrate resolve and cultivate a strong reputation for resolve to increase 

bargaining leverage is most applicable to the value-claiming process on which most of the 

existing literature on bargaining in international relations tends to focus on. Schelling is explicit 

regarding this issue, stating that his concern “will not be with the part of bargaining that consists 

of exploring for mutually profitable adjustments,” but rather with “the situations in which a 

better bargain for one means less for the other.”110 

In contrast, the study of preneogition focuses on how states actually get to a bargaining 

situation. Defined as the “process of getting to the table” or “negotiation about negotiation”111, 
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prenegotiation begins once an actor considers negotiations as a policy option and involves the 

conveying of its intent to other parties involved.112 Certain turning points in a relationship, which 

often involve recent crises or attempts to avoid an impending crisis, force states to reassess their 

alternatives.113 This ‘triggers’ the prenegotiation process, which begins when one or more parties 

to a particular issue seriously consider negotiations as a possible solution. Crucial is how 

prenegotiations are considered ways not to resolve the issue itself, but rather persuading other 

parties that a “joint solutions” or negotiated agreements are viable alternatives to conflict 

resolution.114 In other words, establishing the bargaining table is and should be considered as a 

goal as well as a means, especially if international actors consider conflictual or militaristic 

confrontations too costly.  

Similar to deterrence, prenegotiation tactics involve signaling and communicating one’s 

intentions, which in turn need to be viewed as credible and genuine for them to be effective in 

accomplishing the goal of arranging negotiations. Here the costliness of the behavior and 

messages intended to convey one’s intentions play a pivotal role. Stein argues that states can try 

to “reassure their adversaries of their benign intentions and create incentives for negotiations” 

through adequately costly and irreversible signals.115 Kydd also claims that these signals of 

reassurance need to be “so costly that one would hesitate to send them if one were 

untrustworthy.”116  
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Backing down during crises and disputes fits these criteria. Defenders that decide to do so 

bear the risk that their actions are misconstrued as an admission of weakness, which might make 

the state vulnerable to manipulation. But it is this cost that also makes it a convincing signal 

which increases the probability that it may succeed in achieving the initial goal of setting up a 

bargaining process. Regardless of whether such actions will succeed in enticing adversaries to 

the negotiation table, what is necessary for this condition is the perception among states and 

leaders that conceding during crises and moderating their reputation for resolve will achieve its 

intended outcome. In this sense, this expected outcome is not merely a negative case where states 

have refrained from defending its reputation but a positive outcome in its own right.  

Nonetheless, it is still necessary to consider the consequences of moderating one’s 

reputation for resolve in order to persuade others to negotiate. Even if the initial goal is to avoid 

imminent crises through a bargaining process, the eventual outcome remains a concern. Because 

they believe that they may have ‘weakened’ their reputation for resolve to reach this stage, states 

and leaders acknowledge that their bargaining leverage going into the negotiations may have 

been lessened as well. As a result, they are likely to be more patient. On the one hand, if their 

conciliatory gestures are reciprocated, states may continue deescalating tensions and engage in 

productive negotiations. On the other hand, if the adversary chooses to leverage the state’s 

presumed weaker reputation, there is more of an incentive for the defender to resist such pressure 

and demonstrate resolve. In either case, what is important for the theory of moderate reputation 

for resolve is the fact that such actions are undertaken deliberately, fully aware of the dual and, 

in some ways, contradictory implications this strategy has on the process of negotiations and 

eventual outcomes. 
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To summarize, the central argument of this dissertation claims that how a state views the 

strategic value of possessing a strong reputation for resolve varies depending on whether fears of 

a reputation race exists and whether they focus on the process or outcome of possible 

negotiations. Such variation in the need to project a strong reputation for resolve, in turn, 

influences a state’s decision to either defend or concede their reputations through their actions 

during a crisis. Most importantly, the theoretical framework outlined above incorporates an 

actor’s reputational concerns in their decisions to back down during crises; they do so not 

because they ignored their reputations or because it was less relevant, but rather because 

reputations matter and actors care about how it impacts their foreign policy. Table 1. summarizes 

each of the arguments discussed so far and compares the prediction of this alternative theoretical 

framework with existing theories on reputation for resolve. 

 

Research Design 

This section of the chapter describes the research strategy that this dissertation employs 

to verify the validity of the central argument and the theory of moderate reputation for resolve. 

First, I specify both the dependent and independent variables that are examined throughout the 

case studies and identify the variance among each. Then, I will discuss the issue of case selection. 

In addition to outlining the scope conditions and potential universe of cases, I also elaborate on 

the importance of distinguishing between irrelevant and negative cases as it relates to the 

dependent variable in question. Lastly, this section concludes with a brief description of the cases 

examined.   
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Table 1. Comparing the Theories 

 
Believers Skeptics Theory of 

Moderate 
Reputations ‘Guilty Men’ ‘Cost-benefit’ ‘Cult-like belief’ 

Summary of 
theory 

States back down 
because they fail 
to appreciate the 
importance of 
preserving a strong 
reputation despite 
it being valuable in 
general 

States back down 
in situations where 
it is less likely to 
be useful in the 
future, even 
though preserving 
a strong reputation 
for resolve is 
valuable in general 

Rational states 
should back down 
because they 
understand that a 
strong reputation 
for resolve does 
not form and/or 
has little impact on 
adversary’s 
decision-making 

States back down 
when they believe 
that a moderate 
reputation for 
resolve is better 
aligned with its 
national interests, 
and when a strong 
one is perceived as 
counterproductive  

Independent 
Variable 

Rationality of state 
and/or leader 

Anticipated future 
threats and the 
relevancy of 
reputation 

Understanding of 
the limited impact 
of reputations / 
Current balance of 
power 

Foreign policy 
objectives 

Views on the 
theoretical 
value of 
reputation 

Constant Constant Constant Varies 

In general, 
backing down 
… 

is dangerous when 
reputations are at 
stake 

is the right 
decision when the 
short-term costs 
outweigh the long-
term benefits 

has little impact on 
adversary’s 
assessment of their 
credibility / 
unlikely because 
of biases 

is the right 
decision when it 
contributes to the 
pursuit of its 
foreign policy 
objectives 

 

 

Specification of the Independent and Dependent Variables 

Independent and Intervening Variables 

The independent variable for the first condition is actors’ concerns over an emerging 

reputation race. A reputation race refers to a dynamic in which future crises are intensified as a 

result of a state’s reputation for resolve and how it is incorporated into adversary’s calculus. 
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Conceptually, this consists of three components that I use to determine whether an actor feared 

reputation races. First and foremost, there needs to be a belief that reputation for resolve does 

indeed matter. This is often predicated on the perception that they are likely to win the crisis at 

hand if it chooses to stand firm. The primary concern lies in future interactions, and whether the 

strategy is feasible and cost-efficient to sustain. From this perspective, the fear of a reputation 

race actually coexists with confidence in deterrence rather than operating in its absence. 

Second and related to this last point, there needs to be an understanding that the issue 

under dispute will likely remain the cause of future militarized crises in order for states and 

leaders to fear reputation races. Reputation races are most accurately observed when the 

underlying issue remains unchanged. By doing so, we are able to hold the interests at stake 

during a given crisis as constant, thereby ruling out one of the other critical potential causes of 

escalation during later periods of tension.  

The last component relates to the capabilities of adversaries and whether they are 

perceived to either currently have or will acquire in the future the ability to circumvent the 

deterrent threat of the defender. This can occur in either two ways. On the one hand, it can be 

based on material capabilities. A state is more likely to fear a reputation race if it anticipates that 

the balance of power is shifting to its disadvantage. On the other hand, they can arise when states 

sense vulnerabilities to their deterrence postures and fear that they can be manipulated. 

Asymmetric strategies and the adoption of response that are unorthodox and designed 

specifically to stymie deterrence strategies are likely to increase the fear of reputation races.117  

In particular, such concerns are likely to be exacerbated when the defender assumes that 

their adversary has aggressive intentions. While some scholars in security studies assert that 

 
117 Bruce W. Bennett, Christopher P. Twomey, and Gregory F. Treverton, “What Are Asymmetric Strategies,” 
RAND National Defense Research Institute, no. DB-246-OSD (1999). 



50 
 

states assume that states are always uncertain about their adversaries and often assume the worst, 

others have argued that it is possible to discern whether others have either benign or malign 

intentions.118 One such indicator is the past actions of the adversary in question. Thus, if a 

challenger has resorted to the use and threat of force in the past, it is much more likely that they 

will be considered belligerent which adds to a state’s fear of reputation races. 

For the second condition, the independent variable of interest is which aspect of 

negotiations a state emphasizes. In any setting, actors do not consider negotiations in purely 

integrative or distributive terms and instead adopt strategies that addresses both aspects. 

However, I argue that it is nonetheless possible to assess which of these two aspects an actor 

emphasizes in particular situations. In identifying variation in this second independent variable, I 

focus on the fact that not only are these two objectives distinguishable, but they are likely to be 

inversely correlated. If a state or leader is more concerned about what the bargained outcome 

might look like and what implications it might have on the relationship between the parties, then 

they are likely to be less concerned about beginning talks as they have already concluded that 

they will not deviate too far from their preferred outcome which, in turn, decreases the value of 

dialogue. If, on the other hand, negotiations themselves are the intended goal, then they are more 

likely to take an adaptive approach, willing to see where talks go. This does not mean that they 

do not care about bargaining leverage, but it does suggest that they will postpone such concerns 

until negotiations have begun. 

Both these independent variables are continuous. In addition, extreme ideal types are 

unlikely to be observed. Regarding the first condition, it is unlikely that actors are completely 

 
118 For a discussion of this debate, see David M. Edelstein, “Managing Uncertainty: Beliefs about Intentions and the 
Rise of Great Powers,” Security Studies 12, no. 1 (2002): 1-40; Sebastian Rosato, “The Inscrutable Intentions of 
Great Powers,” International Security 39, no. 3 (2015): 48-88; Robert Jervis, The Logic of Images in International 
Relations (New York: Columbia University Press, 1970); Charles L. Glaser, Rational Theory; Kydd, Trust and 
Mistrust. 
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paralyzed by the fear of a reputation race or completely oblivious to these concerns. As for the 

second condition, actors will probably not disregard all possibilities of talks just for the sake of 

maintaining its bargaining leverage, nor will they make every concession imaginable just for the 

sake of negotiations. Given these difficulties, the case studies in later chapters will not only 

clarify the variance as much as possible, but also refer to the strategic context from a 

comparative perspective to further distinguish the independent variables of interest. Choosing the 

most comparable cases and identifying the variation within these cases will also make it easier to 

distinguish when these conditions are satisfied or not. 

 

Dependent Variable: Backing Down during Crises 

The dependent variable that this dissertation seeks to explain is the actions that a state 

adopts in crisis situations where their reputations are seemingly on the line or, more simply put, 

whether actors choose to either defend or concede their reputations. Based on this description, 

there are two components to the dependent variable.  

The first is the decision itself. I specify two main options available to states during crises: 

either to stand firm and respond forcefully or to back down and acquiesce to threats. Regarding 

the former type of action, which most of the existing literature tends to focus on, states are 

considered as having defended or bolstered their reputations when they either go to war or react 

by issuing its own threats that can escalate tensions.119 States can also defend their reputations by 

reaffirming their commitment to a given issue. Thus, states are also treated as defending their 

reputations when they engage in actions that either ties their hands or accrues sunk costs.120 

 
119 Weisiger and Yarhi-Milo, “Revisiting Reputation,” 473-495; Clare and Danilovic, “Multiple Audiences,” 860-82. 
120 James D. Fearon, “Signaling Foreign Policy Interests: Tying Hands versus Sinking Costs,” Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 41, no. 1 (1997): 68-90. 
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In contrast, what constitutes a state’s decision to back down tends to be murkier. The 

clearest example involves capitulation, which Sechser defines as an outcome where a state 

“complied with all of the challenger’s demands without the use of large-scale military force.”121 

Backing down may also refer to situations where states abandon their previous commitments in 

the face of threats.122 Relatedly, scholars have also termed instances where leaders choose to 

withdraw and terminate wars as examples of backing down, particularly focusing on the 

domestic political consequences of such decisions.123 

More important than the specific actions of states is the second aspect of the definition. 

For both values of the dependent variable, it is necessary that the action be predicated on 

reputational concerns. Of course, one may contend that this is also vague and difficult to 

distinguish between instances where reputations mattered and those that did not. However, it is 

nonetheless possible to conceive of instances where reputations should have mattered. I will also 

try to establish through evidence that decision-makers were concerned about the reputational 

ramifications of their actions.  

 

Case Selection and Research Strategy 

Though defined, both the independent and dependent variables in questions are vague 

and difficult to pinpoint their values. I attempt to address these limitations through rigorous case 

selection as well as a structured and focused comparison. First, regarding case selection, the 

outcomes that this dissertation seeks to explain are crisis decisions made based on reputational 

 
121 Sechser, “Reputations and Signaling,” 10. 
122 Levy, McKoy, Poast, and Wallace, “Backing Out,” 988-1001. 
123 Matthew S. Levendusky and Michael C. Horowitz, “When Backing Down is the Right Decision: Partisanship, 
New Information, and Audience Costs,” The Journal of Politics 74, no. 2 (2012): 323-38; Sarah E. Croco, “The 
Decider's Dilemma: Leader Culpability, War Outcomes, and Domestic Punishment,” American Political Science 
Review 105, no. 3 (2011): 457-77. 
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concerns. This means that the universe of cases consists of instances where the state’s 

reputations were at stake. As mentioned above, however, the problem is that it is not easily 

defined. One may even argue that every crisis may be included in this universe, particularly 

when one remembers the fact that leaders and states tend to care about their reputations, 

regardless of whether it is prudent to do so or not. 

To narrow down the universe of cases, I rely on criteria already established in the existing 

literature. For example, Sechser argues that defenders are more likely to be concerned about their 

reputations when they face aggressors that are geographically close, have a history of violence, 

and possess the ability to project military power.124 Similarly, Huth also states that “potential 

attackers are more likely to draw reputational inferences about defenders in a given region based 

on their own direct involvement in prior disputes with the defender in that region.”125 

Press synthesizes these accounts and offers a comprehensive list of when reputations are 

theoretically likely to matter the most. He claims that the narrow version of ‘past-actions theory’ 

stipulates that states’ reputations are most likely to be relevant if subsequent crises occur in the 

same region and when they occur after a short period of time, involve similar issues and stakes, 

when the state and individual actors on both sides remain the same, and when it is expected to be 

a part of a repetitive pattern of behavior.126 This provides a useful set of scope conditions with 

which the universe of cases is conceptually defined. 

Within this hypothetical list of cases, I select two primary sets of cases based on three 

additional considerations. The first is related to identifying most- and least-likely cases for the 

theories being tested. A most-likely case is “where the independent variables posited by a theory 

 
124 Sechser, “Reputations and Signaling,” 2. 
125 Huth, “Reputations and Deterrence,” 92. 
126 Press, Calculating Credibility, 19.  



54 
 

are at values that strongly posit an outcome,” whereas the variables of interest only weakly 

predict an outcome in least-likely cases.127 While it is perhaps impossible to weigh the relative 

importance of each of the factors that Press and others outline, it is nonetheless plausible to 

assume that cases that satisfy more of these conditions are most-likely cases for existing theories 

on reputation for resolve. Conversely, the same logic makes them least-likely cases for the theory 

of moderate reputations. Under these conditions, leaders and states should be expected to 

consider a strong reputation for resolve to be advantageous to possess given its theoretical 

correlation with a state’s credibility and ability to deter. 

The second consideration relates to variation in the dependent variable of interest. Single-

case studies are considered particularly beneficial for identifying causal mechanisms and 

providing historical explanations of key cases.128 However, selecting on the dependent variable 

can fall prey to the problem of selection bias. Conducting a structured and focused comparison of 

similar cases with different outcomes can further highlight the causal impact of the independent 

variables under investigation. Furthermore, and perhaps more pertinent to this dissertation, is that 

by comparing across cases I can detail how variables are coded with greater accuracy. 

Comparing across cases will allow me to place the values of each variable along a spectrum from 

a relative perspective that takes the strategic context of each case into close consideration. 

Description of the Empirical Chapters 

The two primary sets of cases analyzed in the following chapters were selected with these 

concerns and goals in mind. The first set of cases in Chapter 3 explains US decision-making 

during the first and second Taiwan Strait Crises during the 1950s by process-tracing 

 
127 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), 121. 
128 George and Bennett, Case Studies, 21.  
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deliberations within the Eisenhower White House. Specifically, I examine why the Eisenhower 

administration attempted to defuse the first and second Taiwan Strait crises in markedly different 

ways. 

The White House responded to the first Taiwan Strait crisis forcefully, taking the nation 

to the brink of nuclear war by vowing to intervene militarily should Beijing continue to provoke 

and escalate tensions. However, when the second crisis occurred a few years later, Washington 

demonstrated greater hesitance. Before bombing of the offshore islands began, the White House 

would ‘fuzzy up’ its intentions despite having witnessed this exact same approach fail to deter 

Beijing during the first crisis. During the crisis, the Eisenhower administration would also call 

for negotiations despite concerns that it would harm its position and prestige vis-à-vis China and 

the region. 

For most theories on reputation, this is difficult to explain because the fact that the second 

Taiwan Straits crisis had happened just a few years after the first should have made policy-

makers in Washington more acutely aware of the need to maintain its resoluteness, not less. In 

contrast, I explain America’s divergent responses to the first and second Taiwan Strait crises by 

examining changing views regarding the value of preserving a strong reputation for resolve that 

emerged in the White House as it dealt with these two consecutive crises. In order to do so, it is 

necessary to explore how US perceptions of the Chinese threat evolved during the interim years, 

and how that affected America’s views on the merits and disadvantages of maintaining a strategy 

based on sustaining a strong reputation for resolve. 

In terms of case selection, this set of cases exhibits many of the features that would 

theoretically increase the importance of a state’s reputation for resolve and make it more likely 

that actors would consider it necessary to defend it making it both most-likely cases for existing 
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theories. First, the US faced an adversary that had a recent history of violence; the first crisis 

occurred just a year later after the two countries had fought against each other on the Korean 

Peninsula, while the Second crisis was initiated by Beijing merely three years after the first one 

had ended. Second, the principle decision-makers remained the same on both sides, with 

President Eisenhower and Secretary of State Dulles governing in Washington and Chairman Mao 

and Foreign Minister Zhou presiding in Beijing during both crises. Lastly, not only were the two 

crises essentially fought over the same issue, but they also transpired in a similar manner, both 

beginning with the PLA’s shelling of the offshore islands held by Taiwan and ending with 

bilateral Ambassadorial talks that were held in Europe. 

Chapters 4 & 5 analyzes and compares South Korean responses to assassination attempts 

by North Korea in the late 1960s and early 1980s. After the Rangoon bombing incident in 

October 1983, President Chun demonstrated considerable restraint which surprised even 

American officials. He continued to adopt a conciliatory approach towards Pyongyang, accepting 

North Korean humanitarian aid in 1984, and engaging in inter-Korean negotiations under the 

auspices of the IOC regarding the 1988 Summer Olympics. In stark contrast, President Park was 

adamant about seeking retribution for the Blue House raid in January 1968. Though eventually 

restrained by Washington, he nonetheless covertly formed his own group of commandos to 

assassinate Kim Il-sung later that year. 

Similar to the US-China relationship during the 1950s examined in Chapter 3, these two 

cases also exhibit several characteristics that would make it a most-likely case for conventional 

theories on reputation for resolve. First, the two incidents represented the ongoing competition 

and conflict between the two Koreas that continued since the end of WWII and the Korean War. 

Second, they were incidents involving two immediate neighbor countries that considered each 
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other as the primary threat to their security and legitimacy. Third, while North and South Korea 

instigated various military provocations against each other, the two crises examined in this 

chapter were assassination attempts the South Korean president which enables one to ignore the 

differences that might be caused by the divergent modes of military confrontation. 

The fact that Kim Il-sung was the leader in North Korea during both periods further 

suggests that South Korea and its leaders should have been warier about the consequences of 

demonstrating a lack of resolve, particularly as conflicts continued. On the other hand, South 

Korean leadership had changed by the 1980s. What is noteworthy, however, is that both 

President Park and President Chun were former military generals that had risen to power through 

violent coups. Based on studies about the personal experience of military leaders and the effect it 

has on their foreign policy preferences129, this would suggest that they would more likely 

consider the need to preserve a strong reputation for resolve as a necessity, further making these 

cases a most-likely case. 

The two sets of case studies, while similar in several aspects, also serve distinct purposes. 

As for Chapter 3, it tackles mostly the believers’ account that asserts that actors defend their 

reputation for resolve based on a rational and strategic calculation that they matter. In addition to 

the conditions described above, the Eisenhower administration’s ‘New Look Strategy’ and 

‘Massive Retaliation Doctrine’ was heavily dependent on deterrence and American credibility, 

which meant that there was an additional strategic need for Washington to care about its 

reputation. These policies were maintained throughout the two terms of the Eisenhower 
 

129 Weeks argues that military officers are more likely to behave aggressively because they are socialized to hold 
“specific beliefs about the utility and appropriateness of military force as an instrument of politics” and as a result 
view military force as “effective and routine.” Jessica L. Weeks, “Strongmen and Straw Men: Authoritarian 
Regimes and the Initiation of International Conflict,” American Political Science Review 106, no. 2 (2012): 334. 
Also see, Alexandre Debs, and Hein E. Goemans, “Regime Type, the Fate of Leaders, and War,” American Political 
Science Review 104, no. 3 (2010): 430-445: Michael C. Horowitz and Allan C. Stam, “How Prior Military 
Experience Influences the Future Militarized Behavior of Leaders,” International Organization 68, no. 3 (2014): 
527-559. 
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administration and as such, explaining why the US backed down during the second crisis will 

help isolate the impact that the two factors identified in this article have on the conclusions 

reached by decision-makers.  

In contrast, comparison of Korea’s responses to North Korea’s assassination attempts 

against its president conducted in the 1960s and 1980s in Chapters 4 & 5 highlights the personal 

military backgrounds of these leaders. One common argument made by skeptics is that actors 

care about their reputations even though they theoretically shouldn’t because they misapply their 

understanding of domestic politics to the international sphere. This suggests that identifying 

most-likely cases for skeptics requires a different approach, one that these chapters adopt by 

examining cases where the leaders in charge are theoretically more prone to these be susceptible 

to such inclinations.130 Key features of these empirical chapters are summarized in table 2. 

Meanwhile, Chapter 6 analyzes British appeasement in the 1930s as a single case study. 

Beginning with London’s response to the Anschluss in March 1938, I demonstrate that Neville 

Chamberlain’s ill-fated strategy of attempting to achieve a state of appeasement with Nazi 

Germany can also be explained through the theory of moderate reputation for resolve. In 

particular, this chapter explores not only the Anschluss and the Munich agreement but also the 

May crisis and the House of Commons debate that discussed the policy of appeasement. By 

examining these multiple observations131, I describe how Chamberlain’s concerns of a reputation 

race vis-à-vis Germany as well as his interest in establishing a mechanism of conflict resolution 

in Europe caused him to concede on several fronts and moderate Britain’s reputation for resolve.  

 
 

130 Interestingly, all the principal leaders in the two sets of case studies (President Eisenhower, Chairman Mao, 
President Park, President Chun, and Kim Il-sung) had either military and/or rebel group experiences prior to 
assuming the leadership role in their respective governments. The point of distinction relevant to this discussion is 
that the South Korean Presidents both led successful coup d’état attempts. 
131 George and Bennett, Case Studies, 32-34. 
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Table 2. Criteria for Case Selection 

Condition 

Past Action Theory132 Case studies 

Definition US-China during 1950s 
Inter-Korean Relations 
during 1960s and 1980s 

Geography 
Actions in one part of the world 
affect credibility in that part of 
the world 

Taiwan issue Korean Peninsula 

Timing 
Actions in one crisis affect 
credibility for a short period of 
time 

First crisis: 5 years after 
Korean War 

Second crisis: 3 years 
after first Taiwan Strait 
Crisis 

Assassination attempts 
more than a decade 
apart, though 
consistently competing 
throughout this period 

Similarity of 
issues 

Actions in one crisis affect 
credibility in future crises over 
similar issues 

Involve same crisis Involve same crisis 

Similarity of 
stakes 

Actions in one crisis affect 
credibility in future crises 
involving similar stakes 

Involve similar stakes Involve similar stakes 

Same 
countries 

Actions in one crisis affect 
credibility in future crises that 
involve the same two countries 

Involve same countries Involve same countries 

Own leaders 
remain 

Actions in one crisis affect 
credibility in future crises until 
one’s own leaders change 

Involve same leaders 
Different leaders, but 
with similar 
characteristics 

Adversaries’ 
leaders 
remain 

Actions in one crisis affect 
credibility in future crises until 
the leaders of one’s adversary 
change 

Involve same leaders Involve same leaders 

Volatility of 
reputation 

Actions in one crisis affect 
credibility only if they create a 
pattern of repeated behavior  

Repeated emphasis on 
deterrence through the 
administration’s New 
Look Strategy 

Persistent concern 
about North Korea’s 
eagerness to unify the 
Peninsula through war 

  

 
132 Adapted from Press, Calculating Credibility, 19. 
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It is hard to doubt that the onset of the Cold War and the advent of nuclear weapons 

increased both policy and academic interest in the concept of reputation for resolve. The 

following chapter on US decision-making during the first and second Taiwan Straits includes 

both these aspects. On the one hand, the Asian front of the Cold War increased the need for the 

US to demonstrate resolve and bolster its reputation for resolve in the arena. On the other hand, 

the unwelcome prospect of being compelled to use or threaten the use of nuclear weapons 

complicated such considerations. Chapter 3 process-traces the Eisenhower administration’s 

deliberations as it sought to prevent an invasion of Taiwan throughout the decade to demonstrate 

how the complexity of cultivating a strong reputation for resolve resulted in two similar, yet 

unmistakably contrasting, responses to Beijing’s aggressiveness in the Taiwan Straits. 
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CHAPTER 3. MANAGING AMERICA’S REPUTATION FOR RESOLVE IN THE 

TAIWAN STRAITS IN THE 1950S 

 

Introduction 

The Cold War began rather hot in East Asia. The 1950s had begun with the Communist 

invasion of South Korea, which ended after a ceasefire agreement was signed in 1953 following 

three years of intense fighting. The war on the Korean peninsula not only symbolized the 

ideological struggle between the Capitalist and Communist blocs in the region but also 

intensified the emerging rivalry between the US and China. George and Smoke conclude that 

“Beijing’s abrupt intervention in the Korean War substantially increased Washington’s fear of 

communist expansion throughout Asia” and elevated Communist China as the primary source of 

threat to American interests in the region.133 

A few years later, the US found itself embroiled in two consecutive crises across the 

Taiwan Straits against the Communist regime; the first crisis persisted for several months from 

September 1954 to April 1955, whereas the second crisis occurred in the Fall of 1958. In both 

instances, China initiated the conflict by shelling islands near the coast of mainland China which 

were occupied by Taiwanese troops led by Generalissimo Chiang Kai-Shek. The Chinese 

Government, headed by Chairman Mao Zedong and Foreign Minister Zhou Enlai, conducted 

these attacks to break out of American encirclement of the regime and disrupt the increasingly 

close security partnership between the US and Taiwan.134 

 
133 Alexander L. George, and Richard Smoke, Deterrence in American Foreign Policy: Theory and Practice (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1974), 242; Robert Jervis, “The Impact of the Korean War on the Cold War,” 
Journal of Conflict Resolution 24, no. 4 (1980): 563-92. 
134 For example, see Yuanchao Li, “The Politics of Artillery Shelling: A Study of the Taiwan Strait Crises,” Beijing 
Review 35 (1992): 32-38. Thomas J. Christensen, Worse than a Monolith: Alliance Politics and Problems of 
Coercive Diplomacy in Asia (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011), 135-57. 
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These crises have often been used to illustrate the prevalence of deterrence thinking 

during the early stages of the Cold War and how the strategy was implemented at the time. For 

instance, Zhang has deemed these episodes as examples of mutual deterrence where both the US 

and mainland China sought to deter the other. He stipulates that during the 1950s, both sides 

“perceived the other as the aggressor state attempting to overturn the status quo, always ready to 

expand its sphere of influence at the expense of its opposite number.”135 In their classic study, 

George and Smoke conclude that US deterrence both partially failed and succeeded; though 

American commitment did deter a full-scale invasion of the islands, it nonetheless failed to 

“deter Beijing from employing lesser options at its disposal to create controlled pressures with 

which to test and, if possible, to erode the US commitment.”136 

Other studies adopt a similar approach and, in particular, tend to focus on how the US 

managed to prevent an all-out invasion of Taiwan while minimizing the threat of being entangled 

in another war in East Asia.137 The primary objective of the US during both crises was to “deter 

the Chinese and find a satisfactory peaceful exit from the crisis while coping with a difficult 

Nationalist ally and the troubling domestic and international repercussions of their actions.”138 

 
135 Shu Guang Zhang, Deterrence and Strategic Culture: Chinese-American Confrontations, 1949-1958 (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1992), 2. 
136 George and Smoke, Deterrence in Foreign Policy, 267.  
137 Gordon H. Chang, “To the Nuclear Brink: Eisenhower, Dulles, and the Quemoy-Matsu Crisis,” International 
Security 12, no. 4 (1988): 96-123; Gordon H. Chang and He Di, “The Absence of War in the US-China 
Confrontation over Quemoy and Matsu in 1954-1955: Contingency, Luck, Deterrence,” The American Historical 
Review 98, no. 5 (1993): 1500-24; Waldo Heinrichs, “Eisenhower and Sino-American Confrontation,” in The Great 
Powers in East Asia, 1953-1960, ed. Warren I. Cohen and Akira Iriye (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1990), 86-103; George C. Eliades, “Once More unto the Breach: Eisenhower, Dulles, and Public Opinion during the 
Offshore Islands Crisis of 1958,” The Journal of American-East Asian Relations 2, no. 4 (1993): 343-67; Appu K. 
Soman, ““Who’s Daddy” in the Taiwan Strait? The Offshore Islands Crisis of 1958,” The Journal of American-East 
Asian Relations 3, no. 4 (1994): 373-98. 
138 Robert Accinelli, ““A Thorn on the Side of Peace”: The Eisenhower Administration and the 1958 Offshore 
Islands Crisis,” in Reexamining the Cold War: U.S.-China Diplomacy, 1954-1973, ed. Robert S. Ross and Jiang 
Changbin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 106. 
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The overall narrative is that the US accomplished these goals by adopting a firm policy of 

deterrence that remained more or less consistent throughout both crises. 

However, a closer examination of the Eisenhower administration’s reactions to the first 

and second Taiwan Strait crises reveals that there were meaningful differences in how it 

responded to Chinese aggression in 1954-55 and in 1958 that warrant further analysis. During 

the first crisis, the Eisenhower administration continuously strengthened its deterrent threats to 

counter increasing Chinese aggression, eventually escalating to a point where it seriously 

contemplated the use of nuclear weapons. In contrast, the US failed to signal its resolve and take 

steps that may have deterred China and prevented the crisis from occurring in August 1958, even 

though it correctly anticipated that such an attack was imminent. In particular, the White House 

reverted to a policy of ‘fuzzy’ deterrence that relied on strategic ambiguity despite experiencing 

its failure during the initial stages of the first crisis. Lastly, the US was more eager to convey its 

willingness to negotiate with Beijing during the second crisis, something that the Eisenhower 

administration refused to do in 1954-55. 

These differences may appear minor within the broader strategic context of deterrence 

and inconsequential given the fact that a general war between the US and China was eventually 

averted. Yet they are nonetheless important to understand particularly from the perspective of 

reputation for resolve as it tends to contradict the prediction of existing theories. Each crisis 

occurred relatively soon after past confrontations between the two sides; the first crisis occurred 

about a year after the Korean war armistice was signed, while the second crisis transpired three 

years after the first. Moreover, the two crises shared several similarities; not only were they 

fought over the same issue and involved identical stakes, but they also involved the same 

principal actors in both governments. These factors would suggest that reputations would most 
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likely have mattered in the Taiwan Straits during the 1950s. For the US, conveying strong 

signals of resolve was especially imperative for the Eisenhower administration given its ‘New 

Look’ strategy and ‘Massive Retaliation’ doctrine.139 

Given these circumstances, believers in the role of reputation for resolve in international 

relations would predict that the Eisenhower administration’s inclinations to defend its reputation 

would likely have been stronger during the second crisis. China demonstrating its willingness to 

use force would have made the US believe its reputation more relevant and thus more necessary 

to defend.140  

Meanwhile, the individual-level framework proposed by Yarhi-Milo is also insufficient 

in explaining the different tactics employed by the Eisenhower administration as the President 

and his key advisors, namely Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, were pivotal decision-makers 

in both instances. She states that her statistical analysis is unable to classify President 

Eisenhower as either a high or low self-monitor since his score is too close to the midpoint.  141 

This suggests that his decisions to either defend or not defend reputation for resolve might also 

vary depending on the circumstances. This shows that there is a need to further explore what 

ultimately determined the Eisenhower administration’s responses to the first and second Taiwan 

Strait crises, if they indeed significantly differed as this chapter suggests. 
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I argue in this chapter that growing concerns within the White House over the increasing 

costs of defending its reputation by committing to the defense of Taiwan and the offshore islands, 

and appreciation of the value of dialogue with China despite dim prospects of reaching a 

substantive agreement with Beijing caused the Eisenhower administration to concede and 

moderate its reputation for resolve during the second Taiwan crisis. Moreover, I show that the 

US adopted this stance in 1958 despite remaining aware of the strategic need to preserve its 

reputation for resolve. 

Specifically, the US was preoccupied with its goal of maintaining a robust reputation 

during the first Taiwan Strait crisis based on the belief that it was both necessary to deter China 

and pursue its national interests in Asia. As such, Washington was not only disinterested in 

negotiations but also fearful that any indications that it was willing to bargain would be 

perceived as a sign of weakness by Beijing. Absent concerns about the long-term consequences 

of bolstering its reputation for resolve, Washington was willing and required to firmly respond to 

China’s increasing aggression in early 1955. But when Beijing reattacked the offshore islands in 

1958, the Eisenhower administration was bound by their own actions from the previous crisis 

and compelled to consider the use of nuclear weapons from the beginning of the crisis. This 

posed serious questions about America’s China policy and forced Washington to recognize how 

cultivating a strong reputation for resolve would incite a reputation race which would thereby 

harm, rather than protect, its national interests. As these limitations of a strategy based on 

maintaining a strong reputation for resolve were exposed, the Eisenhower administration was 

incentivized to consider alternative methods of deescalation. Under these circumstances, the 

White House was significantly more open to the idea of negotiations with the Chinese compared 

to the first crisis, even if it remained highly skeptical of reaching a negotiated settlement through 
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talks. These views made the strategy of moderating American resolve more palatable even 

though concerns about saving face persisted. 

This chapter proceeds as follows. The next section describes how the first Taiwan Strait 

unfolded in 1954-55 and analyzes the impact reputational considerations had on American 

foreign policy decision-making. In doing so, I demonstrate how the absence of concerns about 

the negative ramifications of bolstering its reputation for resolve enabled the Eisenhower 

administration to take increasingly risky steps to save face. The subsequent section examines the 

interim period between the two crises. Here, I trace how the White House began to further 

discuss internally the long-term implications of its hardline stance against China based on fears 

expressed by President Eisenhower and Secretary Dulles near the end of the first crisis. Next, I 

explore Washington’s response to renewed tensions in 1958 and compare it with US decision-

making in 1954-55. After outlining key differences in the Eisenhower administration’s approach 

to both crises, this section explains why it not only chose to refrain from demonstrating resolve 

but also moderated its reputation by making key concessions that were presumed to be imprudent 

three years prior. 

 

Defending America’s Reputation for Resolve by Escalating Its Threats, 1954-55 

The Beginning of the First Crisis: Emphasis on American Prestige and ‘Fuzzy Deterrence’ 

Elected in November 1952, President Dwight D. Eisenhower came into office with a 

clear view of how he wished to change the country’s national security policy. Learning from the 

experiences of the Korean War which had concluded in an unsatisfactory stalemate while forcing 

the long-term deployment of US troops on the Korean Peninsula, the Eisenhower administration 

sought to emphasize deterrence through what became known as its ‘Massive Retaliation’ 
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doctrine. In January 1954, President Eisenhower announced the ‘New Look’ Strategy at his State 

of the Union Address in Congress, where he noted that the US and its allies “have and will 

maintain a massive capability to strike back” when threatened.142 About a week later, Secretary 

of State John Foster Dulles also spoke about the idea of “Massive Retaliation”, stating that the 

administration would be “placing more reliance on deterrent power and less dependence on local 

defensive power” to prevent the over-extension of American military presence on the periphery. 

The secretary further declared that the US would maintain “a massive capability to strike back,” 

clearly referring to the use of strategic nuclear weapons against targets beyond the point of attack 

in order to deter her enemies.143 

The doctrine and American deterrence on which it was predicated on would soon be 

tested in the Taiwan Straits. On September 3, 1954, President Eisenhower was informed that 

Chinese Communists had “initiated heavy artillery shelling against selected targets on the island 

of Quemoy off the city of Amoy.”144 Initially, the White House was split on how the US should 

respond. The islands under siege were deemed as “important but not essential to the defense of 

Formosa from a military standpoint.” 145 They were, however, fare more significant 

psychologically. The US feared that abandoning the offshore islands would deflate the morale of 

troops not only in Taiwan but also those in other countries in the region that were inclined to 

support the US. But more importantly, the Eisenhower administration feared that backing down 
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on the issue could result in repeated Communist aggression in the region due to perceived 

American weakness.146  

This last point, in particular, was discussed at length at numerous White House meetings 

held during the early stages of the crisis. On September 9, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

Admiral Arthur Radford stated that American ‘prestige’ had been committed 100% to the 

security of the Quemoy islands.147 The following week, President Eisenhower expressed concern 

that “if the Communists, by making faces and raising hell, can tie down US forces, they will use 

that device everywhere.” Secretary Dulles added that he believed Beijing to be “probing and 

pushing to find out where we will stop, and that any sign of weakness will not make peace more 

likely.”148 Clearly, the US was concerned about the reputational ramifications of inadequately 

responding to Chinese aggression, and this concern would undergird the White House’s 

deliberations regarding the situation in the coming months. 

Despite this understanding of the need to preserve its reputation for resolve, however, the 

questionable strategic value of the islands of Quemoy caused the Eisenhower administration to 

hesitate on settling on a concrete strategy to intervene on behalf of Taiwan. Other options were 

explored and in the weeks that followed, Secretary Dulles outlined a diplomatic strategy to 

defuse the crisis. Stating that the islands under attack “cannot be held indefinitely without a 

general war with Red China in which the Communists are defeated,” he recommended that the 

 
146 “The Acting Secretary,” Foreign Relations of the United States, 1952-54, Volume XIV, Part 1, China and Japan, 
Document 270. 
147 “Memorandum of Discussion at the 213th Meeting of the National Security Council,” September 9, 1954, 
Foreign Relations of the United States, 1952-54, Volume XIV, Part 1, China and Japan, ed. David W. Mabon and 
Harriet D. Schwar (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1985), Document 289.  
148 “Memorandum of Discussion at the 214th Meeting of the National Security Council,” September 12, 1954, 
Foreign Relations of the United States, 1952-54, Volume XIV, Part 1, China and Japan, ed. David W. Mabon and 
Harriet D. Schwar (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1985), Document 293. 



