Chapter 6

Seoul in Isolation: Explaining South
Korean Nuclear Behavior, 1968-1980
Though it relies extensively on atomic power as a civilian source of energy, South Korea’s use of the
atom has not always been peaceful. Scholars surmise that South Korean nuclear behavior began in 1970
when the government in Seoul initiated feasibility studies to explore nuclear weapons development. Two
years later, South Korea began to devote resources to develop nuclear weapons. This program lasted
only several years before its cancellation in 1975 and the accompanying decision to ratify the NPT. These
actions, however, did not signify a complete end to South Korea’s nuclear behavior. Suspicions of a nuclear
program re-emerged in the late 1970s when a major domestic debate erupted briefly in South Korea over
its foreign policy and the need for an independent nuclear capability.
The record of South Korean nuclear behavior, as summarized in Table 1, raises several questions.
First, what prompted the South Korean government to consider the acquisition of nuclear weapons in
1970? Second, why did South Korea all of a sudden not only reverse course, but also become a full
member of the NPT in 1975? Third, what explains the sporadic instances of South Korean nuclear
behavior after 1975? Indeed, that South Korea both started and stopped a nuclear weapons program
within a relatively short time frame constitutes an important empirical puzzle. As the case study will
demonstrate below, many of the factors that previous scholars emphasize to explain the beginning of a
nuclear weapons program remained present when the South Korean government terminated it. Existing
theories of nuclear proliferation have diﬃculty in accounting for these patterns.
Alliance compensation theory explains South Korea’s nuclear behavior better than the leading alternative explanations. Park Chung-hee, the South Korean President, first explored whether to acquire nuclear
weapons in response to Nixon’s sudden announcement to withdraw about a third of US forces from the
Korean peninsula. This announcement came at a time when the United States was seeking to curtail
its military commitments in East Asia due to mounting economic diﬃculties at home and its military
failure in Vietnam. Park ultimately decided to ratchet up his country’s nuclear program within a few
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Year
1970
1972
1975
1977-79

Summary of South Korea’s Nuclear Behavior
Feasibility studies on desirability of nuclear weapons program.
Initiation of nuclear weapons development.
Cancellation of nuclear weapons program; ratification of
NPT.
Domestic debate over nuclear weapons development; possible centrifuge program.
Table 6.1: Timeline of South Korea’s nuclear behavior.

years. Indeed, doubts over US alliance reliability remained even though Nixon made no further troop
withdrawals. Thus, South Korean nuclear ambitions continued unabated until the program’s discovery
in 1974. Shortly thereafter the United States used a variety of levers to coerce the dismantlement of the
program and force the South Korean government to ratify the NPT. I show that the United States was
able to coerce a favorable counterproliferation settlement because South Korea was uniquely dependent
on the United States for its security and economic needs. Still, South Korean leaders intimated that they
would reconstitute their nuclear program when US President Jimmy Carter tried (unsuccessfully) to fully
withdraw US troops from South Korea.
This chapter proceeds as follows. Section 1 describes the strategic and domestic context facing South
Korean decision-makers as well as competing predictions for South Korea’s behavior. Section 2 reviews
the history of the US-South Korean alliance prior to 1968. The purpose of this section is to highlight how
concerns over alliance abandonment and entrapment were sometimes manifest. Section 3 tracks changes
in US strategy in East Asia when President Richard Nixon came to oﬃce. It analyzes the conditions that
led the South Korean government to explore the nuclear weapons option in the early 1970s. Section 4
determines the connection between shifts in US strategic posture that President Nixon initiated and South
Korea’s nuclear behavior. Section 5 describes the successful counter-proliferation strategy implemented by
the Ford administration and then evaluates the ability of the competing theories to account for it. Section
6 investigates how President Jimmy Carter’s policy towards South Korea might have sparked renewed
interest in South Korea to develop nuclear weapons. Section 7 summarizes the empirical findings of the
chapter and raises several key themes that emerge from the analysis.

6.1

Empirical Predictions

In this section I describe the strategic and domestic context that South Korean decision-makers faced in
the 1960s and the 1970s. Accordingly, I specify the rival explanations that center on threat perceptions,
domestic politics, and US force posture.
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The Strategic Context
With an armistice ending the active stage of the Korean War signed in July 1953, the United States pledged
its commitments to the South Korean government by signing a new alliance treaty and establishing a large
troop presence in the country. Despite some concerns within the Eisenhower administration regarding
the wisdom of the treaty, it satisfied South Korean President Syngman Rhee’s demands for US defense
commitments and placate his “genuine, however exaggerated, fear of abandonment by the US.”1 After
all, Rhee let known to his US interlocutors that the withdrawal of US troops precipitated the invasion,
reminding them of the dangers of uncertain commitments by referring to pre-war statements that declared
South Korea as being outside the US defense perimeter in East Asia.2
The armistice still left South Korea in a precarious economic condition that over time would be
addressed. Relative to the North, it was poor, agrarian, and lacking in industry. Recognizing this
disparity, US policy-makers understood the importance of alleviating the impoverished status of South
Korea. Consequently, the United States coupled military support with economic aid and programs.3
Nevertheless, the South Korean government did not rely exclusively on US aid. Shortly after taking
power through a coup in 1961 Park used his military dictatorship to commit South Korea to a statist,
export-oriented economic strategy that generated rapid economic and growth industrialization.4 As a
result, South Korea’s industrial capacity increased severalfold by the end of the 1960s.
Despite the alliance with the United States and the armistice, South Korea’s geopolitical situation
was still highly threatening. The Chinese occupation force remained on North Korean territory until
1958, during which time the North Korean leadership led reconstruction eﬀorts to repair the devastation
wrought by the war. North Korea maintained a threatening posture after the withdrawal of the Chinese
military presence. Though Kim Il-song initially aligned himself with the Soviet Union, he ultimately chose
to side with China during the Sino-Soviet split. This realignment was significant because China’s behavior
in East Asia was more incendiary than that of the Soviet Union. After all, China’s leader Mao Tse-tung
denounced Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev’s resolution of the Cuban Missile Crisis and advocated for a
more confrontational and unyielding stance with the United States and other capitalist states. In fact,
while endorsing aggressive communist action during the Cuban Missile Crisis, China engaged in a border
war with India.5 It also sought a nuclear capability – a desire that was kindled following continuing
1
The US Department of Defense was particularly vocal in its opposition to a bilateral defense pact. Memorandum by the
Assistant Secretaries of State for United Nations Aﬀairs (Hickerson) and Far Eastern Aﬀairs (Robertson) to the Secretary of
State, June 8, 1953, Foreign Relations of the United States (hereafter FRUS) 1952-54, 7: 1155; Memorandum by the Joint
Chiefs of Staﬀ to the Secretary of Defense (Wilson), June 17, 1953, FRUS 1952-54, 7: 1190; Memorandum of Conversation,
August 1, 1953, FRUS 1952-54, 8: 1462. The quote about Rhee is found in The President of the Republic of Korea (Rhee)
to President Truman, March 21, 1952 FRUS 1952-54, 15: 114-116; Memorandum by the Deputy Assistant Secretary of State
for Far Eastern Aﬀairs (Johnson) to the Secretary of State, April 8, 1953 FRUS 1952-54, 15: 896.
2
See, e.g., Memorandum by the Secretary of State to the President, April 30, 1952, FRUS 1952-54 15: 185; Memorandum
by the Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for United Nations Aﬀairs (Sandifer) to the Secretary of State, FRUS 1952-54, 7:
1191.
3
The Department of the Army to the Commander in Chief, United Nations Command (Hull), FRUS 1952-54, 9: 1877-1878.
4
Amsden (1989).
5
Prozumenschikov (1996/1997, 253).
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confrontations with the United States over Taiwan and growing skepticism over Soviet support.6 As we
learned in chapter five, China first detonated a nuclear weapon in October 1964.
Within several years of China’s acquisition of nuclear weapons, North Korea resumed an aggressive
foreign policy directed against US and South Korean interests. Hoping to undermine the South KoreanAmerican alliance and incite an insurgency in the South, the North Korean government initiated irregular
warfare in the area around the Korean Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) in 1968. The pursuit of this strategy
led to a series of skirmishes between the two states that would last three years. Several actions were
especially provocative. First, the North Korean government attempted to assassinate Park in an incident
called the Blue House Raid on January 17, 1968. Second, just a week after this assassination attempt,
North Korean patrol boats captured the U SS Pueblo and its US crew in international waters. Despite
the close timing of these actions, members of the Johnson administration appeared to believe that North
Korea did not want war, preferring instead to harass US forces and challenge the US military presence
in East Asia.7 However, when North Korean fighter jets shot down an EC-121 reconnaissance aircraft,
some members of the Nixon administration believed that retaliatory use of force was finally necessary.8
Though the United States decided against a military response, key US decision-makers took note of South
Korea’s heightened threat perceptions. Following the shooting down of the reconnaissance flight, Nixon
noted that the mood in South Korea was “very jittery.” Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staﬀ General
Earl Wheeler commented that “they are apprehensive we won’t do anything.”9
These North Korean provocations took place against the backdrop of the Vietnam War. Hoping to
curb the spread of communism in the region, the United States devoted an increasing amount of manpower
and resources to assist South Vietnam in defeating and rolling back North Vietnamese eﬀorts at reunifying
the country under communist control. South Korea provided significant military assistance to the United
States in the Vietnam War. At the height of its involvement in the conflict, South Korea had as many
as fifty thousand troops in Vietnam. Several reasons explain the magnitude of South Korea’s military
contributions. First, unlike his predecessor, President Johnson wanted South Korea to provide support
to the conflict by playing a military role in Vietnam, thereby sharing the burden of fighting the war.10
Second, in exchange for these contributions, South Korea benefited from considerable increases in US
economic and military assistance.11 Economist Keuhno Park argues that Vietnam-related procurements
spurred greater economic growth in South Korea.12 South Korea also extracted greater assurances of
US security commitments.13 Third, Park shared the concerns of US policy-makers that the fate of East
Asian states in the struggle against transnational communism were linked. US success in Vietnam would,
6

