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Abstract 
 
This paper studies under what conditions the U.S. can coerce its allies to forgo nuclear weapons.  
Specifically, why did Taiwan and South Korea give up their nuclear pursuits under American 
duress, while Israel and Pakistan attained a nuclear capability?  The existing theoretical 
perspectives explain why some countries are resolved to pursue nuclear weapons, but they do not 
illuminate why some states successfully get from the motivation to build the bomb to an 
operational nuclear weapon and others do not.  

The key finding is that denial, not punishment, succeeds in stopping and reversing allied 
nuclear programs.  Coercion by demoralization (e.g., inspections) can be particularly effective, 
and the U.S. has an easier time enforcing this measure against highly-dependent allies than 
against low-dependence allies.  Washington may not have to offer incentives to highly-
dependent allies, and it can instead simply force them into submission.  Low-dependence allies 
will not respond to either non-military rewards (e.g., economic and technological offers) or 
limited military reassurance (military aid) alone.  Likewise, the U.S. cannot stop such allies by 
either (or both) full-scale punishment or limited denial.   
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The atomic bomb […] scared its possessors more than those who 
did not have it. 
 

Adam Ulam, Stalin (1973) 

 

Nuclear-armed allies can create serious problems for the United States.  The closest the world 

came to a nuclear exchange since the Cuban missile crisis was in 1999 when Pakistan threatened 

to use nuclear weapons against India during the Cargill War.  President Bill Clinton had to 

personally intervene to persuade Islamabad not to engage in such dangerous diplomacy. 

Preventing future allies from going nuclear is bound to stay at the top of the U.S. foreign policy 

agenda. 

The paper proceeds in the following order.  First, I outline the key questions and puzzles 

that animate this research.  In the second and third sections, I summarize my argument and key 

conclusions.  In the fourth section, I provide brief summaries of the four case studies that are 

referenced throughout the paper.  The fifth, sixth and seventh sections provide detailed analysis 

of each of the hypotheses I evaluated.  I conclude by discussing the relevance of this research for 

International Relations theory.   

  

Research Question and Puzzle 

This paper studies under what conditions the U.S. can coerce its allies to forgo nuclear weapons.  

The research question is: under what conditions do U.S. coercion and inducement efforts succeed 

or fail in stopping or reversing an ally’s nuclear weapons program?  The dependent variable is 

the degree of U.S. success in stopping or reversing an ally’s nuclear weapons program.  

Specifically, why did Taiwan and South Korea give up their nuclear pursuits under American 

duress, while Israel and Pakistan attained a nuclear capability?  This study departs from the 
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predominant emphasis on how the U.S. can prevent adversaries from going nuclear.  In contrast, 

this research focuses on the U.S. efforts to coerce nuclear-seeking allies, and examines why it is 

hard to get such states to abandon their nuclear goals.  By studying how Washington succeeded 

in persuading two allies (Taiwan and South Korea) to give up their nuclear pursuits but failed 

with two others (Pakistan and Israel), we can better understand what can and cannot work to 

prevent future U.S. allies from going nuclear.       

 The existing theoretical perspectives are useful in describing the facilitating factors that 

often enable states along the nuclear route.  While these theories explain why some countries are 

highly resolved to pursue nuclear weapons, they do not illuminate why some states successfully 

get from the initial condition (the motivation to build the bomb) to the outcome (an operational 

nuclear weapon) and others do not.  The universe of cases is seven allied states2 that have sought 

to acquire nuclear weapons by building indigenous nuclear weapons programs (NWPs).  My 

analysis focuses on the cases of attempted coercive nonproliferation: Taiwan, South Korea, 

Pakistan and Israel.  The existing literature explains that these allies wanted to go nuclear to 

hedge their security bets against U.S. abandonment or to ensure their security against external 

threats, but it does not fully account for why only two of them achieved their atomic ambitions.   