69 
 

US should refer the situation to the UN Security Council through cooperation with its allies.149 

Though the president approved this plan, it also raised concerns about how the Taiwanese 

government might perceive it as an attempt to appease the Chinese. To counter this perception, 

the Eisenhower administration decided to simultaneously conclude a security alliance with 

Taiwan.150 

The Sino-American Mutual Defense Treaty, signed on December 2, had already 

undergone months of negotiations months before the first Taiwan Strait crisis had erupted. 

During this process, the Eisenhower administration had balked due to fears that Taipei may use it 

to entrap the US and force it to fight a war against China.151 Certain details in the pact about US 

security commitments were thus intentionally written vaguely to address this issue. But this lack 

of clarity was also motivated by the strategic belief held among US officials that the best way to 

deter aggression by Beijing was to breed uncertainty about US intentions. Secretary Dulles 

thought that it was in Washington’s best interests to “fuzz up” its response to China’s assault on 

the main island of Formosa. He argued that this would instill “doubt in the minds of the 

Communists as to how the US would react to an attack on the offshore islands.”152 Vice 
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President Richard Nixon referred to the strategy as a game of poker.153 Therefore, the alliance 

between the US and Taiwan was intended to defend America’s reputation for resolve and deter 

further Chinese aggression while at the same time minimize the risk of being ensnared in another 

war in East Asia, this time in defense of Taiwan. 

 

Defending America’s Reputation for Resolve through Nuclear Brinksmanship 

The deterrent effect of the mutual defense pact would soon prove to be insufficient, as 

1955 began with a series of military maneuvers by Chinese military forces that exacerbated 

tensions in the Taiwan Straits. On January 10, about fifty Chinese airplanes conducted raids of 

the Tachen islands in what US military officials called “the heaviest attack against any of the off-

shore islands since the large scale artillery shelling of Quemoy in September 1954.”154 Then a 

week later, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) forces invaded the Yijiangshan islands occupied 

by Taiwan. 

In response, the National Security Council (NSC) decided to seek from Congress the 

“authority to use US armed forces if necessary for the purpose of securing Formosa and 

Pescadores against armed attacks.”155 The legislative body complied with the request, passing the 

Formosa Resolution on January 28.156 The resolution increased the significance of the mutual 

defense pact the US had recently signed with Taiwan by providing President Eisenhower a ‘carte 
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blanch’ to declare a “preapproved war.”157 The goal was to remove “any uncertainty about 

President Eisenhower’s congressional authority to use American armed forces as he saw fit.”158 

This measure was prompted by the acknowledgement that ‘fuzzy deterrence’ and its strategy of 

ambiguity had failed. “That game had played out”, Secretary Dulles observed, and “the Chinese 

Communists had already begun to probe and were exposing the indecision” of the US.159 

While it attempted to clarify its resolve to intervene militarily, the Eisenhower 

administration also sought to convince Generalissimo Chiang to withdraw troops from the 

Tachen Islands, a move that the US believed could serve multiple purposes. First, it would 

decrease the need for the US to intervene militarily to defend a group of islands that it deemed 

non-essential militarily and strategically. Second, it would strengthen US credibility as it would 

be harder to stand aside if the Communists attempted to attack the main island of Formosa and 

the Pescadores once Nationalist troops from the Tachen islands had been redeployed there. Third, 

the President remarked that giving up these islands would also “have the merit of showing the 

world that the United States was trying to maintain a decent posture.”160 Though there were some 

concerns that efforts to persuade Chiang to agree might negatively affect perceived American 

resolve in the region, the White House nonetheless considered it necessary as a measure to curb 

its own risk of entanglement.161 And while he resisted the idea at first, the Generalissimo 
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eventually agreed. Nationalist troops on the Tachen islands were safely evacuated and 

redeployed with American logistical support in early February.162 

Despite taking these steps, there were still lingering doubts as to whether these actions 

would successfully deter Chinese aggression and prevent further escalation of the crisis. For 

example, the Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) of January 25 assessed that “the 

Communists will continue probing actions against major offshore islands to test US intentions” 

despite the Formosa resolution being passed. The report also speculated that only threats of 

attacks on mainland targets or retaking any lost island positions would sufficiently dissuade 

Beijing from acting belligerently.163 Similarly, Admiral Radford suggested to the President that 

he considered it was necessary for Washington to seriously contemplate the possibility of a land 

offensive on the mainland of China to resolve the crisis.164 

Indeed, the situation had worsened by late February. Consequently, Secretary Dulles 

again chose to climb the escalation ladder. Speaking to the president on March 6, Dulles 

suggested that defense of the islands, which was now viewed as necessary to defend, could only 

be achieved through the use of nuclear weapons. President Eisenhower concurred, and 

authorized the inclusion of language referring to the possible use of nuclear weapons in Secretary 

Dulles’s speech scheduled for a couple of days later. The President also spoke of the need to 
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urgently cultivate a “public climate for the use of atomic weapons by the United States if we 

found it necessary to intervene in the defense of the Formosa area.”165 

Understandably anxious about the prospect of initiating a nuclear war, President 

Eisenhower and Secretary Dulles concluded that the US should try to convince Chiang Kai-Shek 

to withdraw all his troops from the offshore islands in exchange for greater American assurances 

of its commitment.166 The White House further believed that US reputation would not be harmed 

if the withdrawal of Nationalist troops from the islands was backed by a strong American 

military presence.167 To achieve this, the Eisenhower administration informed Chiang Kai-Shek 

that the US would be prepared to enforce a blockade against Chinese Communists in exchange 

for the withdrawal of troops from the islands of Quemoy and Matsu.168 Admiral Radford and 

Walter Robertson, the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, were dispatched to 

Taiwan on April 20 to present this proposition to the Generalissimo. Though it was devised out 

of fear of nuclear war, the proposal was by no means peaceful. When Karl Rankin, the American 

ambassador to Taiwan, was informed of the proposal that the American delegation had brought 
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with them, he proclaimed that it would mean war. Neither Radford nor Robertson opposed his 

assessment.169 

The Eisenhower administration never had to face this scenario because Chiang Kai-Shek 

refused to accept the deal, as was expected. The Generalissimo stated that while he was 

“sympathetic towards President Eisenhower’s difficulties,” he said that he could not afford to 

withdraw his troops from the islands.170 Meanwhile, as the delegation was in Taiwan, 

Washington received word that Beijing’s foreign minister Zhou had issued a statement on April 

23 offering to negotiate with the United States on relaxing tension in the Taiwan Straits at the 

Bandung Peace Conference. Washington quickly accepted this gesture. A few days later, 

Secretary Dulles publicly announced that the United States would be willing to enter 

negotiations with the Chinese Communists.171 This effectively ended the crisis, leading one 

observer to conclude that “ironically, it was thus the actions of the two directly belligerent parties, 

the Chinese Nationalists and Chinese Communists, that pulled the United States back from the 

brink.”172 

 

Why the Eisenhower Administration Chose to Defend Its Reputation for Resolve in 1955 

China’s increased military pressure in early 1955 proved to be the turning point of the 

First Taiwan Strait crisis as “a major unintended consequence of the invasion (of the Yijiangshan 
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islands) was a dramatic U.S. escalation of tension in the spring.”173 The Eisenhower 

administration interpreted these provocations by Beijing as a clear indication that its efforts to 

resolve the crisis were failing. As such, it was forced to rethink its approach of ‘fuzzying up’ US 

intentions and deterring China by breeding uncertainty. Not long after the invasion, Secretary 

Dulles informed President Eisenhower that it was now apparent to him that the offshore islands 

“could not be held without interposition.” Chairman Radford added that “the time had come 

when we should make our position absolutely clear and also make sure that it ‘stuck’.”174 

Revision of the strategy of ‘fuzzy deterrence’ was, first and foremost, based on the belief 

that ambiguity regarding US intentions had enticed China to test American resolve. But it was 

also clearly driven by reputational concerns. Secretary Dulles concluded that “doubt as to our 

intentions was having a bad effect on our prestige in the area, since it was in many quarters 

assumed that we would defend the islands, and our failure to do so indicated that we were 

running away when actual danger appeared.”175 The Secretary of State further admitted that the 

policy of obscuring American intentions to intervene had backfired, and that “further pursuit of it 

would embarrass U.S. prestige in the Far East.”176 Thus, it had now become imperative for the 

US to convey an unmistakable message and ensure that it would be followed should the nation 

be challenged again militarily. The US government, the Secretary remarked, could “not afford to 

bluff in this situation.”177 
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From this perspective, the immediate goal of deterring Chinese aggression was equated 

with the long term objectives of maintaining America’s reputation for resolve. As the situation 

deteriorated through February, the White House had become convinced that the Chinese 

Communists were intent on “taking Taiwan by force” and that the US was now involved in a 

battle for Taiwan.178 The increasing threat of direct military confrontation with Beijing only 

deepened Washington’s concerns about its reputation in the region. Dulles warned that 

relinquishing control of the remaining offshore islands under Nationalists’ control would not 

only make defending Taiwan more difficult, but it would also have a grave effect in Asia. 

“Further retreat,” he cautioned, “could swing Asia.”179 How the US chose to proceed in the 

ongoing standoff against Beijing over the offshore islands had now become a symbol “of our 

intention to back up our allies in the face of Communist probing and expansion.”180 

Therefore, beginning with the passing of the Formosa Resolution, the US attempted to 

strengthen its reputation for resolve by removing any doubts regarding its intentions to intervene 

to defend mainland Taiwan. Threatening the use of nuclear weapons also served this purpose. As 

the administration began preparing the nation for a possible nuclear war with China, Secretary 

Dulles justified the decision to increase its threat by stating that Beijing had been portraying the 

US as a “paper tiger” and that America needed to “make it clear that we are prepared to stand 

firm and, if necessary, meet hostile force with the greater force that we possess.”181 He further 

continued that there might not be any solution to the Formosa issue unless the “United States 
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decides to ‘shoot off a gun’ in the area.”182 The president would also play his part. In response to 

a question regarding the administration’s policy on the use of tactical nuclear weapons in the Far 

East, Eisenhower replied that he saw “no reason why they shouldn’t be used just exactly, as you 

would use a bullet or anything else,” which sent a clear message of American resolve that was 

bound to have been received by Beijing.183 

Noteworthy was the fact that it was at this later stage of the crisis, and only then, that 

President Eisenhower and his advisors began to grapple with the long-term implications of 

America’s reactions to Chinese aggression. Specifically, attention within the White House began 

to shift from the immediate crisis to future conflicts over the Taiwan issue with China which it 

anticipated would undoubtedly occur. When asked about future Chinese attempts to capture the 

offshore islands, President Eisenhower replied that it was very unlikely for Beijing to give up 

and that the US “should make up our minds to live with the problem.”184 

Concern regarding this issue would persist and increase in early April. President 

Eisenhower and Secretary Dulles remained committed to the need to defend American prestige 

in the region, reiterating that “further retreat in front of the Chinese Communists could result … 

in the disintegration of all Asian opposition to the spread of Communism in that continent.”185 
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However, they also frankly admitted that any defense of the island would nevertheless fail to 

pacify the area and mitigate the risk of US entanglement. President Eisenhower noted how “a 

new attack could be expected at any time”, while Secretary Dulles admitted that “even though a 

defensive effort might be temporarily successful, it would in no way stabilize the situation or 

remove the existence of the permanent threat.”186 Moreover, they foresaw that the military 

burden would increase in these later confrontations. They anticipated that both the US and 

Taiwan would be compelled to “immobilize more and more military strength for the single 

purpose of defending the offshore islands.”187 President Eisenhower was particularly 

uncomfortable with the fact that the US would have to commit its “military prestige to a 

campaign under conditions favorable to the attacker.”188  

These deliberations again illustrate how the Eisenhower administration believed that 

American prestige was connected to the successful defense of the offshore islands. This 

amplified the need to issue threats to both deter a Chinese invasion of Taiwan and also defend 

American reputation for resolve. Even the Radford-Robertson mission, which was essentially an 

attempt to decouple American reputation and prestige from the defense of the offshore islands, 

sought to do so by suggesting a maritime blockade of the Straits, a maneuver that would 

inevitably be viewed as aggressive by Beijing.  

What gave them pause during these final weeks of the crisis, however, was their 

appreciation of a potential reputation race brewing with China. Not only would the US be 

continuously provoked, but future crises would likely be costlier and riskier than the last. “With 
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American prestige committed to the success of the defense,” the president warned, “a 

disproportionate amount of our disposable, mobile, reserves would be tied down indefinitely to 

this one spot.”189 This prompted US decision-makers to begin to rethink its entire approach. 

Given this, it is possible to infer that the absence of such fears allowed the Eisenhower 

administration to take greater risks to defend its reputation earlier in the crisis when it was solely 

preoccupied with saving face in the context of the immediate circumstances at hand. 

Furthermore, it is necessary to point out how there was no mention of resolving the crisis 

through negotiations with China. When the prospect of dialogue was discussed, US officials 

were more concerned about how it might convey weakness. Soon after New Zealand presented 

its resolution regarding the crisis to the UN Security Council in late January,190 Chinese foreign 

minister Zhou, through his telegram to UN Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld, mentioned 

that China was willing to negotiate directly with the US.191 Upon hearing this news, Secretary 

Dulles was rather dismissive of this attempt at rapprochement by Beijing and instead expressed 

concern that the Secretary General’s attempts at mediation might be misunderstood by China.192 

Particularly in 1955, the US considered negotiations as having little value and not worth 

attempting if it required actions that even remotely resembled concessions. This steadfast view 
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on the need to demonstrate resolve was perhaps best epitomized by President Eisenhower who 

mentioned that he was “certain there is nothing to be gained … by meekness and weakness.”193 

 

Reevaluating America’s Policy towards China during the Interim Years, 1955-58 

The US and China participated in a series of ambassadorial talks held in Geneva from 

August 1955 to December 1957 that resulted from the first Taiwan Strait crisis. The talks 

achieved little. Throughout the process, the US was skeptical of China’s intentions regarding the 

meetings. The National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) issued in March 1957 reported that Beijing 

would “make conciliatory gestures relating to peripheral questions in an effort to create the 

impression of reasonableness” rather than genuinely seek improved relations.194 Some US 

officials even warned that the talks were causing the US “some embarrassment”195 while 

damaging US prestige and creating “doubts throughout Asia concerning the steadfastness of 

American opposition to Communist China.”196 In this regard, the ambassadorial talks did little to 

alter Washington’s perception of Beijing but instead solidified the competitive nature of US-Sino 

relations. The deployment of US Matador surface-to-surface tactical missiles to Taiwan in 1957 

symbolized America’s China strategy during this period. The forward deployment of these 

nuclear-capable weapons was intended to strengthen Taiwan’s defense systems and boost 
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Taiwanese morale.197 It was also designed to promote American interests in the region by 

“encouraging its other Asian allies and serving as a further deterrent to Chinese Communist 

aggression.”198 

This growing belief that America’s policy towards China needed to be based on 

demonstrations of military and political strength was augmented by the assessment of some US 

officials that the Chinese had been “frightened off” by the Eisenhower administration’s actions 

during the first crisis.199 At the same time, however, fears of a reputation race with China that 

had begun to emerge near the end of the first crisis became more pronounced during the interim 

years, particularly as the admittance of China to the UN became a key issue. For example, 

Robert Bowie, the Assistant Secretary for State for Policy Planning, wrote in June 1957 that “to 

engage our full prestige and influence along the present lines seems, to me, a grave mistake if we 

consider the consequences for the long-term campaign.”200 He stipulated that “the consequences 

of sticking to our present policy (towards China) are likely to be disastrous in terms of our 

interests and our influence” since a situation in which the US would be compelled to acquiesce 

might arise.201 Based on his analysis, Bowie concluded that the crucial thing for the US was to 
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“avoid digging ourselves further into a position which will ultimately cost us dearly in influence 

and in the protection of our interests in the Far East.”202 

These concerns would be reiterated later that year. Admitting that Beijing would likely be 

admitted to the UN despite Washington’s best efforts to prevent it, a memo authored by a 

member of the State Department’s policy planning staff discussed how much face and prestige 

both the US and China would be expected to gain or lose as a result of this outcome. The memo 

firmly stated that “if the United States continues its present policy and is beaten, Red China will 

gain infinitely more in prestige and influence than if the United States modifies its policy, 

recognizes the actual situation, and is able to negotiate a settlement with Mainland China which 

will be to our advantage.”203 Thus, the memo suggested settling the issue with Beijing 

beforehand to not only minimize loss of American prestige but also to enable the US to be 

“respected as a realistic power, seeking to ensure the peace of the Pacific.”204 

Though these memos were addressing the political question of China’s membership at the 

UN, they nonetheless highlight the potential pitfalls of maintaining a strict policy solely based on 

hardline policies alone. In this regard, the views expressed in these reports were closely related 

to the concerns raised by President Eisenhower and Secretary Dulles about the limits and perils 

of continuing to defend American reputation for resolve vis-à-vis China on the military front. In 

both instances, uneasiness stemmed from the long term consequences of maintaining 

uncompromising stances as well as the negative ramifications for America’s deterrence strategy 

and international influence when it fails. The more likely this appeared to be, as was the case on 
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the matter of the UN, the more incentivized American policymakers became in formulating 

alternative strategies, namely bargaining with China. 

This logic, however, had not yet permeated the security realm. The NIE report of May 13, 

1958, warned that Beijing’s military capabilities would continue to expand, becoming more 

“equipped and mobile” and backed by the support of the Soviet Union’s nuclear arsenal.205 It 

concluded that while Beijing may seek to “portray itself as willing to reach a rapprochement with 

the US”, it might still turn to aggressive means with regards to the offshore islands and that a 

firm American commitment was necessary to prevent such events.206 Based on such assessments, 

the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) submitted a report that examined how the US should 

“convince Beijing of our determination to retain control of Quemoy and Matsu.”207 

On military matters, therefore, little had appeared to have changed in US policy toward 

China during the years between the first and second Taiwan Strait crises. Having managed to 

prevent major direct military conflict with Beijing, Washington remained focused on its strategy 

of deterring Chinese aggression against Taiwan. Bilateral talks between the US and China had 

been fruitless and were unceremoniously abandoned by the end of 1957. But behind the scenes, 

there was a growing sense that continued reliance on strategies based on America’s reputation 

for resolve may become increasingly costly, and cause greater harm if the US was defeated. This 

subsequently led to suggestions of negotiated settlements with Beijing as a means to prevent 
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these negative outcomes. It was under these circumstances that the second Taiwan Strait crisis 

began in the fall of 1958. 

 

Moderating America’s Reputation for Resolve by Backing Down, 1958 

Renewed Tensions in the Taiwan Straits: Unpacking Washington’s Deterrence Failure 

The barrage of artillery shells that bombarded the islands of Quemoy and sparked the 

second Taiwan crisis was fired on August 23, 1958. By instigating the conflict, Chairman Mao 

wished to test American credibility and resolve in the area once more.208 In his speech to the 

eighth party Congress three months before the attack, Mao declared that “Dulles looks down 

upon us [because] we have not yet completely shown and proven our strength”, and that 

therefore it was necessary for the Chinese to “demonstrate our boldness.”209 And on August 20, 

after consulting both his central and regional military commanders, Mao authorized “a 

concentrated, surprising, and extensive artillery shellfire” that would both attack Nationalist 

troops on Quemoy and effectively blockade naval access to the islands.210 

One of the major differences between the first and second Taiwan Strait Crises is the 

contrasting degree to which the US anticipated the shelling of the offshore islands. While the 

Eisenhower administration was certainly mindful of a possible attack back in September 1954, 

they were nonetheless taken aback when the first crisis abruptly occurred.211 In August 1958, 
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however, not only had doubts regarding the contentious nature of the relationship between the 

two countries been erased but policy-makers also had intelligence that a prospective attack of the 

islands was imminent. On August 5, Everett F. Drumright, the new American Ambassador to 

Taiwan who had replaced Rankin earlier that year in March, warned of People’s Liberation 

Army (PLA) activity around coastal airfields opposite Taiwan from where such attacks would be 

launched.212 Two days later, the Director of Central Intelligence Allen Dulles confirmed that 

tensions in the region were indeed “heating up.”213 In addition, the Eisenhower administration 

accurately predicted how a new crisis in the Taiwan Straits would likely unfold. Director Dulles 

warned that the Chinese Communists would not directly invade the islands but would “seek to 

starve out the offshore islands by an air blockade, perhaps reinforced by a naval blockade.”214 

Robertson, who had played a vital role during the first crisis, agreed and claimed that Beijing 

would provoke by forcing Nationalist forces there “to whither on the vine” or evacuate.215 

Upon receiving these reports, the president speculated that the communist bloc may be 

trying to probe US intentions “to see whether Soviet possession of ballistic missiles was 

softening our resolve anywhere.” He reiterated that the loss of Formosa “would be a mortal blow 

to our position in the Far East,” picking up from where he had left off back in 1955.216 America’s 
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reputation for resolve still clearly mattered. Under these circumstances, the White House 

concluded that it would be necessary to state its position clearly and publicly to deter Chinese 

aggression.217 Drumwright, in his telegram on August 5, recommended that “US interests would 

be best served by taking a strong and open posture of support” for the Chinese Nationalists.218 

Secretary Dulles agreed that “it may be necessary to make a more clear public declaration of our 

position so that it could not be misunderstood by the Communists.”219 To do so, the president 

suggested that the Secretary of State “consider stating in a press conference that the islands have 

now been so tightly integrated with Formosa that there is no possibility that an all-out attack 

could be conducted against them without bringing in the United States.”220 

No such warning came.221 Instead, the Eisenhower administration reverted to the idea of 

fuzzying its intentions to deter China. During an NSC meeting on August 22, Secretary Dulles 

argued that the US should “continue to look as if we would welcome a fight as this was the 

stance best calculated to deter.”222 His rationale was that conveying America’s unmistakable 

readiness to intervene militarily in defense of the offshore islands to China would actually signal 

that the US did not want to fight.223 Though in some ways logical, it not only contradicted what 

the White House had concluded less than a month earlier, but was also antithetical to the lessons 

seemingly learned by the US during the first crisis, that defending its reputation by clearly stating 

its intentions was the most efficient way to deter Chinses aggression. 
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Regardless of whether an American warning may or may not have deterred Beijing, what 

is crucial is the fact that the US failed to defend its reputation despite the fact it had actionable 

intelligence and clear incentives to do so. Also noteworthy is the fact that the Eisenhower 

administration’s initial reaction was to demonstrate resolve and that its position shifted soon 

thereafter. Given this, it is possible to conclude that the US failed to deter China’s shelling of the 

offshore islands in 1958 not because it was unable to act but rather because it deliberately chose 

not to issue a deterrent threat. This is particularly puzzling given how the threat of a Communist 

blockade interrupting Taiwanese resupply of the island of Quemoy added to the dangers that 

already existed in the Taiwan Strait. As George and Smoke explain; 

 

“One might wonder why Beijing initiated essentially the same option in 1958 that 
it had tried and found wanting in 1954-1955. But in the interim, the situation had 
changed to Beijing’s favor, militarily and – it may well have seemed in the 
Forbidden City – politically. … But the most compelling reason why the policy-
makers in Beijing believed that the situation of 1958 differed from the earlier one 
to their advantage was they believed that now they could blockade Quemoy with 
artillery fire alone. … it would be difficult for the United States to operationalize 
a commitment to defend Quemoy, even if it made one, without escalating fairly 
drastically to attacks upon the mainland. … Unlike the 1954-1955 case, the 
burden of escalating to rescue a fast-deteriorating military position would be 
shifted to the United States.”224 
 

US decision-makers, faced with the prospect of a new crisis in the Taiwan Straits, 

appeared worried about demonstrating too much resolve. It was suggested, for example, that 

declaring America’s intent to defend the islands might be interpreted by foe and friend alike as 
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provocative, which would in turn place the blame of any resulting war on the White House.225 

Based on this type of thinking, it was even proposed that the prospect of another crisis with 

Communist China had presented the US with an opportunity to shift its policy towards 

Communist China. The argument was that “a change of policy would be interpreted not as a sign 

of weakness but as a calculated reassessment of national interest”, particularly given its recent 

actions in the Middle East.226 

The experience of the first crisis did influence decision-making in August 1958, but not 

in the way most theories on reputation would expect. The need to defend America’s prestige and 

reputation by standing firm and resisting Chinese aggression remained paramount, and this 

objective led to initial conclusions within the White House that it would need to convey its 

intentions to intervene and defend the offshore islands. What caused the Eisenhower 

administration to change course, however, was the fact that any such warning would imply the 

possible use of nuclear weapons which had been invoked near the end of the previous crisis. The 

Eisenhower administration feared that it was “becoming perilously dependent upon nuclear 

weapons” and that Washington “may have already lost that degree of conventional capability 

which, supplementing nuclear power, would permit us to pose a graduated series or counters to 

enemy military actions to dissuade from further aggression and to clearly forewarn him of the 

nuclear consequences of any persistence on his part.”227 From this perspective, the conscious 
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decision by the Eisenhower administration to not issue a clear deterrent threat was precipitated 

by increasing concerns about the costs and negative implications of cultivating a strong 

reputation for resolve that had begun to emerge in April 1955. 

 

Moderating America’s Reputation for Resolve through a Tempered Approach to the Crisis 

Once the crisis had begun, Washington once again had to grapple with the consequences 

of failing to deter Chinese aggression. And in this regard, the early days of the second crisis are 

comparable to the situation that developed in 1955 following Chinese attacks against the Tachen 

islands and subsequent invasion of Yijiangshan island in January. Many US officials advocated 

for a tough stance against China’s act of aggression as it had three years ago. The American 

embassy in Taipei made repeated claims for a direct message signaling America’s intentions to 

intervene militarily, stressing that it was the best way to deter China “from pressing attack and 

thus perhaps prevent greater war.”228 The President himself expressed the belief that it might be 

“desirable to make some show of force, with a few calculated leaks regarding our actions to 

strengthen our forces.”229 The US intelligence community also agreed, emphasizing that the 

message conveyed needed to be clear beyond a doubt if the US were to deter China.230 

The Eisenhower administration would officially announce its position through a 

statement issued by Secretary Dulles on September 4 in Newport, Rhode Island. The Secretary 
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declared that President Eisenhower would not hesitate to invoke the Formosa Resolution passed 

in 1955 and act militarily if the US deemed such actions necessary to defend Taiwan.231 But 

rather than being a definitive declaration on American intentions to intervene, the Newport 

statement also signaled moderation. Specifically, it suggested potential talks between the US and 

China as a way to alleviate current tensions by stating that it had not “abandoned hope that 

Beijing will stop short of defying the will of mankind for peace.”232 Such language symbolized 

the US approach to the second crisis that was markedly different from the one adopted by the 

Eisenhower administration in 1954-55.233  

This gesture appeared to have an immediate effect on decreasing tensions. During the 

morning of September 6, the White House received reports of a statement issued by Chinese 

Foreign Minister Zhou in which he announced that “the Chinese Government is prepared to 

resume the ambassadorial talks between the two countries.”234 When the statement was discussed 

in the White House later that afternoon, President Eisenhower expressed his desire to “add 

something in the way of a concrete and definite acceptance of Chou Enlai’s offer to negotiate” to 

seize the initiative on the matter of bilateral talks.235 
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Consequently, both President Eisenhower and Secretary Dulles continued to publicly 

communicate their willingness to engage in negotiations with Communist China. At a press 

conference on September 9, the Secretary of State vaguely answered a series of questions on 

whether the president had made a decision regarding the Formosa Resolution.236 In stark contrast, 

he confirmed that the US “stood ready to resume talks at any time” and even specifically 

outlined what Washington’s position at the talks would be as well as what he hoped would be 

achieved through negotiations. Moreover, Secretary Dulles stated that he believed that achieving 

“a modus vivendi which will assure the issues there will not be resolved by recourse to force” 

was not too much to hope.237 The President followed with a national address on September 11 

during which he explained to the public how Beijing had responded positively to the Newport 

statement, and that this had resulted in the resumption of ambassadorial talks between the US 

and China to be held in Warsaw. “Perhaps our suggestion,” the president pondered wishfully in 

front of the public, “may be bearing fruit.”238 

The ambassadorial talks between the US and Communist China that had been abandoned 

nearly a year ago resumed on September 15. Despite the two sides holding six rounds of talks 

over a span of two weeks, little progress was made with both sides sticking adamantly to their 

positions. Meanwhile in the Taiwan Straits, the US military was finally able to break the Chinese 

blockade near the end of September after nearly a month of intensive planning. By this time, the 

second Taiwan Strait crisis had begun to wind down. On October 6, Chairman Mao unilaterally 

 
236 One exchange, in particular, stands out. A reporter asked why the White House was not making US intentions 
“crystal clear about the offshore islands,” despite the administration making the need to send unambiguous signals 
the central argument for the Formosa Resolution back in 1955. Dulles offered a lengthy reply that talked about the 
relationship between the White House and Congress, which did little to address the question.  
237 John Foster Dulles, “Secretary Dulles’ News Conference of September 9,” September 9, 1958, Department of 
State Bulletin, Vol. 39 (1958; Jul-Dec), 488. 
238 Dwight D. Eisenhower, “Communist Threat to Peace in Taiwan Area,” September 11, 1958, Department of State 
Bulletin, Vol. 39 (1958; Jul-Dec), 484. 
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announced a seven-day ceasefire, conditional upon the US ending escorts of Nationalist 

convoys.239 A week later, the Chinese Communists extended the ceasefire for two more weeks. 

Upon hearing this news, Secretary Dulles proposed that he personally confer with Chiang on his 

way back from Rome to discuss steps Taiwan could take to further ease tensions. The President 

approved the plan, “declaring it important to “show positive action” during the two-week cease-

fire extension just announced by the Chinese.”240 In Taipei, Secretary Dulles and President 

Chiang agreed to the US-Taiwan joint communique in which the Nationalists agreed to 

renunciate the use of force to regain mainland China and reduce the number of troops stationed 

on Quemoy.241 In return, Beijing announced on October 25 that it would only bombard the 

islands on even-numbered days, further deescalating tensions and effectively ending the Second 

Taiwan Strait Crisis.242 

Why the Eisenhower Administration Chose to Moderate its Reputation for Resolve in 1958 

The Taiwan Strait crisis in 1958 ended much more quickly and considerably more 

peacefully than the crisis in 1954-55. The previous sections have shown that the Eisenhower 

administration’s reactions after failing to deter Chinese aggression were markedly different 

during the two crises and significantly more tempered during the second Taiwan Strait crisis. 

 
239 George and Smoke, Deterrence in Foreign Policy, 367; Accinelli, ““A Thorn on the Side of Peace”,” 131. 
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Secretary of State Dulles to the Department of State, October 23, 1958, Foreign Relations of the United States, 
1958-60, Volume XIX, China, ed. Harriet D. Schwar (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1996), 
Document 210.  
242 Mao’s logic for unilaterally announcing the ceasefire on October 6 has been explored elsewhere. Li writes that 
Khrushchev had once asked Mao why he chose to do so. Li states that in response, Mao said “All we wanted to do 
was show our potential. We don’t want Chiang to be too far away from us. We want to keep him within our reach. 
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People’s Republic of China’s Policy toward the Offshore Islands,” in The Great Powers in East Asia, 1953-1960, ed. 
Warren I. Cohen and Akira Iriye (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 222-45. 
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First, the US did not attempt to deter China by escalating its threats. Second, it was much more 

open to the idea of engaging in dialogue with Beijing and undertook conciliatory gestures that 

were non-existent during the first as a result. These measures were adopted despite the 

Eisenhower administration still aware of the need to defend its reputation for resolve. Here, I 

explain why the US decided to take such actions which were considered as signs of weakness 

during the first Taiwan Strait Crisis. I will demonstrate that these concessions were motivated by 

concerns of a reputation race with China, and appreciation of the value of negotiations despite 

skepticism about the prospect of its outcomes. Based on these factors, which had begun to 

emerge in April 1955, the Eisenhower administration chose to moderate its reputation for resolve 

by backing down on certain fronts and moderating its reputation for resolve. 

When the second crisis began, the Eisenhower administration instinctively started to 

contemplate ways in which it could demonstrate its resolve. But as deliberations continued, the 

US started to question whether it would be the best strategy given the circumstances and its 

national interests. In an internal memo circulated within the State Department, Secretary Dulles 

stated that he did not feel that the US had “a case which is altogether defensible” to justify 

American military intervention to defend the offshore islands. He even appeared somewhat 

sympathetic to Communist Chinese grievances, mentioning that it was unrealistic that Beijing 

remains “quiescent” regarding the islands when the Nationalists were treating it as a “privileged 

sanctuary” and an “active base for attempting to foment civil strife and to carry out widespread 

propaganda” on the Chinese mainland.243 This was surprising given how he had been one of the 

fiercest advocates of the need to preserve American prestige and reputation for resolve through 

firm responses against Communist threats, both publicly and privately. 

 
243 “Memorandum,” Foreign Relations of the United States, 1958-60, Volume XIX, China, Document 41. 
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A memo from the Policy Planning Staff dated August 26 expressed similar skepticism. It 

was premised on the assessment that current US policy would continue to impose an “always 

present and serious risk of involvement in a war with communist China in relation to Taiwan and 

the offshore islands” and repeatedly precipitate the threat of nuclear war.244 The memo continued 

to state that, 

 

“One of the most basic arguments against our present policy goes to the heart of 
what seems an underlying assumption. This is that, because of China’s hostility 
and intransigence, we must deal with her on the basis of non-intercourse, non-
recognition, and even ostracism. … This assumption seems to this writer 
fundamentally unsound and dangerous. Granting all that may be said about the 
regime’s hostility toward us and the West and its reprehensible and offensive 
behavior in many respects, we may still inquire, and quite legitimately – what, in 
our national interest, is the best way to deal with this extremely unpleasant 
situation? Is our present method best, even in our own interest?”245 

 

These records reveal that US officials were now confronting the inherent dilemma that 

existed on the Taiwan issue. Clearly, there still remained a need to bolster American prestige and 

credibility in the region to deter and prevent Communist expansion and aggression. Yet there 

was also the realization that the strategy entailed significant risks that may exceed the benefits. 

This fear was certainly influenced by the fact that the US had escalated to the nuclear brink 

during the first crisis. As a result, internal discussions within the White House on how the US 

could signal its resolve needed to include the use of nuclear weapons, which increased the 

perceived costs and risks involved exponentially despite the two crises being more or less the 

 
244 “Memorandum prepared by the Policy Planning Staff at the State Department,” August 26, 1958, Foreign 
Relations of the United States, 1958-60, Volume XIX, China, Microfiche Supplement, ed. Harriet D. Schwar 
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same. J. Graham Parsons, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, wrote 

rather glumly at the time that China will  

 

“continue to close in on the islands and will not be deterred from such action by 
U.S. moves which stop short of our active involvement. Even if we become 
actively involved, they may not be deterred and we would then have to face the 
realities and consequences of using atomic weapons.”246 
 

This reveals that at the heart of the decision to not issue unequivocal threats intended to 

deter China was the fears of a reputation race. There was almost a sense among US officials that 

since the US had resorted to threatening the use of nuclear weapons during the first crisis, it 

would also need to be employed during the current crisis. The underlying assumption appeared 

to be that China, also having experienced the first crisis, understood America’s reputation for 

resolve which it had cultivated back in 1955. Mao himself had stated in 1958 that China needed 

to demonstrate its resolve to prevent the US from looking down at them.247 Thus, by reigniting 

the crisis three years later, it seemed that the US needed to issue nuclear threats or escalate 

further to achieve similar results. 

This conundrum was discussed when President Eisenhower and Secretary Dulles met to 

discuss the Newport statement. Through the records of their discussions, it becomes apparent 

that both men reached a consensus that any strategy that would be pursued needed to 

acknowledge the limits of American deterrence in the Far East. In one of his memorandums 

prepared for this meeting, for example, Secretary Dulles noted that, 
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“If the Communists, acting on the supposition that we will not actively intervene, 
seek to take Quemoy by assault and become increasingly committed, and if we 
then do intervene, there might be a period between the beginning of assault and 
irrevocable commitment when prompt and substantial US intervention with 
conventional weapons might lead the Chicoms to withhold or reverse their assault 
effort. Otherwise, our intervention would probably not be effective if it were 
limited to the use of conventional weapons.”248 
 

These comments by the Secretary show that he still remained optimistic about 

conventional deterrence succeeding. But the last sentence reveals that he was concerned about it 

failing, which would then potentially require the use of nuclear weapons. The president seemed 

to agree, replying that “if the Chinese Communists were to use fields well back from the coast, 

following intervention by us, to conduct night bombardment of Formosa, we would be in a 

difficult spot.”249 Both these statements demonstrate that the US was more focused on the 

consequences of its deterrence efforts failing. And it was this anticipated future risk being 

incorporated into the current calculus that made deterrence through the threat of military 

intervention less appealing overall. 

This was reflected in the Statement issued on September 4. While it is easy to dismiss 

mentions of a peaceful resolution of the crisis through dialogue as typical diplomatic rhetoric, 

other phrases clearly demonstrate Washington’s eagerness to engage in talks with China. One 

key concession made in the statement was the notion that stated that peace between the two sides 

did not necessitate Beijing to abandon its claims to the offshore islands. 250 This suggested that 

the US might accept a solution to the problem which involved a revision to the status quo, as 
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long as it was achieved through non-violent means. More broadly speaking, this had the effect of 

presenting a more flexible US approach to the negotiations, which would make the process more 

agreeable to the Chinese. 

Interpretations of Dulles’s Newport statement in the existing literature have been mixed. 

For example, Acinelli argues that Dulles had intended to use his public statement to “scare off 

Mao and his comrades” given that the crisis was considered “a test of how far the Eisenhower 

administration was prepared to go in practice to carry out the massive retaliation strategy in a 

case of local aggression,”251 Similarly, Eliades writes that one of the goals of the Newport speech 

was to raise public awareness of the crisis and “to deter the Chinese Communists from launching 

an attack which would bring American troops into the hostilities.”252 Gordon, on the other hand, 

views the statement as part of the administration’s broader strategy to first “arrange a ceasefire 

and then to conclude an agreement renouncing the use of force.”253 

Certainly, the statement includes language that validates both viewpoints, but it is the 

conciliatory nature of the statement that bears greater significance, for two reasons. First, 

throughout the two Taiwan Strait crises that the White House encountered in the 1950s, there 

was a pervasive belief that any gestures towards dialogue with the Chinese Communists were 

feared to be interpreted as a sign of weakness. Even in 1958, Secretary Dulles had expressed this 

belief at a joint meeting between the administration’s top diplomatic and military officials on 

September 3, the day before the Newport statement was announced.254 Relatedly, it is also worth 

noting that during the much longer first crisis that began in the fall of 1954, there was no 
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mention made by either Secretary Dulles or President Eisenhower that even remotely suggested 

the possibility of the crisis being settled without renunciation of aggressive intent by Beijing.  