Goldstein (2000).
Memorandum From Director of Central Intelligence Helms to Secretary Defense McNamara, January 23, 1968, FRUS
1964-68 29: 464-465; Summary Minutes of Pueblo Group, January 24, 1968, FRUS 1964-68, 29: 469-474.
8
Memorandum From the President’s Military Adviser (Haig) to the President’s Assistant for National Security Aﬀairs
(Kissinger), April 16, 1969, FRUS 1969-72, 19: 26-27.
9
Minutes of a National Security Council Meeting, April 16, 1969, FRUS 1969-72, 19: 31.
10
Hong (2011, 484).
11
Kim (1970, 519).
12
Park (2003, 376).
13
Memorandum of Conversation, May 18, 1965, FRUS 1964-1968, 29: 106-109.
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after all, strengthen the anti-communist coalition in the region. That Park had material incentives for
articulating these values should not obscure the plausibility of these beliefs when one takes into account
South Korea’s threat environment.
Still, a major reason for why the Johnson administration oﬀered a very limited response to North
Korean provocations is because it wanted to avoid the development of a second military front in East
Asia.14 Johnson’s inaction created new tensions in the alliance with South Korea. These tensions became
apparent during a meeting between former deputy secretary of defense Cyrus Vance and President Park.
In a memorandum to Johnson, Vance noted:
“Highly emotional volatile, frustrated and introspective, Park wanted to obtain from me a
pledge for the United States to join his Government in instant, punitive, and retaliatory actions
against North Korea in the event of another Blue House raid or comparable attack on some
other important South Korean economic, governmental, or military facility. He wanted my
assurance of an ‘automatic’ US response in the event of another serious raid against the ROK.
I refused to give any such assurances.”
Park even laid partial blame on the United States for the Blue House Raid itself. After all, North
Korean forces had to sneak behind the US forces that were positioned along the DMZ. Despite articulating
these criticisms, Vance and Park reiterated their countries’ Vietnam War and alliance commitments,
respectively.15
Because the North was still the most powerful of the two Koreas, the US military presence was
significant for improving the local conventional balance of power in the South’s favor. Reducing that
military presence would have meant a weakening of South Korea’s position vis-à-vis the North. In addition
to the US conventional military presence on the Korean peninsula, US tactical nuclear weapons were
stationed so as to bolster nuclear extended deterrence.16 Nevertheless, my main independent variable is
a shift in the strategic posture undertaken by the United States that removes (or threatens to remove)
conventional military resources away from the Korean peninsula. For a shift in the US strategic posture to
generate fears of abandonment and thereby encourage nuclear behavior, it should be either unanticipated
or unilateral (that is, without the consent of the ally).

The Domestic Context
Domestic politics explanations oﬀer the most compelling set of alternative hypotheses. These explanations
attach importance to either the role of economic preferences or the political institutions or norms that
prevail in domestic society. Some variation exists in the domestic institutions and economic strategies
found in South Korea. For much of the Cold War, South Korea was authoritarian. The form of authoritarianism changed with the country’s leadership, beginning with Rhee’s brutal authoritarianism to Parks
14

Lee (2006, 58).
Memorandum from Cyrus R. Vance to President Johnson, February 20, 1968, FRUS 1964-68, 29: 384-391.
16
These missiles remained on the peninsula until their withdrawal by US President George H.W. Bush with the approval
of the South Korean government.
15
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repressive rule and ending with Chun Doo-hwan’s military dictatorship. In the late-1980s South Korea
undertook democratic reforms and has remained a democratic state ever since.
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Figure 6.1: South Korea’s Industrial Capability. Source: Singer (1987).
Despite these changes in its political system, the South Korean state adopted an economic strategy
that emphasized the regulatory powers and macroeconomic management of the state. This so-called
‘developmental’ state assumes an active role in promoting economic growth by forging alliances with labor
and industry, protecting fledgling export industries, and establishing a large government bureaucracy to
oversee the private sector. Though Chalmers Johnson describes neighboring Japan as an archetypal of
the developmental state, other observers have extended the label to South Korea.17 As indicated earlier,
this ‘Asian Tiger’ maintained high growth rates between the 1960s and the 1990s largely by strengthening
those industries that produced export goods intended for rich, already industrialized states.18 Figure 1
highlights the growth evinced by the South Korean economy between 1950 and 2000. To measure economic
capacity, I draw data from Jo and Gartzke’s foundational quantitative study on the determinants of nuclear
proliferation. They use the average of energy consumption and iron or steel production in a given year
to calculate values for this index variable.19 In light of these trends, South Korea should not engage in
nuclear behavior at all so as not to compromise such economic strategies. Still, it is possible that these
political economic variables influenced South Korea’s termination of nuclear behavior.
Two conclusions can be drawn from the discussion regarding the strategic context confronting South
17
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Korean decision-makers towards the late 1960s. First, the threat environment in which South Korea
found itself was highly threatening. North Korea, under the patronage of a now nuclear-armed China,
initiated an aggressive foreign policy against South Korea. The intensity of these threats created further
incentive for South Korean leaders to uncover ways to neutralize North Korean coercive diplomacy and
deter military aggression. Second, the conventional military superiority of the North meant that the South
relied on the United States for its protection. Yet the strength of the US conventional military presence on
the peninsula would weaken. During the 1970s, two adverse shifts took place in the US strategic posture
that directly aﬀected South Korea. Only one of these announcements – the one made by Nixon in 1970
– materialized in a partial troop withdrawal. This reduction of one troop division took place after the
articulation of the Guam Doctrine. This foreign policy statement declared that US allies in East Asia
should bear a larger share of conventional defense in the region. 1968 marked the highest level of US
troops in South Korea ever since 1960. After that year, a notable drop occurred at about 1970 before
stabilizing at just over 40, 000 troops. This number appears to stabilize until a minor dip at the end of
the Cold War.20

Summary
To test the competing claims summarized in Table 2, I use process-tracing evidence to explain the pattern
of South Korean nuclear behavior for the years between 1968 and 1980.

6.2

Explaining the Onset of South Korean Nuclear Behavior

In this section, I show that South Korea began its nuclear behavior out of fear of US abandonment. These
anxieties regarding US alliance reliability became salient when Nixon announced the withdrawal of one
troop division, thereby the reducing the size of the US conventional military presence on the Korean
peninsula by a third. Ideally, documents would expressly show how South Korean decision-makers tied
decisions to engage in nuclear behavior with their apprehensions regarding US security commitments.
Such ‘smoking gun’ evidence is absent, however.21 Instead, we have to consider the sum total of circum20
Some readers might allege that it should not matter whether the major power patron stations 80, 000 or 100, 000 military
personnel on its ally’s territory. In other words, the diﬀerence between these two quantities should not have important
consequences for the robustness of the ‘trip wire’ that the troop presence embodies. After all, the costs of aggression are still
high for the adversary because it would involve the participation of the major power patron regardless of the actual size of
its troop deployments. Though this critique is important, it neglects the psychological eﬀects associated with partial troop
withdrawals. My theory emphasizes that even partial troop withdrawals can generate concerns over the medium- to long-term
intentions of the major power to credibly oﬀer extended deterrence. That is, partial troop withdrawals might lead allies to
anticipate even more troop withdrawals, thus prompting greater unease about the durability of the security commitments
they receive from their patrons. These beliefs are reasonable if the patron is undertaking additional troop redeployments in
the ally’s own region.
21
Historian Seung-Young Kim cites a quotation of Park’s own daughter that draws this connection explicitly, stating that
her father’s decision to acquire nuclear weapons was “to safeguard national security when American commitment became
uncertain while China and the Soviet Union continued to provide the alliance support to North Korea.” Park Geun-hye
quoted in Kim (2001, 57). This explanation, gleaned from a 2001 interview with the historian, might seem like a post hoc
rationalization of events, but is nevertheless consistent with statements made in the mid-1970s by South Korean leaders
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Major power pressure and
bargaining

Threat perceptions

Preferences over political
economy and foreign policy; coalition politics

Alliance Compensation
Theory:
Termination

Balance-of-Threat
Theory

Domestic Politics
Explanation

Level of internationalization
of economic strategy shapes
incentives for nuclear behavior; Economically conservatives engage in nuclear
behavior so long as they
stay in power; nuclear reversal follows change in ruling
coalition

Interaction of economic
and security dependence
shape
counterproliferation eﬀectiveness and ally
responsiveness to major
power pressure
Presence of direct military
threat provides incentives
for nuclear behavior

Observable Implications
Adverse troop redeployments suggest abandonment
and provoke aﬀected allies
into engaging in nuclear
behavior

Case Predictions
Nixon’s 1970 troop withdrawals in light of changes
in US posture in East Asia
should lead South Korea
to adopt nuclear behavior;
Carter’s plan for total troop
withdrawal should restart
South Korean nuclear behavior in late 1970s
South Korean bilateral security pact and economic
dependence on the United
States should imply quick
counterproliferation eﬀort in
both instances
Probability of nuclear behavior should increase over
time as function of North
Korean depredations and
Chinese atomic detonation
during mid-1960s; deproliferation occurs when these
threats fade
Park Chung-hee should
not initiate nuclear behavior due to export-oriented
growth strategy; conditional
on initiating, Park should
not cancel the program so
not to appear weak under
foreign pressure

Table 6.2: Summary of theoretical explanations, observable implications, and predictions for South Korea’s nuclear behavior.