 The answer lies in a fundamental point that the extant scholarship on nuclear 

proliferation, coercion and inducements often overlooks: “going nuclear” is not an ally’s 

“decision” alone, but a negotiation between that state and the U.S. as Washington seeks to 

uphold the nuclear nonproliferation norm.  On the one hand, the existing literature on nuclear 

spread provides an incomplete account of the factors that complicate the nuclear aspirants’ 

proliferation progress.  On the other hand, only few studies of coercion and inducements are 

                                                 
2 Australia, France, Israel, Pakistan, South Korea, Taiwan and United Kingdom. 
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dedicated to understanding the conditions under which such tools succeed and fail in 

nonproliferation campaigns.  This research aims to contribute to both sets of literatures. 

 

Argument 

I evaluate the existing perspectives by examining the nuclear negotiations between the U.S. and 

four of its allies during the Cold War.  One approach is to draw on the insights of the existing 

theories of international politics.  What do these theories lead us to expect about the behavior of 

nuclear-seeking states?  Another approach is to look at the historical record to evaluate if and 

how the expectations of the extant theories are borne out by events.  This research aims to do 

both. 

 The nuclear aspirations of four U.S. allies—Taiwan, South Korea, Pakistan and Israel— 

reflected a similar strategic logic, yet only two of them succeeded.  To explain the uneven record 

of U.S. coercion against its Cold War allies, I evaluate three hypotheses from the coercion, 

inducements and nuclear spread literatures.   

First, I draw a hypothesis from the alliance security dilemma literature that leads us to 

expect that the U.S. will have an easier time coercing those allies that are highly dependent on 

Washington’s military protection and/or energy supplies.  Second, I evaluate a hypothesis from 

the literature on coercion that predicts that coercion by denial holds the best chance of success, 

while coercion by punishment is unlikely to work.  Coercion by denial works by restricting the 

ally’s access to fissile materials, nuclear technology and equipment through multilateral or 

bilateral inspections (coercion by demoralization), international interdiction of technology 

through export controls (coercion by export controls), or actual forced disablement of the target 

state’s nuclear facilities (coercion by disablement).  Coercion by punishment operates by 
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imposing costs—through threats not to defend the ally or through military, economic or energy 

sanctions—to deter the ally from moving forward on the nuclear front.  Third, I assess a 

hypothesis from the literature on incentives, which suggests that provision of military 

reassurance rather than non-military rewards should increase the chances of nonproliferation 

success.   

 

Summary of Key Conclusions 

Force need not be physically used to be politically useful. 

Robert Art, “To What Ends Military Power” (1980) 

 

This research evaluates the effect of three factors—allied dependence, pressure, and 

inducements—on the degree of success the U.S. achieves in stopping and reversing the nuclear 

weapons programs of its allies.  Having started with three independent factors, this research 

shows that the level of the ally’s dependence on Washington affected the resulting effectiveness 

of the U.S. coercive efforts.  South Korea and Taiwan were more vulnerable to pressure because 

of their high security and energy dependence.  Pakistan and Israel were shielded from the 

harshest effects of pressure by their low security dependence.  The level of dependence did not 

strongly impact the efficacy of incentives, which did not play a decisive role in any of the cases.  

Table 1 summarizes the preexisting U.S. security commitments to each of the four allies.  These 

commitments lay at the root of these allies’ military dependence on Washington.  
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Table 1.  U.S. Security Commitments   

 TAIWAN SOUTH KOREA PAKISTAN ISRAEL 
Tripwire Until November 1969 Yes  No No 
Type of Defense 
Agreement 

Mutual Defense Treaty Mutual Defense Treaty Defense 
Assistance 
Agreement 

Defense 
Assistance 
Agreement

Nuclear Umbrella Yes (implied) Yes No No 
Nuclear Weapons Until 1974 Yes No No 

 

The key finding of this project is that denial, not punishment, succeeds against allied 

nuclear programs.  The U.S. has an easier time enforcing denial by demoralization (e.g., 

inspections) and disablement against highly dependent allies than against low-dependence allies.  