Given this, it is probably more accurate to judge this mention of talks with China as reflecting 

changes in strategic views within the White House rather than empty words. This interpretation 

is reinforced by the White House’s decision to state that a peaceful solution to the crisis was not 

preconditioned on Beijing “renouncing claims or the pursuit of policies by peaceful means.”  255 

Finding a way to neutralize the Chinese blockade of the Straits may also have been more 

consequential absent this moderating approach. The lack of diplomatic success achieved in 

Warsaw, combined with military progress in the area might have been viewed as a reason for the 

White House to opt for a tougher stance. However, Washington maintained a generally 

conciliatory tone throughout the remainder of the crisis, with Secretary Dulles demonstrating 

“uncharacteristic flexibility on the Taiwan Straits issue” during his press conferences.256 This 

further indicates that the foreign policy decisions made by the Eisenhower administration were 

not tactical ones intended to buy time but rather strategic decisions based on genuine concerns 

about maintaining a strong reputation for resolve that needed to be bolstered through 

demonstrations of force. 

Both Secretary Dulles and President Eisenhower strictly adhered to this strategy, even 

publicly admonishing the Nationalists for maintaining such a sizeable military presence on the 

offshore islands, which subsequently caused considerable uneasiness in Taipei.257 Accinelli 

claims that by “disclosing their private reservations about the overconcentration of troops, the 
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two men put a more moderate face on American policy.”258 In addition, the State Department 

also instructed Jacob Beam, US ambassador to Poland and head of the US delegation to the US-

Sino talks, to suggest to his counterpart, Wang Bingnan, that Beijing could “expect de facto 

cessation of harassments from [the] offshore islands and probably considerable troop reductions” 

if the military confrontation in the Taiwan Straits were ceased.259 

These measures were predicated on the belief that the process of negotiations was 

worthwhile. The Eisenhower administration believed that the Chinese Communists would 

“probably not assault the islands while the Warsaw talks … are going on” even if it continued its 

harassment of the Quemoy islands.260 Coupled with the White House’s apprehension about 

China’s motives in previous dialogues, there is little to suggest that the US believed that a 

negotiated settlement could be achieved that would resolve the crisis. This, in turn, probably 

made making concessions easier as the US no longer had to care too much about its leverage at 

these talks. 

Some studies examining the second Taiwan Strait crisis have emphasized the shifting 

balance of power during this period. Concerns over a widening missile gap and fears that the US 

falling further behind the Communist bloc were certainly increasing by the mid to late-1950s.261 

Moreover, Moscow played a more active role during the second crisis, with Chairman Nikita 
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Khrushchev warning the US of Soviet retaliation if the US chose to attack mainland China on 

two separate occasions at the height of the crisis.262 

These factors, however, did not cause the US to back down. First, it appears that 

Khrushchev’s letters prompted the White House to consider a tougher response, or otherwise it 

would “confirm the rulers of the Sino-Soviet bloc and the leaders of Communism in the belief 

which they may now have that they are in a position to threaten anywhere and to compel fall-

backs everywhere.”263 President Eisenhower also noted that the US should “be the calm silent 

strong man with a gun on his hip” by sending a “comprehensive reply but not itself unnecessarily 

provocative.”264 Even if the prospect of Soviet intervention made the White House more cautious, 

it also emphasized the need to stand firm and defend its reputation. Second, despite the 

heightened concern over American deterrence being ignored by Beijing, US officials never truly 

doubted its ability to resist an all-out invasion of the offshore islands or Formosa. The more 

pressing concern was always whether continuing to risk such conflicts in order to defend the 

islands of Quemoy and, by extension, defending American reputation for resolve through the use 

of force, was actually worth the costs and risks involved. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has analyzed the Eisenhower administration’s policies towards China as it 

dealt with two consecutive crises in the Taiwan Straits in quick succession during the 1950s. In 

particular, I have emphasized how the US chose to adopt a more conciliatory stance towards 

Beijing’s provocations in 1958. The evidence best accords with the theory of moderate 

reputation. During the first Taiwan Strait crisis, there was little concern over the potentially 

negative consequences of cultivating a strong reputation for resolve. As such, Washington chose 

to signal its resolve and eliminate any perceived ambiguity about its commitment towards 

Taiwan when tensions escalated in early 1955. In contrast, the US chose to refrain from 

committing to the defense of the Nationalists in August 1958 despite being aware of an imminent 

crisis. Once the crisis erupted later that month, the US remained reluctant to strengthen its 

deterrent threat as it had done three years prior. Most notably, Secretary Dulles and President 

Eisenhower, both of whom were staunch believers in the need to cultivate a strong US reputation 

for resolve, openly suggested bilateral talks between the US and China. This was surprising not 

only because Washington was skeptical about reaching an amicable agreement with Beijing but, 

more importantly, because the administration thought that willingness to negotiate could be 

perceived by a sign of weakness by China as well as its regional partners. 

To date, few studies have analyzed the different manner in which the Eisenhower 

administration chose to respond to the first and second Taiwan Strait crises. From the perspective 

of US decision-making, in particular, existing theories concentrate on the fact that the US was 

able to prevent an all-out invasion of Taiwan and, as a result, emphasize how American 

deterrence worked during these crises. Though important, the fact that war was averted doesn’t 

negate the need to understand this strategic shift, given how most of the President’s inner circle 
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remained the same through this period and especially had witnessed what had succeeded and 

failed in terms of their approach. As a matter of fact, several of the Eisenhower administration’s 

actions during the second crisis tended to contradict what it had learned during the first crisis. 

Generally speaking, existing theories would predict that the US would further strengthen 

its reputation for resolve, rather than take actions that would potentially impair it. Beijing had 

repeatedly demonstrated both its ability and willingness to use military force in East Asia during 

the 1950s, which undoubtedly heightened the Eisenhower administration’s awareness of the 

threat that China posed in the region. It also intensified the degree to which states in the region 

would be more susceptible to aggressive Communist expansion. Combined, these factors 

theoretically should have, and indeed did, increase concerns in Washington that similar incidents 

could occur at any moment, which meant that America’s reputation would become more relevant. 

But rather than compel it to bolster its reputation for resolve, the US started to more 

critically assess the potential long-term costs of pursuing hardline policies against China. As the 

evidence has shown, the primary concern regarded the reputation race between the two countries 

which first emerged during the latter stages of the first crisis as the US resorted to nuclear threats. 

By the time the second crisis began, defending the offshore islands and deterring China’s 

invasion of Taiwan through a strong demonstration of resolve had become substantially riskier as 

these goals were deemed difficult to achieve without resorting to the use of nuclear weapons. 

Essentially, the reputation race that had been feared in the abstract had materialized in the fall of 

1958. Before going on the air to address the nation on September 11, 1958, President Eisenhower 

mentioned to Secretary Dulles that while it was necessary for the US to continue demonstrating 
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“firmness and courage”, it was also evident that the US was “committed, indeed over-committed, 

to backing up Chiang Kai-Shek in a policy of defending Quemoy and Matsu.”265  

Such realizations prompted the US to consider ways in which it could “extricate itself 

from the position under conditions which will neither involve a war nor involve a retreat or 

surrender which would jeopardize much more than the offshore islands” during the second 

crisis.266 Under these circumstances, negotiations became a viable option, not because US 

officials believed that it could lead to a negotiated settlement but because they thought it could 

deescalate immediate tensions. This both enabled and required the White House to undertake 

measures that would moderate its reputation for resolve by conveying its openness regarding 

talks to China as well as more actively controlling its ally, Taiwan. 

Analysis of American strategic thinking during the interim years is crucial to 

understanding how they crystallized these strategic concerns. Though it addressed the diplomatic 

matter of admitting China to the UN, the policy suggestions put forth by US officials advocated 

for a policy vis-à-vis China based on similar concerns that bolstering its reputation by 

maintaining an uncompromising position could place the US in a bind should their efforts be 

thwarted. The underlying logic of these memos closely resembled both concerns about the 

persistent nature of the Taiwan issue raised during the latter stages of the first crisis as well as the 

administration’s reluctance to unequivocally commit to the defense of Taiwan during the second 

crisis. This reconfirms how such fears of a reputation race, rather than other factors including 

perhaps the brevity of the conflict, caused it to be more conciliatory. 
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In addition to verifying these mechanisms, this chapter also confirms the vital fact that 

concessions can be made during a crisis even when a state realizes that their reputations are at 

stake, and despite concerns that conciliatory gestures are seen as potentially conveying weakness 

by those implementing these measures. The fact that both crises occurred while during the 

Eisenhower Presidency makes it a particularly useful set of cases to demonstrate how the 

decision to concede and back down can also occur when states and leaders care about their 

reputations. This challenges the conventional view that interstate actors defend their reputations 

because they believe it matters. Instead, this chapter has shown that the context matters, and that 

leaders will take into account long-term ramifications of their actions and how it will affect their 

ability to pursue their national interests and achieve foreign policy goals.  

 

The 1950s were an important period during which America’s alliance system in East Asia 

was consolidated. The two Taiwan Strait crises of the 1950s taught the US valuable lessons 

about its alliance with Taiwan on the need to balance its security commitment to the defense of 

Taiwan while also at the same time restraining an aggressive partner in Chiang Kai-shek. This 

undoubtedly influenced its reactions to heightened tensions on the Korean peninsula ten years 

later. 

When the security situation rapidly deteriorated in January 1968, the US found it 

excruciatingly difficult to restrain South Korean President Park Chung-hee who had been the 

target of North Korea’s assassination attempt. The next chapter explains why the South Korean 

President felt it both necessary and possible to seek retaliation against North Korean 

provocations against the desires of its most important ally. By specifically asking this question, I 

seek to verify what this chapter assumed about the Eisenhower administration’s response to the 
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first crisis, namely that the absence of a fear of reputation race and inability to recognize the 

value of negotiations cause states to defend their reputation for resolve. 
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CHAPTER 4. PARK’S LOGIC FOR A STRONG REPUTATION FOR RESOLVE 

 

Introduction 

On January 19, 1968, four South Korean woodcutters returned from their day in the forest 

with an peculiar souvenir. They were in possession of pamphlets that propagandized the 

superiority of the Kim Il-Sung regime and how North Korea would soon liberate their fellow 

countrymen from the oppressive South Korean regime and their American puppet masters. These 

two civilians had been confronted by 31 North Korean soldiers who were on their way to Seoul 

to assassinate South Korean President Park Chung-hee. This group of highly trained commandos 

would reach the capital of Seoul two days later. Their bold plan to raid the Blue House on 

January 21 was ultimately foiled, but it precipitated unprecedented levels of chaos and 

indignation in South Korea. 

Outraged by the attack, President Park immediately vowed retribution. He and his cabinet 

firmly believed that North Korea and its leader Kim Il-sung only understood force, and that 

failure to act by South Korea and the US would only incentivize Pyongyang to continue 

infiltrating the South. Additionally, Seoul claimed that North Korea’s increased bellicosity in 

recent years had been caused in part by lack of resolve demonstrated by themselves and their 

American allies that would have deterred their northern rivals. Lack of a strong reputation for 

resolve, they contended, had created a perception in Pyongyang that it could attack the South 

without fear of retribution, which in turn allowed them to behave more provocatively. 

As if to further illustrate this, North Korea had already re-raised the stakes even before 

the last members of the North Korean assassination team were apprehended by South Korean 

authorities. On January 23, North Korea’s naval and air force units had attacked and seized an 
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American intelligence vessel, the USS Pueblo, and captured its crew of 83 seamen. In the tense 

few days that followed, the Johnson administration initiated talks with North Korea to negotiate 

the safe return of the prisoners and the ship. Fearful that a rash military response would not only 

complicate talks at Panmunjom under the auspices of the Military Armistice Commission (MAC) 

but also ignite another war on the Korean peninsula, US officials implored President Park and his 

advisors to show restraint and refrain from seeking retribution. This did not sit well with the 

South Koreans, who were already upset that the US had failed to react with sufficient resolve 

when the presidential mansion had been raided. A couple of weeks later, the White House 

decided that it needed to dispatch a delegation to calm down tempers in Seoul given how 

relentlessly the South Korean President was insisting on retaliatory strikes against North Korea, 

an action that would be detrimental to America’s own diplomatic efforts. 

This chapter examines the South Korean government’s reactions to North Korea’s 

military provocations in January 1968 and its fixation on retribution that caused friction in its 

alliance with the US. To a certain extent, President Park’s indignation and want for retribution 

appears to be self-explanatory due to both the symbolic and personal nature of the attack, a point 

that South Korean officials were more than eager to reiterate to their American counterparts. Not 

only had the North Korean commandos and the leadership in Pyongyang targeted the nation’s 

capital, they had attacked the President’s personal residence where his wife and daughter also 

resided. 

Yet there are also some other facts to consider. South Korea had deployed two of its most 

efficient combat divisions to fight alongside the US in the Vietnam War. These units 

notwithstanding, Seoul understood that North Korea had a stronger military force at the time and 

could not afford to instigate an all-out war on the Korean peninsula, particularly with its 
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American allies deeply embroiled in Southeast Asia. In addition to this threat, further escalation 

of violence would disrupt and destroy the economic and social progress the Park regime had 

accomplished during the decade prior. Even if Seoul was willing to risk these consequences, it 

remains puzzling why President Park was willing to endanger its close relationship with 

President Johnson that he had carefully and strategically cultivated throughout his presidency. 

Throughout the decade, the Park administration had pursued several crucial foreign policy 

initiatives, including the deployment of troops to Vietnam and the signing of the Treaty on Basic 

Relations with Japan, to achieve this goal despite considerable domestic opposition. 

Given this, why did President Park so stubbornly demand retribution despite America’s 

warnings against such actions and the unmistakable risk of harming its “relatively amicable” 

alliance partnership with the US?267 Some scholars have answered this question by suggesting 

that it is more accurate to view South Korea as an active participant rather than hapless victims 

during a period of acute tension on the Peninsula in the late 1960s. In this sense, South Korea’s 

actions were strategically intended to maximize its leverage and gain political favors from the 

US. For example, Sarantakes concludes that “South Korea attempted to inflame the crisis” to 

pursue political goals that were different from those of the US which hoped to contain the 

situation.268 Similarly, Park argues that South Korea’s actions were mainly intended to boost the 

morale of South Korean military forces, while at the same time a way to “maximize the 

negotiating capacity of the South Korean government toward the American government.”269 

 
267 Tae-Gyun Park, “Beyond the Myth: Reassessing the Security Crisis on the Korean Peninsula during the mid-
1960s,” Pacific Affairs 82, no. 1 (2009): 105. Park’s study focuses more on understanding South Korea’s role in 
escalating tensions leading up to the security crisis in early 1968 rather than explaining the administration’s response 
to the Blue House raid and the Pueblo incident. Nonetheless, the puzzle that the article seeks to address follows a 
similar line of questioning.  
268 Nicholas Evan Sarantakes, “The Quiet War: Combat Operations along the Korean Demilitarized Zone, 1966-
1969,” The Journal of Military History 64, no. 2 (2000): 439. 
269 Park, “Beyond the Myth,” 106-07. 
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Others focus more on the outcome and specifically America’s ability to ultimately restrain Park. 

In this regard, the episode is often viewed as another example of the implications of the 

asymmetric relationship between the two allies, and how South Korea’s dependence on the US 

enabled the latter to curb the aggressive tendencies of their client state.270 

However, these explanations remain insufficient. Regarding alliance management, the 

puzzle itself derives from the fact that the friction that arose as a result of South Korea’s 

belligerence came during a period of great alliance cohesion between the two allies. Besides, 

while the Vance mission appeared to assuage concerns of abandonment in Seoul, it was only 

partially successful. President Johnson’s special envoy returned to Washington extremely 

concerned that it would be nearly impossible to restrain their South Korean allies if another 

provocation by Pyongyang occurred. As for Seoul, not only did President Park continue to 

contemplate retaliatory strikes against North Korea, but it also placed South Korea on a path 

towards greater military independence.271 Meanwhile, though the South Korean government was 

able to extract concessions from their great power patrons through its meetings with the Vance 

mission, there is no evidence to suggest that this was the main reason why it was so adamant 

about retaliation. Rather, President Park’s fervent calls for retribution were based on genuine 

concerns about its security and how to deal with the threat of North Korean provocations. The 

Vance mission was merely the outcome of fundamental differences that existed between the two 

allies on how to address the situation and deter Pyongyang. 

 
270 Joon-seok Yang, “1968nyeon Puebloho sageon chogi hankgugjeongbu ui migug e daehan daeung jeonlyak: 
bangki ui duryeoumeul jungsimeuro (in Korean),” [The ROK Government`s Counter Strategy to the US at the 
Beginning stage of the 1968 Pueblo Incident: Focused on the Fear of Abandonment] Gunsa (Military History) 105 
(2017): 151-88; Seuk-Ryule Hong, “1968nyeondae hanmi gwangyewa Park Chung-hee gunsa jeonggwon (in 
Korean),” [The US policy toward Korea and Park Chung-hee Regime in 1960s] Yeoksawa Hyeonsil (Quarterly 
Review of Korean History) 56 (2005): 269-302; Victor D. Cha, Powerplay: The Origins of the American Alliance 
System in Asia (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016); Glenn H. Snyder, Alliance Politics (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1996). 
271 Yang, “1968nyeon Puebloho sageon (in Korean),” 177. 
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In contrast, the remaining sections of this chapter will demonstrate how Seoul’s decision-

making during the early months of 1968 was driven by two factors that caused South Korea to 

value its reputation for resolve and advocate for its defense through retaliatory strikes against the 

Communist regime in North Korea. First, South Korean officials were not fearful of a reputation 

race; They were convinced that symmetric retaliatory strikes would not cause escalation on the 

Korean peninsula. Specifically, President Park and his advisors believed that North Korea would 

be restricted to guerrilla tactics and unconventional warfare regardless of their actions. This 

assessment was based on Seoul’s views on the frictions within the Communist bloc and its 

understanding of North Korea’s strategy to unify the nation through force. As a result, South 

Korea believed that a strong message that these attacks would not go unpunished would 

successfully deter future challenges which would decrease the threat of all-out war. 

Second, Seoul was skeptical about the value of negotiating with North Korea and instead 

believed that it was necessary to bargain from a position of strength. This was evident in its early 

views about Washington’s engagement with Pyongyang at Panmunjom over the Pueblo incident. 

From a broader strategic perspective, it reflected President Park’s own convictions about how 

economic development and modernization must be first prioritized so that Korea could embark 

on the process of reunification with the upper hand. It also coincided with his broader unification 

policies that had led to a period of “competition without dialogue” throughout the 1960s. 

Demonstrating resolve, therefore, made logical sense as it increased Seoul’s bargaining leverage, 

even if it meant that diplomatic interactions between the two sides would remain non-existent. 
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The Blue House Raid and the Climax of the Second Korean War 

On January 13, 1968, a group of 31 commandos from North Korea’s 124th Army Unit 

assembled a few kilometers north of the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) on the Korean peninsula. 

There, they were briefed by Lieutenant General Kim Chong-tae, the Korean People’s Army 

(KPA) Reconnaissance Bureau chief, that the mission they had trained extensively for the past 

two weeks was to “go to Seoul and cut off the head of Park Chung Hee.”272 After crossing the 

DMZ passing an area surveilled by UN forces, they reached the capital city of Seoul on January 

20. By then, local authorities who had been alerted by the vigilant South Korean citizens were 

undergoing a massive manhunt to apprehend the infiltrators, but they were a couple of days 

behind the trail of the highly trained North Korean soldiers. 

In the early morning hours of the day of the main assault on the Blue House, members of 

the North Korean team changed into uniforms donned by South Korean soldiers “complete with 

the correct unit insignia of the local ROK 26th Infantry Division” to masquerade as a patrol unit 

returning from a patrol in search of the invaders.273 The group of commandos, consisting of five 

teams each tasked with specific responsibilities once within the residence of the South Korean 

President, now stood less than a kilometer away from their intended target.274 Their plot was 

ultimately foiled, however, when they failed to convincingly react to questioning by local police 

officers. Fierce fighting ensued. South Korean and American response teams quickly converged 

on their position and were able to either capture or kill most of the unit in the following few 

 
272 Joseph G. Bermudez, North Korean Special Forces (London: Jane's Publishing Co., Ltd., 1988), 32. After the 
incident, interrogation of one of the North Korean infiltrators captured, Kim Shin Jo, confirmed that their objective 
was to “chop off President Pak Chung Hee's head and to shoot to death his key subordinates in that building.” 
“Telegram 3649 from the Embassy in Korea,” January 26, 1968, General Records of the Department of State 
(Record Group 59), Central Files 1967-69, POL 23-7 KOR S (College Park, MD: The National Archives). 
273 Daniel P. Bolger, Scenes from an Unfinished War: Low-Intensity Conflict in Korea, 1966-1969, Leavenworth 
Papers, no. 19 (Fort Leavenworth, KY: US Army Command and General Staff College, 1991), 63.  
274 This detail was revealed in interrogations of Shin-jo Kim, the sole North Korean soldier captured in the days 
following the attack. “Telegram 3649,” General Records of the Department of State (Record Group 59). 
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days.275 Six American soldiers and more than 120 Koreans, including several civilians, were 

either wounded or killed during the massive manhunt. 

Before policy-makers in Seoul and Washington had had a chance to fully evaluate what 

had transpired, another military crisis had erupted. This time, it involved an American naval 

vessel, the USS Pueblo, which was operating off the eastern coast of North Korea. On January 

23, North Korean Navy and Air Force units attacked and quickly overpowered the American 

ship during its intelligence mission and subsequently towed it into Wonsan harbor. Captain 

Lloyd Mark “Pete” Bucher and his crew of 82 sailors became prisoners of North Korea until 

their release almost twelve months later.276 

These military provocations by North Korea surprised the South Koreans and their 

American allies, but they were also not unexpected. Since the mid-1960s, military confrontations 

between the North and South along the DMZ had become so frequent that the period from 1966 

to 1969 would later be referred to as the ‘second Korean War’. Many attribute this period of 

heightened tension on the peninsula to North Korea’s revised unification strategy which was 

during the second Korean workers’ Party (KWP) conference held in October 1966. During his 

speech, North Korea’s leader Kim Il-sung proclaimed that North Korea would attempt to “drive 

out the US imperialist aggressor forces from South Korea and the overthrow the South Korean 

puppet regime in order to achieve reunification through a revolution in South Korea.”277 

 
275 For a more detailed description of the Blue House raid and the manhunt that followed, see, Bolger, Unfinished 
War, 62-65; Sarantakes, “The Quiet War,” 447-48; Hyo-soon Song, Bukgwe dobal samsipnyeon (in Korean) [Thirty 
Years of North Korean Provocations] (Seoul, South Korea: Institute of North Korean Studies, 1978), 79-82. 
276 For a more detailed account of the Pueblo incident, see Mitchell B. Lerner, The Pueblo Incident: A Spy Ship and 
the Failure of American Foreign Policy (Lawrence, KY: University Press of Kansas, 2002); Lloyd M. Bucher, 
Bucher : My Story (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1970). 
277 Bolger, Unfinished War, 33; Taeyoung Yoon, “The Blue House Raid and the Pueblo Incident of 1968: From a 
Perspective of South Koreas Crisis Management under the South Korea-US. Alliance,” The Korean Journal of 
Security Affairs 5, no. 1 (2000): 53.  
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To achieve these goals, North Korea embarked on “a campaign of armed harassment and 

terrorism against the South described as a “revolutionary struggle” which was to pave the way 

for reunification of Korea.”278 Bermudez suggests that this shift in focus was spurred by the 

“failure of the KPA to take advantage of the political turmoil within South Korea during 1961-62” 

sparked by President Park’s military coup.279 The nature of North Korean provocations also 

changed during this period as they “deliberately sought out and attack South Korean forces,” 

presumably to test their effectiveness and deflate morale.280 Not long after Kim’s speech, as if to 

demonstrate its resolve, North Korean forces ambushed a UN patrol unit south of the DMZ on 

November 2, 1968. The attack, which occurred during President Lyndon Johnson’s state visit to 

Seoul, resulted in the death of six American and one South Korean soldiers.281 The number of 

incidents and casualties would continue to increase over the next two years. As Jenerette 

describes: 

 

“During the 12 months beginning in November 1966, more than two dozen 
Americans were killed and scores more were wounded in combat. Artillery fire 
was used by ROK troops in April 1967 to repel a communist incursion in a battle 
that involved more than 100 men. In June of that year, a US 2nd Infantry Division 
barracks was dynamited. September saw two South Korean trains blasted, one 
carrying US military supplies. In October, North Korean artillery fire sounded for 
the first time since 1953 when more than 50 rounds were fired at a South Korean 
army barracks. … During the 9 month period from May 1967 through January 

 
278 “The North Korean Threat: Briefing by Richard Helms, Director of Central Intelligence for the National Security 
Council,” March 4, 1970, CIA Declassified Document, accessed November 20, 2019, 
https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/docs/LOC-HAK-557-5-2-6.pdf.  
279 Bermudez, Special Forces, 28.  
280 “Intelligence Memorandum,” November 8, 1966, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964-68, Volume 
XXIX, Part 1, Korea, ed. Karen L. Gatz (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2000), Document 98. 
281 Vandon E. Jenerette, “The Forgotten DMZ,” Military Review 58 (1988): 32-36; Sarantakes, “The Quiet War,” 
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1968, in the US sector of the DMZ alone, there were more than 300 reported 
hostile acts during which 15 US soldiers were killed and 65 wounded.”282 

 

Despite these continued skirmishes, President Park was relatively unperturbed about 

these provocations at first. The night before the attack on the UN patrol, he mentioned to 

President Johnson that “these incidents are an irritating factor, but not a serious danger,” 

suggesting that they were merely attempts by North Korea to distract the US and South Korea’s 

attention away from other international developments such as the ongoing war in Vietnam.283 

Even as the situation worsened the following year, President Park appeared not particularly 

concerned that these provocations would be a prelude to a broader North Korean offensive 

against South Korea. This assessment was shared by US military and political officials stationed 

in Korea at the time. For example, the Special National Intelligence Estimate issued on 

September 21, 1967, concluded that North Korea’s actions did not “indicate a present 

Communist intention to invade South Korea” and that Pyongyang probably has “no intention of 

escalating the DMZ attacks to a point at which open warfare might result.”284 Nonetheless, the 

two allies, under the leadership of Commander-in-Chief UN Command (CINCUNC) General 

Charles H. Bonesteel, sought to improve South Korean security by bolstering its defense along 

the border on land and at sea to enhance the nation’s anti-infiltration capabilities.285 

 
282 Jenerette, “The Forgotten DMZ,” 32. 
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Gatz (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2000), Part 1, Korea, Document 130. 
285 For a detailed description of the anti-infiltration measures implemented by the US and South Korea during this 
period, see Bolger, Unfinished War, 33-60; “Memorandum From the Director of Defense Research and Engineering 
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Despite these measures and continued close consultation between the two countries, 

tensions on the Korean peninsula had intensified by the end of 1967 to an extent that President 

Park was unable to ignore. Violent clashes both on land and at sea had become so frequent that 

South Korean officials privately voiced concerns about a major North Korean provocation the 

following year. On January 6, 1968, President Park chaired an emergency conference on internal 

security at the Korean Army Headquarters at Wonju. The purpose of the conference was to 

“focus on combating an expected “tenfold increase in [North Korean] agent infiltration whose 

purpose is all out guerrilla warfare.”286 At the time, William J. Porter, the US ambassador to 

South Korea, reported on the conference with considerable suspicion, remarking that it was odd 

that President Park had chaired the emergency meeting at a moment when there were several 

other pressing issues related to “the process of development.” He further speculated that the 

administration was attempting to “create public climate in favor of a controversial civil defense 

bill” which it wished to pass by emphasizing the nation’s security threat.287 President Park’s 

warning, however, soon proved to be prescient when North Korea forced the peninsula to the 

brink of war with its two striking acts of belligerence less than a month later. 

 

South Korea Seeking Retribution, US Counseling Restraint 

Yoon Ha-jung, who was the director of the Europe and United States division of the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs at the time, would later recall that South Korean officials were 

making several “hawkish and radical” statements in the tense few days that followed the two 

attacks by North Korea. He acknowledged that President Park proposed seeking retribution 

 
286 Park, “Beyond the Myth,” 100; “Editorial Note,” Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964-68, Volume XXIX, 
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through force by advancing troops “about ten kilometers to the north” or militarily enclosing the 

Wonsan base where the Pueblo was being held.288 On the day the Pueblo was seized, ambassador 

Porter reported that “President Park is in a rage about all this” and that he anticipated there to be 

“widespread inclination to retaliate.”289 He further remarked that while he was prepared to 

counsel restraint on behalf of the Johnson administration, he had doubts as to how effective 

words alone would be. 

By January 24, President Park had seemingly decided on his preferred course of action. 

He told ambassador Porter that he would like to target the North Korean units directly 

responsible for the Blue House raid. He mentioned that there were “2,400 additional men in 

North Korea with similar training and purpose” in the KPA’s 124th unit located in six separate 

centers. The president wished to “strike them and eliminate entire unit in one blow.”290 As for the 

Pueblo, President Park suggested that the US should “strike North Korean naval ships along east 

coast after first neutralizing North Korean air power” if the US “gets no satisfaction”, and said 

that his government would be glad to cooperate in such an endeavor.291 Aware of the prospect of 

striking the north, South Korean generals openly bragged about how they would chase the KPA 

“all the way to the Yalu River.”292 

President Park vocally warned “whoever was listening” that South Korea would no 

longer tolerate provocations by Pyongyang. In his first public statement since the Blue House 

raid on February 1, he proclaimed that “there is a limit to the nation’s patience, tolerance, and 
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restraint in face of increasing NK provocations.”293 In his personal letter to President Johnson 

sent 4 days later, President Park reiterated his view that the two allies must demonstrate its 

resolute stance and determination, and show North Korea that it could no longer commit acts of 

aggression free of punishment. He argued that such posture “alone will provide a corrective 

measure for the habitual aggressiveness of the North Koreans.”294 

In making this argument, President Park bluntly stated that past reluctance to forcefully 

respond to North Korea’s violations of the armistice agreement had caused recent provocations. 

He assumed that the North Korean regime had been emboldened by inaction by the US and 

South Korea in response to past attacks. He would also make his case directly to the American 

public. In an interview with the Washington Post in early February 1968, he called for “prudent 

retaliation” against North Korea, even questioning the purpose of the United Nations troops 

stationed in Korea. “What good is it to have forces to check aggression,” he rhetorically asked, 

“when we have done nothing?”295 He concluded that the North Koreans would not have 

attempted these attacks if it thought the allies would surely respond with appropriate force. A 

lack of reputation for resolve was the problem, and the President sought to remedy this through 

retaliatory strikes against the Communist regime. 

Meanwhile, US officials in Washington quickly surmised that Pyongyang had taken these 

actions by their own volition. They also suspected that North Korea anticipated some type of 

response from either the US or South Korea which would cause them to “exercise some caution 
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in handling the further course of the affair.”296 Specifically pertaining to the Pueblo, the White 

House soon settled on two main objectives; to “get the ship back” and “to strike back in 

retaliation for this ship seizure” to demonstrate American resolve.297 A consensus appeared to 

emerge that a combination of diplomatic and military pressure would most effectively resolve 

the crisis. 

As discussions continued, however, the Johnson administration began placing greater 

emphasis on getting the sailors back rather than sending a clear signal to North Korea. In 

particular, Clark Clifford, the incoming Secretary of Defense whose appointment had been 

announced less than a week ago, frequently tried to redirect the focus to how the US could best 

“get the men and the ship back”; he sought to do so by asking members of the cabinet to assume 

that it was their only objective that mattered.298 Also prompting President Johnson to prioritize 

this goal was a message conveyed by the US ambassador in Moscow who warned that an 

American demonstration of force would “make it virtually impossible for the North Koreans to 

return our vessel and crew” since Communists “always react negatively to a show of force.”299 

This weighed heavily on the President, who realized that while the US needed to send a strong 

signal to deter further Communist aggression, taking actions necessary to do so might jeopardize 

America’s ability to bring the sailors back home safely. 

In the days immediately after the Pueblo incident, the White House called up Navy and 

Air Force reservists, deployed more than 300 combat aircraft to the Korean peninsula and moved 
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several others to nearby bases on Okinawa and Guam under ‘Operation Combat Fox’, and 

dispatched the six aircraft carriers, including the USS Enterprise, as part of operation ‘Formation 

Star’.300 The deployment of these military assets was to prepare for any eventuality. But more 

importantly, they were designed to pressure North Korea to the bargaining table. Secretary of 

State Dean Rusk explained to Ambassador Porter that the “velvet glove approach, is the best, for 

there is a steel fist in it, and the North Koreans know it.”301 Furthermore, it was also intended to 

ensure that South Korea would not act rashly in a way that would exacerbate the situation and 

complicate diplomatic efforts to retrieve the American crew held captive. To more effectively 

achieve this latter objective, the White House actively considered asking Congress to approve the 

expansion of the South Korean military assistance program by $100 million in late January.302 

South Korea reacted to these reactions by the US with mixed feelings. While they 

certainly appreciated these gestures of American commitment to their security, Seoul also 

grumbled, both privately and publicly, that the US was only taking these steps because the 

Pueblo had been captured. In contrast, the South Koreans believed, the US had failed to respond 

similarly to the Blue House raid on January 21.303 These grievances were compounded when 
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Seoul was informed of Washington’s plan to initiate closed bilateral talks with North Korea 

regarding the Pueblo incident at Panmunjom. This further aggravated the nation’s impatience 

and inflamed its calls for retribution. South Korean foreign minister Choi Kyu-hah announced on 

February 1 that the South Korean government officially opposed “any move to place more 

emphasis on Pueblo affair, and those handling the crisis should give more attention to Blue 

House raid than Pueblo.”304 President Park angrily complained that his stature as President and 

personal ally to President Johnson was apparently not worth the 83 sailors held in North 

Korea.305 General Bonesteel reported on February 7 that, 

“I have been deeply disturbed over last several days at growing irrationality in 
certain areas ROKG (Republic of Korea Government), most especially in 
President Park himself. Inputs in last day have confirmed that Park is almost 
irrationally obsessed with need to strike now at North Koreans, with sort of “apres 
moi le deluge” philosophy accentuated by our secret talks with North Korea at 
Panmunjom. … some degree by inputs from MI (military intelligence) sources 
indicating directives for planning for immediate retaliation in event North Korea 
raids, and info from Chief of Staff of the head of the South Korean Air Force 
(CS/ROKAF) that he fears he may receive orders from Blue House for unilateral 
air strikes, which he knows would be suicidal.”306 
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Realizing the seriousness of the problem, President Johnson decided to send Cyrus R. 

Vance, former Deputy Secretary of Defense and a close confidant, as a special envoy. After 

several lengthy meetings upon his arrival in Seoul, the Vance mission managed to persuade 

President Park to agree to the issuance of a joint communique between the US and South Korea 

that reaffirmed the mutual defense treaty between the two allies and American commitment to 

“undertake immediate consultations whenever the security of South Korea is threatened.”307 In 

his debriefing meeting in the White House, Vance reassured President Johnson that he had 

succeeded in getting Seoul to not seek reprisals for the Blue House raid or the Pueblo incident, to 

not seek retribution without consulting with the US first, and to stand by during America’s 

closed-door sessions with North Korea at Panmunjom.308 

With Seoul sufficiently pacified, the US and North Korea would engage in secret bilateral 

talks over the following ten months to negotiate the terms of release of the crew of the Pueblo. 

The crisis involving the Pueblo ended on December 23 when Major General Gilbert Woodward, 

the U.S. representative to the Military Armistice Commission in Panmunjom, signed a written 

apology admitting that the Pueblo had violated North Korean waters. The crew crossed the 

“bridge of no return” the following day.309 In doing so, the Johnson administration had 

accomplished the primary objective that it set out to achieve. And while it perhaps failed to send 

a strong message of resolve to North Korea, it nonetheless prevented further escalation on the 

Korean peninsula by demonstrating restraint while at the same time curbing the aggressive 

instincts of their South Korean partners. The rift in the alliance had been smoothed over. 
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Or so everybody thought. Unbeknown to everybody, 31 members of the 209 th 

Detachment, 2325th Group of the South Korean Air Force began training on the uninhabited 

island of Silmido on April 1. The recruits, which included petty thieves and unemployed youths, 

were trained to infiltrate Pyongyang and assassinate Kim Il-sung. Several other details revealed 

decades later show that Unit 684, as it was commonly referred to, was without a doubt 

established to seek retribution for the Blue House Raid. For example, the number of South 

Korean assassins that were being trained on the island was the same as that of the North Koreans 

124 Unit that had penetrated Seoul months earlier. The trainees were also ordered to run the 

mountains at a faster pace than the North Korean commandos.310 While Unit 684 never crossed 

the DMZ, its formation shows the extent to which South Korea wanted to retaliate against North 

Korea’s provocations in early 1968.311 

 

Understanding Park’s Insistence on Retribution 

Why was President Park so adamant about seeking retribution for North Korea’s 

attempted assassination? Given the situation at hand, South Korea was well aware of the 

predicament facing the US and its need to negotiate with the North Koreans that were holding its 

sailors captive. If South Korea’s intent was to increase its leverage vis-à-vis the US, there were 

presumably other ways in which this could have been achieved without the risk of harming its 
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relationship with its great power ally. Almost immediately after the attacks, the White House had 

already requested additional funding from Congress to aid the modernization of South Korean 

troops and its ability to deter North Korean aggression. The two allies would surely have 

continued to enhance South Korea’s anti-infiltration capabilities even if President Park had not 

demanded retribution given the military threat posed by the North Koreans. Instead, President 

Park’s insistence on retaliation threatened his close relationship with the US and President 

Johnson that he had carefully cultivated throughout the decade since his rise to power. 

At the same time, the closeness of the relationship should have made it easier for the US 

to restrain the South Koreans without having to hurriedly dispatch the Vance mission. Initially, it 

had been the Koreans that had requested such a delegation, but the State Department had been 

reluctant to oblige due to concerns that it would “arouse wide speculation as to why he was sent 

and why normal channels were to be reinforced, and even rumors that we contemplating military 

action.”312 Fears that President Park would manipulate the occasion to induce various 

concessions from the US in the form of military and economic assistance, as well as revisions to 

the US-South Korea alliance, were also considered.313 The fact that the White House chose to 

send the delegation despite these reservations demonstrates just how alarmed they were at the 

prospect of retaliatory attacks by Seoul and, conversely, and how sincere the Park administration 

was about retributive strikes against North Korea. 