Theoretical Mechanism
Evaluation of credibility of
major power security commitments with reference to
conventional military deployments

Explanation
Alliance Compensation
Theory:
Onset

stantial evidence that reveals South Korean apprehensions regarding the credibility of US nuclear security
guarantees.

Government Reorganization, Then Pursuit of Nuclear Weapons
South Korea’s nuclear behavior began with the creation of new governmental agencies. In August 1970,
the South Korean government founded two new defense agencies, the Agency for Defense Development
(ADD) and the Weapons Exploitation Committee (WEC), to explore the development of an indigenous
nuclear weapons program. Shortly thereafter, under the aegis of Park, the WEC reached a unanimous
decision to pursue nuclear weapons development.
To be sure, by this time, South Korea had already a very nascent civilian nuclear program. Throughout
the 1960s South Korea’s access to nuclear materials was severely limited. As a beneficiary of the ‘Atoms
for Peace’ initiative spearheaded by President Dwight Eisenhower, the South Korean government acquired
a small nuclear reactor in 1956. This reactor could not be used to generate civilian energy, let alone process
materials necessary to produce a nuclear weapon. Instead, the South Korean government used the reactor
for peaceful scientific research and creating radioisotopes for medical and agricultural purposes. Access to
this technology also raised hopes for the future acquisition of civilian nuclear power.22 To make further
progress in nuclear research, the South Korean government decided in the late 1960s to undertake a major
initiative directed at creating its own nuclear fuel cycle. Its aim was to construct a 500-megawatt electric
nuclear power plant (the Kori 1 ) and study nuclear fuel fabrication and reprocessing by 1976.23 Yet the
purpose of such initiatives was arguably to address South Korea’s increasing energy needs to support its
rapid industrial growth. The activities of the newly created WEC, however, suggest a dramatic change in
South Korea’s intended use of atomic energy.
Within two years South Korean government started mobilizing military, academic, and industrial
resources towards the production of a nuclear weapon.24 However, the program soon encountered several
technical challenges. One problem facing the program was South Korea’s limited access to the sensitive
nuclear materials needed to produce a weapon. For much of South Korea’s history of nuclear research up
until this date, the United States was a major source of nuclear technology and fuel. Because of expected
US opposition to this new initiative, the South Korean government had to find alternative suppliers to
acquire a reprocessing capability. To this end, South Korea sent the minister of science and technology
to enlist the technical cooperation of France and United Kingdom in building a reprocessing facility. In
addition, the South Korean government sent representatives to other nuclear capable western countries
regarding the strength of US security guarantees.
22
Jasanoﬀ and Kim (2009, 132).
23
Kang and Feiveson (2001, 54). Wonjaryokchong, Hanguk Wonjaryok Samsipnyonsa[Thirty Year History of Korean
Nuclear Energy] (Daeduk:Wonjaryok-yonguso, 1990), 55-142 and 170. This Korean language secondary source argues that
South Korea planned to acquire a reprocessing capability. Kim (2001, 54) cites this source to allege that the purpose was to
acquire a reprocessing capability because of a lack of supply on the international market. The original source, however, does
not make such an observation.
24
Kim (2001, 58).
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such as Canada and Israel. These initiatives were successful in procuring foreign assistance. By 1974
South Korea signed a contract with the French company Saint Gobain Technique Nouvelle to acquire the
design of a reprocessing facility and another contract with the Belgium company Belgonucléaire. South
Korean scientists were also able to secure the import of the NRX experiment reactor from Canada and
France. Having this type of reactor enabled South Korea to produce weapon-grade plutonium.25
To be sure, South Korean nuclear behavior is puzzling for its seeming lack of sophistication.. First,
despite the reduction in US manpower on the peninsula, US tactical nuclear weapons (i.e. the nuclear
sword) remained. Second, it is not clear what South Korea intended to do with its nuclear weapons. Nor
was its leadership clear on the conditions under which it would reveal the program. After all, much like
the doomsday device in film-maker Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove, the utility of the arsenal would
have been at best limited if adversaries were ignorant of it. Third, with Seoul located so close to the
DMZ, South Korea lacks strategic depth and therefore would have not absorbed a nuclear strike by North
Korea’s patron, China. If North Korea were to have matched South Korean nuclear eﬀorts, then the South
Korean nuclear threat would lose credibility. Indeed, it is not entirely what strategic calculus motivated
South Korean decision-making.26 The desire to redress an unfavorable conventional military balance of
power vis-à-vis the North might have been a suﬃcient strategic rationale in light of US abandonment. Yet
it is worth pointing out that ‘fear of abandonment’ implies some degree of an emotional response. In this
light, fearful decision-makers might undertake logical and reasonable actions, but not all actions would be
thoroughly logical under such conditions of duress.

South Korean Anxieties as Motivation
Much of South Korea’s behavior had to do with concerns relating to the changes that US political leaders
making to their country’s global strategic posture at the end of the 1960s. At this time, the situation
facing the United States in Vietnam appeared increasingly futile. The attritional warfare produced high
casualties for both sides of the conflict. Partly because the military relied on conscription to support the
campaign, members of the US public became increasingly critical of the US involvement in the war. Taking
advantage of these sentiments, a signature aspect of Nixon’s successful Presidential election campaign in
1968 was his pledge to end the Vietnam War. As President, Nixon believed that US withdrawal from
Vietnam could only be achieved if there were a workable arrangement that guaranteed South Vietnam’s
security.27 Amidst faltering negotiations with the North Vietnamese and domestic demands for pulling out
of Vietnam, Nixon initiated a strategy of phased troop withdrawals and increased reliance on Vietnamese
troops.28
This policy, known either as ‘Vietnamization’ or the Guam Doctrine, was the cornerstone of a general
25

Kim (2001, 59).
My interviews in South Korea with regional experts in March 2013 confirmed this observation.
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Memorandum of Conversation, January 19, 1969, FRUS 1969-76, 6: 2-3; Memorandum From the President’s Assistant
for National Security Aﬀairs (Kissinger) to President Nixon, March 10, 1969 FRUS 1969-76, 6: 100.
28
National Security Study Memorandum 36, April 10, 1969, FRUS 1969-1976, 6: 195-196; Address to the Nation on the
War in Vietnam, November 3, 1969.
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theme of Nixon’s first term of oﬃce. In a speech delivered at Guam on July 25, 1969, Nixon announced
that although the United States will maintain its treaty commitments and continue to provide nuclear
umbrellas, the United States would ask its allies to contribute more to satisfy their own security needs.
Specifically, Nixon stated, “we shall furnish military and economic assistance when requested in accordance
with our treaty commitments. But we shall look to the nation directly threatened to assume the primary
responsibility of providing the manpower for its defense.”29 Transferring military responsibilities to South
Vietnamese forces was one aspect of this policy, but the Nixon administration also sought to implement
similar changes of policy in East Asia.
To clarify these policy changes Nixon communicated with key decision-makers in the region.30 On
August 21, 1969, Nixon met with President Park in San Francisco to discuss the US-South Korean
relationship and “elaborate on my new policy toward Asia.” Nixon told Park that “we will not retreat
from the Pacific area and we will not reduce commitments.” He noted, however, that South Korean
“eﬀorts toward military and economic self-reliance are the correct road to take.” Park reminded Nixon
that the US troop presence deterred Kim Il-sung from invading the South and argued that Kim Il-sung was
provoking the United States to reduce its military presence. When Park asked about troop withdrawals
from Korea, his remarks elicited no direct response from Nixon. Indeed, Nixon knew he was vague and
imprecise in his conversation with Park. At one point he admitted to Park that his comment about US
military commitments was a “general statement.”31 Still, within several months Nixon alerted National
Security Advisor Henry Kissinger that “the time has come to reduce our Korean presence” by “half.”
Nixon desired this change in policy for some time, but he had to wait some time after the shooting down
of the EC-121.32 A National Security Decision Memorandum in March 1970 noted the need to remove
one of the two infantry divisions from the Korean peninsula by the middle of 1971.33
29

Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, Richard Nixon: 1969 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Oﬃce,
1971): 544-548.
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For an extensive discussion on the Guam Doctrine and its impact on South Korea, see Nam (1986). I agree with Nam’s
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213-216.
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I code this declared change in the US strategic posture as unfavorable to South Korean leaders. After
all, South Korea still faced a dangerous strategic situation that fears of US abandonment would amplify.
To review, North Korea intensified its provocations in the late 1960s. China, North Korea’s patron,
also exhibited aggressive behavior throughout the decade, including border clashes with India and the
1964 detonation of its own nuclear weapon. Although South Korea was just beginning to benefit from
rapid industrialization, it faced a severely unfavorable conventional military balance of power with either
communist adversary. The combination of the Guam Doctrine and Nixon’s announced troop withdrawal
stoked fears of abandonment in the face of these threats, thereby encouraging the South Korean leadership
to undertake nuclear behavior.
Additional evidence shows that the South Korean leadership did exhibit concerns over the implications
of US partial withdrawal.34 Ahead of implementing this policy the Nixon administration made a number
of consultations with the South Korean government. When Wheeler mooted the possibility of these cuts to
Park, the South Korean president expressed “concern at the prospect of a pull-out or substantial reduction
in American troops in Korea” and commented that war would be “inevitable” following the withdrawal
of American troops. Yet Wheeler noted that Park was also “contradictory” when the South Korean
president further added that South Korea would have to provide its own deterrent and defense capability.35
Interestingly, an examination of the discussions between representatives of the two governments reveal that
South Korean leaders did not expect any troop withdrawals from South Korea.36
That the United States sent mixed signals is one possible reason for the South Korean government’s
apparent lack of foresight. That is, South Korean oﬃcials were not emotionally prepared for the troop
withdrawal because they had received some indications that none were forthcoming. On the one hand,
Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird noted to his South Korean interlocutors that “pressures for reduction
of our forces in Korea are increasing”, adding that “[South Korean] forces should be modernized before we
withdraw any of our forces.” The domestic pressures to which Laird referred emphasized the magnitude of
the financial costs associated with maintaining such a large troop presence. On the other hand, Laird did
not say that “decisions [about troop withdrawals] had been made or that there would be any immediate
US troop withdrawals.”37
The confused nature of these exchanges helps explain why the South Korean government reacted
harshly when Nixon finally announced the withdrawal of one combat division. With a timetable set for
June 1971, the withdrawal would eﬀectively cut the number of American troops on the peninsula from
34

Cha (1999, 64-67) also uncovers evidence that the South Korean leadership feared US abandonment in light of these
changes in the US strategic posture in East Asia.
35
Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Aﬀairs (Kissinger) to President Nixon, November 25,
1969, FRUS 1969-72, 19: 117-118.
36
In his description of the dialogue held between Nixon and Park in August 1969, Chae-jin Lee agrees with this view.
According to Lee (2006, 68), “Park left San Francisco with the belief that Nixon, despite his plan for Vietnamization, would
not withdraw US troops from South Korea so long as South Korean troops remained in Vietnam and that if he eventually
decided to do so, it would only take place after full consultation with South Korea in advance.” To provide evidentiary
support for this claim, he cites the recollections of the South Korean ambassador to the United States during the summit
meeting.
37
See Telegram from the Department of State to the Embassy in Korea, January 29, 1970, FRUS 1969-72, 19: 121-122.

185

61,000 to 40,000. Park protested and claimed that this announcement came as a “profound shock.”38
To assuage concerns over US security guarantees to South Korea, Nixon wrote a personal letter to Park,
promising to obtain Congressional approval for greater military assistance to South Korea and its eﬀorts
to modernize its army. Park, however, suggested to the US ambassador to South Korea that without
knowing the “nature and extent of modernization he cannot agree to any withdrawals.” Park further
added that the uncertainty induced by even a partial withdrawal and the lack of a viable modernization
program would weaken his domestic position. He then asked for the United States to delay its decision
for another five years.39
Park continued this line of argument in the months ahead with other American oﬃcials. Some of these
oﬃcials disliked his “hard line resistance” and his “lack of sensitivity to American domestic problems
bearing on this matter.”40 Yet these oﬃcials also expressed a lack of understanding of the South Korean
position. During one high-level meeting, Park argued that the troop withdrawal appeared inconsistent
with earlier American assurances over South Korean security. The US Ambassador to South Korea William
Porter responded that “from our point of view [the South Korean government] seems to lack confidence
in US intentions and our statements, and we do not understand why.”41 Even worse, some eﬀorts to allay
South Korean concerns backfired. In a press conference held in Seoul in August 1970, Vice President Spiro
Agnew deepened the uncertainty when he declared the US intention to withdrawal all American troops
from the peninsula within five years.42 Thus, in December 1970, South Korean Prime Minister Jong Pil
Kim told Kissinger that “everyone in Korea understood [the withdrawal] meant a detachment of the US
commitment to support [South] Korea and in eﬀect the re-establishment of an Asian defense system.”43
I should note that the US partial withdrawal was not the sole source of South Korean apprehensions
regarding US security guarantees. First, the United States was scaling down its military presence all across
38
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East Asia in light of its military failure in Indochina. Second, US eﬀorts at pursuing rapprochement with
China created further unease over US actions in East Asia. Due to growing cleavages over communist
doctrine and foreign policy interests, relations between China and the Soviet Union deteriorated to the
point where Mao saw the United States as a lesser threat than its erstwhile ally. The Sino-Soviet split
aﬀorded the United States an opportunity to further tilt the balance of power against the Soviet Union.
Nixon recognized the growing need to reach out to the Chinese in a 1967 Foreign Aﬀairs piece that he had
written as a Presidential candidate.44 Shortly after becoming President, Nixon used secure diplomatic
channels to advance this initiative.45 Though a pragmatic change in policy for the United States, South
Korean leaders felt threatened by the prospect of US rapprochement with China. Specifically, they were
worried that the United States would grant the Chinese greater leeway in East Asia and accept its request
for US withdrawal from Korea.46 Indeed, the US partial withdrawal likely magnified South Korean unease
over US eﬀorts rapprochement with China.47
In case some readers remain unsatisfied of the connection between US partial withdrawals and South
Korean nuclear behavior, other aspects of South Korean foreign policy at this time are worth considering.
An observable implication of alliance compensation theory is that the ally should respond to unfavorable
shifts of their patron’s strategic posture with actions that suggest fears of abandonment. These actions
could even entail policies intended to make the patron ‘pay’ for its strategic shifts through retaliation
or presenting new hurdles for the patron to meet its security objectives. I argue that the South Korean
government did embrace new policies or positions consistent with fears of abandonment.
To begin, the documentary record is replete with examples of the South Korean leadership seeking
new reassurances from the United States. These requests were particularly salient when oﬃcials representing South Korea and the United States discussed modernization programs for the South Korean
military. Specifically, it desired greater US support for the modernization of the South Korean military
and stronger assurances regarding US commitments to its security. Oftentimes these goals were explicitly
linked: Park wanted the US deployments to remain unchanged until the South Korean military was sufficiently modernized.48 Yet these demands elicited a mixed response from the United States. In addition
44
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to the finality of the troop withdrawal plans, US decision-makers sent mixed signals about expanding
military assistance to South Korea. For example, in a letter to Park intended to placate the South Korean
leader’s concerns about US security commitments, Nixon wrote of the significant domestic pressure he
faced to increase burden-sharing with allies. He noted that “the level of military assistance for Korea
provided by the Congress (sic) under the last military assistance appropriation has been less than we
considered desirable.” This explanation did not deter Nixon from adding that “[s]ubject to Congressional
approval, I propose to provide substantially higher military assistance over the period 1971-75 for Korean
modernization. Moreover provided your Government assumes a larger defense burden we are also prepared
to consider some increased economic assistance.”49 In eﬀect, Nixon was promising more of something he
already had trouble obtaining. Thus, it is not surprising that Park later asked Ambassador to South
Korea William J. Porter for greater clarification regarding the “nature and extent of modernization” of
South Korean military forces.50 Park even threatened non-cooperation in reduction talks should negotiations over South Korean military modernization prove to be unsatisfactory.51 The desire for stronger
assurances constituted a major theme in South Korea’s diplomacy towards the United States just as it
began considering nuclear weapons research.
The South Korean government’s anxious desire for stronger assurances persisted throughout the year.
Yet its diplomacy softened shortly after the establishment of ADD and WEC in August 1970.52 The
most palatable change took place in early November when, following a presentation by Porter on the
status of troop withdrawals and the military modernization package, Park appeared “acquiescent.”53 He
even “abandon[ed] eﬀorts to obtain diplomatic assurances regarding US troop reductions.” Rogers thus
observed that “[h]e has probably realized that there is no chance that we will reconsider our positions
and that further adamancy on his part could cost him heavily with both our Congress and the Korean
electorate. Whatever the reasons for Park’s apparent acquiescence, the result is entirely favorable.”54
The explanations put forward by members of the Department of State seem plausible, but it is also likely
that Park recognized US resolve to proceed with these troop withdrawals. Exploring the nuclear weapons
option might have been a first step for Park towards acquiring insurance against foreign threats.
This new understanding that the South Korean and US governments reached, however, did not ease
their relations. As the date for implementing the troop withdrawals approached in early 1971, US government oﬃcials complained of the South Korean government’s “delaying tactics” in deploying replacement
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troops along the DMZ.55 Ironically, the South Korean government began to implement its own troop withdrawals from South Vietnam.56 This action frustrated US oﬃcials for some of the same reasons expressed
by the South Korean government in 1970. Ambassador Phillip C. Habib stated he “requested [the South
Korean government] not move suddenly with decisions or announcements of further withdrawals. [Acting
Minister of Foreign Aﬀairs Yun Sok-Hon] said that they had no intention of making known their plans at
this time. I reminded him I had already seen articles in newspapers, sourced to oﬃcials, that his government was planning withdrawals in ’72 and mentioning [the South Vietnamese government’s] request for
their retention. It struck me this kind of loose talk was not helpful. He agreed but did not leave with any
assurance it would cease.”57 Furthermore, the South Korean government resumed its eﬀorts to extract
even more assurances from the United States.58 Despite Park’s alleged acquiescence in the fall of 1970,
his government remained a troublesome ally.