Washington can economize on incentives when confronting highly dependent allies, and it can 

instead simply force them into submission.  Non-military rewards (e.g., economic and 

technological offers) and/or limited military reassurance (military aid) alone are not sufficient to 

stop low-dependence allies.  Likewise, such allies will not be coerced by either (or both) full-

scale punishment or limited denial.  The U.S. has not tried providing massive military 

reassurance (e.g., nuclear umbrella) to low-dependence allies, and whether reassurance of this 

magnitude can dissuade such allies from pursuing nuclear weapons is an area for further 

research.   

 Table 2 summarizes the salient outcomes of the nonproliferation campaign in the four 

cases.  First, the “ally’s dependence level” column indicates whether the ally was in a low or a 

high dependence on the U.S.  Next, the “coercive denial” and “coercive threats / punishment” 

columns list the resulting intensity of denial and/or punishment that the U.S. was able to carry 
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Table 2.  Salient Outcomes Across Cases 
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out.3  Finally, the “inducements” column lists the type of incentives that the U.S. provided to the 

target state. 

 

Summaries of Cases 

The U.S. achieved nonproliferation success against Taiwan by forcing this highly dependent ally 

to stop its nuclear work.  Taiwan depended on the U.S. for its very survival.  Indeed, the 

Nationalists fled from China in 1949 before the Communists’ final assault could devastate their 

forces.  Henceforth, they would be protected from Beijing’s attacks by the U.S. 7th Fleet.  

Repeated military punishment threats against Taiwan’s security (threat to abandon) and civilian 

nuclear program failed to change this ally’s determination to acquire nuclear weapons.  Success 

was achieved thanks to coercion by demoralization and dismantlement that uncovered and 

stopped Taipei’s nuclear work.  The U.S. offered minimal technological rewards to Taiwan.   

In sum, the success with Taiwan was a clear case of coercion by denial success, demonstrating 

how inducements are unnecessary when confronting a highly-dependent ally. 

The U.S. achieved nonproliferation success in South Korea by precluding this highly-

dependent ally from achieving its technological goals.  South Korea’s level of dependence on the 

U.S. was high because it lacked an effective ability to defend against a North Korean attack.  

This inability was vividly demonstrated in the Korean War during which the U.S. intervened to 

protect the Republic of Korea from Pyongyang’s devastating invasion.  The threat of full-scale 

punishment—the possibility of removal of the nuclear umbrella—did not on its own force Seoul 

to reconsider its nuclear work.  The public and high-profile pledges to defend South Korea with 

nuclear weapons—the strongest military reassurance the U.S. offered to any of the four allies—

                                                 
3 The pressure hypothesis juxtaposes the efficacy of denial versus that of punishment.  This table lists denial and 
punishment in different columns to make cross-case comparisons easier to perform. 
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likewise failed to change Seoul’s security calculations.  Instead, coercion by export controls, 

which precluded France from supplying a plutonium reprocessing plant to the ROK, was 

required to finally stop the nuclear aspirant in its tracks.  In sum, coercion by denial was decisive 

in achieving the nonproliferation success against South Korea. 

Coercion by export controls against Pakistan’s uranium enrichment program did not stop 

this low-dependence ally’s nuclear work.  Pakistan’s level of dependence on the U.S. for security 

was low because, before 1979, it survived several wars with India without American help, and, 

after 1979, it played a strategic role in the Cold War.  When confronting Islamabad’s plutonium 

reprocessing and uranium enrichment programs, the U.S. relied on coercion by both denial and 

punishment.  From 1972 to 1978, coercion through punishment by sanctions and offers of limited 

military aid failed to stop Pakistan’s efforts to acquire a French plutonium reprocessing plant. 