The evidence instead clearly shows that Seoul was concerned about preserving its 

reputation for resolve in order to prevent North Korea from continuing its tactic of infiltrating 
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South Korea with its special forces and espionage agents. Well before the two incidents occurred 

in January 1968, President Park had argued that the two allies needed to take a more active 

stance to disincentivize North Korean aggression. During a meeting with General Bonesteel on 

September 19, 1967, President Park stressed that “whenever the North Koreans violate the 

armistice they must be made to pay by retaliation” because only “positive and appropriate 

counter-measures will stop the North Koreans.”314 

President Park and members of his cabinet expressed this belief more vocally in early 

1968 as the crisis unfolded. On January 25, the South Korean government, through the Foreign 

Minister’s statement, declared that “will not sit idle and look on North Korea’s barbaric acts of 

aggression indefinitely”, warning that “retaliatory measures … are waiting in case they continue 

their barbaric acts.”315 In preparation for the Vance mission, President Park conveyed his desire 

to discuss how “the US and ROK should make it clear to enemy and to rest of world that they 

will not permit North Korea conduct aggressive acts against ROK without fear of retaliation” and 

that the “US and ROK should announce that if intrusions continue, they will physically punish 

NK by striking at root source of NK aggression.”316 

What became more explicit was the assumed need to set an example that would alter 

North Korea’s calculations in the future. President Park, for example, noted that while US 

assistance would certainly help the military balance on the Korean peninsula, “military buildup 

alone is useless when dealing with person like Kim Il-Sung” and that it was unfair for the US to 
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expect South Korea to remain passive “in face of continual provocation.”317 Similarly, South 

Korean military leaders also voiced their concerted belief that “defensive action only within 

ROK alone would … ensure continuation and increase in North Korean infiltration and raids up 

to 10 or 100 times current levels” and that this could only be prevented by “teaching Kim Il-sung 

a lesson.”318  

To a certain extent, US officials shared such fears about loss of credibility vis-à-vis the 

Communists. This was especially true before the Pueblo incident. Soon after North Korea’s 

attack on American soldiers during President Johnson’s visit to Seoul in November 1966, 

General Bonesteel cautioned that the US should not let “the military power of our Korean 

element of our overall strategy vis-a-vis Communist China fall to the point where its credibility 

is affected despite America’s pressing military needs in Vietnam.”319 He further concluded that if 

the US only protested the incident “without any tangible indication of an increasing capability to 

improve our forward area security,” it might invite similar provocations in the future.320 

The seizure of the Pueblo, however, differentiated the strategic calculus of the two allies 

significantly, as shown above. Through various National Security Council meetings, the Johnson 

administration had settled on a course of action that would prioritize negotiations with the North 

Koreans over cultivating a strong reputation for resolve. Once this was decided, the US needed 

to curb South Korea’s aggressive inclinations which it attempted to do through various channels. 

Realizing that these efforts were insufficient, President Johnson decided to dispatch the Vance 
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mission. The Vance mission returned to Washington having achieved these goals but with some 

trepidation. In his mission report Vance noted that while immediate concerns about retributive 

attacks had been addressed, the prospects of South Korea “initiating a unilateral attack against 

North Korea are troublesome, ominous, and dangerous” in the longer term.321 

Analysis of the strategic differences that emerged during the crisis between the US and 

South Korea further clarifies exactly why the latter was so adamant about retaliation against 

North Korea. This was due to the firm belief that a strong reputation for resolve was necessary to 

convince Pyongyang that future provocations would result in retributive responses by Seoul. 

What enabled President Park to so stubbornly maintain this view despite considerable pressure 

from the US was his lack of fear that a bolstered reputation would incite a stronger response 

from North Korea in future crises and a skeptical view on the virtues of negotiating with 

Pyongyang. US officials constantly warned of the possible threat that North Korea would adopt a 

more aggressive policy that “might culminate in an all-out attack.”322 South Korean officials did 

not share this assessment and believed that only demonstrating its resolve would deter North 

Korea and stabilize the situation. Moreover, the immediate need to secure the safety of US 

servicemen captured meant that the US needed to engage in dialogue with North Korea even if it 

meant losing face. President Park had no such obligations. Moreover, he instead considered the 

process of negotiations worthless without a demonstration of force that would increase one’s 

bargaining leverage which is represented through his views on unification. 
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Lacking Fear of a Reputation Race 

What stands out, first and foremost, about South Korea’s reactions in the aftermath of the 

Blue House raid was its firm belief that their actions would not escalate the situation while 

sufficiently deter its enemy. Kang Indeok, Director of the North Korea Bureau at the Korean 

Central Intelligence Agency (KCIA) in 1968, would later testify that he did not believe a 

retaliatory strike by Seoul at the time of the crisis would have caused another war.323 General 

Bonesteel also relayed similar sentiments conveyed to him by South Korean military officials 

during the crisis. He reported that “none seemed alarmed over imminence North Korea would 

take overt large-scale aggressive action unless these develop as result continuing actions.”324 

While there were also cautious voices in Seoul, the predominant belief appeared to be that 

retaliatory attacks would not cause another Korean war on the peninsula, especially if the US 

were in support.325 

The idea of responding to North Korea’s provocations with symmetric military retaliatory 

strikes was by no means novel. Since the outbreak of the second Korean War in 1966, the South 

Korean military had conducted several infiltration operations of their own, presumably to 

maintain the morale of the troops. This was how the “quiet war” was fought.326 After the attack 

on the UN patrol on November 2, 1966, General Bonesteel learned that the attack had actually 

been in response to an incursion into the DMZ by approximately 30 South Korean soldiers on 

October 26.  

In fact, far from being hapless victims, South Korea were active participants in this fierce 

competition with their northern neighbors to demonstrate resolve. Some scholars have even 
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suggested that “South Korea’s aggressive strategy played a crucial role in the security escalation” 

and that the crises of January 1968 might even have been triggered by South Korea’s tactics.327 

Ambassador Porter repeatedly warned South Korean officials of the potential dangers of 

continuing exchanges along the DMZ, stressing that the US viewed acts of retaliation “as largely 

self-defeating.”328 But US officials were aware that despite their repeated warnings, there was a 

danger that South Korean military forces would “undertake carefully concealed reprisals if they 

suffer further personnel losses” due to North Korean attacks.329 Vance also noted after his 

mission that the South Korean defense minister, who had “organized a very elite anti-infiltration 

unit under his command which has been conducting raids across the border against North Korea” 

was an “absolute menace” and that there was blame on both Koreas for escalated tensions on the 

Peninsula.330 

South Korean officials, and especially the president, assessed the situation differently. 

President Park frequently mentioned both before and after the January crisis that retaliation 

would not result in escalating tensions but rather stabilize the situation by deterring North 

Korean provocations. In his interview with the Washington Post, he asserted that “firm 

determination and resolute action would not escalate the crisis but would discourage dangerous 

incidents in the future.” He also insisted that appropriate action as punishment for the 

assassination attempt and the seizure of the Pueblo could be undertaken “without inducing an 
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outbreak of war” on the Korean peninsula.331 These comments suggest that the President viewed 

retributive strikes as beneficial while involving minimal or acceptable risk. 

This point of contention was discussed at length during Vance’s meeting with the 

president held on February 12. Vance initiated the debate by mentioning the need to accurately 

ascertain North Korea’s intentions as it might be possible that it wished to provoke a “precipitous 

response”332 from the two allies. He further added that it was easy to start a war but difficult to 

end it to reinforce his argument. It was at this point, according to Vance, that a dialogue had been 

established with a more “engaged” President Park. He began his comments by acknowledging 

that retaliation by South Korea could indeed incite a response from North Korea which could 

result in war. Then he rhetorically asked why he was advocating such a response given this risk. 

The answer, President Park continued, was: 

 

“that the North Koreans understand force. If we, on the other hand, sit supinely in 
the face of their aggression, they may be tempted to double or triple their pressure. 
… Perhaps the US feels we should remain patient. But as a minimum we should 
warn them of the consequences of their acts. Without flat assurances from them, 
we would only be temporizing. I do not believe the limited retaliation would lead 
to all-out war. But I cannot of course guarantee this. When attacked, we must 
counter attack.”333 
 

He then went on to offer a few specific examples of what he perceived to be appropriate 

responses. Each example he gave was proportional, with South Korea attacking Kim Il-sung 

directly if North Korea chooses to attack the Blue House, or that it would strike the North 
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Korean city of Wonsan if the South Korean city of Pusan was targeted. The president argued that 

“this type of retaliation would not lead to all-out war.”334 On the contrary, he believed dealing 

with each incident in this manner would actually prevent a larger conflict. In accordance with 

this perspective, President Park suggested that the two countries should strike North Korean 

vessels in retaliation for the seizure of the Pueblo and also attack the 124th KPA unit that had 

dispatched the commandos to assassinate the President. He reiterated his view that “Kim Il-sung 

would not resort to war over these acts.”335 He further speculated that the Communist bloc may 

either complain about such reprisals at the UN or threaten war. He urged the US to “accept these 

challenges” as demonstrating resolve in the face of Communist threats was of “vital 

importance.”336 

It is perhaps these comments that prompted Vance to later report that, in his judgment, 

Park did not “attach adequate importance to the Mutual Defense Treaties which North Korea has 

with Communist China and the Soviet Union.”337 Indeed, South Korea’s conviction that the 

Communist bloc wouldn’t intervene weighed heavily on its decision making. For example, when 

President Park suggested that American and South Korean forces should directly attack North 

Korea’s special forces and eliminate all their units, he mentioned that China’s “internal troubles 

will keep them from moving provided they are given assurance that there will be no threat to 

their territorial integrity.”338 And on January 10, 1968, the president attempted to reassure the 

South Korean public by stating that the government believed that a North Korean invasion of the 
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nation would be unsuccessful without assistance from either the Soviet Union or China, and 

given this Kim Il-sung would not “commit such a folly.”339 

Seoul judged that Pyongyang was instead capable of “a surprise attack on a limited target 

area, and infiltration of armed guerrillas into the south to disturb public order and security” and 

that these threats were what needed to be addressed.340 As the ‘second Korean war’ continued, 

the Park administration had become increasingly convinced that North Korean provocations 

were designed to sew confusion and insecurity in South Korea. Yoon Ha-jung notes that North 

Korea chose “armed provocation, armed attacks, and anything short of total war” to “foment a 

revolutionary atmosphere” in South Korea.341 Both South Korea and the US acknowledged that 

North Korea’s “subversive activities” posed a danger to not only South Korea’s “sense of 

security” but also to its “economic investment programs and progress.”342 It is in these regards 

that Korean officials, according to Yoon, viewed North Korea’s provocations as part of its 

domestic policy.343 

Reinforcing this view was the belief that the North Korean regime was preparing to 

launch an aggressive campaign in the early 1970s to unify the peninsula by force. For example, 

the Park administration viewed the years 1968-69 as the “harassing and subversion phase” as the 

Kim Il-sung regime sought “an opportunity to launch an overt armed attack upon South Korea in 
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1970.”344 This certainly added to the sense of urgency in Seoul. President Park wrote to President 

Johnson345 that the Blue House raid and the Pueblo incident “marked a climatic new turn” in 

North Korea’s belligerent tactics and that these provocations clearly constitute “a part of their 

larger scheme to communize the whole Korea by force.”346 And in this vein, President Park told 

Vance that his government had reached a point where it needed to put an end to Communist 

threats by “establishing basic policies and measures to deal with the situation.”347 

But on the other hand, such a narrowed focus on North Korea’s guerilla tactics had the 

effect of decreasing South Korea’s concerns about escalation. The security threat that President 

Park was referring to wasn’t an all-out attack akin to that of 1950. Rather, it was North Korea’s 

efforts to infiltrate the border, attempt assassinations, and generally sabotage the nation to 

weaken its economic development and create an environment for such an invasion.348 And given 

the South Korean government’s views on how the second Korean war had transpired up till that 

point, it had no reason to suspect that the North Koreans would diverge from this strategy unless 

the internal situation in South Korea worsened. Retaliating for North Korean attacks, at least in 

President Park’s view, would not change the calculus. 

In sum, the South Korean government considered the most practical way to prevent an 

all-out war on the Korean peninsula was to prevent the deterioration of its domestic stability. 

This, they believed, was the objective of North Korea’s continued guerilla attacks and infiltration 
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attempts to disrupt the South Korean society. President Park and other officials concluded that 

the North Koreans wouldn’t resort to more aggressive means unless this type of environment was 

cultivated by their provocations. Demonstrating resolve through military retaliation would thus 

not only achieve this goal but would do so without concerns of escalation. This outlook was in 

stark contrast with the position of the US which was predicated on fears that tit-for-tat strategies 

could always spiral out of control, and what caused the South Koreans to be assertive about the 

need to demonstrate resolve through force. 

 

South Korea’s Views on Negotiations and Reunification 

The other condition that prompted South Korea to be doggedly insistent on retaliation 

after the Blue House raid and seizure of the Pueblo was its general attitude towards bargaining 

with the North Koreans. It is true that Seoul’s frustration with Washington’s closed-door bilateral 

negotiations with Pyongyang at Panmunjom was primarily because they were left out of the 

process. If negotiations were to occur, Seoul wanted a seat at the table so that they could voice 

their grievances about the assassination attempt as well as North Korea’s provocations and 

infiltrations more broadly. The Vance mission was dispatched to ensure that South Korea 

wouldn’t disrupt the delicate diplomatic process. At the end of several meetings, the Vance 

mission succeeded in obtaining assurances from President Park that he would stand by 

America’s closed-door negotiations with North Korea and refrain from attacking North Korea in 

retaliation.349 This was by no means an easy feat; Vance had to persuade President Park until the 
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very last hours of his visit to agree to the joint communique reaffirming the strength of the 

alliance.350 

But what these lengthy meetings also revealed was that in addition to their absence from 

the process, which Seoul had by then accepted as inevitable, South Korean officials were also as 

worried about the implications of Washington’s seemingly ‘conciliatory’ approach. In fact, Seoul 

was arguably more weary of the implications of what it perceived to be a weakness of the 

Johnson administration’s attitude. Without reprisals nor apologies from Pyongyang, South Korea 

believed America’s position during the negotiations would be weakened, particularly if the 

process dragged on. President Park openly questioned why the US believed negotiating with 

North Korea would work when recent events had revealed Kim Il-sung to “be a pirate and a thief” 

that had “took a ship and raided Seoul in a criminal manner.”351 He suggested that two allies 

should consider reprisals through naval and air force assets if the US failed to reach an 

agreement with North Korea in a short amount of time.352 

Furthermore, he specifically pointed out the potential perils of rushing into negotiations 

with North Korea. President Park warned that if North Korea denied its involvement in the Blue 

House raid and rejected calls for an apology for the Pueblo incident and refused to return the ship, 

“American prestige will fall greatly as matter has gone too far on both sides.”353 This was 

something that the White House was aware of. In preparing for the bilateral meetings with North 

Korea, Secretary of State Dean Rusk mentioned that while Pyongyang might try to humiliate the 

US and South Korea. The White House concluded, however, that on this issue the US and its 
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representatives should “not call their attention to it or make any threats, or at this juncture even 

call excessive attention to the gravity of the situation” to maintain dialogue.354 

Similarly, US and South Korean views differed on America’s deployment of the USS 

Enterprise. President Johnson and his advisors used the location of the aircraft career and its task 

group as a “negotiating gambit” to “give impression to North Korea that US prepared to ease off 

some pressure even while talks in progress.”355 US policymakers carefully calculated the timing 

to not only incentivize North Korea to make concessions but more importantly “break a deadlock 

and prevent negotiations from coming to a stop.”356  

President Park disagreed vehemently. He contended that the USS Enterprise “should have 

been moved northward with other carriers and placed off port of Wonsan” to essentially 

blockade the port until the Pueblo and its crew was returned.357 In other words, he believed that a 

strong demonstration of resolve would have increased pressure on North Korea to concede and 

release the American prisoners. His primary concern was the outcome of the negotiations and 

believed a strong reputation for resolve needed to be cultivated in order to increase leverage. On 

the other hand, President Park showed little concern about the process breaking down or being 

stalled, which was what US officials were more focused on. The President was not alone in 

holding this view. “One Korean wag,” observed Bonesteel, “characterizes our concept of “the 

steel fist in the velvet glove,” as “the silken fist in silken glove”.”358 
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As frustration in Washington grew over President Park’s continued insistence for 

retaliation grew, several US officials were reminded of how the US had faced similar problems 

in the past. Rhee Syngman, the nation’s first president, had advocated for unification by force 

and at times took drastic measures that undermined America’s efforts on the Korean peninsula. 

He, for example, so strongly opposed the signing of the Korean war armistice in 1953 that he 

demanded President Dwight Eisenhower to withdraw American troops from Korea so that South 

Korean troops could continue to fight against Communist forces by itself.359 

President Park’s belligerent rhetoric resulted in comparisons between these two leaders 

by US officials. It also reminded them of the “existence of Korean ardor for reunification.”360 As 

a result, the US was concerned that the urging by the South Korean government for retaliatory 

strikes against North Korea was essentially a ploy to initiate a spiraling cycle of violence that 

would justify South Korea’s militaristic attempts at unification. In other words, in the context of 

unification, Washington believed that Seoul welcomed the prospect of escalating tensions as it 

might create opportunities. Porter even mentioned that he considered President Park’s desire to 

march north “not much less acute than his adversary’s intention, someday, to move south.”361 

There was even later speculation that: 

 

“There are therefore grounds for serious concern that the ROK national leadership 
may be contemplating military moves which may range from substantially larger 
retaliatory actions to a preemptive strike against the North to effect reunification. 
… The ROKs may in fact be counting on another dramatic raid by the North 
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Koreans to provide the provocation for a justifiable retaliatory move which the 
proposed force structure would permit developing into a full-scale assault on the 
North. ROK national leadership believes that if reunification can be effected 
rapidly by military means, the great powers will not intervene and will accept the 
fait accompli.”362 
 

This assessment by the US, however, was misguided in two key aspects. On the one hand, 

this was premised on the American belief that a cycle of provocations and counter-attacks could 

result in further escalation that would eventually spark an all-out war. In contrast, South Korean 

officials including the President believed that a strong reputation cultivated by forceful 

retributions prevent further provocations by Pyongyang with little risk of escalation. 

Moreover, unlike his predecessor, President Park did not prioritize unification, especially 

during the 1960s. Soon after the coup in May 1961, the Military Revolutionary Committee 

announced its political platform in which the first policy was to “oppose Communism and 

reorganize and strengthen anti-Communist readiness.” These were principles that had been 

declared only rhetorically up till that point.363 Several scholars have noted that the 

confrontational nature of President Park’s policies on inter-Korean relations that were steeped in 

Cold War mentality was intended to strengthen its authoritarian rule domestically.364 It was also 

a counter-reaction to Rhee’s “drastic and sentimental views on unification that had created 
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divisions within the South Korean society and contributed to external security threats.”365 

Furthermore, it was based on the strategic understanding that North Korea was the more 

advanced nation both militarily and economically throughout most of the decade.366 

Thus, it was logical and strategic for the Park regime to prioritize modernization and 

economic development as opposed to national reunification. The administration contended that 

unification as a national issue that would emerge naturally once South Korea achieves its 

economic goals.367 President Park claimed that unification would be achieved “through the 

modernization of the fatherland” and that it would be “within the bounds of possibility” if 

present economic trends continue for a few more years.368 President Rhee considered unification 

to be a national aspiration to strive for through all means necessary. President Park, on the other 

hand, viewed it as an outcome only to be discussed and pursue when it was in a favorable 

position to do so. Like many other issues during the Park administration, unification was only to 

be discussed within the context of anti-communism.369 

This had two implications for inter-Korean dialogue and the Park administration’s views 

on negotiations with the Communist bloc in general. It meant that South Korea’s policies 

emphasized bargaining from a position of strength with an unmistakable focus on bargaining 

outcomes. It also meant that the Park regime remained skeptical about the value of the process of 

dialogue. This resulted in an extended period of “competition without dialogue” on the Korean 
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peninsula.370 This added to his inclinations towards retaliation. He believed that South Korea, 

and also the US in terms of its negotiations over the Pueblo incident, needed to demonstrate 

resolve to receive concessions from the adversary. The threat of bargaining processes breaking 

down, as a result, was not only a necessary risk but also an acceptable one given that the 

outcome of negotiations and maintaining the nation’s reputation during dialogue was the only 

apparent concern for the Park administration. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed how the Park Chung-hee administration chose to respond to 

consecutive military provocations conducted by North Korea in early 1968 at the height of the 

second Korean War. In particular, it focused on addressing why Seoul was so adamant about 

seeking retribution in light of the Blue House raid and the seizure of the USS Pueblo when it 

risked harming its alliance with the US. On the surface, the White House managed to restrain 

South Korea by urgently dispatching the Vance mission to alleviate Seoul’s concerns. But the 

Park administration nevertheless persisted with its plans to strike back by secretly establishing its 

own assassination team. Cy Vance, who headed the delegation in February, also had deep 

reservations about the promises made by President Park not to retaliate. South Korea’s actions 

considerably strained its security partnership with the US. 

The general understanding is that President Park exaggerated his intent to retaliate against 

North Korea in order to not only decrease his nation’s fears of abandonment but also increase its 

bargaining leverage vis-à-vis the US. This assumes that South Korea never really intended to 

undertake its military strikes in early 1968, but the available evidence strongly suggests that this 
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was not the case. Even setting aside the formation of Unit 684, it is hard to interpret President 

Park’s reluctance to sign to the joint communique between the two sides a few hours before 

Vance was scheduled to return to the US as a bargaining tactic. By this point, most items 

regarding increased bilateral security cooperation had already been agreed to by both sides. 

Instead, it is best understood as a reflection of the Park administration’s genuine unwillingness to 

stand down and forego a counter-strike. It is also unlikely that Seoul considered such a hardline 

stance as the most effective way of reducing the risk of US abandonment. South Korea’s other 

major foreign policy initiatives throughout the decade, including the Treaty on Basic Relations 

with Japan and deployment of troops in the Vietnam War, were predicated on the belief that its 

national security could best be strengthened through a close relationship with the US, both at the 

state and individual-level. 

It is in this context that it becomes important to understand why President Park wanted to 

make reprisals against North Korea’s attacks. Seoul believed that it was necessary to cultivate a 

strong reputation for resolve by ‘teaching Pyongyang a lesson’ and showing that it would not 

tolerate further provocations. This was motivated by two specific beliefs. First, decision-makers 

in Seoul including the President did not fear a reputation race. In its absence, it made perfect 

sense for South Korea to bolster its reputation for resolve through military action. South Korean 

officials firmly believed that North Korea’s provocations were designed to wreak havoc in Seoul 

and destabilize the Park regime and not intended to instigate an immediate all-out war. This 

meant that South Korea believed that demonstrating its resolve would only deter North Korea 

without necessarily provoking them. This was in stark contrast to US officials, who feared that 
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South Korea’s acts of aggression would compel North Korea to respond in kind, thus 

exacerbating the risk of escalation.371 

Reinforcing this strategic outlook that focused on the costless benefits of cultivating a 

strong reputation for resolve was the Park administration’s views on negotiations with North 

Korea. He had consolidated his rule based on an uncompromising anti-Communist political 

platform which resulted in the perception that there was little to be gained through talks with 

Pyongyang. Suggestions of conciliation with North Korea, though sometimes made rhetorically, 

were thought to be perceived as signs of weakness by its adversaries. Furthermore, negotiations 

only made sense if they could result in advantageous outcomes which could only be achieved by 

bargaining from a position of strength. This was also something that US officials failed to fully 

grasp at the height of the crisis. Washington thought that President Park’s stubbornness was 

driven by the nation’s unquenchable aspirations for unification. In reality, however, it was the 

opposite. The Park administration’s bullheadedness made possible by its willingness to delay 

progress on the matter and wait until it deemed itself ready by achieving greater economic 

success. Until then, Seoul saw little value in engaging in talks with Pyongyang which increased 

its incentives to bolster its reputation. 

The case of inter-Korean rivalry in the late 1960s comports with the existing literature on 

reputation for resolve; existing theories on the topic would expect President Park to react the way 

that he did. Understanding the likely continuation of military provocations by North Korea, 

Seoul believed that cultivating a strong reputation for resolve would contribute to its deterrent 

capabilities by demonstrating both its ability and willingness to retaliate. On a personal level, 

President Park was a former military general who understood the utility of military means and 
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was concerned about his image.372 What other arguments are unable to explain, however, is why 

President Park was able to maintain these views despite considerable pressure from the US and 

President Johnson with whom the South Korean autocrat had carefully constructed a special 

relationship. Questioning the source of Seoul’s obstinacy sheds light on what truly encourages 

leaders to prefer a strong reputation for resolve gained through the use and threat of force. 

These points are highlighted when compared to the case study of inter-Korean relations 

during the 1980s discussed in the next chapter. President Chun Doo-hwan, who had assumed the 

presidency through a military coup not long after the death of President Park, became the target 

of another North Korean assassination attempt in October 1983. Most of the factors including the 

enduring nature of the rivalry between the two Koreas, repeated military conflicts, the continued 

rule of North Korean leader Kim Il-sung, and a militaristic autocrat that understood the utility of 

the force residing in the Blue House remained the same. President Chun’s reaction, however, 

was remarkably more restrained. This was because, in contrast to his predecessor, he feared the 

consequences of a reputation race with North Korea while pursued certain foreign policy 

objectives that could be achieved through the process of dialogue even without successfully 

negotiated settlements. 

 

 
372 For example, Han notes that President Park was acutely aware of the fact that he had been a member of the South 
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CHAPTER 5. CHUN’S LOGIC FOR A MODERATE REPUTATION FOR RESOLVE 

 

Introduction  

South Korean President Park Chung-hee, who had been targeted by a team of North 

Korean commandos in 1968, was assassinated on October 26, 1979, by Kim Jae-gyu, the director 

of the Korean Central Intelligence Agency (KCIA) and President Park’s own security chief. 

Chun Doo-hwan, a former Army general and commander of the Defense Security Command 

(DSC) at the time, quickly filled the power vacuum amidst an environment of great political 

uncertainty through a series of power-grabbing moves that enraged the Korean people and 

disappointed policy-makers in the US. Any hope that South Korea could progress into a 

democratic society in a way that paralleled its economic development soon evaporated as 

President Chun governed just as authoritatively as his predecessor. 

By 1983, Chun had successfully consolidated power within South Korea. However, in 

contrast to relative stability at home, the nation was shaken by two events that took the lives of 

many of its citizens. On September 1, Korean Airlines (KAL) flight 007 that had left Anchorage 

was shot down by two Soviet fighter planes. All 269 people on board were killed.373 About a 

month later, the country was reminded of the more immediate threat that existed north of the 38 th 

parallel. On October 9, president Chun was targeted by a North Korean assassination attempt 

during his state visit to Myanmar. President Chun had escaped unscathed, but 17 high ranking 

officials that were part of the South Korean delegation accompanying the President were killed. 

Not unlike his predecessor, these two events tested the Chun regime’s nerve and resolve. 

The Rangoon bombing, in particular, was viewed as a serious provocation by Pyongyang and an 
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act of war. A crisis ensued with tensions rapidly escalating on the Korean peninsula. 

Immediately after the attack, the obvious impulse for Seoul was to respond to this provocation 

through military force. South Korean officials and military leaders appreciated the need to 

demonstrate resolve to prevent further provocations. The embattled public was also clamoring 

for a forceful response, demanding retribution by protesting in the streets. The bombing had also 

been personal; not only had it targeted the President himself but in the process killed several of 

his most trusted advisors and cabinet members. The US, fearful as always about increasing 

tensions on the Peninsula as a result of Seoul’s tendency to engage in tit-for-tat strategies, 

quickly dispatched Richard Walker, US Ambassador to South Korea, to counsel restraint. 

US officials in Washington were already preparing statements to reaffirm its security 

commitment to South Korea to talk down leaders in Seoul who they anticipated would be 

justifiably infuriated. They were surprised to hear that President Chun instead showed no signs 

of seeking retribution for the bombing in Rangoon against Kim Il-sung and the North Korean 

regime. Not only did it refrain from striking back against Pyongyang immediately after the attack, 

but Seoul also continued to defy conventional wisdom the next year by undertaking conciliatory 

measures on the Korean peninsula that the US, nor the North Koreans for that matter, expected. 

First, South Korea made clear its desire for talks with their northern rivals as it acquiesced to 

their demands in order to hold talks to discuss the possibility of fielding a joint team for the 1984 

Summer Olympics. Later that fall, the South Korean government agreed to accept humanitarian 

aid offered by Pyongyang after large floods devastated Seoul, the first of its kind accepted by 

either side. 

This chapter seeks to understand the Chun administration’s reactions to the Rangoon 

bombing in October 1983. Why did Seoul forego a military response to demonstrate its resolve 
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despite clear strategic incentives to retaliate and considerable domestic pressure to seek 

retribution? In doing so, this chapter also explores how these initiatives might have affected 

Seoul’s reputation for resolve, and what impact this may have had on inter-Korean relations 

during the remainder of the decade. 

From a reputational perspective, the series of diplomatic actions undertaken by President 

Chun is puzzling and difficult to explain. In the broadest sense, the continued rivalry between the 

two Koreas and the repeated history of violent conflicts between the two countries meant that 

reputations most likely mattered on the Korean peninsula and that its leaders cared about face. 

The fierce competition between North and South Korea to be recognized by as many countries as 

possible indirectly confirms this assumption. Under these conditions, existing theories, especially 

believers, would expect South Korea to defend its reputation by military force as President Park 

had sought to do back in 1968. This line of argument would predict that Seoul would believe it 

imperative to retaliate, convey a strong message, and cultivate a reputation for resolve that would 

deter future attacks by North Korea. 

For skeptics and particularly analyses on the individual-level, there is also reason to 

expect a forceful response from President Chun given his prior experience using violence as a 

governing tool. Not only had he resorted to military means during his successful coup d’etat, but 

he had also brutally repressed a domestic uprising in the city of Gwangju in 1981. According to 

Yarhi-Milo’s theoretical framework, President Chun would most likely be categorized as a 

‘reputation crusader’, the type of leader that she describes will “advocate the use of coercive 

military tools in order to further reputational ends” and is “optimistic about the ability of such 
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instruments to achieve those desired ends.”374 His reluctance to do so after an attempt on his life 

by their rivals thus warrants further investigation. 

Meanwhile more specific to the case at hand, Yoon has argued that Seoul secured 

American diplomatic support and President Reagan’s visit to South Korea “at the expense of its 

military retaliation.”375 This claim is consistent with other arguments that explain South Korea’s 

restraint as caused by its alliance relationship with the US and the influence the latter has on the 

former.376 Regarding reputation for resolve, this may be rephrased as South Korea not defending 

its reputation because the costs of doing so exceeded the benefits. 

As will be described below, President Chun did, in fact, regard the American President’s 

visit to Seoul as important to not only Seoul’s foreign policy but also his domestic political 

standing and the legitimization of this regime. But similar to the case made in the previous 

chapter, it appears unlikely that President Chun deliberately chose to refrain from retaliation to 

strategically increase its leverage vis-à-vis the US. Furthermore, the previous chapter illustrated 

how increasing tensions are also an effective way of drawing Washington’s attention as it strives 

to avoid unnecessary entrapment. But perhaps the most important limitation of this argument is 

that it fails to explain Seoul’s continued efforts to moderate its reputation through conciliatory 

initiatives after 1983. Once the state visit had been completed, the South Korean government 

could have plausibly undertaken aggressive steps to not only deter North Korean provocations 

but also maintain pressure on the US by highlighting the deficiencies of the allies’ deterrence 

posture against North Korea. 
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On the other hand, I argue that the reason why President Chun and his administration 

decided to concede its reputation for resolve and instead adopt a conciliatory stance vis-à-vis 

North Korea was due to an understanding of the perils of attempting deterring North Korean 

provocations through demonstrations of force, coupled with an emphasis on the value of holding 

negotiations with Pyongyang. First, there was an evident concern over reputation races. Similar 

to past periods was the realization that North Korea would continue to conduct military 

provocations. However, the Chun administration did not believe that such actions were intended 

to create a favorable environment in which to initiate an all-out war against the South. Rather, 

they were understood to be intended to disrupt Seoul’s economic and diplomatic progress by 

breeding uncertainty and instability in South Korea. The more Seoul tried to show that it was 

unfazed by Pyongyang’s actions by responding in kind, the more it incentivized North Korea to 

undertake larger provocations. 

Second, the evidence also indicates that the Chun administration was much more open to 

the idea of negotiations with North Korean than previous South Korean governments. This was 

partly driven by the fact that Seoul wanted to contrast its calm and measured response to the 

belligerent actions of Pyongyang to gain an advantage in the ongoing competition for 

international legitimacy and recognition. But more importantly, South Korea chose negotiations 

as a mechanism of managing tensions on the Korean peninsula. Seoul’s decision to not retaliate 

after the Rangoon bombings are best explained by these dual incentives to moderate its 

reputation for resolve rather than strengthen it through the use of force. 

After heightened tensions caused by the Rangoon bombing had subdued the two Koreas, 

under the auspices of the International Olympic Committee (IOC), held four rounds of talks to 

discuss the issue of cohosting the 1988 Summer Olympics. The process of these negotiations, 
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analyzed in the latter half of this chapter, also reveal that similar considerations also determined 

South Korea’s approach to these negotiations. Despite being angry at North Korean for their 

efforts to trample on their glory or, even worse, sabotage the event, Seoul nonetheless moderated 

their stance to keep Pyongyang at the table and prevent them from derailing South Korea’s 

“coming out party.” 

 

The Rangoon Bombing Amidst Heightened Cold War Tensions 

On October 9, 1983, military tension on the Korean peninsula was renewed when an 

explosion occurred at Martyr’s Mausoleum in Rangoon, Myanmar. At 10:28 am, 2 minutes 

before President Chun was scheduled to arrive for the wreath-laying ceremony, two bombs that 

had been planted in the roof were detonated. Though he managed to narrowly avoid the 

assassination attempt through “a combination of timing and coincidence”, he had obviously been 

intended target. However, among those who were present 17 members of the Korean delegation 

were killed and 14 others were injured.377 Among those deceased were key members of the Chun 

administration’s cabinet responsible for the nation’s foreign policy and economic planning. 

Shaken by the bombing, president Chun hastily canceled the remainder of his trip to Southeast 

Asia. Upon arrival in Seoul, he “implicitly threatened punishment against North Korea” who he 

instinctively accused as the perpetrators.378 

In the following weeks, both South Korean and Myanmar officials conducted 

investigations into the incident. Seoul announced on October 14 that “the Rangoon bombing was 

the well planned and premeditated work of North Korea based on the type of explosives 
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collected from the scene and the evidence of the bomb blast, as well as items seized from the 

three Korean suspects.”379 Myanmar officials concluded their probe a couple of weeks later on 

November 4. Their investigation which included the confessions of the North Korean suspect 

under its custody, Kang Min-Chul, also concluded that Pyongyang was responsible for the attack. 

Officials in Washington were closely monitoring the situation and gathering information 

regarding the bombing as well. Unlike the South Koreans, who immediately assumed that North 

Korea was behind the assassination attempt, US officials were cautious not to reach any 

premature conclusions. The Department of State initially considered the possibility that the bomb 

might have been planted by Burmese terrorists based on the fact that “no evidence of North 

Korean involvement in the incident nor of any contacts between the North Koreans in Burma” 

had been uncovered.380 The US intelligence community would soon learn, however, that 

Myanmar investigators had found evidence “pointing to likely North Korean involvement in the 

bombing.”381 By October 19, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) came to the conclusion that 

“there is very strong circumstantial evidence linking North Korea” to the Rangoon bombing.382 

The report further stated that, 

 

The methods of operation and the equipment carried by the ethnic Koreans 
apprehended by Burmese authorities following the bombing are similar to those 
of numerous North Korean agent teams that have infiltrated South Korea in the 
past. The radio-detonated explosives used in Rangoon are similar to those used in 
a North Korean attempt to assassinate President Park Chung-hee in Seoul in 1970. 
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The movements of a North Korean ship and North Korean diplomats’ familiarity 
with the Rangoon ceremony and the physical layout of the site provide further 
circumstantial evidence of North Korean responsibility.383 

 

As for North Korea’s motives, both Seoul and Washington speculated that the Kim Il-

sung regime had conspired to assassinate president Chun out of fear of international isolation. It 

was assumed that Pyongyang was especially concerned about Chun’s active diplomacy. The 

President’s visit to Myanmar was part of the South Korean delegation’s tour to Southeast Asia, 

the primary purpose of which was to strengthen South Korea’s growing economic ties in the 

region and “offset Pyongyang’s advantages while establishing a diplomatic foundation among 

non-aligned countries.”384 It was later revealed that the Blue House had ordered the Korean 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs to add Myanmar to the list of countries in the President’s tour of 

Southeast Asia, despite numerous warnings issued by the latter that it might be unsafe to do so 

particularly given Myanmar’s ties to North Korea.385 As a matter of fact, North Korea had 

recently condemned Chun’s Southeast Asia trip “as a criminal act in an attempt to destroy the 

unity and cohesion of the non-aligned countries.”386 The CIA speculated that Pyongyang had 

attempted to remove the individual most responsible for South Korea “achieving considerable 
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worldwide recognition and prestige.”387 Additionally, North Korea had hoped that the 

assassination of President Chun would destabilize the South Korean society.388 

After the incident, North Korea strongly denied any connections to the bombing in 

Rangoon. On October 12, the state-run Korea Central News Agency (KCNA) published a 

statement denouncing Seoul’s allegations against North Korea as “preposterous and ridiculous.” 

It also accused the Chun administration of using “the incident for its sinister political intrigues to 

incite North-South confrontation and further increase tensions.”389 When the Myanmar 

investigation was concluded, Pyongyang flatly rejected the findings as “sheer fabrication”, and 

condemned Myanmar’s decision to sever diplomatic ties with North Korea and expel its 

diplomats as “unjustified.”390 Pyongyang would also take the issue to the United Nations. 

Through a memorandum addressing the UN Security Council dated December 12, North Korea 

not only continued to question the validity of the multiple investigations that had been conducted 

but also cited various foreign news reports to argue that it was actually Chun who had 

orchestrated the bombing.391 

The international reaction to the attack was divided. On the one hand, several countries 

including Myanmar discontinued their diplomatic ties with North Korea. Furthermore, 37 

countries also imposed various sanctions to symbolize their objection to such acts of terror.392 
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However, North Korea’s repeated denials of involvement behind the Rangoon attack made it 

possible for countries in the communist bloc or the non-aligned movement to maintain its 

diplomatic relationships with Pyongyang. This also reflected the changing dynamics of the Cold 

War which, after a decade of détente, was gradually intensifying as a result of the Soviet Union’s 

invasion of Afghanistan; Pyongyang’s relationship with Moscow actually improved as a result of 

the Rangoon bombing as the two aggressors coalesced to counter international criticism of its 

recent acts of belligerence.393 

 

South Korea’s Show of Restraint and Its Conciliatory Initiatives in 1984 

In Seoul, there was no such ambivalence. The government and the people of South Korea 

firmly believed that the bombing had been orchestrated by the Kim regime and was further 

aggravated by Pyongyang’s categorical denials. The general public, which was still grappling 

with an increased sense of insecurity due to the shooting down of KAL 007 that had occurred not 

long ago, was especially outraged. One observer that attended the national funeral service for the 

victims of the bombing held on October 12 noted that “demonstrators in the streets were … 

demanding revenge and carrying placards urging, ‘Let’s exterminate the North Korean 

barbarity.’”394  

Certain South Korean officials and military leaders certainly shared the same sentiment. 