6.3

Reversing South Korea’s Nuclear Behavior

South Korea’s covert nuclear weapons program only lasted a few years. By 1975 the South Korean
government dismantled the program and even ratified the NPT. What explains this rapid reversal?
Changes in South Korea’s threat environment cannot account for South Korea’s deproliferation. In
fact, the threat environment facing South Korea does not appear to have waned in intensity. Direct
evidence of how South Korean leaders understood the regional security environment is diﬃcult to ascertain
so as to fully evaluate this theory. Still, enough reasons exist to doubt the validity of this hypothesis. First,
the South Koreans were still anxious over the broader repercussions of communist successes in Indochina.
The subsequent US withdrawal might even embolden regional adversaries. Second, North Korea retained
an aggressive posture and even made preparations for war. Kim Il-sung even toured China and Eastern
Europe to make weapons and fuel purchases. Accordingly, “President Park believed that war could break
out at any time.”59
Second, South Korea’s diplomatic relations with Japanese were seriously strained after a North Korean
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sympathizer attempted to assassinate Park in August 1974, fatally injuring the South Korean president’s
wife in the process. Because the would-be assassin was Japanese and entered South Korea on a Japanese
passport, Park demanded an apology and the disbandment of a pro-North Korean residents’ association.
Insensitive to anti-Japanese sentiments in South Korea, the Japanese foreign minister further antagonized
the South Korean leadership by refusing to accept any responsibility for the attack. Though these governments eventually settled this controversy, the strain on their diplomatic relations added to an already
conflictual regional environment.60 Put together, tensions in the region remained suﬃciently high to
warrant the continuation of a nuclear weapons program, thus discounting the empirical validity of this
hypothesis.
If the threat environment did not lower the incentives for the South Korean to develop nuclear weapons,
then what did? In this section I explore the extent to which alliance politics led to the termination of
South Korea’s nuclear behavior. Alliance compensation theory predicts that South Korea’s bilateral
security and economic relationship facilitated the use of an eﬀective counterproliferation strategy. In
other words, because the alliance was bilateral and South Korea was economically and technologically
very dependent on its patron, the United States could mount a rapid counterproliferation eﬀort to reverse
South Korea’s nuclear behavior. Upon determining the empirical validity of this argument, I then assess
the relative impact of other possible factors that alternative explanations for nuclear reversal would identify
as important.