Coercion by export controls stopped the French deal and significantly slowed Islamabad’s 

plutonium route to the bomb.  Then, starting in 1978, coercion by punishment through sanctions 

again failed to force Pakistan to abandon or slow down its uranium enrichment program, which 

A.Q. Khan championed, starting with the theft of uranium enrichment designs from the European 

consortium URENCO.  Coercion by export controls was also limited and, ultimately, ineffective.  

The U.S. was unable to enforce an airtight embargo on the multitude of uranium imports that 

Khan was procuring worldwide.  Furthermore, after 1979, the U.S. became dependent on 

Pakistan's help in defeating the Soviet Union in Afghanistan.  This forced Washington to 

moderate further its nonproliferation efforts to avoid antagonizing Islamabad.  Washington 

proposed both non-military rewards and military aid to Pakistan, but could not offer the kind of 

military reassurance (e.g., a nuclear guarantee) that stood a chance of redressing the significant 

Indo-Pakistani military imbalance, fearing that doing so could drive New Delhi further into the 
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Soviet camp.   In sum, coercion by denial cut off the plutonium route to the bomb, but did not 

stop Islamabad’s uranium program.4 

The U.S. efforts to deny Israel nuclear weapons were unable to slow Israel’s nuclear 

progress because the U.S. had little leverage over Israel for two reasons.  First, Israel both 

survived and made territorial gains in the wars against the Arab states.  Second, it was militarily 

stronger than its Arab adversaries.  The low security dependence emboldened Israel to delay and 

undermine U.S. coercion by demoralization attempts, weakening its ability to uncover 

Jerusalem’s nuclear work.  Israeli leaders would tell their American interlocutors more (Golda 

Meir) or less (David Ben Gurion and Levi Eshkol) directly that Washington had no right to 

conduct full-scale inspections of Israel’s nuclear facilities.  Given this low dependence, President 

Kennedy’s threat to abandon Israel, likewise lacked effectiveness and failed to break Jerusalem’s 

nuclear resolve.  Neither President Johnson nor President Nixon ever tried forcing Jerusalem to 

allow full-scale inspections.  The U.S. never confronted Israel with clear intelligence that showed 

the rapid progress of its NWP.  The limited military reassurance the U.S. offered was not enough 

to buy out Israel’s NWP.  Indeed, the selected military aid fell far short of the deterrent 

capability that Israel made abundantly clear it required.  The U.S. could not offer a nuclear 

guarantee to Israel because of the need to retain a working relationship with the Arab states.  In 

                                                 
4 Drawing on my research, some informed speculation is possible.  The U.S. could have increased the chances of 
nonproliferation success in Pakistan by using (a) full-scale denial (discussed below) and/or (b) the most enticing 
inducements—nuclear guarantee or an upgraded mutual defense treaty.    (A) Full-scale denial has proved effective 
in not only stopping highly-dependent allies’ NWPs, but also in significantly slowing Pakistan’s plutonium program.  
Thus, had the U.S. been able to cut off most of Islamabad’s nuclear suppliers, it would have at least significantly 
slowed Pakistan’s progress to the bomb—just as was the case with the plutonium route.  This would not have 
guaranteed success, but, following Professor Matthew Bunn’s logic (which I discuss later in this chapter), it might 
have postponed Pakistan’s nuclear acquisition to the point where a bomb was no longer politically feasible.  (B) 
That the provision of more enticing inducements could plausibly have derailed Pakistan’s nuclear work is evidenced 
from the U.S. intelligence assessments that acknowledged that Islamabad repeatedly asked for such incentives as it 
made the case for its nuclear ambitions.    
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sum, the limited nature of the denial measures precluded stopping and reversing Jerusalem’s 

nuclear program.5 

 

Conclusions Regarding Allied Dependence 

An ally’s high level of dependence on the U.S. is a necessary, but not a sufficient condition for 

success.  As Table 2 shows, in both cases where the U.S. achieved complete success, the ally’s 

dependence was high.6  Conversely, the U.S. was unable to convince the remaining two allies 

with low dependence to totally give up their nuclear work.7  However, high allied dependence 

does not alone lead to success.  Taiwan did not denuclearize by itself despite its acute 

dependence; the U.S. had to apply significant pressure to force this ally, as well as South Korea, 

the other highly-dependent ally to stop their nuclear activities.  Indeed, what was once said about 

the North Koreans applies equally to American allies: they “do not respond to pressure.  But 

without pressure they do not respond” (Wit et al. 2004: 39).   