At a meeting with the country’s top military leaders, the Minister of National Defense Yun Song-

min declared that the bombing was “beyond the level of a military provocation” and reportedly 
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proposed the bombing of North Korea with the South Korean air force. 395 Other field 

commanders similarly advocated a punitive response.396 Robert Sennewald, the Commander in 

Chief of the ROK/US Combined Forces Command (CEMCCFC), noted that he was at the time 

“seriously concerned about the retaliatory intentions of South Korea’s military leaders” during 

the days immediately following the Rangoon bombing.397 Washington was also aware that high-

ranking military South Korean military officers wanted to “take a bash at the North Koreans.”398 

The State Department was acutely aware that Seoul wished to codify and implement “a pre-

approved retaliation plan” which would enable “timely reaction”, a plan that the US refused.399 

President Chun, however, was considerably more reticent. He did speak about the need to 

demonstrate the nation’s resolve by seeking retribution on various occasions but, at the same 

time, emphasized the need “to gain international support for retaliation” if such actions were to 

be taken.400 On October 20, he addressed the nation through a special statement in which he 

condemned the bombing as “a declaration of war of aggression aimed at destroying our existence 

and security.” He sternly warned North Korea that “if a similar provocation is committed, it must 

be ready for a corresponding punishment by strength.”401 It was the first time since the Korean 

War that a South Korean President had publicly vowed direct and immediate military retaliation 
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against Pyongyang.402 However, President Chun also mentioned that the Rangoon bombing 

would be “the last incident we will tolerate peacefully and with compatriotic affection”, which 

effectively meant that South Korea would not strike back militarily.403 

Further military conflict was thus avoided and tensions were alleviated by the end of the 

year. But under these circumstances, dialogue between the two Koreas seemed unlikely, even 

though prospects for inter-Korean talks had been improving in prior years. From 1980 to 1983, 

both sides had proposed talks between the two sides on various issues, though no such 

engagement was realized. In early 1984, Pyongyang suggested tripartite talks between both 

Koreas and the US. This was a peace offering of sorts by North Korea given that it was 

“permitting” South Korea to participate “in an equal capacity”.404 South Korea flatly rejected this 

offer, denouncing North Korea’s lack of willingness to “admit the truth and apologize for the 

bombing” and adding that Pyongyang’s attitude was hardly conducive to dialogue.405 The issue 

would persist into the Spring when the two sides were contemplating a joint team to participate 

in the LA summer Olympics. In response to a proposal by North Korea to hold sports meetings 

on this issue, the Korean Olympic Committee (KOC) wrote: 

 

I received your letter of March 30, and first of all, I am compelled to point out the 
lack of any mention about the terrorist activity in Burma last October 9. … Even 
between athletes and officials an apology for such heinous criminal conduct, in 
which compatriots were slain en masse, would be appropriate. We have 
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demanded on several occasions in the past and will demand that the North Korean 
authorities take appropriate measures to atone for the Burma atrocity.406 

 

Nevertheless, South Korea agreed to the meetings to be held at Panmunjom on April 9 

without the formal apology that it demanded. Seoul used the venue to once again reprimand 

North Korea’s actions, reiterating their position that the Rangoon bombing and the resulting 

escalation of tensions between the two Koreas made it impossible for the two sides to discuss 

sports issues candidly.407 The North Korean delegation countered by stating that not only did 

they have nothing to do with the incident but that it was also wrong to raise political matters at 

such a venue after which they summarily walked out of the talks.408 

Despite little progress being made through these negotiations, the sheer fact that the two 

sides engaged in talks in this political climate was meaningful. Moreover, it is also worth noting 

that it was Seoul that was appeared more intent on engaging in dialogue, albeit on a relatively 

trivial issue. Though the North Korean delegation abruptly ended the first round of talks, the 

South Korean delegation nonetheless stated that it would “wait with patience for the North to 

regain “reason and conscience” and return to the conference.409 Seoul even when a step further. 

Later rounds of the meetings between the two sides were made possible not as a result of North 

Korea’s admission of guilt but rather Seoul’s compliance with the North’s demands that they 

would cease mentioning the Rangoon bombing during subsequent meetings.410 
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South Korea’s conciliatory attitude would persist through the fall of 1984. Heavy rain in 

early September resulted in massive flooding all across South Korea. On September 8, North 

Korea announced that it was willing to send “50,000 bags of rice, 500,000 meters of fabrics, 

100,000 tons of cement, and medical supplies as relief for flood victims.”411 The North Korean 

Red Cross Society urged their South Korean counterparts to cooperate positively to their 

“humanistic measures.”412 At first, it seemed unlikely that the Chun administration would accept 

aid from North Korea. The belief was that Pyongyang was only providing aid for propaganda 

purposes.413 Seoul was particularly concerned about the optic of relief supplies being delivered 

directly to the people by North Korean drivers and trucks. A principal South Korean government 

spokesman even claimed that Pyongyang was interested only in turning Seoul into an “orgy 

place for their propaganda”.414 

Therefore it surprised many, both at home and abroad, when the South Korean Red Cross 

replied on September 14 that it would accept the North’s proposal.415 Through its statement, 

South Korea claimed that it was accepting the proposal “because we seek to open the road of 

genuine mutual aid between fellow countrymen … and to improve relations between North and 

South.”416 When the aid was delivered, North Korea, as expected, touted the arrival of its trucks 

and ships transporting aid materials on September 29 as a “great event”, and “a shining result of 
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the respected and beloved leader Comrade Kim Il-sung’s great compatriotic love.”417 South 

Korea did its best to counter this narrative by emphasizing that the nation didn’t necessarily 

require the aid while stressing the fact that the South Korean government had extended similar 

offers to Pyongyang in the past.418 But it also made sure that it did not mock or insult the North 

Koreans, even though “some of the rice turned out wormy and the cement nearly unusable.”419 

 

Fear of Reputation Race and Emphasizing the Process of Dialogue 

After the Rangoon bombing in 1984, South Korea demonstrated an unanticipated level of 

restraint. Immediately after the attacks, it was feared that the Chun administration would 

succumb to pressure from both within his administration as well as the public and retaliate 

militarily against North Korea to demonstrate its resolve and attempt to deter future military 

provocations. Prospects for renewed dialogue between the two Koreas seemed slim the following 

year given lingering resentment in Seoul and Pyongyang’s refusal to accept responsibility for the 

incident. Lastly, Pyongyang’s offering of aid was deemed a rhetorical ploy and expected to be 

rejected by Seoul as a consequence, especially given the symbolic nature of the gesture. The 

Chun administration confounded all of these expectations. 

How might these policies be explained? The evidence shows that there were two main 

considerations that caused these diplomatic measures. On the one hand, there was the persistent 

fear that North Korea could continue to escalate tensions on the Korean peninsula through 

military provocations regardless of the actions taken by Seoul. Not only was South Korea 

uncertain about its ability to deter its rivals, but there was a clear understanding that retaliating 
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through military means would only exacerbate the situation, specifically making the competition 

between the two Koreas a military one. Also evident was how the Chun administration fervently 

believed in the value of dialogue with North Korea, not necessarily because it believed that a 

negotiated settlement could be reached but rather because as a means to maintain relative peace 

in the region even without an agreement. 

Fears of a reputation race were most clearly exhibited immediately after the Rangoon 

bombing. This was strongly motivated by President Chun’s interests in ensuring that President 

Reagan’s visit to Seoul would proceed in the following month. His state visit to Washington in 

early 1981 not long after President Reagan’s inauguration had helped solidify his regime by 

convincing “most South Koreans that his takeover was a fait accompli.”420 This experience 

magnified the significance of President Reagan’s first visit to South Korea. In light of this, the 

CIA assessed on October 14 that “Chun has little room to maneuver and he almost certainly 

recognizes that direct retaliation could escalate into open conflict” and that his actions “are likely 

to be tempered by his desire not to cause postponement of President Reagan’s visit.”421 

President Chun was specifically worried about how striking back would incite a cycle of 

tit-for-tat military clashes. Addressing 50 military officers on October 15, he rationalized his 

decision not to retaliate by stating that “if we get down in the gutter for revenge, we will play 

into North Korea’s hands.”422 Put differently, the overriding concern was that a military response 

would worsen the already precarious security environment by tempting North Korea to conduct 

provocations once more. This apprehension was not necessarily tied to conventional fears that 

skirmishes between the two sides could escalate into an all-out war, although the threat was ever-
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present. Rather, it appeared to be based on the fact that Pyongyang could easily disrupt the 

diplomatic achievements President Chun had managed to achieve through repeated military 

provocations. This made it unlikely that cultivating a strong reputation for resolve by using force 

would be effective. Moreover, if South Korea had chosen to seek retribution for the Rangoon 

bombing, then it would have been compelled to take an even stronger stance in later crises which 

it anticipated would occur. Given this dynamic, President Chun believed that his best strategy 

was to remain above the fray and not initiate a competition of resolve with North Korea. 

Both these concerns, as well as President Chun’s solution to the problem, were discussed 

during President Reagan’s visit to Seoul. A few days before the trip, Hugh Montgomery, 

Director of the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR), wrote a memo 

that outlined the South Korean President’s plans to discuss a new foreign policy initiative at the 

summit. Citing an informant with “excellent access”, Montgomery wrote that President Chun 

wished to propose his “Northern Policy” and was hoping to ask his counterpart that the US and 

Japan work with the Soviet Union and China to “try to bring North Korea to the negotiating table 

in order to provide a climate for peace and foster stability on the peninsula.”423 Montgomery 

stated that Chun’s stated initiative was “surprisingly flexible and forthcoming” that it came so 

soon after the Rangoon bombing, particularly given how even South Korea’s Foreign Minister 

was claiming that talks with North Korea could only continue after it had apologized for the 

attacks and punished the perpetrators.424 He further speculated that, 
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It is possible that Chun’s main purpose is to keep the DPRK on the propaganda 
and diplomatic defensive by demonstrating the ROK’s reasonableness and 
peaceful intent. Perhaps he intends at some point to attach the conditions (that the 
North Koreans apologize). We believe, however, that Chun’s objectives go 
further than this. …Chun is worried about the high level of tension which has 
developed on the peninsula since the bombing. Reviving the prospect of dialogue 
at this time may reflect deep ROK concern about North Korean intentions.425  
  

This was not the first time President Chun had exhibited his long-term views during this 

period of acute tension. Ambassador Walker had also expressed his astonishment that President 

Chun, who had just been the target of an assassination attempt, was looking past the immediate 

crisis and was “keeping long-range policies and goals in mind, and in his very grief-stricken 

mood was still willing to talk about the role which Korea can play with the non-aligned 

countries.”426 This had an interesting effect on Washington. Initially, the talking points drafted 

for President Reagan stressed how he should “reinforce the restraint President Chun has 

displayed in the wake of the Rangoon provocation.”427 Later, however, President Reagan was 

advised to inform his South Korean counterpart that “this was not time for conciliation towards 

North Korea” and that South Korea “must show strength, resolve.”428 This shows that President 

Chun’s response to the Rangoon bombing was based on the positive implications of 

demonstrating restraint and moderating South Korea’s reputation through active measures, rather 

than inaction caused by external pressures or the strategic circumstances of the situation. 
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President Chun was aware of how a demonstration of resolve through the use of force 

may derail its diplomatic accomplishments and image abroad, and this outlook was featured 

more prominently during 1984. Despite not receiving an apology from the North Koreans, Seoul 

chose to proceed with sports negotiations anyway. Similarly, the decision to receive 

humanitarian aid from North Korea in the Fall compelled North Korea to keep its promise and 

send assistance. Some have claimed that accepting aid from the North was a way to prevent 

Pyongyang from “scoring an unopposed propaganda coup.”429 Others have also suggested that 

Chun ‘outplayed’ Kim by accepting aid, based on speculation that Pyongyang wasn’t actually 

prepared to provide these materials and had to scramble prepare them once he did because North 

Korea was expecting Seoul to decline the offer.430 But regardless of these assertions, it is 

difficult to ignore how President Chun managed to foster an environment that was conducive to 

continued talks between the two rivals through these actions.  

For example, North and South Korea exchanged secret envoys in the winter of 1984 to 

discuss a possible meeting between the leaders of both countries, and it was reported at the time 

that the two sides had agreed in principle to such talks by the end of 1985 though it eventually 

failed to materialize.431 The CIA noted in June 1985 that “North Korea’s dramatic offer of flood 

relief aid set the stage for renewed contacts with the South” and that Seoul has displayed a 

surface flexibility based on its awareness “of the need to play to its domestic and international 
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audiences by appearing forthcoming.”432 These developments would have not transpired had 

President Chun acted on the belief that maintaining a strong reputation for resolve was necessary 

in dealing with North Korea. Seoul continued this moderate approach to its foreign policy as it 

discussed the issue of cohosting the 1988 Seoul Summer Olympics from 1985 to 1987. 

 

Inter-Korean Negotiations over the 1988 Seoul Summer Olympics 

Throughout his term in office, President Chun placed great emphasis on active diplomacy 

intended to promote South Korea’s reputation as a respected member of the international 

community. In many regards, this was intended to placate a restless domestic public that was 

increasingly yearning for democratization. But it was also designed to further South Korea’s 

international standing abroad as it “continued to widen its margin over the DPRK in their 

diplomatic competition for renewed international recognition and prestige.”433 Preparations for 

the 1988 Seoul Summer Olympics encapsulated this approach and what South Korea sought to 

gain through its efforts. 

For Seoul, the global sporting event was to be their “coming out party” that symbolized 

its arrival to the world scene as a developed country. It was politically important for the South 

Korean President as he “sought to use the Games to validate its own legitimacy.”434 It was also 

anticipated to have significant implications for the state of affairs on the Korean Peninsula. From 

the beginning, Seoul’s decision to bid for the Games was undoubtedly motivated by its rivalry 

with Pyongyang. It was viewed as a way to counter North Korean propaganda and “help 
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terminate the state of confrontation with North Korea.”435 Furthermore, the Olympics would not 

only symbolize the nation’s wealth and stability but also “mark the final victory of the South 

over the North in economic terms.”436  

Meanwhile, the IOC’s decision to award the Games to Seoul was made at a time where 

participation in the Olympics was being weaponized by the great powers; to quote one observer, 

the Olympics, once considered a mostly apolitical event, were rapidly becoming “a microcosm 

of world affairs.”437 Though various political statements had been made in past Olympics, the 

stakes were raised when the US sought to curb Soviet aggression in the Middle East in the 1980s. 

In response to Moscow’s invasion of Afghanistan, President Jimmy Carter announced in January 

1980 that US athletes would boycott the upcoming Moscow Olympics unless the Soviet Union 

fully withdrew its troops within 30 days. When the Soviet Union failed to comply, he followed 

through on his threat a couple of months later.438 The Soviet Union would retaliate 4 years later, 

spearheading the boycott of communist nations from the LA Olympics in 1984. The Olympics 

had officially been weaponized amid a reheating Cold War. 

This posed a significant problem for South Korea to which failing to host the Olympics 

successfully was simply unimaginable; it would, in fact, have been even worse than if they had 

lost the bid in the first place. Pound noted that “the Koreans would never have countenanced 

losing face on their own account” and that the “thought of fouling their own nest was complete 

anathema to them.”439 Domestic issues aside,440 this meant that Seoul needed to solve two related 
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foreign policy issues. First, it became imperative that South Korea presented Seoul as a safe 

venue. Second, Seoul had to encourage participation by communist countries and prevent a 

situation where they would boycott the Games. Both these objectives required the active 

reduction and management of tensions on the Korean peninsula.  

The following section analyzes how South Korea managed to achieve these goals both 

through the initiation of inter-Korean negotiations regarding the Olympics as well as its stance at 

the bargaining table. While not directly related to security matters, Seoul’s logic for its attitude 

throughout the process closely resembles the reasons why it demonstrated considerable restraint 

and undertook surprisingly conciliatory measures after the Rangoon bombing. The evidence 

demonstrates that South Korean negotiators refrained from adopting hardline stances or 

humiliating their counterparts even though they easily could have. This was because they 

anticipated that it would entice North Korea to counter with exceedingly unreasonable and 

exorbitant requests rather than acquiesce and adjust their demands accordingly. Meanwhile, the 

South Koreans needed to ensure that the bargaining process continued as long as possible to not 

only dissuade North Korea from attempting another military provocation but also justify the 

eventual breakdown of the talks that they anticipated. As a result, South Korea offered several 

concessions during the bargaining process even though they had no intention of sharing the glory 

of hosting the Olympics with North Korea. 
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Benefits and Costs of Moderating Reputation for Resolve at the IOC Bargaining Table 

When the venue for the 1988 Summer Olympics was first announced, North Korea 

vocally opposed the decision. On November 20, 1981, Pyongyang claimed that the Seoul Games 

would lead to a perpetual state of division on the Korean peninsula.441 Furthermore, it 

emphasized that the constant threat of conflict across the DMZ made Seoul unsuitable to host 

such a prestigious international event. However, North Korea soon developed a “more 

sophisticated policy” that gained support from several of its allies.442 In November 1984 through 

a letter addressing Juan Antonio Samaranch, president of the IOC, Pyongyang suggested that the 

Olympics be cohosted by both Koreas. On July 30, 1985, North Korea made their proposal 

public by issuing a statement that claimed that it would be ‘proper’ for the two Koreas to cohost 

the Olympics equally and rename the Olympics to the “Korea Olympiad” or “Pyongyang-Seoul, 

Korea, Olympiad.”443  

Seoul quickly rejected the proposal, deeming it “an act of aggression that defies 

international conventions and order.”444 By responding to North Korea’s proposal with such 

bellicose rhetoric, South Korea clearly intended to demonstrate that it was not about to “water 

this heady wine by sharing it with the North Koreans.”445 Seoul’s aggressive position was also 

motivated by an underlying desire to humiliate the North with a highly successful Olympics that 
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would allow them to negotiate from economic and diplomatic strength.446 The IOC, which had 

grown weary of the use of boycotts in recent Olympics, intervened and proposed talks between 

the two Koreas “under the auspices” of the international organization.447 And despite their initial 

enraged reaction to North Korea’s proposal, Seoul soon agreed to participate in the talks to be 

held at the IOC headquarters located in Lausanne, Switzerland.  

As their statement had unequivocally shown, South Korea had little interest in actually 

considering North Korea’s proposal. And as the country that had won the bid, Seoul could have 

rejected the suggestion outright and refused to partake in any discussions on the matter. However, 

both increasing tension in the Cold War as well as recent events on the Korean peninsula 

including the Rangoon bombing made it impossible for South Korea to reject the IOC’s offer to 

hold talks to discuss North Korea’s proposal. A firm rebuttal, however justified, would have 

given Pyongyang the rationale it needed to pursue its original strategy of boycotting the Games 

and persuade its allies to do so as well. Once it had withdrawn from the Olympics it would have 

been more tempted to sabotage the event. They could have, for example, demonstrated the 

dangerous situation on the Korean peninsula by conducting further military provocations if 

necessary. Demonstrating resolve by proclaiming its rights to host the Olympics by itself, 

therefore, would not only have failed to achieve South Korea’s objectives but in many regards 

made it more difficult to accomplish by incentivizing North Korea to adopt more aggressive 

tactics. 

In this regard, South Korea entered into negotiations rather begrudgingly. However, it 

also viewed the proposed meetings as an opportunity to demonstrate that South Korea was at 
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least willing to entertain North Korea’s demands, however unacceptable they considered them to 

be. They hoped that their participation in these negotiations would highlight its sincerity in 

managing tensions on the peninsula. For the South Koreans, the meetings were not a means to an 

end, but rather the end itself as it epitomized a more stable security environment on the Korean 

peninsula. Indeed, Larson and Park conclude that “representatives from Seoul viewed the 

negotiations in the context of how events like the Myanmar bombing or domestic political unrest 

might affect world public opinion.”448 

This view persisted throughout the negotiation process. Once North Korea had agreed to 

join them at the bargaining table, it became imperative for Seoul to keep their rivals there as long 

as possible. The talks were essentially a “matter of buying time”, a way to “first let the 

international acceptance of the Games in Seoul grow, and second, to prevent countries 

sympathetic to or bound in a political manner to North Korea from making any preemptive 

statements of nonparticipation in Seoul.”449 As such, Seoul needed to temper its rhetoric while at 

the same time entertain the demands and requests of Pyongyang. 

This consequently meant making concessions when deemed necessary to give the 

impression that South Korea was willing to negotiate. For example, during a couple of meetings 

between Samaranch and head of the Seoul Olympic Organizing Committee (SLOOC) Roh Tae-

woo in August 1985, the two sides discussed how they would approach the upcoming talks in 

Lausanne. Initially, Roh argued that they would not discuss the prospect of cohosting the 

Olympics and that he would maintain this position throughout the process. In response, 

Samaranch suggested that Seoul think about a few events that they could offer North Korea to 

organize in order to appease them. When the two sides met again a couple of days later, Roh 
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449 Pound, Five Rings, 84-85. 



168 
 

accepted the idea and agreed to adopt a more flexible stance. At the same time he expressed his 

willingness to go a step further, adding a couple of sports that Seoul was willing to offer in 

addition to those that Samaranch had suggested.450 This apparently surprised Samaranch, so 

much so that he felt compelled to instruct the KOC to reject the offers that he would make to the 

North Korean delegation during the negotiations. In doing so, he effectively discouraged the 

Korean delegation “from offering too many concessions.”451  

This interaction between the two parties reveal that the IOC and Seoul had pretty much 

the same set of incentives, which was to ensure that the another boycott of the Olympics were 

avoided. In this regard, Samaranch’s role in these talks were crucial. Pound writes that bilateral 

“negotiations, had they occurred at all, would have been divisive in the extreme, conducted in the 

particular confrontational style perfected in Korea” with no compromises offered by either 

side.452 And while it is necessary to acknowledge the IOC’s mediating role in the affair, it is also 

important to note that once the table had been set, Roh and the South Korean government he 

represented wholeheartedly bought into this strategy of offering concessions to keep Pyongyang 

at the negotiation table.  

Seoul managed to maintain this strategy during throughout their negotiations with 

Pyongyang on the issue of cohosting the 1988 Summer Olympics. At each of these meetings, the 

North Korean delegation would begin the sessions by listing a long list of specific demands. 

Contrastingly, the South Korean delegation limited itself to broad and vague statements in 

support of ideals such as the Olympic Charter. When tensions rose, Seoul was happy to hide 
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behind the authority of the IOC. They made it known to the IOC that it “did not intend to push or 

reject the North Koreans as they were afraid of the repercussions” which were presumably North 

Korea withdrawing from the process entirely.453 

While it is clear that the South Korean delegation felt it necessary to placate their 

northern counterparts, it is also evident that there was some inherent uneasiness regarding this 

approach and what its implications might be. The clearest example of this can be found in 

President Chun’s talks with Samaranch in April 1986 when they met on two separate occasions 

to discuss the ongoing negotiations, first in Lausanne and then in Seoul a week later. During the 

first of these two meetings, Samaranch reiterated the need for Seoul to concede a few sports in 

order to further appease Pyongyang. As shown above, both South Korea and the IOC had been in 

general agreement on this principle throughout the first two round of talks. 

But during these meetings, President Chun urged that “the IOC must give nothing, not 

allow provocations, and not pay attention to (North Korea’s) threats.”454 Regarding why he 

believed it necessary for the IOC to stand firm, he first stated that the geopolitical situation on 

the Korean peninsula meant that North Korea was not in a position to attack the South. Then he 

turned to the issue of Samaranch’s own leadership as head of the IOC. He stressed that 

Samaranch and the IOC might lose credibility if it gave into the claims of North Korea. Lastly, 

he spoke about his reluctance to giving North Korea concessions because they would continue to 

increase their demands.455 During their second meeting, President Chun was more explicit; 
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“You must be very careful. We perfectly know North Korea, and we know that if 
we grant them even one sport, they will create lots of problems for us. It is 
impossible to expect goodwill or cooperation on their part. … In principle, and I 
will never say it publically, it will not at all be easy to share the Olympic Games, 
and this will even create big problems. North Korea must absolutely guarantee the 
safety of all, and provide everyone with all the amenities and full freedom of 
movement. We must be very careful: if one gives one finger to North Korea, they 
will take the whole hand.”456 

 

While this statement revealed President Chun’s suspicion regarding North Korea’s 

intentions and motives, it also illustrated the fact that he understood the risks of adopting a 

conciliatory stance throughout the negotiations. Offering concessions by allowing North Korea 

to host certain sporting events, President Chun thought, would only incentivize North Korea to 

demand more. Essentially, he was expressing concern about how the perceived lack of resolve of 

both South Korea and the IOC during negotiations would harm their bargaining leverage. But he 

also realized that it was a necessary trade off by noting that it was “impossible for him not to 

accept” Samaranch’s request for South Korea to consider sharing at least two or three events.457 

Seoul would maintain this approach for two more years. During the third round of talks 

held in June 1986, the South Korean National Organizing Committee (NOC), who began the 

meetings with an offer of two events to North Korea, obliged with the IOC’s request that it 

consider a third additional event be shared. At the fourth round of talks held the next year, the 

proposal agreed upon by the IOC and South Korea included even more events. It was at this 

stage of the negotiations that President Samaranch urged the North Korean delegation to “accept 
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the IOC’s proposal regarding the sports and events before discussion of any other points could 

begin” including more practical issues such as televising rights, allocation of profits, and most 

importantly free travel of journalists, athletes, and other officials.458 Though he stated no 

deadline for a response, President Samaranch did reference September 17 as the date when 

invitations to the following year’s Olympics would be sent out, essentially turning it into an 

ultimatum. 

North Korea failed to respond by September, and instead requested fifth round of talks be 

held between the two Koreas without the IOC. Seoul informed the IOC of this request and 

essentially rejected this offer by arguing that the negotiations, should they proceed, must include 

the IOC given that the previous four rounds had been conducted under the auspices of the 

IOC.459 North Korea subsequently notified the IOC on January 11, 1988, that it would “not 

participate in the Olympic Games to be singly hosted by the south Korean side.”460 Their efforts 

to tarnish the Games through boycotts by the Communist bloc were undermined as only a 

handful of countries cooperated; its most important ally, the Soviet Union, chose to participate. 

Pyongyang reacted to this apparent setback by sabotaging Korean Air Flight 858 and causing it 

to explode mid-air on November 29, 1987. Kim Hyon hui, one of the two North Korean agents 

responsible for the planting the bomb, later testified that she received the order directly from 
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Kim Jong-il and that it was intended to “scare away teams from the Seoul Games.”461 South 

Korea and the IOC would not be deterred as the Seoul Summer Olympics commenced on 

September 17, 1988. 

By appearing open to the idea of sharing the Olympics, at least on the surface, Seoul 

managed to maintain dialogue with North Korea from 1986 to 1987. Had South Korea adhered to 

a firm position early in the process, it would have undoubtedly incentivized Pyongyang to 

attempt the drastic tactics it adopted once negotiations had faltered. During the negotiations, 

President Chun harbored frustration over how South Korea’s perceived lack of resolve as a result 

of its continued concessions during talks would decrease its leverage and allow Pyongyang to 

make greater demands. From this perspective in particular, the role of the IOC and the leadership 

of President Samaranch needs to be acknowledged. But as pivotal was Seoul’s decision to agree 

to this strategy, which wasn’t too surprising given that it had implemented a similar approach 

after the Rangoon bombing in 1983. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has analyzed President Chun and his administration’s response to the 

Rangoon bombing by North Korea that was intended to assassinate the South Korean President. 

In contrast to the case of President Park discussed in the previous chapter, South Korea refrained 

from retaliating against Pyongyang despite being concerned about its reputation for resolve. Not 

only was no military action taken in the immediate days and weeks following the incident, but 

Seoul surprised many observers in both South Korea and the US by adopting a remarkably 
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conciliatory stance the following year by resuming sports talks and accepting humanitarian aid 

despite North Korea never accepting responsibility for the attack. These initiatives, in particular, 

strongly suggest that the initial decision to not seek retribution is best interpreted as a deliberate 

decision intended to achieve Seoul’s broader strategic goals rather than failure to respond with 

adequate force. 

In particular, I illustrate how such actions were not caused by American calls for restraint, 

though it is important to note the significance of President Raegan’s upcoming state visit to 

Seoul. The evidence clearly demonstrates that President Chun was already leaning towards 

reacting to the incident by refraining from taking military action even before receiving advice 

from Washington. As a matter of fact, the evidence further suggests that the US appeared to be 

so astonished by Seoul’s flexible approach that it began to counsel the need for South Korea to 

demonstrate resolve, a dynamic that defies conventional wisdom regarding the strategic 

workings of the US-South Korea alliance.  

Nor do existing theories on reputation for resolve sufficiently account for the foreign 

policy decision-making during this period. The strategic circumstances facing the nation at the 

time caused the Chun administration to be aware of the ramifications of being perceived as weak 

by failing to respond appropriately. It was undeniably aware that North Korean provocations 

would persist and that how it chose to respond in 1983 could significantly impact peace and 

stability on the Korean peninsula. Apart from these external circumstances, the Chun 

administration faced considerable pressure from the South Korean public that had been rattled by 

two consecutive incidents that reminded them of the dangers of the Cold War that appeared to be 

intensifying. These circumstances would have warranted a stronger response from Seoul, one 

that might have compelled the US to use the upcoming state visit to counsel restraint. 
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In contrast, I have shown that President Chun’s initial decision to refrain from striking 

back militarily following the Rangoon bombing and concede on the diplomatic front was driven 

by its fears of a reputation race and incentives to pursue negotiations with North Korea. 

Regarding the former, reducing the level of tension was paramount for not only President 

Raegan’s visit but also the upcoming 1988 Summer Olympics through which Seoul desperately 

wished to showcase the country’s modernization. A strong demonstration of resolve was 

perceived as potentially necessary to deter further North Korean aggression. But at the same time, 

there was the realization that it could induce Pyongyang to take greater risks. Given that the 

cycle of violence and the increased level of tension that it would produce on the peninsula, the 

Chun administration could ill afford the risk of its deterrence failing. With this in mind, 

presumably safer to moderate its reputation rather than strengthen it due to how the latter 

strategy might adversely affect North Korea’s strategic calculus. Essentially, Seoul successfully 

managed to restrict Pyongyang’s range of foreign policy options by moderating its reputation in 

the year following the Rangoon bombing. This strategy contributed significantly to diplomatic 

engagements between the two Koreas. 

Both the underlying logic of President Chun’s response to the Rangoon bombing as well 

as its implications were clearly exhibited throughout the four rounds of talks held under the 

auspices of the IOC on the matter of cohosting the Olympics. The talks were a means to prevent 

not only North Korea but other Communist countries from boycotting the sporting event and 

hinder its success. The decision to agree to the talks was also predicated on the belief that a 

strong rebuttal of the process would incentivize more aggressive North Korean tactics to derail 

the prestigious sporting event and even justify it in the eyes of the Communist bloc. Once the 

talks had convened, Seoul realized that concessions would have to be made in order to keep 
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North Korea at the table for as long as possible. They stuck to this strategy even though it was 

neither willing to cohost the Olympics or unaware that their perceived weakness would only 

entice greater demands by North Korea. 

 

By comparing cases that are similar in many regards and include several factors that 

would, by most accounts, make it likely for states to greatly value their reputation for resolve and 

thus defend it, the proceeding empirical chapters have demonstrated how fears of a reputation 

race and views on the value of negotiations can cause a state to instead moderate its reputation 

for resolve. Each of the cases has also demonstrated that reputation for resolve was an integral 

factor in the deliberations, confirming that decisions to back down can occur among actors that 

care about their reputations. 

Having verified the central argument of this dissertation, the following chapter returns to 

the case of British appeasement that not only motivated this study but also countless others 

attempting to understand the role of reputation for resolve in international relations. Rather than 

relitigate Neville Chamberlain’s failure to prevent World War II, I investigate overlooked 

episodes that occurred during 1938 to demonstrate how the theoretical framework presented in 

this dissertation can offer innovative interpretations of Britain’s prewar strategy that can 

contribute not only to our understanding of the case but also how decisions to acquiesce should 

be viewed and assessed. 
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CHAPTER 6. REVISITING BRITISH APPEASEMENT 

 

“Our enemies are little worms. I saw them at Munich.” – Adolf Hitler 

  

Introduction  

Few episodes in history have been scrutinized more than and British appeasement of Nazi 

Germany. The Munich agreement signed in September 1938 is notoriously considered the 

pinnacle of British appeasement, and it has been frequently invoked by leaders warning against 

the perils of failing to respond forcefully against security threats. In 1950, US President Harry 

Truman justified US military intervention in the Korean War by stating that “the free nations 

have learned the fateful lesson of the 1930s … that aggression must be met firmly. Appeasement 

leads only to further aggression and ultimately to war.”462 When the Gulf War began in January 

1991, President George H. W. Bush declared that “if history teaches us anything, it is that we 

must resist aggression or it will destroy our freedoms.” “Appeasement,” he declared, “does not 

work.”463 

These statements highlight the popular view that belligerent actors will only become 

more aggressive once they perceive their adversaries to be weak and irresolute. Some observers 

have argued that not only has the analogy been used to promote the unnecessary use of force in 

Vietnam and Iraq, it also “impedes sound strategic thinking regarding foreign threats to national 
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security and how to properly respond to them.”464 Nevertheless, the history of British 

appeasement and the calamities of the Second World War still remains a persuasive argument in 

favor of cultivating a strong reputation for resolve to repel and deter aggressors.465 

Political scientists have also closely examined both the causes and consequences of 

British foreign policy during the 1930s. Explaining why London chose to appease, some have 

blamed the Cabinet led by Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain and its inability to understand the 

need to respond to Hitler’s demands with greater fortitude.466 Others point to other factors such 

as international constraints467, domestic political considerations468, and other normative factors 

such as rhetoric and tradition as the main reason for Britain’s strategy of appeasement.469 

Despite this broad and extensive body of work, there is not much scholarly attention paid 

to the role Britain’s reputation for resolve played in London’s decision-making during the 1930s, 

and in particular, how Chamberlain and his closest advisers considered the strategic value of this 
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political asset. This lack of focus is especially problematic given how the case is so frequently 

used to promote the need to defend one’s reputation for resolve. Existing explanations tend to 

imply one of two possibilities; that the Prime Minister was unaware of the need to meet 

aggression with military force, or that Chamberlain was forced to appease despite understanding 

the merits of confronting German aggression in Central Europe due to extraneous circumstances. 

These two competing views are based on the assumption that defending one’s reputation 

for resolve is sometimes considered necessary to strengthen a state’s long-term ability to deter. 

In other words, these arguments focus only on the benefits of maintaining a strong national 

reputation. In contrast, this dissertation theorizes that states and leaders may consider moderating 

their reputation as the better strategy due to the costs and benefits involved with either defending 

or conceding their reputations. This chapter reexamines British decision-making in 1938 to 

compare which of these two approaches best explains the Chamberlain government’s actions 

during this pivotal year. 

Specifically, this chapter claims that Chamberlain responded to German threats of 

aggression based on the belief that the benefits of acquiring a more moderate reputation 

outweighed that of defending Britain’s reputation for force. First, the Prime Minister and his 

cabinet were primarily concerned about how a strong reputation for resolve could lead to 

escalation which would ultimately land the nation in an unwanted war. It was not that 

Chamberlain was unaware that a show of force may potentially prevent German hostilities, but 

rather that such immediate success would only lead to riskier situations where it would be harder 

for Britain to remain uninvolved. Second, neither continuing to resist Germany through force or 

rearming its military apparatus were viewed as sustainable strategies, and Chamberlain believed 

that reaching a state of ‘general appeasement’ through negotiations was in Britain’s best interests. 
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Consequently, London refrained from taking actions, namely issuing military threats, that might 

prohibit continued talks with Germany. The concessions offered during the month of September 

were thus not only intended to settle the Czechoslovakia issue but allow future negotiations to 

proceed. 

The social scientific analysis presented in this chapter is nested in the context of 

historiography on British appeasement. From this perspective, I seek to demonstrate that contrary 

to the traditionalists’ view, Chamberlain was indeed aware of the presumed risks of failing to 

project strength and convey Britain’s willingness to counter German aggression with force. 

Rather, he was motivated by the anticipated long-term military and diplomatic risks of 

cultivating a strong reputation for resolve. Consequently, London’s decision to refrain from 

defending its reputation was not destined by both external and internal constraints, as many 

revisionists claim. On the other hand, the theoretical framework of this dissertation closely aligns 

with counter-revisionist interpretations of British appeasement in that it emphasizes the agency 

of the actors involved. 

The remainder of the chapter is structured as follows. The subsequent section first 

reviews the existing explanations of British foreign policy decision-making in the fields of 

political science and history and discusses how they correlate. In particular, I highlight how the 

counter-revisionist approach in the historiography of British appeasement is missing from the 

political science literature and how including this perspective contributes to our understanding of 

how the decision to either defend or concede one’s reputation for resolve is concluded. The 

theory of moderate reputation is then applied to the internal deliberations within the Chamberlain 

government in 1938 to explain how views on demonstrating resolve ultimately caused it to 

acquiesce in September. Empirically speaking, this chapter also contributes by closely analyzing 
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two important and informative, but oft-overlooked, incidents that also occurred during this 

turbulent year; the May crisis, and the Duff Cooper debate in the House of Commons.  

 

Interpretations of Chamberlain’s Views of British Reputation 

Appeasement in Political Science and International Relations  

Given the vast array of scholarly work conducted on the period in both the fields of 

political science and history, one may wonder why we might need another case study on British 

appeasement and the events that transpired leading up to World War II. While the details of the 

crisis are well known and have been carefully documented, I contend that there is surprisingly 

little attention paid to the impact that states’ concern over their respective reputations for resolve 

had on the episode in political science and international relations. This is despite the 

immeasurable impact the analogy has had on how the field thinks about the role of reputation for 

resolve, and how it has shaped numerous crucial foreign policy decisions in the actual world. 

How did Chamberlain assess the strategic importance of maintaining Britain’s strong reputation 

for resolve? How did his views affect his decisions? 

Early international relations scholars, particularly those in the classical or structural 

realist school of thought, tended to consider appeasement as an example of states failing to 

balance appropriately. Morgenthau referred to it as “a corrupted policy of compromise, made 

erroneous by mistaking a policy of imperialism for a policy of the status quo.”470 Hartmann 

similarly criticized appeasement as a result of “weakness or ignorance, either from an inability to 

fight or a misconception of the effects on vital interests.”471 By extension, appeasement is also 
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181 
 

often treated as a direct cause of war, the logic being that appeasing adversaries causes wars by 

discrediting defenders’ willingness to fight while encouraging aggressors to escalate their 

demands.472 Mearsheimer specifically contends that appeasement only makes belligerent rivals 

even more dangerous as it provides them with both the capability and appetite to gain even more 

power through the use of force.473 These theories focus on explaining why appeasement is 

dangerous and consequently offer little insight into why states chose to behave in this manner. 

But it is also possible to deduce that these decisions were generally viewed as irrational and that 

they were precipitated by one’s inability to appreciate the need to defend their reputation for 

resolve and balance appropriately. 

In light of the strategy’s ineffectiveness, others have thus sought to explain why states 

adopt it nonetheless, particularly focusing on the case of Britain before World War II. One 

popular view is that appeasement was necessary given the external circumstances. For example, 

Ripsman and Levy argue that appeasing Germany was a rational decision given that it would 

give Britain time to rearm and be “better prepared to confront Hitler in a few years”474 

Appeasement was, therefore, a pragmatic measure to “build up strength for deterrence and 

defense against the adversary.”475 Treisman claims that given the multitude of threats that the 

British Empire faced, it was imperative for London to appease to conserve its military strength 

and thus enable it to deter other adversaries. In essence, the decision is rational when a state 

knowingly sacrifices its reputation for resolve to preserve its resources. He further contends that 
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under such circumstances, “unilateral concessions to a challenger just to avoid war are 

sometimes a rational and effective survival strategy.”476 

These arguments point to Britain’s military deficiencies and its over-extended Empire as 

the primary cause of appeasement. Similarly, Crawford also contends that appeasement was 

caused by the British need to deal with multiple threats. He argues that Chamberlain’s 

rapprochement towards Mussolini was intended as a wedge strategy in order to prevent a 

coalition between Italy and Germany forming and that it can be considered a strategy of soft-

balancing.477 These theories tend to assume that a nation’s reputation for resolve, despite being 

important, can and should be yielded if the situation warrants it, though they vary in the degree 

to which they are explicit about this trade-off. In this regard, these studies differ from the first 

group of theories in that they imply that decision-makers may acquiesce despite understanding 

the need to defend one’s reputation for resolve. 