The US Reaction to the South Korean Program
It is unclear as to what extent the Nixon administration knew of the earlier phases of South Korea’s
nuclear behavior. Many of the archival materials that pertain to both South Korea and nuclear weapons
remain closed.61 No documents contained in the FRUS series from the years between 1969 and 1972
suggest US knowledge of South Korea’s exploration and pursuit of nuclear weapons in the early 1970s.62
One possibility that cannot be dismissed is that Nixon tacitly approved of South Korea’s nuclear weapons
program. He might have understood that nuclear weapons oﬀered South Korea its own deterrent capability
such that the United States could justifiably lessen its conventional military presence on the peninsula.
Moreover, Nixon and Kissinger did feel that counter-proliferation eﬀorts directed at allies sometimes risked
being counterproductive.63 Thus, the Nixon administration and the South Korean government may have
maintained a code of silence regarding South Korean eﬀorts at developing nuclear weapons.
Despite uncertainty over this issue, it is clear that United States became cognizant of the program
60
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by the end of 1974. The US government was already aware in November 1974 that South Korea was
acquiring a type of Canadian nuclear reactor that “was most vulnerable to clandestine diversion.” Yet
a NSC memorandum expressed satisfaction over the safeguards implemented on American and Canadian
supplied nuclear facilities to South Korea.64 Indeed, an internal Department of State memorandum
circulated in October 1974 on South Korea made no mention of a nuclear weapons program.65 However,
a telegram sent two months later from the US embassy in Seoul alerted the Secretary of State of South
Korea’s nuclear activities.66 According to this document, “evidence accumulated that the [South] Korean
[government] has decided to proceed with the initial phases of a nuclear weapons program.” By February
28, 1975, the NSC was in basic agreement with the embassy’s assessment and shared the view that South
Korea’s nuclear behavior would have a “major destabilizing eﬀect on the region.”67
With knowledge of South Korea’s nuclear behavior, the Ford administration directed a counterproliferation eﬀort against its East Asian ally.68 The US strategy towards South Korea focused on achieving four
basic objectives. The first objective was to force the termination of the South Korean nuclear program
“through unilateral US action and through the development of common supplier nation policies.”69 The
second objective was to resolve informational issues and force South Korea to become more transparent
in its uses of nuclear material. Greater transparency helped to advance a third objective: ensuring that
South Korea could not restart its nuclear weapons program at a future date when the current controversy
subsided. The fourth objective concerned the very issue that prompted South Korea’s nuclear behavior in
the first place. The United States had to allay skepticism over the reliability of its security commitments.70
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Implementing the Counterproliferation Strategy
The Ford administration succeeded in fulfilling the four objectives outlined earlier and getting South Korea
to renounce nuclear weapons. To obtain the first objective, the Ford administration threatened to cut
oﬀ financing for the Kori 2 nuclear power plant and other planned nuclear facilities through the ExportImport Bank, the US export credit agency. Sneider reported that he had asked a South Korean oﬃcial as
to “whether Korea (is) prepared (to) jeopardize availability of technology and largest financing capability
which only US could oﬀer, as well as vital partnership with US, not only in nuclear and scientific areas but
in broad political and security areas.”71 Furthermore, the US government applied pressure on third party
states to stop them from lending sensitive nuclear assistance to South Korea. The Canadian government
was attuned to the risk of proliferation following India’s PNE and had already faced severe criticism
for supplying a repressive state with nuclear technology. After some wrangling, France also agreed to
withdraw its assistance to South Korea’s eﬀorts in obtaining a reprocessing capability. Belgonucléaire
terminated its contract with the South Korean government in November 1977.72
As for the second objective, the US government pressured South Korea to take part in a multilateral
initiative that would enable East Asian states to reprocess spent fuel from a shared regional facility. For
the third (and related) objective, getting the South Korean government to ratify the NPT was a significant
step in addressing this issue of making a credible commitment to eschew nuclear weapons acquisition.73
South Korea was in fact an original signatory to the NPT, but its ratification in the Korean legislature
did not yet take place. This lack of commitment added uncertainty over South Korea’s intentions and
was a source of discussion in US exchanges with South Korean government oﬃcials. By April 1975,
however, South Korea ratified the NPT and agreed to inspections and monitoring by the International
Atomic Energy Agency. To get South Korea to finally ratify the treaty, the US government used a variety
of levers. Congress suspended a $79 million dollar loan and $157 million loan guarantee to intended to
finance a civilian nuclear power plant.74
Finally, with respect to the fourth objective, members of the Ford administration displayed greater
sensitivity over South Korean perceptions of US security guarantees. The Department of State recognized that South Korea’s “nuclear weapon eﬀort has been in part reflection of lessened [South Korean
government’s] confidence in US security commitments.”75 The Department of Defense agreed with this
assessment, stating that “President Park’s fears of isolation and the possible withdrawal of US forces have
led him to embark on a secret program to develop nuclear weapons.”76 Indeed, the US embassy in Seoul
noted the importance of South Korean perceptions of US security commitments ahead of a visit by Vice
71
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President Nelson Rockefeller:
“Existing danger to [South Korea] has been greatly increased by communist successes in sea.
[South Korean] security rests heavily on deterrent eﬀect US force presence and military assistance provide. Any indication of lessening of US commitment will encourage already dangerous
North Korean belligerence. Decline of military assistance below levels earlier agreed and criticism in US on [South Korea] have already created concern over US intentions towards its
commitments.”77
NSC member William R. Smyser even circulated an old internal memorandum to Kissinger that
outlined the decision-making behind the 1949 US troop withdrawal from South Korea. In the letter
explaining this document, Smyser noted that “it is worth reflecting on this, for the obvious reason that
we might not have had the Korean War if we had not pulled all of our forces out.”78
This sensitivity over troop withdrawals now informed US policy-making towards the region. Indeed,
it shaped how the Ford administration confronted certain policy recommendations during this phase of
negotiations with the South Korean government. For example, the Department of Defense considered
additional restructuring of troop deployments on the Korean peninsula. Yet members of the Department
of State and the Ford administration resisted the Department of Defense’s policy recommendations. In a
memorandum to Ford, Kissinger advised that “this is the wrong time to make any of these changes, or
even to continue planning already underway with [South Korea] for such changes. To proceed would give
the wrong signal to both Seoul and Pyongyang.”79 Ford apparently agreed. In a note addressed to the
Secretary of Defense, Kissinger stated that proposed changes to US force deployments and structure in
South Korea were presently “inadvisable.”80
The US counterproliferation eﬀort succeeded in curtailing South Korea’s nuclear behavior. One reason
for its success was the economic asymmetry between the United States and South Korea. As political
scientist Etel Solingen notes, almost all of the foreign direct investment in South Korea came from the
United States and Japan. The United States accounted for a majority of South Korea’s debt and trade.81
However, it was arguably less the application of economic statecraft that mattered as it was the specific
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targeting of South Korea’s nascent civilian nuclear industry. South Korean energy dependency and the
structure of the international nuclear industry at the time were other reasons for the rapid success of US
counterproliferation eﬀorts. Due to the quick pace of its industrialization, existing energy sources available
to South Korea were increasingly unable to meet demand (see figure 2). South Korean coal imports and
petroleum imports both grew twenty-fold between 1960 and 1975. Accordingly, South Korea’s dependence
on imported energy grew from less than ten percent to over fifty percent by the early 1970s.82 Nuclear
energy provided a remedy for this situation. Still, the United States exercised a dominant role in the
international nuclear industry. Its nuclear reactors were the most appropriate and cost eﬃcient in light of
South Korean needs. Because these reactors required low-enriched uranium, the United States supplied
the vast majority of uranium on the world market, especially if one were to exclude the Soviet Union and
China.83 This dependency meant that South Korea was extraordinarily sensitive to the possibility that
its access to peaceful US nuclear technology during the 1970s. Simply put, South Korea was vulnerable
to US pressure.
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Figure 6.2: South Korea’s energy dependency. Source: Ha (1983, 100).
In compelling South Korea to behave more favorably, the United States still had to oﬀer some concessions. After all, even though South Korea succumbed to US pressure to ratify the NPT, its leadership
made plain that its future nuclear behavior would be a function of the strength of US security commitments. Such statements imply that South Korea was willing to compromise on its economic objectives
if its security needs would not be met satisfactorily. Thus, as already discussed, the Ford administration
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refrained from opening any discussions of further troop withdrawals. Key oﬃcials verbally communicated
their commitment to South Korean security as well as oﬀer sophisticated military hardware to strengthen
the South Korean military.84
To be sure, US decision-makers expressed such reassurances at a time when US reputation in the
region was at its nadir. On April 12, 1975, the US airlifted US nationals and members of the USsupported military-led government out of Cambodia. This action paved the way for the communist
Khmer Rouge to obtain control of Cambodia and thus end the Cambodian Civil War. At the very end
of the month, the People’s Army of Vietnam and the National Liberation Front captured Saigon, the
capital of South Vietnam. The capture of Saigon not only prompted the evacuation of most US civilian
and military personnel from the city, but also enabled the Provisional Revolutionary Government to gain
nominal authority in South Vietnam. US losses in the region did not stop there: communist forces also
began acquiring significant control in Laos, another country whose government was supported by the
United States. With these losses occurring in rapid succession, US decision-makers, such as Kissinger and
Secretary of Defense Schlesinger, recognized that the international stature and reputation for resolve of
the United States had now diminished.85
Finally, several US decision-makers did in fact threaten complete abandonment should South Korea
proceed with a nuclear weapons program. In March 1975, Kissinger threatened to terminate all US
security guarantees to the East Asian ally unless it credible commitments not to proliferate. Such threats
did not disappear even after South Korea’s acquiescence to US demands. Over a year later Secretary of
Defense Donald Rumsfeld told the South Korean Minister of Defense that there might be a “review of the
entire spectrum of its relations with the ROK.”86 These statements might pose a problem for my theory
of intra-alliance nuclear behavior. If concerns about abandonment prompted South Korea to engage in
nuclear behavior in the first place, then explicit US threats to completely abandon the alliance should
have added to South Korea’s inclination to develop nuclear weapons. Still, the execution of these threats
was contingent on South Korea’s behavior. Ceteris paribus, states would prefer to maintain major power
patronage than lose it, especially if that patronage still entails troop support. If South Korea were to
have been hedging its bets with the nuclear program, these threats in fact resolved uncertainty over the
US security commitments by stating unambiguously the terms by which they would be lost.
That the United States both provided reassurances and threatened alliance abrogation could not have
been possible if the alliance were multilateral. In a multilateral setting, the threat of alliance termination
would have created wider discord with other allies by giving them additional reason to fear abandonment.
The prospective loss of an ally would weaken the integrity of the alliance as well as reduce the aggregation
of military capability. Exacerbating the situation was that South Korea also faced a dearth of outside
84
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options with which to replace the United States. Japan was one likely source of alternative alliance
support, yet Japan’s limited defense policy and legacy of a former colonizer precluded this option. South
Korea’s reliance on the United States for its own security was extensive.

6.4

Jimmy Carter and a New Shift in US Strategic Posture, 1976-1979

Emerging developments in US politics threatened the Ford administration’s successful resolution of South
Korea’s nuclear behavior. The economic crisis and continuing fallout from the Watergate scandal doomed
Ford’s presidential bid in the 1976 election. His Democratic replacement, Jimmy Carter, entered the
White House with a new vision for foreign policy that centered on human rights advocacy. Consistent
with this approach, Carter found US support for a repressive regime like Park’s South Korea distasteful.87
At one point during the Democratic primary campaign, Carter even promised the complete withdrawal
of all US military forces from the Korean peninsula. Such early campaign rhetoric turned out to reflect
Carter’s true intentions for South Korea.88 39,000 US troops still remained in South Korea in 1977, but
Carter sought to reduce that number to zero shortly after assuming the presidency. He directed the NSC
to produce a feasibility report regarding the implementation of a complete troop withdrawal from South
Korea. As evidence of its commitment to this initiative, the White House did not even wish for an analysis
of its probable consequences.89
This planned troop redeployment quickly ran into opposition from both administration and international sources. Carter’s position provoked a backlash amongst leading oﬃcials in the military, the NSC,
and the Department of State. The chief of staﬀ of the UN Command in Seoul even spoke publicly against
Carter’s proposal. Though less open about their own attitudes, the senior American commander in South
Korea and the US ambassador in Seoul also opposed further troop withdrawals. An oﬃcial privy to these
internal debates later wrote that the NSC sought to persuade Carter to modify his position. Apparently,
Secretary of State Cyrus Vance and Secretary of Defense Harold Brown privately expressed support for
recommending a softer policy position. These eﬀorts came to naught as Carter elected to ignore the
advice of other senior decision-makers and proceeded to issue Presidential Decision 12 on May 5, 1977.
This statement called for the complete withdrawal of all troops by 1982, starting with one brigade of the
second division (at least 6,000 troops) to be removed from Korea by the end of 1978.90
International opposition towards the planned troop withdrawal grew during the summer of 1977. The
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Chinese Vice Foreign Minister cryptically told Australian government oﬃcials that “there will be war”
after the US troop withdrawal. Though this statement was most likely not a reflection of the oﬃcial
Chinese position, it nevertheless communicated their unease over the larger geopolitical implications of
this change in US military posture in East Asia.91 After all, China saw the US military presence in East
Asia as a desirable oﬀset to Soviet encirclement, despite being forced to call for troop withdrawals as part
of its ideological competition with the Soviet Union.92 US allies in the region also seemed concerned about
the implications of the withdrawal for the “wellsprings of US foreign policy.” NSC staﬀ member Mark
Armacost noted from his trip to Asia that “[s]ince no concessions are being sought from [North Korea],
most Asians conclude that diplomatic considerations got short shrift.” If military reasons did not account
for the new US policy, then only US “domestic politics” seemed to be the last remaining explanation that
made sense for US allies.93
If the international and administration reaction was so negative, then what was the response of the
South Korean government? South Korea’s actions following the partial troop withdrawal undertaken
suggests an even harsher reaction in view of a complete withdrawal. Yet the content and success of the
Ford administration’s counterproliferation policy placed new limits on what South Korea could achieve.
The purpose of the following discussion is to determine whether Carter’s announced troop withdrawal
generated any changes in South Korea’s behavior.