Lastly, some scholars attribute British appeasement to other factors such as 

misperceptions and domestic politics. Kennedy argues that the policy was established after 1865 

after the “Schleswig-Holstein affair had exposed the limitations of Britain’s ability to intervene 

on the continent.”478 He contends that Britain continued to pursue appeasement based on 

optimistic assessments about its viability as a strategy, which collapsed after the Munich 

conference in 1938.479 Similarly, Powell suggests, that declining powers are likely to appease 

rising challengers if the former believes that the latter’s aims are limited rather than go to war.480 
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These theories claim that London’s views on Hitler’s intentions caused the policy of 

appeasement. Goddard contends that Britain appeased Germany’s grievances and demands 

because they were rhetorically framed in a way that the British political elite deemed legitimate. 

She more broadly asserts that “when revisionists can legitimate their claims … most actors are 

likely to believe that revisionists’ aims are bound and that appeasement is thus not only rational 

but also the only policy consistent with its own identity.”481 Meanwhile, Schweller argues that 

appeasement was caused by societal and political fragmentation in London. As “leaders of 

incoherent states are less willing and able to undertake high political and policy risks to balance,” 

this caused Britain to underbalance against Nazi Germany through its strategy of appeasement.482 

These studies tend to suggest that Chamberlain and his cabinet appeased Germany because it did 

not think it necessary to defend its reputation for resolve, either because it thought Hitler had 

limited intentions or because they were hamstrung by internal disagreements. 

This brief description has shown that while the field of political science has not 

specifically examined why Chamberlain chose to appease and decrease its reputation for resolve, 

the existing explanations correlate closely with how the literature on the topic explains decisions 

to back down, described in the theory chapter of this dissertation. On the one hand, they 

emphasize the misgivings of Britain and its inability to recognize the importance of standing firm 

and demonstrating its resolve to fight. Other studies concentrate on the external factors that 

compelled it from doing so. The question is whether these depictions are indeed accurate, or if 

Chamberlain’s decision to appease Nazi Germany was predicated on other factors, namely his 

assertion that defending Britain’s reputation for resolve might actually do the nation more harm 

than good.  
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The Historiography of Appeasement: Traditionalism, Revisionism, and Counter-Revisionism  

Early historical views of British foreign policy during the 1930s originated in July 1940 

when three journalists collaborating under the pseudonym Cato483 published the book Guilty Men. 

The manuscript “targeted a litany of alleged miscalculations, deceptions, incompetence and 

myopic foreign policy decisions committed by the various governments of the 1930s.”484 Dutton 

further notes that it was also a “uniquely personal indictment” that Chamberlain had “acted in 

willful defiance of the wiser opinions of abler men, preferring the advice of shadowy figures … 

and a small group of sycophantic ministers.”485 These accounts that placed responsibility for the 

war solely on the ineptitude of the Chamberlain government was later further solidified after 

Winston Churchill published The Gathering Storm in 1948. 

This traditionalist interpretation of appeasement assumed that British policy-makers had 

the freedom of action to pursue “wiser policies of resistance and confrontation” but instead chose 

to concede to German threats and demands.486 It was also considered “a policy of one-sided 

concessions which proved both dishonorable – in that it entailed purchasing peace through 

betraying small states - and disastrous in that it condemned Britain to fight the war against 

Germany in the most unfavorable circumstances.”487 The general tone of these works suggested 

that appeasement caused the war by failing to demonstrate Britain’s resolve to either commit to 

the security of Eastern European states that were threatened or, at a minimum, ally with its most 
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important ally on the continent, France. In other words, traditionalists concluded that 

Chamberlain failed to appreciate the benefits of a strong reputation for resolve when dealing with 

an insatiable actor such as the Nazi regime led by Adolf Hitler.  

Despite a few counterarguments offered by those sympathetic to Chamberlain, the ‘guilty 

men’ hypothesis remained the dominant interpretation of British appeasement until the 1960s.488 

But with gradually increasing access to government archives which culminated in the earlier than 

expected release of Cabinet papers in 1967489, scholars began to reevaluate their initial 

assessment about Chamberlain’s decision-making before World War II. Equipped with more 

evidence, historians came to grips with the various strategic, political, and economic 

circumstances that appeared to justify appeasement as “a policy with few, if any, alternative 

options.”490 Appeasement, according to Finney, was therefore redefined as “a rational and logical 

response to imperial over-stretch formulated by policy-makers who correctly perceived that the 

British Empire had inadequate resources to defend sprawling global commitments from the 

tripartite revisionist challenge of Germany, Italy, and Japan.”491  

Moreover, the revisionist school also questioned certain assumptions about international 

politics during the 1930s that were central to the traditionalists’ view. A notable example is 

Taylor’s account of World War II published in 1961. Despite being widely regarded as marking 

the beginning of the revisionism movement492, he was not as sympathetic as he considered 

“timidity, blindness, and moral doubts” as some of the main causes of its failure to resist German 
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aggression.493 Yet his illustration of Hitler as an opportunistic aggressor further exculpated 

Chamberlain and his Cabinet; if Hitler himself did not know his plans, how could the British 

Government be blamed for not knowing them?494 Such evaluations of Hitler and his motives 

made “Chamberlain’s well-meaning attempts to thwart what had hitherto been regarded as an 

inevitable conflict” more comprehensible.495  

In sum, Revisionist interpretations of appeasement no longer considered Britain’s 

strategy during the 1930s as a disastrous failure but rather as one that was a logical and rational 

response to the external circumstances that the nation faced. This was backed by evidence that 

revealed how Chamberlain did indeed accurately recognize the threat posed by Germany, even 

during his days as Chancellor of the Exchequer. The reason why London failed to project a 

strong reputation for resolve was no longer thought to be because policy-makers such as 

Chamberlain failed to understand its value, but rather because he was compelled to sacrifice it 

given the economic and military limitations of Britain.496 The revisionist trend seemed to have 

restored Chamberlain’s name to the extent that one historian once declared that his “reputation 

stands better now than it has ever done” and that it will only continue to be revived.497  

This outlook, however, has been challenged by other historians who have stressed that 

the agency of the Prime Minister and his advisers should not be overlooked, even with the 

various constraints imposed on them. Counter-revisionist historians emphasize the importance of 
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Chamberlain’s own views and beliefs, and often suggest that “a more skilled diplomat might 

have overcome, or at least better managed” the various obstacles in the autumn of 1938.498 For 

example, Parker states that “Chamberlain applied appeasement longer than most of his Cabinet, 

colleagues, and most of the British people would have done” and that “whenever he was free to 

choose, he opted for conciliation rather than confrontation towards Germany.”499 Likewise, 

Ruggiero claims that Chamberlain’s policies “conformed closely to those that he had advocated 

as Chancellor of the Exchequer” and that his persistent efforts to control the agenda prohibited 

necessary modifications to the strategy to “meet the exigencies created by the new situation.”500 

Counter-revisionists differ from traditionalists in that they do not necessarily blame 

Chamberlain’s adherence to appeasement on simple naivete or ineptitude. Their arguments 

instead focus on how his own convictions caused Britain to remain reluctant to oppose German 

aggression militarily, even though opposition against appeasement increased. And from this 

perspective, though both the traditionalist and counter-revisionist schools of interpretation 

attribute the main cause of Britain’s failure to strengthen its reputation for resolve vis-à-vis 

Germany to Chamberlain and key members of his Cabinet, the latter emphasizes the beliefs held 

by these individuals as crucial to understanding why appeasement was chosen as the primary 

British strategy to prevent war and conflict.501 
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Theory of Moderate Reputation for Resolve and the Counter-Revisionist Perspective 

The sections above show that political science interpretations of British foreign policy in 

the 1930s correlate closely with the historiography of appeasement, particularly with 

traditionalist and revisionist accounts. First, studies that emphasize the ineffectiveness of 

appeasement, especially those that use the case as an example to underscore the pitfalls of failing 

to either balance or demonstrate resolve, closely resemble the logic of traditionalists. These 

schools of thought assert that British policy-makers failed to prevent the war or even caused it by 

failing to appreciate the need to demonstrate British willingness to fight to successfully deter 

Nazi Germany. On the other hand, studies that try to explain why London’s decision to appease 

was rational adopt a similar approach to revisionists. They both elaborate on how and why 

appeasement was the logical and practical choice given Britain’s vulnerabilities and deficiencies, 

as well as identifying other factors as the cause of appeasement. In particular, these analyses do 

not exclude the possibility that Chamberlain and his cabinet did realize the need to demonstrate 

resolve but argue that such needs were sacrificed given its military and economic constraints. 

These two broad approaches also reveal the underlying assumption that permeates the 

broader literature on the role of reputation for resolve in international relations. Simply put, these 

views are predicated on the belief that possessing a strong reputation for resolve is beneficial 

because it can enhance a state’s ability to deter adversaries. Traditionalists fault Chamberlain for 

not grasping this concept. Revisionists suggest it was sacrificed rather justifiably for other 

pressing material needs. 

Counter-revisionists, on the other hand, do not necessarily rely on this assumption as they 

focus on tracing the sources of Chamberlain’s convictions and assertions about the need to 

appease, rather than oppose, Nazi Germany. Similarly, this dissertation seeks to demonstrate that 
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the decision to either defend or concede one’s reputation is caused by how actors assess the value 

of maintaining a strong reputation for resolve. From this perspective, appeasement is neither a 

case of inaction nor an unsuccessful trade-off, but rather a proactive foreign policy initiative 

based on a set of fundamentally different beliefs about the costs and benefits of demonstrating 

resolve. The theory of moderate reputation for resolve presented in this dissertation adopts a 

similar approach. Specifically regarding British appeasement, I intend to demonstrate in the 

sections below that the decision to concede Britain’s reputation for resorting to military means 

was chosen not only because of concerns of a reputation race but also the perceived benefits of 

cultivating a moderate image absent a reputation for fighting. 

 

British Foreign Policy in 1938 

After Anschluss, there was widespread concern that Hitler’s next target would be 

Czechoslovakia. Confirming these fears, decision-makers in London were pushed to the brink of 

war on two separate occasions in 1938, first in May and later in September. Chamberlain and his 

cabinet steadfastly pursued appeasement through this tense period, and their efforts culminated 

in the Munich agreement signed on September 30. Though the public rejoiced, not all members 

of the British cabinet agreed with the nation’s foreign policy during the tumultuous year. Duff 

Cooper, First Lord of the Admiralty, resigned in protest, which subsequently sparked a debate in 

the House of Commons that lasted for four days. The goal of this section is to better understand 

why London chose to appease the Axis Powers and, more specifically, analyze how the 

Chamberlain cabinet’s views on its reputation for resolve influenced these decisions, if at all. To 

do so, this case study focuses on the internal deliberations within the British cabinet and how it 
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contemplated whether to issue deterrent threats against anticipated German acts of aggression in 

May and September. 

Narrowing down the analysis to a single yet pivotal year has several analytical benefits. 

First, this allows us to rule out certain alternative explanations for why Britain appeased during 

this year. After Anschluss, doubts regarding German intentions as well as its willingness to use 

force had significantly subsided which makes it less likely that British uncertainty about Hitler’s 

ambitions caused appeasement. The Easter agreement with Italy signed in April 1938 made it 

possible for Britain to concentrate on the German threat even further. Most relevant for the 

purposes of this dissertation is the fact that the Czechoslovakia crisis began to erupt immediately 

after Anschluss. The repeated nature of Nazi aggression in Central Europe means that it should 

have increased the potential value of preserving a strong reputation for resolve. 

 

Britain’s Conciliatory Approach before and after Anschluss 

Shortly after Anschluss, Winston Churchill announced in the House of Commons on 

March 24, 1938, that Britain was now faced with the last chance for preventing war on the 

European continent that appeared to be imminent. He stated that such a war could only be 

arrested “if a number of states were assembled around Great Britain and France in a solemn 

treaty for mutual defense against aggression; if they had their forces marshaled in what you may 

call a grand alliance.”502 These remarks symbolized Churchill’s status as the quintessential anti-

appeaser, the statesman in London who truly understood the need to stand firm and curb German 

aggression by demonstrating British resolve. 
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What often gets overlooked, however, is that Chamberlain was undoubtedly aware of the 

potential benefits of taking this course of action. Regarding Churchill’s proposed alliance, he 

wrote to his sister Hilda on March 22 that he found the idea attractive.503 As a matter of fact, his 

initial reaction to Germany’s occupation of Austria was that it was now perfectly evident “that 

force is the only argument Germany understands and that ‘collective security’ cannot offer any 

prospect of preventing such events until it can show a visible force of overwhelming strength 

backed by determination to use it.”504 Furthermore, he also noted that though he despised the 

idea of alliance systems, which in his view had caused the Great War a couple of decades ago, he 

might be compelled to reinstate the old order if Germany continued its aggressive policies.505 

The cabinet also understood the increasing need to demonstrate resolve. It feared that Churchill’s 

continued criticism of the British government may undercut their efforts and have a “very 

adverse effect on the international position just now when the only hope of saving Czecho-

Slovakia from the German menace was by creating an impression of force.”506  

If Chamberlain appreciated the value of standing firm against German aggression, what 

prevented him from doing so? On the one hand, Chamberlain and key members of the British 

Cabinet were highly skeptical of whether Anschluss could have been prevented through British 

resolve demonstrated through extended security commitments. The cabinet generally agreed that 

Anschluss had been inevitable because the parties involved, including Britain, had been 

unwilling and unable to take such a firm position.507 On top of this, they opposed the idea of 
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strengthening alliances with continental countries out of the fear that it would lead to 

entanglement, a fear that Britain was traditionally concerned with.508  

A closer reading of the evidence, however, suggests that Chamberlain’s concerns went 

further than that. What really bothered the Prime Minister was not Britain’s inability to deter 

Germany in the short-term, but rather the long-term consequences the nation would have to face 

even if it successfully did so. During a cabinet meeting on March 22, Chamberlain posed the 

following scenario: “Suppose that we had made some belligerent threat to Germany and the 

Germans had resort to economic pressure without the use of force, we should find ourselves in a 

humiliating position.”509 This statement highlighted the essence of Chamberlain’s dilemma. His 

primary concern was not that British deterrence would not work. Rather, it was the prospect of 

Germany opting for alternative means that would nonetheless result in a similar outcome and 

require additional measures by the British government.  

Further compounding this problem was how efforts to curb German aggression through 

force would eventually wear down Britain’s ability to deter Germany in the long-run. 

Chamberlain and his cabinet considered Britain’s financial strength as the “fourth arm of defense” 

given how their wartime strategy was based on a war of attrition.510 From this perspective, it was 

considered necessary to preserve its financial resources and avoid the “danger of knocking its 

finances to pieces prematurely.”511 Similarly, while it recognized the need to speed up its 

rearmament process, the Cabinet was also worried that there might be “a point beyond which 

expenditure on the Services could not be taken without too great a general weakening of the 

 
508 See, for example, “Cabinet 15(38),” March 22, 1938, Conclusions of the Meetings of the Cabinet, CAB 23/93, 
Mar 16-Jun 1, 1938 (Kew, UK: The National Archives of the UK), 35; Kennedy, “Tradition of Appeasement,” 207. 
509 “Cabinet 15(38),” CAB 23/93, 36. 
510 Layne, “Use of History,” 406; Neville, Hitler and Appeasement, 124; Dutton, Neville Chamberlain, 124. 
511 “Cabinet 13(38),” March 14, 1938, Conclusions of the Meetings of the Cabinet, CAB 23/92, Jan 24-Mar 14, 1938 
(Kew, UK: The National Archives of the UK), 371. 



193 
 

nation.”512 The concern wasn’t that Britain wasn’t prepared militarily, but their efforts to do so 

would fundamentally weaken the country in the long-run as it would need to maintain high levels 

of spending on procurement. 

The other aspect of British foreign policy that was extensively discussed in 1938 was its 

willingness to negotiate with Italy and Germany. The internal debate over whether the extent to 

which Britain should pursue talks with her adversaries climaxed in the Spring of 1938. Ever 

since Anthony Eden had become Foreign Minister in 1935, his views on how to deal with the 

increasingly threatening international environment closely aligned with the Prime Minister’s; he 

did not intend to “construct an anti-German coalition to restrain Hitler” but rather “looked for a 

framework of international cooperation in which Germany would be part.”513 But when Ivy 

Chamberlain, the Prime Minster’s sister-in-law, had conveyed Britain’s eagerness to negotiate 

with the Italian government, the Foreign Minister complained that this had “weakened the British 

position.”514 

Chamberlain, on the other hand, appeared to be less worried about the consequences of 

appearing weak in the eyes of Britain’s adversaries. While Chamberlain apologized to Eden on 

behalf of his sister-in-law, he was secretly delighted at how Italian leaders would be convinced 

of his sincerity to negotiate as a result.515 More explicitly, he also made clear his views that 

threats that could be considered belligerent could undermine the diplomatic process. To the 

House of Commons, he stated that talk about the possible use of force should be “strongly 
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deprecated” as it can “not only do no good; it is bound to do harm” by interfering with the 

progress of diplomacy and increase feelings of insecurity.516  

These considerations had dictated London’s response to German aggression against 

Austria in March 1938. Lord Halifax, the newly appointed Foreign Minister who had succeeded 

Eden after the latter’s resignation in late February, proposed that while he would convey 

London’s disappointment regarding the incident, he would also make sure that his message to his 

German counterpart, Joachim von Ribbentrop, would not take the form of threats. He 

summarized his proposed approach as “not to give the Germans the impression that we were 

running after them, but to show that we were not shutting the door” on negotiations.517 The 

Chamberlain cabinet likewise chose “to make an appropriate communication to the German 

Government in order to induce the Germans not to exaggerate” the significance of military staff 

talks it held with France.518 

Chamberlain publicly stated that he found it necessary to build up the nation’s armed 

forces to “a level which is proportionate to Britain’s responsibilities and to the part we desire to 

play in preserving peace.” But at the same time, he made it abundantly clear that the Cabinet’s 

priority was to “seek peace by friendly discussion and negotiation.”519This was predicated on 

Chamberlain’s personal belief that appeasement referred to a state of stability where the 

traditional balance of power was restored on the European continent. Negotiations were viewed 

as a means to this end, one that would prevent Britain from committing its resources to a costly 
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war of attrition. It was not necessarily a matter of timing given that the Chamberlain cabinet 

realized that it would have to continuously devote its resources once it had made its stand. 

Such emphasis on the need to hold talks in order to reach a state of “general appeasement 

by improving relations with the Italian and German governments”520 resulted in the acceptance 

of the possibility that Britain may have to make further concessions once negotiations began. 

Countering Eden’s concerns about loss of British prestige as a result of too eagerly pursuing 

talks with Italy, Chamberlain firmly stated that he would not insist on receiving concessions 

from Rome before talks proceeded.521  

 

The May Crisis and Unwanted Success 

The May crisis of 1938 would test Britain’s pursuit of appeasement. Tensions over the 

Sudeten Germans in Czechoslovakia boiled over when German troops began massing near the 

border on May 19. Two days later on May 21, Czechoslovakia President Edvard Benes 

responded by ordering a partial mobilization of troops and dispatching units to Czechoslovakian 

fortifications in the Sudetenland.522 Benes intended to call Hitler’s bluff and to discredit 

appeasement by demonstrating “that Hitler would retreat before a show of force.”523 

When reports of these developments reached London, Britain conveyed a message to 

Ribbentrop expressing its displeasure. This message was conveyed through Neville Henderson, 

the British Ambassador to Germany, who received instructions from Halifax on May 21. He was 

informed to “remind Herr von Ribbentrop of the dangers which would arise out of any conflict, 
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and in particular of French obligations to Czechoslovakia and of the fact that His Majesty’s 

Government could not guarantee that circumstances would not also involve them.”524 At the 

same time, the message was carefully couched in terms that reflected the fear that a belligerent 

threat could derail any hopes of general appeasement with Germany. Thus, Ambassador 

Henderson was ordered to “inform the German Government of the advice being given in Prague 

and to impress upon them that His Majesty’s Government were going to the utmost limits in 

endeavoring to keep the way open for a peaceful solution.”525 Such messaging reflected concerns 

in London about how unprepared it was to fight a war. Chamberlain wrote to his sister Hilda on 

May 22 that “the Germans who are bullies by nature are too conscious of their strength and our 

weakness and until we are as strong as they are we shall always be kept in this state of chronic 

anxiety.”526 This indicates that there was a sense that British threats would be more convincing if 

it were backed by greater military power. 

But there was also a fear that a firmer demonstration of British resolve would only 

exacerbate the situation. After the crisis was resolved, Duff Cooper, First Lord of the Admiralty, 

wrote in his diary that ‘everybody believes here that [Hitler’s alleged setback] was entirely due 

to the firmness of the British Government.”527 Not everyone agreed. According to Neville, 

Henderson “feared that a repetition of the May 21 warning might drive Hitler into the arms of his 

‘extremists’.”528 The Chamberlain cabinet was also concerned about the perception that British 

pressure had compelled Germany to back down, as reported by the German press, would enrage 

 
524 “Cabinet 25(38) – Appendix: Summary of Recent Developments in Czechoslovak Situation,” May 22, 1938, 
Conclusions of the Meetings of the Cabinet, CAB 23/93, Mar 16-Jun 1, 1938 (Kew, UK: The National Archives of 
the UK), 330. 
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527 A. Duff Cooper, Old Men Forget (London: Hart-Davis, 1953), 211, cited from Neville, Hitler and Appeasement, 
89-90.  
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and infuriate Hitler.529 This was discussed at a cabinet meeting on May 25. Rather than 

celebrating British firmness, Halifax thought that it much more helpful if the British press “could 

say that the present slight detente was due to the helpfulness of all the nations concerned.”530 He 

elaborated by stating that, 

 

“If we had turned the first corner successfully, we ought already to be getting 
ready for the second. … it was quite possible that things might become ugly again. 
It was true that a firm attitude on our part might conceivably be successful again, 
but if a really bad incident occurred and a number of lives were lost, there was the 
possibility of our finding ourselves in trouble.”531 
 

Chamberlain held similar views. He wrote to his sister Ida in a letter dated May 28 that, 

 

“The more I hear about last weekend the more I feel what a “d---d close run thing” 
it was. It is all very well for the German Press to make light of it now in order to 
establish that British firmness had nothing to do with the crisis since there was no 
crisis to be firm about. … I cannot doubt in my own mind (1) that the German 
Government made all preparations for a coup (2) that in the end they decided after 
getting our warnings that the risks were too great (3) that the general view that 
this was just what had happened made them conscious that they had lost prestige 
and (4) that they are venting their spite on us because they feel that we have got 
the credit for having given them a check. … It certainly was unfortunate from our 
point of view that the European press should have insisted on crowning us with 
laurels; we did not seek to gain credit but merely to keep the peace and we have 
done our best to damp down the enthusiasm of the Press here and in France.”532 
 

The latter two points vividly highlight the essence of British concerns regarding the May 

crisis. Rather than be happy that the crisis had shown British deterrence could successfully 
 

529 Taylor, Origins, 208-210; Neville, Hitler and Appeasement, 89. 
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prevent German aggression, Chamberlain and Halifax were concerned about the consequent 

crisis which might ensue. In their view, the impression that German aggression had been deterred 

by British resolve did little to resolve the underlying issue over the Sudetenland. Moreover, 

evasion of the crisis had only created a more risky situation where German aggression might 

become more likely due to a humiliated Fuhrer.  

London could have deduced from the crisis that it could deter Hitler’s aggression by 

standing firm. Demonstrating that allied resolve could dissuade Hitler’s aggression was 

something that Benes had attempted to achieve, and a dynamic that Halifax also acknowledged 

as ‘conceivable’. Yet there was also a sense of dread that it would be compelled to continue to do 

so. William Strang of the Foreign Office Central Department reported in late May that “we are, 

naturally, regarded as having committed ourselves morally, at any rate, to intervene if there is a 

European war, and nothing that we are likely to say will remove that impression.”533 After the 

May crisis, Britain had cultivated a strong reputation for resolve, something that London did not 

covet. 

Why Britain Refrained from Issuing Military Threats in September 1938 

The issue of Czechoslovakia would force the British Cabinet to abruptly conclude its 

summer recess. A few weeks earlier, London had dispatched Lord Runciman to mediate an 

agreement between Benes and Hitler, but the mission had failed to make any progress. On 

August 30, Chamberlain was compelled to convene an emergency session after receiving a report 

that indicated Germany was planning to attack Czechoslovakia in the upcoming months.534 

 
533 Cited from Charmley, Lost Peace, 80. 
534 “Emergency Cabinet Meeting,” August 30, 1938, Conclusions of the Meetings of the Cabinet, CAB 23/94, Jun 
15-Aug 30, 1938 (Kew, UK: The National Archives of the UK), 286-318. This session was convened during the 
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During the emergency session, two competing views regarding Hitler’s intentions 

emerged. Some members of the Cabinet argued that Hitler, against the advice of other key 

German leaders, “was determined to intervene by force.”535 Others speculated that the Fuhrer 

had not yet decided, but was making sure that he was prepared to do so if necessary.536 Despite 

these differing assessments, however, the cabinet generally believed that attempts to deter Hitler 

through British demonstration of force would be ill-advised. 

On the one hand, if Hitler was prepared to use force, then British attempts to deter a 

German invasion would not likely be unsuccessful, at which point Britain would have to fight. 

Halifax, based on the assumption that deterrence would indeed fail, questioned whether it was 

“justifiable to fight a certain war in order to forestall a possible war later.”537 The experience of 

the May crisis reinforced this view. Chamberlain noted that British resolve had not proved to be 

the “end of the story”. If that were the case, a firm stance by Britain would only produce in Hitler 

“a feeling of being thwarted” that would make him more dangerous in the future.538 The cabinet 

also concluded that a moderate response would be required if the Fuhrer had not yet committed 

to the invasion. Chamberlain asserted that it would be “very important not to exacerbate feeling 

in Berlin against” London.539 

Anti-appeasers strongly opposed this view. Within the cabinet, Duff Cooper that Britain 

“ought to show that we were thinking of the possibilities of using force” given how a war on the 

continent would inevitably involve the nation.540 Churchill also stressed to the Prime Minister on 

September 11 that Britain should convey its intent to intervene should Germany invade 
 

535 “Emergency Cabinet Meeting,” CAB 23/94, 289. 
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Czechoslovakia, asserting that “Britain would not incur additional risk” by making this threat.541 

These arguments were based on the assumption that Germany could be deterred and that this 

demonstration of resolve could prevent future crises. Chamberlain and Halifax, on the other hand, 

advocated for appeasement because even successful deterrence would undermine Britain’s 

security by instigating a reputation race. 

The situation in Sudetenland had worsened by the time the Cabinet met again on 

September 12. Despite escalating tensions, the Cabinet nonetheless reconfirmed its intent not to 

issue a formal threat. On the contrary, its conviction that appeasement was the right strategy had 

strengthened, based on the belief that issuing a threat would not only be ineffective but also 

counter-productive. Halifax emphasized that “any serious prospect of getting Herr Hitler back to 

a sane outlook would probably be irretrievably destroyed by any action ort our part which would 

involve him in what he would regard as a public humiliation.”542 Moreover, he argued, “there 

was a great probability that a warning in the nature of an ultimatum would do great harm., would 

not add to the force of what we had already said, and might well have the effect of driving Herr 

Hitler over the edge.”543 The extent of these concerns is also evident in Chamberlain’s letter to 

Ida Chamberlain dated September 11, in which he shared his displeasure over the mention of a 

British ultimatum in the press in both London and Paris.544 

On this basis, Chamberlain felt it was necessary to implement ‘Plan Z’ when Benes 

declared martial law in Sudetenland on September 13 by proposing direct negotiations with 

Hitler in Germany. After conveying his intent, he shared his plan with the Cabinet the following 
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day. This led to an internal discussion over how the Prime Minister should proceed during his 

negotiations with Hitler. The Prime Minister claimed that “the only answer which he could find 

was one which he was most unwilling to contemplate, namely, that this country should, join in 

guaranteeing the integrity of the rest of Czechoslovakia.”545 He further stated that “the main 

point was to get agreement on a broad line, and Great Britain and Germany should remain in 

close contact in order to ensure that any difficulties which arose were ironed out.”546 These 

statements reveal quite a lot about Chamberlain’s approach to his suggested meeting with Hitler. 

The primary objective was to initiate a negotiation through which issues between the two powers 

could be resolved. And with this overarching goal in mind, Chamberlain was willing to begin 

talks without specific demands, which further suggests that he anticipated additional concessions 

may be necessary in order to achieve a state of appeasement.  

After his meetings Hitler at Berchtesgaden, Chamberlain debriefed the Cabinet on 

September 17. He explained that he had begun by suggesting to the German leader that “this was 

an opportunity for bringing about a new understanding between England and Germany”, which 

underscored his primary objective of establishing a process of dialogue between the two 

countries.547 Regarding his own posture during the meeting, he described how he had threatened 

to leave to “show a stiffer attitude.”548 But at the same time, he stressed that it was “not possible 

to deal with a man such as Herr Hitler by attaching conditions.”549 This approach, he argued, was 
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necessary to not only reach an agreement on the Czechoslovakian issue but also continue 

negotiations that would “obtain a settlement of other matters.”550 

Several members of the Cabinet expressed concerns about how accepting the terms set by 

Hitler would result in the loss of British prestige, but it was decided that talks would continue. 

When the two leaders met again at Bad Godesberg on September 22, however, Hitler insisted on 

the immediate annexation of Sudetenland. Faced with this ultimatum, Chamberlain returned to 

Britain. On September 24, he reiterated that it would be “a great tragedy if we lost this 

opportunity of reaching an understanding with Germany on all points of difference between the 

two countries.”551 While stating that he was fully aware “of the great difficulties in obtaining 

acceptance of a solution on the lines proposed”, he stressed that the negotiations with Hitler had 

offered a great opportunity “to put an end to the horrible nightmare of the present armament 

race.”552  

At this critical juncture, Chamberlain’s efforts to persuade the Cabinet suffered a critical 

setback the following day when his trusted Secretary for Foreign Affairs dissented. Halifax 

expressed uneasiness over the “immorality of yielding to force,” and that he, therefore, had to 

question whether it was “right to put pressure on Czechoslovakia to accept” these conditions.553 

Having lost an important ally, Chamberlain agreed to present Czechoslovakia the Bad Godesberg 

memorandum but also informing them that London regarded the terms as “intolerable”.  

Despite these developments, an undeterred Chamberlain suggested to his colleagues that 

he would send a personal letter to Hitler in order to make one last appeal. Conscious of the 
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Cabinet’s growing disillusionment with this approach, he added that if Hitler failed to respond, 

he would authorize Horace Wilson to convey Britain’s intent to intervene militarily in defense of 

Czechoslovakia.554 But when pressed by Cooper to explicitly include such threats in the message, 

he adamantly stated that he wished to not include “anything that looked like a threat” in his letter 

to the German leader, adding that it would “rule out all chances of acceptance of this appeal.”555 

This reluctance once again reveals Chamberlain’s beliefs that any indication that Britain would 

resort to force would only worsen the already slim prospect of dialogue between London and 

Berlin continuing. Parker similarly observes that “what mattered to Chamberlain was to advance 

the process of Anglo-German understanding and to press on towards agreement on arms 

limitation” which would presumably be achieved through continued talks.556 

Chamberlain failed to receive the response he had hoped for on the 27th, and it appeared 

that Britain would be forced to fight. To this effect, Chamberlain authorized Cooper as head of 

the First Lord of the Admiralty to “proceed with the mobilization of the Navy.”557 Later that 

evening, he prepared the nation for the war that he believed to be now inevitable through a 

national radio address. World War II would be postponed for a year the next day, however, as 

Chamberlain was able to buoyantly announce that he would be heading to Munich in order to 

negotiate with Hitler along with the heads of France and Italy. He would return to Heston 

Aerodrome a few days later triumphantly waving the Anglo-German agreement that he had 

signed in the early hours of September 30. 
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Throughout the month of September, Chamberlain and members of his cabinet heatedly 

debated whether Britain should stand firm against German aggression in central Europe. Though 

considered, doubts about the extent of German intentions, skepticism about the efficacy of its 

deterrent threats, or Britain’s own unpreparedness were not why London ultimately refrained 

from committing to the defense of Czechoslovakia and demonstrating its resolve. Rather, it was 

the belief held by key members of the cabinet, most notably Chamberlain and Halifax, that 

issuing a military threat was counter-productive in two key aspects. First, it was perceived that a 

British threat would further harm the nation’s security by both inciting increased German 

aggression while compelling it to intervene in later crises as it would be bound to do so due to its 

own reputation. Second, the British foreign policy was dictated by the belief that militaristic 

rhetoric would erase any aspirations of continuing talks with Germany. 

 

The House of Commons Debate and the Logic of Appeasement 

After signing the Munich agreement and the Anglo-German declaration, Chamberlain 

returned to Britain to be greeted by a cheering crowd. On the steps of 10 Downing Street, he 

infamously claimed that it was “peace for our time”. Though his declaration has been mocked as 

the classic example of the Prime Minister’s naivete, historians have since noted how 

Chamberlain was actually soberer about what he had accomplished in Berlin. In the car on his 

way back to London from Heston, he mentioned to Halifax that the nation must “hope for the 

best and prepare for the worst.”558 Feiling notes how Chamberlain had strived for the Anglo-

German declaration on the basis of both hope and calculation: “if it were honored, well and good; 

if repudiated, it would brand the guilty party before all mankind.”559 
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Chamberlain understood that what he had achieved was not a long-lasting peace, but a 

way towards a peaceful process of resolving disputes. And it was to achieve this mutual 

understanding that Chamberlain chose to repeatedly back down and not defend its reputation for 

resolve as many had suggested he should have. During the Cabinet meeting held on October 3, 

Chamberlain spoke of the need to continue to rearm and prepare for war. However, he reasserted 

the belief that “the burden of armaments might break our backs” and that it was therefore 

“necessary to try and resolve the causes which were responsible for the armament race.”560 

Given these remarks, it is difficult to accept the view that British appeasement was intended 

merely to buy time. For Chamberlain, buying time to rearm was no better an outcome as it would 

also place Britain in a precarious position. Such an understanding of Britain’s national interests 

incentivized Chamberlain to pursue a strategy that would sacrifice its reputation for resolve but 

in a way that could potentially make an agreement with Germany more likely.  

Not all agreed with the Prime Minister. Duff Cooper would resign from the cabinet in 

protest of the Munich agreement, and his decision initiated an intense debate in the House of 

Commons from October 3 that lasted four days. In announcing his resignation in Parliament, he 

reiterated his position that war could have been prevented had Britain made a firm stand by 

declaring its intent to fight against Germany. He further lamented the Munich agreement as 

having deprived Britain’s esteem among Britain’s allies in Europe. Cooper further recalled that 

members of the Cabinet “were always told that on no account must we irritate Herr Hitler.” This 

was because Chamberlain was most concerned about how such statements might provoke Hitler 

into saying “some terrible things from which afterwards there would be no retreat.”561 In doing 
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so, he revealed that Chamberlain’s decision-making leading up to Munich was predominantly 

driven by this concern. 

Soon after Cooper’s remarks, the Prime Minister offered his rebuttal. In his opening 

statement, he highlighted the need to pursue negotiations as a path to general appeasement with 

dictator states. Similar to his statements made in the cabinet meeting held earlier that day, 

Chamberlain emphasized how the “real triumph” was that the four parties found it possible to 

“agree on a way of carrying out a difficult and delicate operation by discussion instead of by 

force of arms.”562 Furthermore, he also stated that “we have only laid the foundations of peace” 

and that “the superstructure had not even begun.”563 He concluded his opening remarks by noting 

how the process of building confidence removing hostility will ensure a path to disarmament, 

and that this was the ultimate goal of his foreign policy.  

Throughout the course of the next four days, several members of Parliament opined about 

the state of affairs in Europe. Many critics of the government’s strategy of appeasement 

criticized the fact that Britain had been unwilling to demonstrate its resolve by threatening war 

throughout the course of the crisis, and how this would likely invite further challenges in the 

future. Clement Attlee, leader of the opposition Labor Party denounced the Munich agreement as 

a “victory for brute force.”564 He further stated that Munich did little more than recognize that 

“the will of an armed dictator is supreme in the world” given how Chamberlain had conceded to 

 
562 Hansard, “Prime Minister’s Statement,” House of Commons Debate, October 3, 1938, vol. 339, cc40-162, 3, 
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Hitler’s demands.565 Eden also warned of how “successive surrenders bring only successive 

humiliation and … more humiliating demands.”566  

Likewise, Churchill chastised the government for having “sustained a defeat without a 

war”, and that “the consequences of which will travel far with us along our road; they should 

know that we have passed an awful milestone in our history when the whole equilibrium of 

Europe has been deranged.”567 He also mentioned that it was unfair “to charge those who wished 

to see this course followed, and followed consistently and resolutely, with having wished for an 

immediate war.”568 This last statement, in particular, illustrates how the key difference between 

the two camps was on whether Germany could be deterred both in the short- and long-term. 

Chamberlain was obviously irked by the debate, a sentiment he shared with his sister 

when he commented that “all the world seemed to be full of my praises except the House of 

Commons.”569 In the same letter, he spoke approvingly of the Chancellor of the Exchequer’s 

defense on behalf of the government. When Viscount Simon spoke on the third day of the House 

of Commons debate, he acknowledged that the “agreement at Munich was reached under the 

pressure of the alternative of instant invasion”, but also rhetorically questioned whether that was 

a sufficient enough reason to “plunge the nation into war.”570 He also made these observations 

about those that criticized the government’s position: 
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“Why, there are some people who are so confident that war will come in the end 
that they seem to prefer to have the certainty of it now. That is the creed of utter 
despair. There are other people who imagine that by loudly threatening war we 
can escape ever having to fulfill our threat. That is a very dangerous delusion. For 
my part, I reject both the doctrine of the inevitability of war and the theory of the 
effectiveness of bluff.”571  
 

This statement that closed out the Chancellor’s comments appears to be the “masterpiece 

of close-knit argument and persuasive reasoning” that Chamberlain referred to in his letter 

praising Simon.572 In a few sentences, Simon was able to summarize the government’s position, 

and in particular, elaborate on how it was based on the assumption that deterrence through the 

issue of threats was not only imperfect but also could lead to situations later down the road that 

would compel Britain to deal with the war that it so desperately sought to avoid. Based on earlier 

Cabinet discussions on the value of threatening military action against German aggression, the 

ineffectiveness of bluffing that the Chancellor spoke of was not only based on how the 

government deemed it virtually impossible to prevent Germany from invading Czechoslovakia 

but, more importantly, even how successful deterrence would only inch Britain closer to war.  

When it was Chamberlain’s turn to address the House of Commons again on October 6, 

he reiterated that the Munich agreement was the only way peace in Europe could have been 

preserved in the final days of September. In his closing statements, the Prime Minister discussed 

future British foreign policy. He stressed that if one adopted the view that any sort of friendly or 

possible relations with the dictator countries was impossible, war would be inevitable. He 

rejected such views as one of “utter despair”. On the other hand, he argued that Britain “should 
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seek by all means in our power to avoid war, by analyzing possible causes, by trying to remove 

them, by discussion in a spirit of collaboration and good will.”573 He further continued: 

 

“The corollary to that is that before you enter a conference you must have laid out 
very clearly the lines on which you are going to proceed, if you are at least to 
have in front of you a reasonable prospect that you may obtain success. I am not 
saying that a conference would not have its place in due course. But I say it is no 
use to call a conference of the world, including these totalitarian Powers, until you 
are sure that they are going to attend, and not only that they are going to attend, 
but that they are going to attend with the intention of aiding you in the policy on 
which you have set your heart.”574 
 

These last couple of statements sum up Chamberlain’s views on why he decided to 

moderate rather than defend Britain’s reputation for resolve during the Sudetenland crisis of 

September 1938. He, along with other members in his Cabinet, believed that it was not only 

difficult to deter German aggression against Czechoslovakia, but also impractical as it would 

force the nation into unwanted commitments that it could then no longer avoid. Simply put, a 

strategy of deterrence based on the nation’s reputation for resolve cultivated through its threats of 

military interventions in central Europe was considered both ineffective and counter-productive. 

As an alternative, negotiations with Nazi Germany were pursued. In this sense, Britain’s actions 

throughout the crisis were not necessarily compelled by external circumstances but incentivized 

by Britain’s national interests and its beliefs about how best to pursue them. 
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Conclusion 

Why did Neville Chamberlain and Britain appease Hitler and Nazi Germany? This 

chapter has examined the case of British foreign policy in 1938 to provide an alternative 

narrative for why Britain chose to appease Germany. It particularly focused on the internal 

deliberations within the Chamberlain cabinet to analyze which policy options were considered, 

debated, and ultimately implemented as it scrambled to maintain peace on the European 

continent and prevent the nation from intervening in another World War. 

After Anschluss, the Prime Minister realized that demonstrating Britain’s resolve by 

committing to the defense of European countries on the continent might be necessary to deter 

German aggression. He also realized that Britain was woefully unprepared militarily and that 

economic resourced needed to be allocated efficiently to build up armaments. However, the 

evidence clearly demonstrates that appeasement was intended to buy time for rearmament 

because Chamberlain believed that this would also harm Britain’s national interests. More 

broadly, he thought that a general war against Hitler on the European continent could still be 

avoided by achieving a state of appeasement that involved an ongoing dialogue between the 

Great Powers. 

Nor did London sacrifice its reputation for resolve to preserve its power. This was most 

apparent during the May crisis. Though the episode had resulted in an outcome favorable to 

Britain, which showed decision-makers in London that a strong reputation for resolve may deter 

Nazi Germany, just as Benes had hoped. Instead, Chamberlain and key members of the cabinet 

worried that the appearance of Germany backing down to British resolve might have the adverse 

effect of provoking Hitler’s aggressive inclinations. Such concerns were not caused by the need 

to preserve Britain’s military and economic resources either against Germany or other threats to 
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the Empire in East Asia. Rather, it was based on the fear that Germany would become 

increasingly difficult to deter with each occurring crisis and that Britain’s later efforts to do so 

would inevitably commit it further to a war that it desperately wished to avoid. In this sense, the 

episode was essentially an unwanted success for London. 

As has been well documented both in this chapter and elsewhere, Chamberlain proceeded 

with his bold ‘Plan Z’ in an attempt to prevent war in September. And in the process of 

concluding the Munich agreement, London offered various concessions to Germany at the 

expense of Czechoslovakia’s sovereignty. But in each step of the process, the cabinet discussed 

the costs and benefits of engaging in talks with Hitler and these deliberations clearly demonstrate 

that Chamberlain viewed appeasement not as a negotiated settlement but rather a process of 

dialogue that would resolve nations’ grievances while preventing war or necessitate crippling 

amounts of military procurement. 

As for the Duff Cooper debates held in the House of Commons soon after the Munich 

agreement was signed, the intense deliberations clearly distinguish the different assumptions the 

two sides were basing their arguments on. Anti-appeasers were almost certain that a strong 

demonstration of resolve would deter German aggression. The assumption being that Britain 

would do so whenever it was deemed necessary. Chamberlain and other proponents of 

appeasement, on the other hand, not only were concerned about the prospects of British 

deterrence failing in the short-term but also, more importantly, feared the long-term implications 

of this approach. They assumed that even successful deterrence in the short-term would 

ultimately harm Britain’s security and national interests by almost making war against Germany 

a certainty, a prospect that the anti-appeasers generally agreed upon. 
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The case of British appeasement during the 1930s have been so thoroughly studied that 

one may question the value added by another case study of the period. However, new 

perspectives may offer alternative interpretations of the evidence we already have. These efforts 

are meaningful in that they enrich discussions and contribute to our understanding of key 

concepts such as appeasement as a result. This has certainly been the case in the field of history, 

where the recent debate among revisionists and counter-revisionists have enriched assessments 

of the Prime Minister and his policy against Nazi Germany. 

Similarly, this chapter has applied the theory of moderate reputation articulated through 

this dissertation and has analyzed the foreign policy decisions made by London in 1938. In doing 

so, it provides an alternative explanation for why Chamberlain chose to concede to Germany on 

various accounts throughout his term in office. They were not misguided policies that were 

incorrectly based on false assumptions or misperceptions. Neither was Britain’s attempt at 

appeasement determined by domestic and international constraints. Instead, concessions made 

after Anschluss that ultimately resulted in the Munich agreement were initiatives taken by the 

Chamberlain government on the basis that moderating its reputation for resolve would best suit 

its national interests and effectively pursue its foreign policy objectives. The fact that the policy 

ultimately failed in its objectives should not detract from the fact that they were based on logical 

considerations. 

 



213 
 

CHAPTER 7. CONCLUSION 

 

“It seemed that the most important thing about Reagan,” wrote Mikhail Gorbachev in an 

op-ed commemorating the death of the former US President, “was his anti-Communism and his 

reputation as a hawk who saw the Soviet Union as an ‘evil empire’.”575 At the same time, the last 

leader of the Soviet Union also reflected that President Reagan was not “dogmatic” but was able 

to listen which, in Gorbachev’s opinion, allowed the two archenemies to end the Cold War 

peacefully. States and leaders obviously care about their reputation for resolve which in turn 

makes it relevant for international relations. But how does it affect actors’ decision-making, 

particularly during crises when their actions can significantly either bolster or weaken their 

reputations? Do actors, assuming that one’s reputation for resolve is a part of their deliberations, 

always believe that it is in their best interests to strengthen their reputation for resolve by 

responding forcefully? If not, what are the perceived costs that they seek to avoid and benefits 

they seek to accrue by intentionally ‘weakening’ their reputations? 

This dissertation has explored these questions to add to our understanding of how 

reputations matter in international relations. This concluding chapter undertakes three main tasks. 

First, I review the central argument put forth in this dissertation and summarizes the empirical 

chapters that confirm the validity of the theory of moderate reputation for resolve. Next, I discuss 

the theoretical implications of the argument and elaborates on how it contributes to both the topic 

at hand as well as other topics in international relations. Lastly, I conclude with a brief discussion 

of how the argument can be applied to guide policy thinking by discussing the reputational 

ramifications of America’s grand strategy of deep engagement. 

 
575 Mikhail Gorbachev, “A President Who Listened,” The New York Times, June 7, 2004. 



214 
 

Review of the Argument and Summary of Cases 

How do reputational concerns affect a state’s decision to either stand firm or back down 

during crises? Situations where states and leaders choose to acquiesce despite having 

conceivable reasons to care about saving face remain underexplained by the existing literature. 

One type of argument suggests that these actions are the result of actors failing to realize the 

importance of maintaining a strong reputation for resolve. Other explanations claim that even 

though states and leaders may consider defending their reputation for resolve important for their 

national security, actors may still choose to either sacrifice it due to other external factors.  

In contrast, this dissertation has demonstrated that states and leaders may choose to back 

down to deliberately ‘weaken’ their reputation for resolve. This is because acquiring a moderate 

reputation is better suited for the pursuit of its national interests and the preservation of its 

national security. Such conclusions are caused by two factors; fear of a reputation race and an 

understanding of the value of the process of negotiations separate from the anticipated bargained 

settlements. The main difference between my alternative theory of moderate reputation for 

resolve and the existing literature is that such decisions to back down are caused by reputational 

concerns and not a lack of interest in the concept.  

First, a reputation race refers to concerns that efforts to increase its deterrent capability by 

demonstrating resolve may ultimately backfire in the long-run. Standing firm when in response 

to security threats may prevent certain future crises but can induce them by provoking an 

adversary who also considers their reputation important. Compounding the problem is the fact 

that future crises are likely to be more intense given that both sides share the experience of past 

conflicts. Adversaries that incorporate past episodes into their strategic calculus are expected to 

increase their level of threat to overcome the perceived reputation for resolve of the adversary. In 
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turn, defenders are compelled to react to later conflicts by equally strengthening its response. 

This escalatory spiral occurs because of the reputations of those involved. Actors may thus 

choose to either avoid or terminate this spiral by backing down and refrain from defending its 

reputation. 

The second factor refers to situations where states perceive the process of negotiations as 

a useful alternative outcome. Here, I distinguish the process of negotiations from its potential 

outcomes that include not only bargained settlements but also the cultivation of trust. While 

useful in achieving these goals, the process of talks can be considered as an end in itself to 

manage tensions. Actors that adopt this approach are more likely to consider a moderated 

reputation for resolve beneficial as it enables adversaries to join them at the negotiation table. 

Given that this often requires concessions, states and leaders may also realize that this might 

harm its bargaining leverage, which either incentivizes them to prolong the process or accept the 

fact and settle for lesser agreements. 

The empirical chapters test both the validity of these claims and adjudicate it against 

alternative theories on reputation for resolve to confirm its usefulness as a theory. Chapter 3 

discussed the first and second Taiwan Straits crises that occurred during the 1950s and American 

strategic thinking vis-à-vis China during this period. In particular, I highlighted how the 

Eisenhower administration adopted a significantly weaker stance during the second crisis that 

occurred in 1958. The US chose not to signal its intent to intervene militarily before Beijing 

began shelling the offshore islands even though it was fully aware that an attack was imminent. 

President Eisenhower and Secretary of State Dulles also publicly spoke of its willingness to 

negotiate with Chairman Mao and Foreign Minister Zhou despite US officials being skeptical 

about the prospect of an agreement being reached through bilateral talks between the two sides. 
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Existing explanations are unable to explain why America’s approach differed during the 

first and second crises. In addition, existing theories tend to predict that President Eisenhower 

and his advisors would have been more incentivized to bolster its reputation for resolve during 

the second crisis for the following reasons. China had become an increasingly menacing 

adversary for the US in East Asia that had also demonstrated its willingness to use force which, 

as a consequence, increased the degree to which US reputation was relevant in the region. 

Individual-level explanations are also insufficient as leadership on both sides of the conflict 

remained the same throughout both crises. The fact that the Chinese leadership remained the 

same during both crises might have further incentivized the White House to convey its resolve to 

Beijing, especially given how its strong response to the first crisis had seemingly prevented an 

all-out invasion of Taiwan. 

US reputation for resolve was a key factor in both the first and second crises that 

occurred during the 1950s. But the evidence indicates that reputational considerations in 1958 

actually caused the Eisenhower administration to back down. First and foremost, the concerns of 

a reputation race between the US and China deeply affected calculations within the White House. 

Particularly during the second crisis, there was a sense that the experience of the first crisis 

compelled the US to contemplate the use of nuclear weapons regardless of whether it wished to 

deploy its arsenal or not. The prospect of having to fight a nuclear war against China unsettled 

the White House and caused it to revert to a policy of fuzzy deterrence, despite having witnessed 

it fail during the first crisis. Under these circumstances, negotiations were sought as a way to 

deescalate tensions and allow both sides to save face. After the US suggested the possibility of 

reconvening Ambassadorial talks with China, the Eisenhower administration publicly made 

concessions that would make it easier for the Chinese leadership to agree to such talks. This 
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came in the form of removing preconditions for the talks as well as questioning Taiwan’s 

decision to maintain its military presence on the offshore islands.  

In addition to the two crises, this chapter also examined strategic thinking among US 

officials during the three years between the two crises. I highlight two key developments from 

the interim years. First is how fears of a reputation race, which first emerged near the end of the 

first crisis in the Spring of 1955, began to further materialize and influence America’s policy 

towards China. Second, the analysis shows that US policymakers began to consider a more 

tempered approach based on increased engagement with China. This alternative strategy was 

pursued because it was perceived to be a more efficient way of managing America’s reputation 

in the region rather than one that would sacrifice it for other purposes. 

By comparing the Eisenhower administration’s actions during the first and second 

Taiwan Strait crises with emphasis on the latter, Chapter 3 demonstrated how fears of a 

reputation race and a revised view of the value of the process of negotiations caused the 

Eisenhower administration reconsidered the value of demonstrating resolve vis-à-vis China. 

Based on this analysis, the chapter also concluded that the absence of such concerns allowed the 

US to defend its reputation for resolve through increasingly aggressive military actions during 

the first crisis.  

Chapter 4 specifically examined this latter component of the argument. In 1968, South 

Korean President Park Chung-hee became the target of an assassination attempt by North Korean 

commandos. In response, he vehemently pursued retaliatory strikes against Pyongyang. Chapter 

4 explains why he chose to do so despite the various risks it entailed, most notably the prospect 

of angering Washington and impairing the US-South Korea alliance. 
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The evidence shows that President Park had little concern about initiating a reputation 

race with North Korea due to two main factors. First, South Korean officials including the 

President firmly believed that North Korea’s intentions for their constant military provocations 

during this period of heightened tensions were limited. North Korea’s provocations were viewed 

as attempts to disrupt South Korea’s economic development and destabilize its society to 

gradually create an environment conducive to an invasion by North Korea, but not precipitate 

one immediately. This compelled President Park to wish to deter such attacks by retaliating but 

also allow him to do so without too much concern about how Pyongyang would respond to 

Seoul’s retaliatory strikes. South Korea thought North Korea’s attacks would continue if it 

showed weakness. Even if their efforts at deterrence failed, the consequences would not be any 

worse. The Park’s combative approach was reinforced by its views on dialogue with Kim Il-sung. 

Inter-Korean talks were viewed as meaningless unless they resulted in a victorious outcome for 

Seoul which, in turn, could only be achieved by bargaining from a position of strength and 

resolve. 

When President Chun became the target of another assassination attempt by Pyongyang, 

US officials braced for increased tensions on the Korean peninsula as it expected the South 

Korean President to want to retaliate as his predecessor had done. Chapter 5 shows that he 

instead demonstrated remarkable restraint, choosing to refrain from seeking military retribution 

even before US officials counseled South Korea on how it should respond. During his visit to 

Seoul a month after the assassination attempt, President Reagan even considered it necessary to 

warn his South Korean counterpart about the potential risks of appearing too weak. But President 

Chun maintained and enhanced his conciliatory approach throughout the decade, an outcome that 

existing theories on reputation for resolve would find difficult to explain given both the strategic 
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factors on the Korean peninsula as well as the personal attributes of the former military officer 

who ascended to power through a military coup. 

In contrast, I demonstrate that President Chun chose to moderate South Korea’s 

reputation for resolve. First, he and his government feared a possible reputation race emerging on 

the Korean peninsula which would have derailed the 1988 Summer Olympics. As a consequence, 

dialogue with North Korea transformed into a policy goal that symbolized the appropriate 

management of tensions. Seoul had no intention of co-hosting the Olympics which it perceived 

to symbolize their arrival to the global stage. Yet it was feared that firm rejection of the 

negotiations would entice North Korea to undertake more aggressive tactics that would greatly 

endanger the summer Games. Once the table had been set, Seoul recognized the need to make 

concessions to maintain the process even though it was unquestionably aware, and increasingly 

frustrated about, how this would decrease Seoul’s bargaining leverage and embolden North 

Korea to demand more from the process. 

The last empirical revisits the case of British appeasement which has inspired various 

studies on the topic of reputation and resolve. Chapter 6 narrowly focuses on internal 

deliberations within the Chamberlain cabinet in 1938 from the Anschluss in early March to the 

Munich Agreement in late September to reevaluate why London chose to appease Nazi Germany. 

Resembling the approach of historical counter-revisionist views, I contend that Britain chose to 

refrain from committing to the defense of Czechoslovakia due to acute concerns that such 

demonstrations of its resolve would exacerbate the situation by inducing a belligerent response 

from Hitler. Simultaneously, Chamberlain desired a state of appeasement in which states could 

manage the affairs of Europe through dialogue and prevent war. 
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Despite its widespread use as an anecdote warning the perils of failing to cultivate a 

strong reputation for resolve, few studies have actually examined how Chamberlain considered 

Britain’s image during the lead up to the war. Contrary to the conventional belief that 

Chamberlain failed to properly recognize the need to bolster the nation’s resolve, I demonstrated 

in this chapter that London chose to appease on the belief that bolstering its reputation for 

resolve would inevitably result in a war against Nazi Germany, and that moderating its 

reputation may succeed in achieving the peace it desperately desired.  

Furthermore, by applying the theoretical framework of this dissertation to the case of 

British appeasement, the chapter also challenges two broad explanations of British appeasement 

offered in political science. On the one hand, it showed that Chamberlain did not intend to buy 

time for rearmament through appeasement. For the Prime Minister, allocating resources to 

military procurement was equally disastrous as London would then be pressured into building an 

increasingly expanded military force that would be difficult to sustain. Nor did appeasement 

involve a trade-off between the nation’s reputation for resolve for the preservation of its 

resources to deter threats to the British Empire. At least in 1938, London’s attention was 

primarily fixated on the situation in Europe. Rather than being compelled to concede its 

reputation, appeasement was perceived as a deliberate attempt to moderate its reputation based 

on the assessment that it could foster a process of negotiations that would stabilize the situation 

on the continent of Europe.  

 

Theoretical Implications 

This dissertation has argued and demonstrated that states and leaders may conclude that a 

moderated reputation for resolve is best suited for the promotion of its national interests and the 
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pursuit of its foreign policy objectives. This, in turn, makes it more likely that they will back 

down during a crisis, not because actors consider reputation for resolve irrelevant but because 

they assess the costs and benefits of either defending or conceding their reputation differently. In 

this section, I describe the theoretical implications of the theory of moderate reputation for 

resolve and how it contributes to our understanding of reputation for resolve in international 

relations. 

 

How, Not Whether, Reputations Matter in International Relations 

In recent years, scholars have fiercely debated whether reputations matter in international 

relations.576 Believers contend that a strong reputation for resolve can increase one’s credibility 

and consequently bolster one’s ability to deter adversaries. Skeptics claim that its significance 

has been exaggerated because either robust reputations are difficult to acquire or because it is 

overlooked for other external factors such as the balance of power. The theory of moderate 

reputation for resolve engages with this debate but does so in a way that hopes to reshape the 

conversation.  

The debate between these two camps has focused on its effectiveness and whether one’s 

reputation for resolve impacts the calculus of others. How one answers this question tends to 

determine whether they believe reputation for resolve to matter in international relations and 

whether it is wise for states and leaders to care about the concept. I contend that this misses the 

point somewhat, though it is obviously important to continue to analyze how effective 

reputations are at altering the perceptions and actions of others. 

 
576 Dafoe, Renshon, and Huth, “Reputation and Status,” 371-93. 
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As long as the perception that defending one’s reputation for resolve is important for a 

state’s national security persists, then we can anticipate states to act based on these assumed 

incentives. And if this is the case, reputation for resolve matters in international relations insofar 

it affects the decision-making of actors that believe it to be pertinent, regardless of its outcomes 

and whether it is prudent or not to do so. This suggests that the question of how states and 

leaders think about their reputation for resolve should be detached from its actual effectiveness. 

This point is particularly pertinent to scholars that contend that the impact reputation has is 

international relations is overblown. Because international actors operate in a world of imperfect 

information especially when it comes to one’s intentions and resolve, it is more than likely that 

those that care will continue to believe it to be effective despite what the evidence tells them. 

Even if skeptics are correct, reputation for resolve will likely continue to matter unless there is a 

fundamental shift in how states and leaders think about the concept. 

It is on this final point that the existing literature to be especially lacking. Based on 

Schelling’s insights, the subfield has progressed solely on the assumption that a strong reputation 

for resolve enhances a state’s national security by increasing the credibility of one’s threats. 

Reliance on this singular logic has limited our understanding of how reputation for resolve 

impacts crisis decision-making. Without positive reputational outcomes associated with the act 

of backing down, conceding during crises where reputations are presumably at stake will remain 

framed only as a loss which will undoubtedly cause states to be more risk-acceptant.577 By 

demonstrating that it is possible for states to conclude that a strong reputation for resolve is 

detrimental to their national interests and security, I not only explain why states back down 

despite their reputations being at stake but also how it can be justified.  
 

577 Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, Balancing Risks: Great Power Intervention in the Periphery (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2004); Jonathan Mercer, “Prospect Theory and Political Science,” Annual Review of Political 
Science, 8 (2005): 15. 
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This dissertation also contests how we think about the role of reputation for resolve in 

rivalries. Many studies on reputation for resolve have examined the concept in this context for 

good reason. By definition, strategic and enduring rivalries possess the two key features; shared 

experiences of disputes and conflicts in the past, as well as a higher likelihood of conflicts in the 

future. These conditions are believed to make reputation for resolve more relevant and, as a 

result, make it more likely that reputational considerations are a vital factor of crisis decision-

making among rivals. 

I agree that states and actors that are entangled in these adversarial relationships are more 

likely to care about their reputations. Where this dissertation diverges is whether this 

automatically means that these states are more likely to defend their reputations. Existing 

theories reach this conclusion is based on the exclusive logic that a strong reputation for resolve 

is beneficial. When the strategic value of a state’s reputation for resolve is expanded in the 

manner that I have described in this study, the causal relationship becomes murkier. In particular, 

the same characteristics of rivalries that generally make reputational considerations more 

relevant are also closely tied to how reputation races emerge, which suggests that rivals may also 

choose to back down despite being aware of their reputation for resolve.  

This further implies that future studies need to inquire about the relationship between 

reputational strategies and how states consider ending rivalries. One might assume that states that 

are more prone to ending the rivalry through violent means would continue to favor cultivating a 

strong reputation for resolve. On the other hand, those that are less tolerant of these destructive 

outcomes are expected to explore this alternative strategy of deemphasizing its reputation for 

resolve. 
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Distinguishing between Effectiveness and Intent, Success and Rationality 

The primary focus of this dissertation has been on the question of why states may choose 

to either defend or concede its reputation. Whether the decision to back down was successful in 

preserving peace or winning conflicts, on the other hand, was not discussed in great detail. The 

case studies are inconclusive on this question, though it does suggest that moderate reputations 

can be beneficial and achieve foreign policy successes. The Eisenhower White House, for 

example, managed to not only defuse the immediate crisis in 1958 but also arguably lay the 

groundwork for further rapprochement between the US and China in later decades. South Korea 

successfully hosted the Summer Olympics in 1988 but not without incident. Tensions on the 

Peninsula had to be adroitly managed after North Korean operatives bombed Korean Air Flight 

858 in November 1987 after the inter-Korean talks held in Lausanne broke down. Meanwhile, 

Chamberlain’s attempts at appeasement clearly failed. Further research is necessary to analyze 

the conditions under which actions prescribed by my theory of moderate reputation for resolve 

can be most effective in achieving the foreign policy goals set by states and leaders. 

The broader point that this dissertation brings to the fore is how we think about the aims 

of a strategy and its effectiveness. The case of British appeasement is a good example. The 

devastation of World War II makes it easy to dismiss the strategy as having any logic. And based 

on that fact alone appeasement may deserve to be considered a failure. Yet to ignore why 

London chose to adopt this approach based on outcomes alone inhibits us from learning 

important lessons from history. If anything, it teaches us about humility and the fact that even the 

best thought out strategies may not yield success. And from this perspective, I contend that 

understanding the motivations behind an actor’s decisions is as important as whether the desired 

outcomes is achieved. 
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Closely related to this latter point, this dissertation urges us to carefully reassess 

deterrence as a strategy for national security. Many consider it to be a defensive strategy in that 

its purpose is to prevent future challenges. Through this study, however, I have highlighted that it 

can also provoke them. This does not mean all states should reject strategies of deterrence. But it 

does strongly suggest that actors should account for this possibility, especially in the context of 

the foreign policy objectives they pursue. In other words, deterrence should be considered one of 

many strategies that a state can adopt to enhance its security; it may be applicable in most 

instances but not all. 

Consider, for example, Chapters 3 & 4 where I ask what may appear to be a hypophora; 

why states seek to bolster its reputation for resolve through escalating threats or retaliatory 

strikes after being attacked. Though the explanations described in these chapters are similar to 

conventional wisdom, they go a step further by illustrating that it was the absence of prohibiting 

pressures identified in this study that allowed them to do so. As many scholars have extensively 

articulated, deterrence works best when the defenders issuing threats have every intention of 

backing it up. But my theory suggests that other strategies should actively be contemplated if 

states do not, rather than manage one’s reputation half-heartedly based on their discomfort 

moving away from deterrence strategy. 

 

The Concept of Reputation Races 

The first of the two causal variables introduced in this dissertation was the idea of 

reputation races, the notion that one’s image can cause the intensification of future crises without 

a correlating increase in the material stakes involved. The concept of spiral dynamics has been 

applied to various topics in international relations from tactical escalation to arms races and 
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security dilemmas. I argue that the logic can also be applied to reputation for resolve and that it 

provides meaningful insights on how states act on their reputational concerns. 

In the context of crises, reputation race is a concept that closely resembles escalation. The 

key difference is that it is the image of a resolute actor rather than their actions that precipitates 

the spiral. This distinction is more evident across the case studies on inter-Korean relations 

analyzed in Chapters 4 & 5, respectively. The risk of provoking an all-out war was arguably 

much more apparent in 1968 than in 1983. But President Park was confident that North Korea’s 

provocations would not escalate as a result of his retaliatory strikes and South Korea’s bolstered 

reputation, an assessment that US officials vehemently disagreed with. It meant that President 

Park had little concern about demonstrating his country’s resolve if it was tested again in the 

future. 

In contrast, President Chun was acutely aware of the fact that North Korea could paint 

Seoul into a corner through renewed attacks, even if the physical nature of Pyongyang’s military 

provocations remained the same or even decreased in intensity. Situations where South Korea 

would have to repeatedly demonstrate its resolve was one that President Chun wished to avoid. 

As a result, strengthening South Korea’s reputation for resolve would make North Korea’s 

objectives easier to achieve. 

In contrast, the US-China cases of the 1950s show how this perceptional concept can 

spill-over into actual tactics. On the one hand, the Eisenhower administration was frustrated by 

the fact that it felt compelled to consider issuing nuclear threats from the onset of the crisis 

during the second Taiwan Strait crisis. This represented a physical manifestation of the concerns 

over reputation races that had begun to emerge during the later stages of the first crisis and the 

interim years. But on the other hand, this escalation was not determined the White House’s 
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decision-making in 1958. On the contrary, it was a fear of what would potentially follow had 

Beijing pressed on with its attacks regardless. 

Existing theories on reputation for resolve might conclude that the Eisenhower 

administration failed to learn the lessons of the first crisis in 1958 by not issuing threats that had 

succeeded in deterring Chinese aggression three years prior. The evidence, however, shows that 

Washington’s calculus was more complex. The present fear of reputation races inhibited the 

Eisenhower administration from drawing the conclusion that nuclear threats work. On the 

contrary, it only increased its uneasiness about the second crisis and what failure of American 

deterrence would compel it to do. A similar logic is witnessed in Chapter 6 in the Chamberlain 

cabinet’s reactions to the May crisis in 1958. Perceived success at deterring adversaries by 

cultivating a strong reputation for resolve influenced the decision-making in future crises in the 

opposite direction. 

Apart from the spiraling aspect of the concept, the idea of reputation races among states 

contributes to our understanding of how reputation matters in international relations by 

introducing the fact that actors caring about their reputations is a two-way street. Not only 

defending states but also attacking ones as well should be assumed to care about the reputational 

consequences of their actions. This dissertation has shown that adding this component to our 

analysis alters the way in which we think about the utility of maintaining a strong reputation for 

resolve. In a vacuum, it serves a state’s interests to be perceived as strong. But states can and do 

compete for images of resoluteness which can lead to unnecessary risk-taking and acts of 

aggression on both sides, which, in turn, should and does warrant greater caution as crises repeat. 
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Actors’ Reputation and their Approach to Negotiations 

The second explanatory variable examined in this dissertation is whether states value 

more the process of negotiations or potential bargaining outcomes. This distinction has been 

largely left underexplored in the field of international relations, with the exception of studies on 

the concept of prenegotiations highlighted in Chapter 2. This has led to little interest in 

explaining how bargained settlements are concluded and the process through which it is reached. 

The looming dangers of a war between states that define crises undeniably provide a powerful 

impetus for actors to agree to negotiate. However, this does not necessarily mean that platforms 

for negotiations are automatically arranged. 

For the process of negotiations to begin, certain gestures need to be exchanged between 

warring countries and rivals to overcome the various inhibiting factors that obstruct bargaining. 

Theories on reputation for resolve have not paid adequate attention to this aspect of negotiations. 

In addition to explaining how states’ images affect this stage of the process, this dissertation has 

also demonstrated why it is important to incorporate state reputations into analyses of this step. 

Specifically, I have argued and demonstrated that there is an inherent tension between actors’ 

needs to increase their bargaining leverage, which a strong reputation for resolve can contribute 

to, versus the incentive to convey strategic flexibility to persuade others to engage in dialogue, 

which it harms. This dilemma reinforces the need to distinguish between these two aspects of 

negotiations separately and devote greater attention to the process of getting to the table. 

The fact that states may vary in terms of whether they value either the process or outcome 

of negotiations is further confirmed by the case studies in which actors choose to pursue 

negotiations even though they believe that a negotiated settlement is unlikely or even 

unfavorable. America’s views on Ambassadorial talks with China that it proposed during 1958, 
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as well as South Korea’s strategy regarding inter-Korean negotiations over the 1988 Olympics 

are clear examples. From this evidence, it may even be possible to deduce that it was this 

apprehension regarding prospective agreements with their respective counterparts that enabled it 

to adopt the strategy of moderating its reputation more feasible. 

Of note is Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement. Based on the theoretical framework 

applied in this dissertation, Britain’s approach was not that different from that of the US in 1958 

and South Korea in the mid-1980s. As he advocated for his ambitious ‘Plan Z’, the Prime 

Minister was more intent on establishing a dialogue with Nazi Germany than reaching an 

agreement on the Czechoslovakia issue. And from this perspective, the concessions that he made 

to Hitler during his visits to Germany in September 1938 was very much in accordance with the 

central argument of this dissertation. The historical fact that the efforts of London ultimately 

failed in preventing World War II does not necessarily make it irrational. It certainly serves as a 

cautionary tale warning against the perils of this approach, but then again, scholars have 

speculated little could have prevented Hitler from actualizing his ambitions in his pursuit for 

Lebensraum. Either way, I have attempted to show that Chamberlain enacted his policy of 

appeasement with a clear set of goals and the belief, prudent or not, that moderating Britain’s 

reputation would be the best way to achieve it. 

Though not explicitly addressed in the dissertation, proposing negotiations with 

adversaries can also be an effective way of addressing domestic political concerns of leaders 

about the possible consequences of appearing weak. In the short term, governments can justify 

its decision to engage in talks with the enemy as measures to deescalate immediate tensions and 

prevent war. However, if it is aware that concessions were required to make the process of 

negotiations possible, then in the long-run it can harden its stance during the actual negotiations 
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to demonstrate to its domestic audience that they will indeed stand firm when required. What is 

then required is the realization that negotiated settlements might be harder to come by. How this 

tension is addressed should be determined by what the actors prefer to pursue dialogue for the 

sake of negotiations or the conclusion of actual agreements. 

 

Policy Implications: America’s Reputation in the 21st Century 

Theories on reputation for resolve developed throughout the Cold War, prompted by the 

need to increase America’s credibility around the world against the threat of Communist 

aggression. In many ways, the thinking on the need to demonstrate resolve was simpler, 

especially in terms of what it needed to do and who the intended audience was during this era. In 

contrast, the repercussions of America’s reputation today is arguably much more complex as it 

pertains to a larger number of issues and a more diversified audience. How should the US 

manage its reputation in this globalized context? More broadly, does a state’s image of 

resoluteness matter as much today? And if so, how? 

As the sole remaining superpower, much has been said about America’s role as the leader 

of the liberal order. Many of the US’ initiatives have been related to this aspect and its grand 

strategy has reflected this state of affairs. The strategy of deep engagement, characterized by the 

promotion of liberal ideals pursued through international institutions but ultimately backed by 

American presence around the world, dictated strategic thinking in Washington.578 A steadfast 

commitment to these objectives, coupled with recent unilateral American military interventions 

in the Middle East, has cultivated a widespread belief that the US will deploy its military and 

 
578 Joseph S. Nye Jr., “The Case for Deep Engagement,” Foreign Affairs 74, no. 4 (1995): 90-102; Stephen G. 
Brooks, G. John Ikenberry, and William C. Wohlforth, “Don't come Home, America: The Case against 
Retrenchment,” International Security 37, no. 3 (2013): 7-51; Michael Beckley, Unrivaled: Why America will 
Remain the World's Sole Superpower (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2018). 
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economic resources in response to crises that threaten the status quo. America’s predominant 

reputation over the past three decades has been that of the indispensable guardian of the liberal 

order. 

America’s forward-presence around the world has been staunchly supported by those that 

firmly believe the strategy of deep engagement most effectively promotes US interests abroad. It 

is not only its military capabilities but its reputation for its commitment to these ideals that have 

buttressed stability of the liberal order. In recent years, however, the debate over American grand 

strategy has been revisited by scholars, experts, and politicians questioning the utility of this 

approach and instead advocated for the US to play a lesser role in global affairs.579 The election 

of US President Donald Trump and his “America First” foreign policy platform has further 

fueled the debate.580 

The majority view still remains that America’s interests are best served by assuming an 

active role in leading, maintaining, and preserving the liberal order. Yet even proponents 

acknowledge that America’s grand strategy in the past has had some unintended consequences 

that have contributed to the erosion of its leadership globally.581 Given this, even if the US 

chooses to maintain the overall strategy of deep engagement, it should also be revised by 

critically assessing certain limitations of the approach it has deployed since the collapse of the 

Soviet Union three decades ago. 
 

579 Barry R. Posen, Restraint: A New Foundation for US Grand Strategy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
2014); Joseph M. Parent and Paul K. MacDonald, “The Wisdom of Retrenchment: America must Cut Back to Move 
Forward,” Foreign Affairs 90, no. 6 (2011): 32-47. 
580 Eliot A. Cohen, “How Trump Is Ending the American Era,” The Atlantic, October 2017, accessed January 15, 
2020, https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1938/mar/24/foreign-affairs-and-
rearmament#S5CV0333P0_19380324_HOC_308; Paul K. MacDonald and Joseph M. Parent, “Trump Didn’t Shrink 
U.S. Military Commitments Abroad - He Expanded Them,” Foreign Affairs, December 3, 2019, accessed January 
15, 2020, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2019-12-03/trump-didnt-shrink-us-military-commitments-abroad-
he-expanded-them.  
581 Joseph S. Nye Jr., “Recovering American Leadership,” Survival 50, no. 1 (2008): 55-68; Barack H. Obama, 
“Renewing American Leadership,” Foreign Affairs 86, no. 4 (2007): 2-16; Andrew J. Bacevich, The Limits of Power: 
The End of American Exceptionalism (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2008). 
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I further contend that, based on my dissertation, the US should consider how it wishes to 

manage its reputation in the global context. Specifically, I claim that there have been two 

negative consequences of the strategy of deep engagement that have at least partially contributed 

to the weakening of the current system. First, the strategy has incited competitive relationships 

between the US and her great power rivals. This is particularly true when one considers the fact 

that countries like China and Russia were not originally members of the liberal postwar order. 

Through the strategy of deep engagement, the US has conveyed to her great power rivals that it 

will continue to be committed to the current order. This leaves little bargaining space for 

America’s peer competitors to establish their standing in the system without disrupting it which, 

in turn, can potentially endanger the system by motivating rivals to dismiss and challenge the 

system more forcefully. Consider, for example, how Russia’s invasion of Crimea is seen as a 

response to the expansion of NATO and encroachment into its sphere of influence. Meanwhile, 

human rights in China have significantly regressed in recent years, and it appears Beijing is now 

not only ignoring global pressure regarding the issue but rejecting it outright. 

Second, and perhaps more counterintuitively, American deep engagement has 

unintentionally invited partners and allies to free-ride on her political and military presence 

around the world. The Trump administration’s unorthodox attitude towards its relationship with 

her allies has placed immense pressure on them to not only contribute more but also reconsider 

their respective roles within the system. But these strains further reveal the extent to which the 

current system has failed to be institutionalized. 

Based on these assertions, I suggest that retrenchment may be more viable than one might 

think, particularly if it is framed as a return to the original principles of ‘strategic restraint’ by the 

US from a reputational perspective. On the one hand, the US can persuade China and Russia to 
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be responsible stakeholders by reducing its physical footprint abroad and adopting a more 

moderate stance regarding its ownership of the existing order. This will allow these rival great 

powers to assume constructive roles within the system commensurate with their perceived status. 

On the other hand, a ‘weaker’ American reputation for resolve will make it more difficult for 

other members of the system to depend on the US. Beneficiaries of the liberal order would thus 

be inclined to institutionally rebuy into a system that has enabled them to prosper and consider 

genuine burden-sharing initiatives that go beyond financial transactions. 

This discussion more broadly points to how the US should think about its reputation 

moving forward. During the Cold War, every aspect of America’s actions were tied to its 

reputation and how the Soviet Union might ascertain Washington’s level of resolve as a 

consequence. In this regard, it mattered little what the particular issue was or where the conflict 

arose. Perhaps a return to great power rivalries between the US and countries like Russia and 

China will create a similar environment where this logic applies. But in the context of the current 

international system, as well as the underlying liberal order, it has become more imperative for 

the US to carefully pick and choose the issue areas it needs to demonstrate resolve using force if 

necessary. Such calculations need to be based on evaluations of whether a strong or a moderate 

reputation for resolve contributes to solving the diverse set of political, economic, and security 

concerns that have emerged and are anticipated in the future. Some areas will require a stronger 

reputation. In others, the perception of American exceptionalism and unilateralism will not only 

be inefficient but also pernicious for the pursuit of the country’s national interests. 
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States and leaders alike will continue to care about their reputations. Such concerns will 

continue impacting the foreign policy decisions made and the international outcomes that occur 

as a consequence. Inclinations to save face and bolster one’s reputation for resolve will also 

persist as actors unquestioningly believe that it will deter their adversaries from posing security 

threats. But decisions affected by reputational concerns should not be guided by this singular 

logic. As with any strategy, deterrence through the cultivation of a strong reputation for resolve 

is imperfect and remains susceptible to failure. Given this, the consensus view regarding the 

‘cult-like’ belief in the virtues of bolstering states’ reputations should be challenged by 

recognizing how the strategy may also endanger national security while simultaneously 

precluding alternative avenues of conflict resolution. 

This does not mean that states should all moderate their reputation for resolve. There will 

undoubtedly be situations where a firm image is necessary. Yet the decision to defend or 

moderate a state’s reputation for resolve should be guided by objective assessments of how an 

actor’s reputation correlates with the foreign policy objectives that they seek, not based on a 

monolithic view that demonstrating strength and resolve is synonymous with security and peace. 