South Korean Nuclear Behavior Redux?
Though Carter’s plans for a complete withdrawal never came into fruition, his strong intent to implement
his desired policy might have prompted South Korea to at least engage in lower levels of nuclear behavior.
According to Jonathan Pollack and Mitchell Reiss, South Korea worked on managing the nuclear fuel cycle
during this time.94 Scott Kemp provides evidence that South Korea even started a nuclear centrifuge
program.95 Though any such weapons research and development would have been highly secret, the
the vice-premier and foreign minister mooted the possibility of South Korea pursuing its own nuclear
capability. Indeed, the minister of science and technology – with the likely sanctioning of President Park
91
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– proclaimed the expansion of South Korea’s nuclear industry so to domestically produce a fuel supply.96
One source claims that Park announced in January 1977 his intention for South Korea not to go nuclear.
Still, at a legislative committee meeting convened to discuss Carter’s troop withdrawals, the South Korean
Foreign Minister remarked that “[w]e have signed the Non-Proliferation Treaty and thus our basic position
is that we do not intend to develop nuclear weapons by ourselves. But if it is necessary for national security
interests and people’s safety, it is possible for Korea as a sovereign state to make its own judgment on
the matter.”97 Uncertainty over the precise nature of South Korea’s nuclear activities suggests that the
congruence test cannot be assessed definitively.
Carter’s plans for complete withdrawal renewed fears of US abandonment among the South Korean
leadership.98 Interestingly, US government oﬃcials anticipated such a response as they were aware of
Park’s desire for maintaining the status quo. As one telegram observed, “convinced of the necessity for
a credible expression of continuing US support as a deterrent to the North, [Park] has told us directly
he wants close relations with the US, high-lighted by continuation of present US ground and other force
levels.”99 Nevertheless, within a few months, Ambassador Sneider reported that Park and his government
were “reconciled to ground troop withdrawal.” The challenge, however, concerned the question of how “to
prepare its public.”100 Sneider repeated this view two weeks later, adding that Park is “almost isolated”
and “will press for satisfactory compensatory actions particularly on timing and availability of weapons.”
He “will not resist ground force withdrawal despite his grave misgivings.” Still, the ambassador now
recognized that many members of the South Korean government did not share Park’s attitudes. Sneider
noted that “to many, the ground force withdrawal connotes loss of US tripwire and with it loss of US
military support in event of North Korean attack following withdrawal which is now broadly expected.”101
The announced troop withdrawal did provoke new concerns over the incentives for South Korea to
acquire nuclear weapons. The Carter administration had already decided that South Korean nuclear
proliferation was so unacceptable that it would “terminate” the US alliance with South Korea in the
event it would occur.102 Yet South Korean attitudes towards the bomb were diﬃcult to gauge. To the
surprise of US diplomats, one concern expressed by their South Korean interlocutors touched on whether
their country would still enjoy the benefits of a US nuclear umbrella. As Sneider related,
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“In response to these suggestions of embracing Korea under US nuclear umbrella, I pointed out
that in fact Korea, as any ally, would be covered by US nuclear umbrella and I was surprised
that there was any misunderstanding on that point. Both Korean sources pointed out that
Koreans have considered assumed (sic) stationing of nuclear weapons in Korea as providing
them with nuclear protection. US in past has not talked specifically of placing Korea under
nuclear umbrella but this was not considered necessary. However, with possibility of withdrawal
of at least ground force nuclear weapons, Koreans suggested that we take some public posture
vis-à-vis Korea as we do Japan with respect to nuclear umbrella.”103
The US embassy in South Korea thus became acutely aware of the need to reassure South Korea of
the US nuclear umbrella. Sneider anticipated that South Korea would search for independent means of
preserving its own security. Indeed, he noted that “one specific evidence of this concern is a continuing
dialogue and heightened interest in the possibility of [South Korean] acquisition, as a means of bolstering
[South Korean] self-reliance.”104 That the South Korean government signed the NPT just two years before
did not seem to allay fears over nuclear proliferation.
As already indicated, the Carter administration eventually decided to cancel the troop withdrawals.
Yet the damage associated with this controversial policy was already complete. Leading Democratic
Congressmen such as Robert Byrd, Sam Nunn, and Tip O’Neill reproached the Carter administration
for its handling of the planned troop withdrawals.105 Sam Nunn was particular vocal in his arguments
regarding the inappropriate timing of the withdrawal when the North Korean military forces appeared
to be gathering strength.106 The US military, too, had expressed sharp reservations over the troop
withdrawal. To the dismay of the NSC, the Department of Defense leaked politically sensitive Joint
Chiefs of Staﬀ cables to the US Congress in June 1977. The purpose of this action was likely to bolster
Congressional opposition to Carter’s initiative.107 The probable actions of the South Korean government
during this period also suggest a deep-seated unease over US foreign policy under Carter’s direction. At
the very least, South Korea became a more diﬃcult ally. When Carter explored the possibility of having
a trilateral meeting with the two Korea, NSC member Nicholas Platt cautioned that “Park would not go
along. There is little in such a meeting for him, unless we agreed to stop troop withdrawals entirely.”108
Even the Japanese government seemed relieved and reassured when the issue was finally resolved.109
If South Korea did engage in nuclear behavior in the late 1970s, then it is highly plausible that Carter’s
stated intentions for US troops in the country had much to do with it. Park’s earlier warnings about the
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consequences of a removal of the US nuclear umbrella cast a shadow over this episode. Gleysteen’s
account of bureaucratic infighting within the Carter administration over these planned troop withdrawals
highlights how a number of American oﬃcials understood the implications of such an action for the US
alliance with South Korea and regional stability in East Asia.

6.5

Summary and Alternative Explanations

The analysis of South Korea’s record of nuclear behavior demonstrates the primacy of alliance politics.
The Guam Doctrine entailed some shift of US conventional military resources away from East Asia.
The impact of this declared change in US military policy on South Korean security interests towards the
region became manifest with Nixon’s announced withdrawal of a troop division from the Korean peninsula.
Documents show that the South Korean government reacted harshly to this change in the strategic posture
of the United States. South Korean leaders, especially Park, responded by adopting a set of measures: he
repeatedly sought verbal reassurances from his US interlocutors, he threatened to unilaterally withdraw
South Korean troops from Vietnam, he engaged in foot-dragging to slow US redeployment in the region,
and, more importantly, he established WEC and ADD to oversee the eventual development of a nuclear
weapons program. Alliance politics also played an important role in the demise of the program. Had it
not been for US pressure on South Korea and international suppliers of nuclear assistance, South Korea
might not have terminated its program when and how it did. Finally, despite uncertainty over the exact
nature of South Korea’s nuclear activities in the late 1970s, the evidence at least shows that the South
Korean government reacted negatively to Carter’s plans for complete withdrawal.
Some readers may remark that bargaining did not take place between the two governments. The
nuclear weapons program was covert, and the United States quickly shut down the program without
much resistance. This observation is correct, but it accords insuﬃcient weight to the precedent set by
this illicit activity. Several years later, when Carter was mulling a complete troop withdrawal from
South Korea, the South Korean Foreign Minister threatened that “if it is necessary for national security
interests and people’s safety, it is possible for Korea as a sovereign state to make its own judgment on the
matter.”110 Indeed, US decision-makers were aware of the risks that Carter’s actions created for South
Korean nuclear policy, and so Carter’s foreign policy establishment revolted over his handling of South
Korea. Such concerns over South Korean nuclear proliferation still shape US crisis behavior in the region
to this day.111
The evidence strongly favors my theory, yet it is important to assess the relative weight of alternative explanations: those that emphasize the suﬃciency of external threats and those that emphasize
domestic politics. Table 3 summarizes this chapter’s findings and highlights the impact of the alternative
explanations. I more fully examine these alternative explanations below.
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South Korean nuclear behavior is a
function of the threat environment.
The greater the external threat, the
more likely South Korea would engage
in nuclear behavior
Park should not initiate nuclear behavior due to his export-oriented growth
strategy

Balance-of-Threat
Theory

Domestic Politics:
Termination

Domestic Politics:
Onset

Low.
His uncertainty over alliance
commitments overwhelms any considerations regarding the viability of his
growth strategy. He might not have
wanted to compromise his growth strategy, but he appeared willing to do so
in the face of Carter’s threats to completely withdraw US forces from Korea
Low. Park buckled to US pressure
quickly, asserting that the program
would be constituted should new doubts
over US alliance commitments would reemerge.

High. South Korea was highly responsive to US pressure. It agreed to shut
down its nuclear weapons program and
ratify the NPT within months of US discovery of its covert activities.
Mixed. Necessary but insuﬃcient to explain South Korean interest in nuclear
weapons.

Level of Empirical Support Received (High/Mixed/Low)
High. South Korea begins nuclear behavior after Nixon’s troop withdrawals.
Suggestive evidence for the program’s
resumption during the Carter years.

Table 6.3: Summary of empirical support for each systematic argument.

Park should not cancel the program so
not to appear weak under foreign pressure; no nuclear behavior after democratization.

Nixon’s 1970 troop withdrawals in light
of changes in US posture in East Asia
should lead South Korea to adopt nuclear behavior; Carter’s plan for total
troop withdrawal should restart South
Korean nuclear behavior in late 1970s
South Korean security and economic
dependence on the US should imply
quick counterproliferation eﬀort in both
instances.