Reputation for resolve matters in international relations. Because it does, states should seek to 

appropriately manage their reputations rather than blindly try to strengthen it because of a 

singular notion of how it operates. 

  



235 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

ABC News. “Rumsfeld: ‘Weakness Is Provocative’.” ABC News, January 7, 2006. 

Accinelli, Robert. ““A Thorn on the Side of Peace”: The Eisenhower Administration and the 
1958 Offshore Islands Crisis.” in Reexamining the Cold War: U.S.-China Diplomacy, 
1954-1973, edited by Robert S. Ross and Jiang Changbin, 106-140. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2001. 

----------- . “Eisenhower, Congress, and the 1954-55 Offshore Island Crisis.” Presidential Studies 
Quarterly 20, no. 2 (1990): 329-48. 

Alt, James E., Randall L. Calvert, and Brian D. Humes. “Reputation and Hegemonic Stability: A 
Game-Theoretic Analysis.” American Political Science Review 82, no. 2 (1988): 445-66. 

Anievas, Alexander. “The International Political Economy of Appeasement: The Social Sources 
of British Foreign Policy during the 1930s,” Review of International Studies 37, no. 2 
(2011): 601-29. 

Aster, Sidney. “Appeasement: Before and After Revisionism.” Diplomacy and Statecraft 19, no. 
3 (2008): 443-480. 

Bacevich, Andrew J. The Limits of Power: The End of American Exceptionalism. NY: 
Metropolitan Books, 2008. 

Baker, Peter, and Choe Sang-Hun. “Trump threatens ‘Fire and Fury’ against North Korea if it 
endangers U.S..” The New York Times, August 8, 2017. 

Beck, Robert J. “Munich’s Lessons Reconsidered.” International Security 14, no. 2 (1989): 161-
91.  

Beckley, Michael. Unrivaled: Why America will Remain the World’s Sole Superpower. Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 2018. 

Benard, Stephen, Mark T. Berg, and Trenton D. Mize. “Does Aggression Deter or Invite 
Reciprocal Behavior? Considering Coercive Capacity.” Social Psychology Quarterly 80, 
no. 4 (2017): 310-29. 

Bennett, Bruce W., Christopher P. Twomey, and Gregory F. Treverton. “What Are Asymmetric 
Strategies.” RAND National Defense Research Institute, no. DB-246-OSD (1999). 

Berg, Mark T. and Rolf Loeber. “Violent Conduct and Victimization Risk in the Urban Illicit 
Drug Economy: A Prospective Examination.” Justice Quarterly 32, no. 1 (2015): 32-55. 

Bermudez, Joseph G. North Korean Special Forces. London: Jane’s Publishing Co., Ltd., 1988. 

Bolger, Daniel P. Scenes from an Unfinished War: Low-Intensity Conflict in Korea, 1966-1969, 
Leavenworth Papers, no. 19. Fort Leavenworth, KY: US Army Command and General 
Staff College, 1991. 



236 
 

Brands Jr., Hal W. “Testing Massive Retaliation: Credibility and Crisis Management in the 
Taiwan Strait.” International Security 12, no. 4 (1988): 124-151. 

----------- .  “The Age of Vulnerability: Eisenhower and the National Insecurity State.” The 
American Historical Review 94, no. 4 (1989): 963-89 

Brooks, Stephen G., G. John Ikenberry, and William C. Wohlforth. “Don’t come Home, America: 
The Case against Retrenchment.” International Security 37, no. 3 (2013): 7-51 

Bucher, Lloyd M. Bucher : My Story. Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1970. 

Bush, George H. W. “Address to nation announcing the deployment of United States armed 
forces to Saudi Arabia,” August 8, 1990, The George H. W. Bush Presidential Library. 
Accessed December 20, 2018, https://bush41library.tamu.edu/archives/public-
papers/2147. 

Byun, Chang-Ku. “Park Chung-hee jeongbuui daebuk jeongchek: pyeonggawa hamui (in 
Korean).” [Park Chung Hee Government’s Policies toward North Korea : Evaluation and 
Implication] Tongil Jeonlyak (Unification Strategy) 11, no. 2 (2017): 9-38. 

Carter, Jimmy. “Letter to the President of the U.S. Olympic Committee on the 1980 Summer 
Olympics Games To Be Held in Moscow.” January 20, 1980, The American Presidency 
Project. Accessed October 1, 2018, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=33059.  

Cha, Victor D. Beyond the Final Score: The Politics of Sports in Asia. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2008. 

----------- . “Powerplay: Origins of the US alliance system in Asia.” International Security 34, no. 3 
(2010): 158-96. 

----------- . Powerplay: The Origins of the American Alliance System in Asia. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2016. 

Chamberlain, Neville. In Search of Peace: Speeches by the British Prime Minister. New York: 
Van Rees Press, 1939. 

Chang, Gordon H. “To the Nuclear Brink: Eisenhower, Dulles, and the Quemoy-Matsu Crisis.” 
International Security 12, no. 4 (1988): 96-123.  

Chang, Gordon H., and He Di. “The Absence of War in the US-China Confrontation over 
Quemoy and Matsu in 1954-1955: Contingency, Luck, Deterrence.” The American 
Historical Review 98, no. 5 (1993): 1500-24. 

Chapman, William. “China Says it is Open to Talks with US about Korean Peninsula,” The 
Washington Post, October 21, 1983.  

Charmley, John. Chamberlain and the Lost Peace (Chicago, IL: Ivan R. Dee, 1989). 

Cho, Gab-je. “1984nyeon bukui sujae mulja jiwon bihwa (in Korean),” [The Story Behind North 
Korea’s Provision of Flood Aid in 1984]. Chogabje.com, September 3, 2012. accessed 



237 
 

August 15, 2019, 
http://www.chogabje.com/board/column/view.asp?C_IDX=46880&C_CC=BC&ppage=/
board/subcon/list.asp&sC_CC=F1059.  

Christensen, Thomas J. Worse than a Monolith: Alliance Politics and Problems of Coercive 
Diplomacy in Asia. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011. 

Churchill, Winston. The Gathering Storm. CO: Houghton Mifflin, 1948.  

CIA Declassified Documents, https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom.  

Clare, Joe, and Vesna Danilovic. “Multiple Audiences and Reputation Building in International 
Conflicts.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 54, no. 6 (2010): 860-82. 

Clough, Ralph N. Embattled Korea: The Rivalry for International Support. New York: 
Routledge, 2019. 

Cohen, Eliot A. “How Trump Is Ending the American Era.” The Atlantic, October 2017. 
Accessed January 15, 2020. https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2017/10/is-
trump-ending-the-american-era/537888/.  

Conclusions of the Meetings of the Cabinet. CAB 23/92, Jan 24-Mar 14, 1938. Kew, UK: The 
National Archives of the UK. 

Conclusions of the Meetings of the Cabinet. CAB 23/93, Mar 16-Jun 1, 1938. Kew, UK: The 
National Archives of the UK. 

Conclusions of the Meetings of the Cabinet. CAB 23/94, Jun 15-Aug 30, 1938. Kew, UK: The 
National Archives of the UK. 

Conclusions of the Meetings of the Cabinet. CAB 23/95, Sep 12-Oct 3, 1938. Kew, UK: The 
National Archives of the UK. 

Cramton, Peter C. “Strategic Delay in Bargaining with Two-sided Uncertainty.” The Review of 
Economic Studies 59, no. 1 (1992): 205-25.  

Crawford, Timothy W. “Preventing Enemy Coalitions: How Wedge Strategies Shape Power 
Politics.” International Security 35, no. 4 (2011): 155-89. 

Crescenzi, Mark J. C., and Andrew J. Enterline. “Time Remembered: A Dynamic Model of 
Interstate Interaction.” International Studies Quarterly 45, no. 3 (2001): 409-31. 

Croco, Sarah E. “The Decider’s Dilemma: Leader Culpability, War Outcomes, and Domestic 
Punishment.” American Political Science Review 105, no. 3 (2011): 457-77. 

Dafoe, Allan, and Devin Caughey. “Honor and War: Southern US Presidents and the Effects of 
Concern for Reputation.” World Politics 68, no. 2 (2016): 341-81. 

Dafoe, Allan, Jonathon Renshon, and Paul Huth. “Reputation and Status as Motives for War.” 
Annual Review of Political Science 17 (2014): 371-93. 



238 
 

Debs, Alexandre, and Hein E. Goemans. “Regime Type, the Fate of Leaders, and War.” 
American Political Science Review 104, no. 3 (2010): 430-45. 

Department of State Bulletin. Vol. 30 (1954; Jan-Jun). 

Department of State Bulletin. Vol. 31 (1954; Jul-Dec). 

Department of State Bulletin. Vol. 32 (1955; Jan-Jul). 

Department of State Bulletin. Vol. 39 (1958; Jul-Dec). 

Department of State Bulletin. Vol. 58 (1968; Jan-Jun). 

Department of State Declassified Document, https://foia.state.gov/Search/.  

Di, He. “The Evolution of the People’s Republic of China’s Policy toward the Offshore Islands.” 
in The Great Powers in East Asia, 1953-1960, edited by Warren I. Cohen and Akira Iriye, 
222-45. New York: Columbia University Press, 1990. 

Dilks, David. “Appeasement Revisited.” University of Leeds Review 15 (1972): 28-56. 

----------- . “‘We Must Hope for the Best and Prepare for the Worst’: The Prime Minister, the 
Cabinet and Hitler’s Germany, 1937-1939.” Proceedings of the British Academy 73 
(1987): 309-52. 

Dutton, David. Neville Chamberlain. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001. 

Edelstein, David M. “Managing Uncertainty: Beliefs about Intentions and the Rise of Great 
Powers.” Security Studies 12, no. 1 (2002): 1-40. 

Eisenhower, Dwight D. “State of the Union Address, 1954.” January 7, 1954. Accessed 
December 3, 2019. https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/eisenhower-
state54/.  

----------- . “The President’s News Conference.” March 16, 1955, The American Presidency Project. 
Accessed September 2, 2018. https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/the-
presidents-news-conference-325.  

Eliades, George C. “Once More unto the Breach: Eisenhower, Dulles, and Public Opinion during 
the Offshore Islands Crisis of 1958.” The Journal of American-East Asian Relations 2, no. 
4 (1993): 343-67. 

Fearon, James D. “Rationalist Explanations for War.” International Organization 49, no. 3 
(1995): 379-414 

----------- . “Signaling Foreign Policy Interests: Tying Hands versus Sinking Costs.” Journal of 
Conflict Resolution 41, no. 1 (1997): 68-90. 

Feiling, Keith. The Life of Neville Chamberlain. London: Macmillan and co., 1946. 



239 
 

Finnemore, Martha. “Norms, Culture, and World Politics: Insights from Sociology’s 
Institutionalism.” International Organization 50, no. 2 (1996): 325-47. 

Finney, Patrick. “Introduction: History Writing and the Origins of the Second World War.” in 
The Origins of the Second World War: a Reader, edited by Patrick Finney, 1-34. New 
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997. 

----------- . “The Romance of Decline: The Historiography of Appeasement and British National 
Identity.” Electronic Journal of International History 1 (2000): 1-14. 

Fisher, Max. “Do U.S. Strikes Send a ‘Message’ to Rivals? There’s No Evidence.” The New 
York Times, April 21, 2017. 

Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS). 

Foreign Relations of the United States, 1952-54. Volume XIV, Part 1, China and Japan. ed. 
David W. Mabon and Harriet D. Schwar. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 
1985. 

Foreign Relations of the United States. 1955-57, Volume II, China, edited by Harriet D. Schwar. 
Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1986. 

Foreign Relations of the United States, 1958-60. Volume XIX, China, edited by Harriet D. 
Schwar. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1996. 

Foreign Relations of the United States, 1958-60. Volume XIX, China, Microfiche Supplement, 
edited by Harriet D. Schwar. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1996. 

Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964-68. Volume XXIX, Part 1, Korea, edited by Karen 
L. Gatz. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2000. 

Frank, Richard B. “Why Truman Dropped the Bomb.” The Weekly Standard 10 (2005): 20-24. 

General Records of the Department of State (Record Group 59). Central Files 1967-69, POL 7 
US (College Park, MD: The National Archives). 

General Records of the Department of State (Record Group 59). Central Files 1967-69, POL 7 
US VANCE (College Park, MD: The National Archives). 

General Records of the Department of State (Record Group 59). Central Files 1967-69, POL 15-
1 KOR S (College Park, MD: The National Archives). 

General Records of the Department of State (Record Group 59). Central Files 1967-69, POL 15-
2 KOR S (College Park, MD: The National Archives). 

General Records of the Department of State (Record Group 59). Central Files 1967-69, POL 23-
7 KOR S (College Park, MD: The National Archives). 

General Records of the Department of State (Record Group 59). Central Files 1967-69, POL 27-
3 KOR S (College Park, MD: The National Archives). 



240 
 

George, Alexander L., and Andrew Bennett. Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social 
Sciences. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005. 

George, Alexander L., and Richard Smoke. Deterrence in American Foreign Policy: Theory and 
Practice. New York: Columbia University Press, 1974. 

Ghosh, Dipankar. “Nonstrategic Delay in Bargaining: An Experimental Investigation.” 
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 67, no. 3 (1996): 312-25. 

----------- . “Tolerance for Ambiguity, Risk Preference, and Negotiator Effectiveness.” Decision 
Sciences 25, no. 2 (1994): 263-80. 

Gilpin, Robert. War and Change in World Politics. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1981. 

Glaser, Charles L. Rational Theory of International Politics: The Logic of Competition and 
Cooperation. Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010. 

----------- . “The Security Dilemma Revisited.” World Politics, 50, no. 1 (1997): 171-201. 

Glick, Steven, and Rachel Croson. “Reputation in Negotiations.” in Wharton on Making 
Decisions, edited by Stephen J. Hoch and Howard C. Kunreuther, 177-86. Hoboken, NJ: 
John Wiley and Sons, 2001. 

Goddard, Stacie E. “The Rhetoric of Appeasement: Hitler’s Legitimation and British Foreign 
Policy, 1938-1939.” Security Studies 24, no. 1 (2015): 95-130. 

Goertz, Gary, and Paul F. Diehl. “Enduring Rivalries: Theoretical Constructs and Empirical 
Patterns.” International Studies Quarterly 37, no. 2 (1993): 147-71. 

Goodby, James E. “Groundbreaking Diplomacy: An Interview with George Shultz.” The Foreign 
Service Journal, December 2016. Accessed January 30, 2020. 
http://www.afsa.org/groundbreaking-diplomacy-interview-george-shultz. 

Gorbachev, Mikhail. “A President Who Listened.” The New York Times, June 7, 2004. 

Gordon, Leonard H. D. “United States Opposition to Use of Force in the Taiwan Strait, 1954-
1962.” The Journal of American History 72, no. 3 (1985): 637-60. 

Grossman, Sanford J., and Motty Perry. “Sequential Bargaining under Asymmetric Information.” 
Journal of Economic Theory 39, no. 1 (1986): 120-54. 

Guisinger, Alexandra, and Alastair Smith. “Honest Threats: The Interaction of Reputation and 
Political Institutions in International Crises.” The Journal of Conflict Resolution 46, no. 2 
(2002): 175-202. 

Haberman, Clyde. “Koreans Disagree on Aid by North,” The New York Times, September 19, 
1984. 

----------- . “North Korea Rejects Burma’s Charge in Bombing.” The New York Times, November 6, 
1983. 



241 
 

Hafner-Burton, Emilie M., Stephan Haggard, David A. Lake, and David G. Victor, ed. “The 
Behavioral Revolution and International Relations.” International Organization 71, 
Special Issue (2017). 

Han, Yong-sup. “The May Sixteenth Military Coup.” in The Park Chung Hee Era: The 
Transformation of South Korea, edited by Byung-kook Kim and Ezra F. Vogel, 35-57. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011. 

Hansard. “Foreign Affairs and Rearmament.” House of Commons Debate, March 24, 1938. Vol. 
333, cc1399-514. Accessed January 20, 2019. https://api.parliament.uk/historic-
hansard/commons/1938/mar/24/foreign-affairs-and-
rearmament#S5CV0333P0_19380324_HOC_308. 

----------- . “Personal Explanation (Duff Cooper).” House of Commons Debate, October 3, 1938. 
Vol. 339, cc29-40. Accessed January 16, 2019. https://api.parliament.uk/historic-
hansard/commons/1938/oct/03/personal-explanation.   

----------- . “Policy of His Majesty’s Government.” House of Commons Debate, October 5, 1938. 
Vol. 339, cc337-454. Accessed January 17, 2019. https://api.parliament.uk/historic-
hansard/commons/1938/oct/05/policy-of-his-majestys-government.  

----------- . “Prime Minister’s Statement.” House of Commons Debate, October 3, 1938. Vol. 339, 
cc40-162. Accessed January 16, 2019. https://api.parliament.uk/historic-
hansard/commons/1938/oct/03/prime-ministers-statement. 

Hartnett, Stephen J. “Avoiding “A Chain Reaction of Disaster”: A Reappraisal of the 
Eisenhower White House’s Handling of the 1954-1955 Quemoy Crisis.” Presidential 
Studies Quarterly 48, no. 4 (2018): 768-803. 

Harvey, Frank P., and John Mitton. Fighting for Credibility: US Reputation and International 
Politics. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016. 

Heinrichs, Waldo. “Eisenhower and Sino-American Confrontation.” in The Great Powers in East 
Asia, 1953-1960, edited by Warren I. Cohen and Akira Iriye, 86-103. NY: Columbia 
University Press, 1990. 

Hoare, Samuel. Nine Troubled Years. London: Collins, 1954. 

Holsti, Kalevi J. International Politics: A Framework for Analysis. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall, 1967. 

Hong, Seuk-Ryule. “1968nyeondae hanmi gwangyewa Park Chung-hee gunsa jeonggwon (in 
Korean).” [The US policy toward Korea and Park Chung-hee Regime in 1960s] 
Yeoksawa Hyeonsil (Quarterly Review of Korean History) 56 (2005): 269-302. 

Hopf, Ted. Peripheral Visions: Deterrence Theory and American Foreign Policy in the Third 
World, 1965-1990. Ann Harbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1994. 

Horowitz, Michael C., and Allan C. Stam. “How Prior Military Experience Influences the Future 
Militarized Behavior of Leaders.” International Organization 68, no. 3 (2014): 527-59. 



242 
 

Huth, Paul K. “Reputations and Deterrence: A Theoretical and Empirical Assessment.” Security 
Studies 7, no. 1 (1997): 72-99. 

Huth, Paul K., Christopher Gelpi, and D. Scott Bennett. “The Escalation of Great Power 
Militarized Disputes: Testing Rational Deterrence Theory and Structural Realism.” 
American Political Science Review 87, no. 3 (1993): 609-23. 

Jackson, Van. Rival Reputations: Coercion and Credibility in US-North Korea Relations 
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2016. 

Jefferies, Brian. “A Bitter Quest for Revenge,” Maclean’s, October 24, 1983. 

----------- . “The slaughter in Rangoon.” Maclean’s, October 17, 1983. 

Jenerette, Vandon E. “The Forgotten DMZ.” Military Review 58 (1988): 32-43. 

Jervis, Robert. “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma.” World Politics 30, no. 2 (1978): 167-
214. 

----------- . “Perceiving and Coping with Threat.” in Psychology and Deterrence. Robert Jervis, 
Richard Ned Lebow, and Janice Gross Stein, 13-33. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1989. 

----------- . Perception and Misperception in International Politics. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1976. 

----------- .  “The Impact of the Korean War on the Cold War.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 24, no. 
4 (1980): 563-92. 

----------- . The Logic of Images in International Relations. New York: Columbia University Press, 
1970. 

Jones, Matthew. “Targeting China: US Nuclear Planning and “Massive Retaliation” in East Asia, 
1953-1955.” Journal of Cold War Studies 10, no.4 (2008): 37-65. 

Kahneman, Daniel. Thinking, Fast and Slow. New York: Macmillan, 2011.  

Kalicki, Jan Henryk. The Pattern of Sino-American Crises: Political-Military Interactions in the 
1950s. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1975. 

Kaufman, Scott. “Operation Oracle: The United States, Great Britain, New Zealand, and the 
Offshore Islands Crisis of 1954-55.” The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 
32, no. 3 (2004): 106-24. 

Kennedy, Paul M. “‘Appeasement’ and British Defence Policy in the Inter-War Years.” British 
Journal of International Studies 4, no. 2 (1978): 161-77. 

----------- . Strategy and Diplomacy, 1870-1945. London: George Allen and Unwin, 1983. 

----------- . “The Tradition of Appeasement in British Foreign Policy 1865-1939.” Review of 
International Studies 2, no. 3 (1976): 195-215. 



243 
 

Kertzer, Joshua D. Resolve in International Politics. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2016.  

King, Martin Luther. “Loving Your Enemies.” Sermon Delivered at Dexter Avenue Baptist 
Church, November 17, 1957. Accessed March 3, 2020, 
https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/loving-your-enemies-sermon-
delivered-dexter-avenue-baptist-church. 

Kim, Byung-kook. “Introduction: The Case for Political History.” in The Park Chung Hee Era: 
The Transformation of South Korea, edited by Byung-kook Kim and Ezra F. Vogel, 1-31. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011. 

Kim, Ji Young. “Silmido 3: Gamoeniseole poseop danghan minganindeul (in Korean).” [Silmido, 
Part 3: Civilians who were Recruited under False Pretexts] Sisa Journal, no. 1507. 
Accessed October 30, 2019, 
http://www.sisajournal.com/news/articleView.html?idxno=177269.  

----------- . “Silmido 4: Ingan byeonggi wihae jiok hunryun ‘jukeumui ddang’ (in Korean),” 
[Silmido Part 4: The Land of Death where Soldiers were Trained to be Human Killing 
Machines] Sisa Journal, no. 1507. Accessed October 30, 2019, 
http://www.sisajournal.com/news/articleView.html?idxno=177260. 

Kim, Joo Yup, and Sang Hoon Nam. “The Concept and Dynamics of Face: Implications for 
Organizational Behavior in Asia.” Organization Science 9, no. 4 (1998): 522-34. 

Korea Institute of National Unification (KINU), Nambuk Gwangye Yeonpyo (in Korean) 
[Chronology of Inter-Korean Relations]. Seoul: KINU, 1998. 

Kreps, David M. and Robert Wilson. “Reputation and Imperfect Information.” Journal of 
Economic Theory 27, no. 2 (1982): 253-79. 

Kugler, Jacek, A. F. K. Organski, and Daniel J. Fox. “Deterrence and the Arms Race: The 
Impotence of Power.” International Security 4, no. 4 (1980): 105-38. 

Kupchan, Charles. The Vulnerability of Empire. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1994. 

Kydd, Andrew H. Trust and Mistrust in International Relations. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2007. 

----------- . “Trust, Reassurance, and Cooperation.” International Organization 54, no. 2 (2000): 
325-57. 

Larson, James F., and Heung-soo Park. Global Television and the Politics of the Seoul Olympics. 
Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1993. 

Layne, Christopher “Security Studies and the Use of History: Neville Chamberlain’s Grand 
Strategy Revisited.” Security Studies 17, no. 3 (2008): 397-437. 



244 
 

Lee, Sangsoon. “1980nyeondae cho waegyo hwangyung byunhwawa bukhanui Aung San Terror 
(in Korean).” [The Study on the Purpose and Effects of North Korean ‘Rangoon 
bombing’] Damron 201 (Discourse 201) 19, no. 3 (2016): 83-110. 

Lee, Steven. “The Korean Armistice and the End of Peace: The US-UN Coalition and the 
Dynamics of War-Making in Korea, 1953-76.” Journal of Korean Studies 18, no. 2 
(2013): 183-224. 

Leng, Russell J. “When will they ever Learn? Coercive Bargaining in Recurrent Crises.” Journal 
of Conflict Resolution 27, no. 3 (1983): 379-419. 

Lerner, Mitchell B. The Pueblo Incident: A Spy Ship and the Failure of American Foreign Policy. 
Lawrence, KY: University Press of Kansas, 2002. 

Levendusky, Matthew S., and Michael C. Horowitz. “When Backing Down is the Right Decision: 
Partisanship, New Information, and Audience Costs.” The Journal of Politics 74, no. 2 
(2012): 323-38. 

Levy, Jack S., Michael K. McKoy, Paul Poast, and Geoffrey P.R. Wallace. “Backing Out or 
Backing In? Commitment and Consistency in Audience Costs Theory.” American 
Journal of Political Science 59, no. 4 (2015): 988-1001. 

Li, Yuanchao. “The Politics of Artillery Shelling: A Study of the Taiwan Strait Crises.” Beijing 
Review 35 (1992): 32-38.  

Lissner, Rebecca F. “Roundtable on Fighting for Credibility: U.S. Reputation and International 
Politics.” H-Diplo Roundtable X, no. 3 (2017). Accessed December 2, 2019. 
https://issforum.org/roundtables/10-3-credibility. 

Lobell, Steven E. “The Second Face of Security: Britain’s ‘Smart’ Appeasement Policy towards 
Japan and Germany.” International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 7, no. 1 (2006): 73-98. 

MacDonald, Paul K., and Joseph M. Parent. “Trump Didn’t Shrink U.S. Military Commitments 
Abroad - He Expanded Them.” Foreign Affairs, December 3, 2019. Accessed January 15, 
2020. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2019-12-03/trump-didnt-shrink-us-
military-commitments-abroad-he-expanded-them. 

McMahon, Robert J. “Credibility and World Power: Exploring the Psychological Dimension in 
Postwar American Diplomacy.” Diplomatic History 15, no. 4 (1991): 455-72.  

Mearsheimer, John J. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, 2001. 

Medlicott, William N. British Foreign Policy since Versailles, 1919-1963. London: Methuen, 
1968. 

Mercer, Jonathan. “Prospect Theory and Political Science.” Annual Review of Political Science 8 
(2005): 1-21. 

----------- . Reputation and International Politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996. 



245 
 

Michishita, Narushige. North Korea’s Military-Diplomatic Campaigns, 1966-2008. New York: 
Routledge, 2010. 

Milgrom, Paul, and John Roberts. “Predation, Reputation, and Entry Deterrence.” Journal of 
Economic Theory 27, no. 2 (1982): 280-312. 

Miller, Gregory D. “Hypotheses on Reputation: Alliance Choices and the Shadow of the Past.” 
Security Studies 12, no. 3 (2003): 40-78. 

----------- . The Shadow of the Past: Reputation and Military Alliances before the First World War. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2012. 

Moravcsik, Andrew. “Taking Preferences Seriously: A Liberal Theory of International Politics.” 
International Organization 51, no. 4 (1997): 513-53. 

Morgenthau, Hans. Politics among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace. New York: 
Knopf, 1967. 

Nalebuff, Barry. “Rational Deterrence in an Imperfect World.” World Politics 43, no. 3 (1991): 
313-35. 

Neville, Peter. Hitler and Appeasement: The British Attempt to Prevent the Second World War. 
London: Hambledon Continuum, 2006. 

Nye Jr., Joseph S. “Recovering American Leadership.” Survival 50, no. 1 (2008): 55-68. 

----------- .  “The Case for Deep Engagement.” Foreign Affairs 74, no. 4 (1995): 90-102. 

Obama, Barack H. “Renewing American Leadership.” Foreign Affairs 86, no. 4 (2007): 2-16. 

Oberdorfer, Don, and Robert Carlin. The Two Koreas: A Contemporary History. New York: 
Basic Books, 2014.  

Onihsi, Norimitsu. “South Korean Movie Unlocks Door on a Once-Secret Past.” The New York 
Times, February 15, 2004. 

Ostermann, Christian F., and James F. Person. Crisis and Confrontation on the Korean 
Peninsula, 1968-1969: A Critical Oral History. Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson 
International Center for Scholars, 2011. 

Owen, Frank, Michael Foot, and Peter Howard (Cato). Guilty Men. London: Victor Gollancz 
Ltd., 1940. 

Parent, Joseph M., and Paul K. MacDonald. “The Wisdom of Retrenchment: America must Cut 
Back to Move Forward.” Foreign Affairs 90, no. 6 (2011): 32-47. 

Park, Tae-Gyun. “Beyond the Myth: Reassessing the Security Crisis on the Korean Peninsula 
during the mid-1960s.” Pacific Affairs 82, no. 1 (2009): 93-110. 

Parker, Robert A. C. Chamberlain and Appeasement: British Policy and the Coming of the 
Second World War. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1993. 



246 
 

----------- . Churchill and Appeasement: Could Churchill Have Prevented the Second World War. 
New York: Macmillan, 2000. 

Parsi, Trita. Losing an Enemy: Obama, Iran, and the Triumph of Diplomacy. New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2017. 

Posen, Barry R. Restraint: A New Foundation for US Grand Strategy. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 2014.  

Pound, Richard W. Five Rings Over Korea: The Secret Negotiations behind the 1988 Olympic 
Games in Seoul. New York: Little, Brown and Company, 1994. 

Powell, Robert. “Uncertainty, Shifting Power, and Appeasement.” American Political Science 
Review 90, no. 4 (1996): 749-764. 

Press, Daryl G. Calculating Credibility: How Leaders Assess Military Threats. Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 2005. 

Radchenko, Sergey. “Sport and Politics on the Korean Peninsula: North Korea and the 1988 
Seoul Olympics.” North Korea International Documentation Project (NKIDP) E-Dossier 
3 (2011), 
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/publication/NKIDP_e
Dossier_3_North_Korea_and_the_1988_Seoul_Olympics.pdf.  

Rah, Jong-il. Aung San Terrorist Kang Min-chul (in Korean) [Kang Min-Chul, the Aungsan 
Terrorist]. Seoul: Changbi Publishers, 2013. 

Rawnsley, Adam. “How (Not) to Kill Kim Jong Un.” Foreign Policy, July 6, 2017.  

Record, Jeffrey. “Retiring Hitler and Appeasement from the National Security Debate.” 
Parameters 38, no. 2 (2008): 91-101. 

----------- . “The Use and Abuse of History: Munich, Vietnam and Iraq.” Survival 49, no. 1 (2007): 
163-180. 

Richardson, James L. “New Perspectives on Appeasement: Some Implications for International 
Relations.” World Politics 40, no. 3 (1988): 289-316. 

Ripsman, Norrin M., and Jack S. Levy. “Wishful Thinking or Buying Time? The Logic of 
British Appeasement in the 1930s.” International Security 33, no. 2 (2008): 148-181. 

Rosato, Sebastian. “The Inscrutable Intentions of Great Powers.” International Security 39, no. 3 
(2015): 48-88. 

Ruggiero, John. Neville Chamberlain and British rearmament: Pride, Prejudice, and Politics. 
Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1999. 

Sanger, David E., and William J. Broad. “North Korea Missile Tests, ‘Very Standard’ to Trump, 
Show Signs of advancing Arsenal.” The New York Times, September 2, 2019. 



247 
 

Sarantakes, Nicholas Evan. “The Quiet War: Combat Operations along the Korean Demilitarized 
Zone, 1966-1969.” The Journal of Military History 64, no. 2 (2000): 439-57. 

Sartori, Anne E. Deterrence by Diplomacy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005. 

----------- . “The Might of the Pen: A Reputational Theory of Communication in International 
Disputes.” International Organization 56, no. 1 (2002): 121-49. 

Saunders, Richard M. “Military Force in the Foreign Policy of the Eisenhower Presidency.” 
Political Science Quarterly 100, no. 1 (1985): 97-116. 

Sayle, Murray. “Closing the File on Flight 007.” New Yorker, December 12, 1983. 

Schelling, Thomas C. Arms and Influence. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1966. 

----------- .  The Strategy of Conflict. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1960. 

Schweller, Randall L. Unanswered Threats: Political Constraints on the Balance of Power. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006. 

Sechser, Todd S. “Reputations and Signaling in Coercive Bargaining.” Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 62, no. 2 (2018): 318-45. 

Selten, Reinhard. “The Chain Store Paradox.” Theory and Decision 9, no. 2 (1978): 127-59. 

Self, Robert. Ed. The Chamberlain Diary Letters, vol. 4: The Downing Street Years, 1934-1940. 
New York: Routledge, 2005. 

Seo, Ui-dong. “1984nyeon bukhanui daenam jiwon (in Korean),” [North Korea’s Flood Aid of 
1984] Kyunghyang Shinmun, September 28, 2009. Accessed September 24, 2018, 
http://news.khan.co.kr/kh_news/khan_art_view.html?art_id=200909281752145. 

Shachtman, Tom. “It’s Time to Abandon ‘Munich’.” Foreign Policy, September 29, 2013. 

Shim, Ji-yeon. “Park Chung-hee, Chun Doo-hwan jeonggwonui tongil jeongchek (in Korean).” 
[The Unification Policies of the Park Chung-hee and Chun Doo-hwan Administrations] 
Tongil Siron (Discourse on Unification) (1999), 167-79. 

Shimshoni, Jonathan. Israel and Conventional Deterrence: Border Warfare from 1953 to 1970. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1988. 

Shin, Bum Shik. Major Speeches by Korea’s Park Chung Hee. Seoul: Hollym Corporation, 1970. 

Snyder, Glenn H. Alliance Politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996. 

Soman, Appu K. ““Who’s Daddy” in the Taiwan Strait? The Offshore Islands Crisis of 1958.” 
The Journal of American-East Asian Relations 3, no. 4 (1994): 373-98. 

Song, Hyo-soon. Bukgwe dobal samsipnyeon (in Korean) [Thirty Years of North Korean 
Provocations]. Seoul, South Korea: Institute of North Korean Studies, 1978. 

Stefans, John J. “Confessions of a Red Agent,” Army Digest 23, no. 5 (1968): 16-19. 



248 
 

Stein, Janice Gross. “Getting to the Table: Processes of International Prenegotiation.” 
International Journal 44, no. 2 (1989): 231-36. 

----------- . “Getting to the Table: The Triggers, Stages, Functions, and Consequences of 
Prenegotiation.” International Journal 44, no. 2 (1989): 475-504. 

----------- . “Reassurance in International Conflict Management.” Political Science Quarterly 106, 
no. 3 (1991): 431-51. 

Strasser, Steven, Larry Rother, and Frank Gibney Jr. “South Korea’s Grief and Rage.” Newsweek, 
October 24, 1983. 

Taliaferro, Jeffrey W. Balancing Risks: Great Power Intervention in the Periphery. Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 2004. 

Tang, Shiping. “Reputation, Cult of Reputation, and International Conflict.” Security Studies 14, 
no. 1 (2005): 34-62. 

----------- . “The Security Dilemma: A Conceptual Analysis.” Security Studies 18, no. 3 (2009): 587-
623. 

Taylor, Alan J. P. The Origins Of The Second World War. London: Penguin Books, 1996. 

Thompson, William. “Identifying Rivals and Rivalries in World Politics.” International Studies 
Quarterly 45, no. 4 (2001): 557-86. 

Tingley, Dustin H., and Barbara F. Walter. “The Effect of Repeated Play on Reputation Building: 
An Experimental Approach.” International Organization 65, no. 2 (Spring 2011): 343-65. 

Tinsley, Catherine H., Kathleen M. O’Connor, and Brandon A. Sullivan. “Tough Guys Finish 
Last: The Perils of a Distributive Reputation.” Organizational Behavior and Human 
Decision Processes 88, no. 2 (2002): 621-42. 

Tomz, Michael. Reputation and International Cooperation: Sovereign Debt across Three 
Centuries. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012. 

Topalli, Volkan, Richard Wright, and Robert Fornango. “Drug Dealers, Robbery and Retaliation: 
Vulnerability, Deterrence and the Contagion of Violence.” British Journal of 
Criminology 42, no. 2 (2002): 337-51. 

Treisman, “Rational Appeasement,” International Organization 58, no. 2 (2004): 345-73. 

Trubowitz, Peter, and Peter Harris. “When States Appease: British Appeasement in the 1930s.” 
Review of International Studies 41, no. 2 (2015): 289-311. 

Truman, Harry. “Radio and Television Address to the American People on the Situation in 
Korea.” July 9, 1950, The Harry S. Truman Presidential Library. Accessed December 19, 
2018, https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/soundrecording-records/sr62-79-1-radio-and-
television-address-american-people-situation-korea. 



249 
 

UN Security Council, “Note by the President of the Security Council,” S/16743, September 17, 
1984. Accessed July 12, 2019, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/68860/files/S_16743-
EN.pdf.  

Walter, Barbara F. “Building Reputation: Why Governments Fight some Separatists but Not 
Others.” American Journal of Political Science 50, no. 2 (2006), 313-30. 

Ward, Steven. Status and the Challenge of Rising Powers. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2017. 

Watt, Donald C. “1939 Revisited: On Theories of the Origins of Wars.” International Affairs 65, 
no. 4 (1989): 685-92. 

Weeks, Jessica L. “Strongmen and Straw Men: Authoritarian Regimes and the Initiation of 
International Conflict.” American Political Science Review 106, no. 2 (2012): 326-47. 

Weisiger, Alex, and Keren Yarhi-Milo. “Revisiting Reputation: How Past Actions Matter in 
International Politics.” International Organization 69, no. 2 (2015): 473-95. 

Wells, Samuel F. “The Origins of Massive Retaliation.” Political Science Quarterly 96, no.1 
(1981): 31-52. 

Wendt, Alexander. “Anarchy is what States make of it: The Social Construction of Power 
Politics.” International Organization 46, no. 2 (1992): 391-425. 

Wiegand, Krista E. “Militarized Territorial Disputes: States’ attempts to Transfer Reputation for 
Resolve.” Journal of Peace Research 48, no. 1 (2011): 101-13. 

Wintrobe, Ronald. “How to Understand, and Deal with Dictatorship: An Economist’s View.” 
Economics of Governance 2, no. 1 (2001): 35-58. 

----------- . The Political Economy of Dictatorship. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
1998. 

Wolford, Scott. “The Turnover Trap: New Leaders, Reputation, and International Conflict.” 
American Journal of Political Science 51, no. 4 (2007): 772-88.  

Yang, Joon-seok. “1968nyeon Puebloho sageon chogi hankgugjeongbu ui migug e daehan 
daeung jeonlyak: bangki ui duryeoumeul jungsimeuro (in Korean).” [The ROK 
Government`s Counter Strategy to the US at the Beginning stage of the 1968 Pueblo 
Incident: Focused on the Fear of Abandonment] Gunsa (Military History) 105 (2017): 
151-88. 

Yarhi-Milo, Keren. Who Fights for Reputation: The Psychology of Leaders in International 
Conflict. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018. 

Yoon, Taeyoung. “Terrorism and Crisis Management: The Rangoon Bombing Incident of 1983.” 
Global Economic Review 30, no. 4 (2011): 113-26.  



250 
 

----------- . “The Blue House Raid and the Pueblo Incident of 1968: From a Perspective of South 
Koreas Crisis Management under the South Korea-US. Alliance.” The Korean Journal of 
Security Affairs 5, no. 1 (2000): 51-77. 

Zartman, I. William. “Prenegotiation: Phases and Functions.” International Journal 44, no. 2 
(1989): 237-53. 

Zhang, Shu Guang. Deterrence and Strategic Culture: Chinese-American Confrontations, 1949-
1958. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992. 

Zinner, Paul E., ed. Documents on American Foreign Relations 1958. London: Oxford 
University Press, 1959. 

 

 