Alliance Compensation
Theory:
Onset

Alliance Compensation
Theory:
Termination

Predictions for South Korea

Explanation

Balance-of-Threat Theory
Some readers might claim that South Korean leaders responded primarily to the threat posed by external
adversaries rather than unfavorable changes to the level of protection provided by the US. North Korea
certainly intensified its provocations in the late 1960s. However, it had long maintained a threatening
posture under Kim Il-sung’s leadership. China, North Korea’s patron, also exhibited aggressive behavior
throughout the decade, including border clashes with India and the 1964 detonation of its own nuclear
weapon. Instead, they were necessary conditions for South Korea’s nuclear behavior. The salience of
regional threats made the announcement of US troop withdrawals even more alarming. Fears of being
abandoned, rather than the threats alone, led South Korea to engage in nuclear behavior.112 Finally, for
reasons mentioned earlier, the threat environment remained a menace to South Korean security interests
at the time of the nuclear program’s shut down.
Ironically, the conventional deterrence failures of the United States regarding North Korean provocations in the late 1960s (e.g., the Blue House Raid) were insuﬃcient for Park that the US security guarantee
was flawed. US alliance unreliability and US failures in successfully providing conventional deterrence, in
other words, did not push Park Chung-hee to reorganize his government so as to seek nuclear weapons.
Even though the presence of US tactical nuclear weapons remained on the Korean peninsula, the withdrawal of a troop division was what provoked Park to desire nuclear weapons at last. This observation
suggests that something peculiar exists regarding conventional military deployments as a means to infer
the reliability of the received security guarantee.

Domestic Politics Explanations
Domestic politics explanations look to either South Korea’s economic model of development or its domestic
institutions to account for its nuclear behavior. The statist form of development implemented under the
Park regime suggests that South Korea chose not to integrate with the global economy. As a result, the
South Korean leadership would find nuclear weapons especially attractive for enhancing their prospects
of attaining national self-suﬃciency. Furthermore, because authoritarian regimes are likely to rely on
nationalism as a basis of their legitimacy, they would be tempted to demonstrate their commitment to
safeguarding national integrity. Some evidence provides a basis for these claims. According to Sheila
Jasanoﬀ and Sang-Hyun Kim, South Korea’s nuclear projects in the late 1960s and 1970s were rooted in
government initiatives for “the modernization of the fatherland” and a “self-reliant economy.” In addition,
they point to the nationalist rhetoric that extolled the achievements of scientists and engineers working
on nuclear energy.113
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One weakness with these political economic arguments is that the South Korean government did not
wean itself itself away from the global economy. To the contrary, it sought to develop export industries.
Self-reliance meant less of the economic self-suﬃciency implied by the term ‘autarchy’ and more of technological advancement.114 Statist economic management aﬀected South Korea’s nuclear behavior insofar
as it facilitated the implementation of the nuclear weapons program. With the establishment of ADD
and WEC, the Korean state’s management of the economy and its ties to industry facilitated eﬀorts to
marshal national resources towards the production of nuclear weapons.
The argument that the South Korean government’s own nationalism motivated its nuclear behavior
places the cart before the horse for two reasons. First, South Korea’s nationalist rhetoric did not focus on
defense matters until after North Korean provocations and Nixon’s announcement of troop withdrawals
from the peninsula. During much of the 1960s, the government’s nationalist rhetoric centered on economic
mobilization. According to Seung-Young Kim, Park promoted self-reliance in defense “to defend South
Korea and to keep national dignity in the face of American meddling in South Korea’s domestic aﬀairs.”115
Still, Nixon’s troop withdrawal arguably compromised Park’s stated objectives for national self-reliance.
As Ambassador to South Korea Philip Habbib noted:
“Park’s view of self-reliance, paradoxically, includes a desire and an expressed need for the
U.S. presence and assistance to continue – at least in the short run. His concern that we will
reduce our aid program, withdraw our troops sooner than he would like, and his doubt over
the firmness of our treaty commitment, come to the surface from time to time. Generally
speaking, he wishes to hold on to these elements of strength for as long as he can, expecting
they will diminish as time goes on.”116
Moreover, Park preferred a more pragmatic approach to foreign policy and was not intent on pursuing
Gaullist ambitions of nationalist grandeur.
Second, if Park’s correspondence with US oﬃcials were to be believed, the sudden announcement of
troop withdrawals from South Korea increased the risks to his political survival. The wavering of US
114
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security commitments during a period of high regional tensions stoked domestic turmoil, prompting the
regime to use nationalism as a guiding principle in its defense policy.
I argue that alliance politics had a significant role in the demise of the South Korean nuclear weapons
program. Still, some scholars who have written on South Korea’s nuclear program dispute the causal
importance of alliance politics, claiming that Park capitulated to US demands in order to preserve domestic
economic development. I argue, by contrast, that such explanations, focusing as they do on domestic
politics, fails to explain important aspects of the South Korean case.
Solingen argues that Park was confronted with the stark choice between economic development and
a nuclear weapon capability. Because economic development more directly aﬀected his political survival,
Park renounced the nuclear weapons project openly and made nonproliferation commitments. After all, as
Solingen argues, “suspicions about South Korea’s nuclear intentions had to be put to rest if the export-led
growth strategy was to have any chance.”117 The alliance with the United States did matter, but largely
insofar as it provided the locus of South Korea’s strategy for economic development.
This argument has serious weaknesses. I should state at the onset that I agree with Solingen that,
for a state dependent on the United States for its economic success, South Korea was very sensitive to
positive and negative economic inducements. US economic statecraft succeeded because South Korea
depended on its economic relationship with the United States to satisfy its developmental objectives. The
problem with her account is that at times Park was willing to compromise his own preferred model of
economic development when alliance commitments appeared uncertain. Indeed, if Park valued economic
development so much, it is not clear why he risked compromising it by engaging in nuclear behavior in
the first place. As much as the program was secret, its usefulness as a deterrent required that the South
Korean government would eventually become more open about its nuclear posture.
Furthermore, Solingen provides little evidence to show that the returns of his strategy for economy
development motivated Park more than alliance concerns. One specific claim she makes is that Park
renounced nuclear weapons so not to undermine the country’s economic development. To support this
assertion, she cites a quote by Park in which he argues in favor of “doing away with those activities that
tend to drain or waste our natural resources in a broad sense.”118 She then goes on to argue that “even
after North Korea assassinated Park’s wife in 1974, he continued to focus on the synergies between South
Korea’s economic vitality, regional stability, and a positive ‘recognition in the world community’.”119
These passages are problematic for several reasons. The problem with the first statement by Park
is that it is unclear to which specific “activities” he is referring. Wasteful activities could conceivably
encompass anything from bureaucratic red-tape to ineﬃcient production. Moreover, even if it did refer
to the nuclear weapons program, the statement might be an example of post facto rationalization. In
marshaling various sectors of the economy towards nuclear research, Park’s nuclear behavior suggests that
for several years he did not regard such activity as a ‘waste’. The problem with the second statement
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regarding Park’s behavior following his wife’s murder is that the historical record does not support it.
The assassination by a North Korean sympathizer from Japan intensified existing tensions between South
Korea and Japan. Park even mobilized large anti-Japanese protests in Seoul to demonstrate his country’s
dissatisfaction with the Japanese position on the incident.120 These actions hardly were consistent with
any stated desire to advance regional stability and obtain positive international recognition.
Other possible counterarguments that emphasize domestic politics would expect that leaders would
resist, or even manipulate, foreign pressure to cement their nationalist legitimacy. As the leader of a
repressive regime, Park had incentives to place blame on the United States and rally anti-foreign sentiment
to boost his government’s national security policies. In reality, Park was more circumspect in publicly
outlining his security objectives. Following the withdrawal of the US troop division, Park emphasized
the urgency of obtaining national self-reliance in defense. At least publicly, these declarations did not
explicitly iterate the need for an indigenous nuclear capability when South Korea first explored and then
later pursued the nuclear weapons option. This ambiguity is reflected in the US government’s seeming
lack of knowledge of the program before Ford assumed the presidency in August 1974.
When faced with US pressure to halt the nuclear program, Park did not stoke domestic nationalist
sentiment against the United States. Rather, he yielded to American pressure relatively quickly. Within
six months of the original State Department telegram, South Korea renounced its nuclear program and
ratified the NPT. He did emphasize, however, the need for the United States to provide South Korea with
a strong security commitment. He declared that “if the US nuclear umbrella were to be removed, we have
to start developing our nuclear capability to save ourselves.” Park later added that “there were and still
are quite a number of Koreans doubting the commitment of United States.”121 These statements suggest
that Park raised the specter of nationalist motives to build the bomb to admonish the United States for
compromising on its security guarantees.

Moving Forward
So far I have analyzed the nuclear behavior of three of the most important allies the United States had
in the Cold War: West Germany, Japan, and South Korea. Yet one question that emerges from this
body of evidence concerns the generalizability of my findings. To address this issue of external validity,
my approach is two-fold. I first undertake a statistical analysis of US alliances and nuclear behavior in
chapter seven. I then go beyond US alliances and discuss nuclear behavior among Soviet alliances in
chapter eight.
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