 In each case, the U.S. had a strong enough resolve to start the coercion campaign thereby 

expending its resources and investing its reputation.  After all, as Thomas Schelling says, “A 

nation has limited resources…in the things that it can get exceptionally concerned about” (1966: 

51).  If the U.S. was not resolved to stop proliferation, it could have acquiesced to these allies’ 

nuclear pursuit by limiting its response to diplomatic protestations.  Quite on the contrary, in 
                                                 
5 Like on Pakistan, informed speculation, grounded in the research, is possible.  Israel had an equivalent level of 
dependence on the U.S. as did Pakistan and was offered similarly enticing inducements.  Lacking specific evidence, 
it is at least plausible that full-scale denial and/or a nuclear guarantee could have made nonproliferation success 
more likely.  More intrusive inspections of Israel’s nuclear facilities might have publicly revealed what the U.S. 
intelligence privately knew—that Jerusalem was making an aggressive push in the nuclear field.  A deterrent 
security commitment, which Israel repeatedly broached, likewise might have empowered detractors inside the Israeli 
government to argue that a nuclear capability was unnecessary.  
6 Both Taiwan and South Korea were unable to survive without the American military protection, making their 
dependence on the U.S. significant, albeit Taipei was more acutely insecure than Seoul in that it faced a nuclear-
armed China whereas the ROK faced a conventionally armed North Korea.   
7 Pakistan was relatively more dependent on the U.S. than Israel because it confronted a nuclear-armed and 
conventionally-stronger adversary (India) whereas Israel faced conventionally-weaker set of Arab states against 
which it had won several wars.  
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these cases the U.S. made vigorous efforts by using coercive tools that thrust its bilateral 

relationships with these allied nuclear aspirants into a crisis mode (Cha 2013; Negroponte 2013).   

 To produce results, resolve requires capacity.  Washington’s leverage to bring about the 

nonproliferation results it strenuously sought to achieve varied from case to case depending on 

that state’s level of dependence on the U.S. (or, more precisely, the balance of dependence 

between the U.S. and that country).  With highly-dependent allies, the U.S. had the leverage to 

force them to acquiesce to its coercion by demoralization efforts.  When dealing with such allies, 

the U.S. can also confront them with the intelligence to make clear that they are violating their 

nonproliferation promises.  With low-dependence allies, the U.S. has a harder time getting its 

way for two reasons.  First, if the U.S. has a strategic interest in the ally, Washington will be less 

willing to confront the target with proliferation intelligence for fear of antagonizing a valuable 

friend.  Clearly, this was the case with Pakistan.  Second, even if it does confront such an ally 

with irrefutable evidence, Washington lacks the bilateral leverage to get its way.  The likely 

result is that the U.S. would destabilize a valuable relationship, while not achieving its 

nonproliferation objectives.  The cases in this research bear out these observations.    

The high dependence of allies such as South Korea and Taiwan made them vulnerable to 

pressure.  Both allies would suffer significantly from a loss of a superpower patron on whose 

security assurances they had come to depend.  In both cases, too, the U.S. bilateral interests in 

these allies paled in comparison with the priority of keeping them non-nuclear.  The U.S. had 

already abandoned Taiwan politically to China in 1972 by agreeing that the island would not be 

an independent state.  This was an affordable price to pay for the U.S.-China normalization that 

helped encircle the Soviet Union and advance Washington’s key geopolitical objective of 

defeating Moscow in the Cold War.  On the other hand, a nuclear Taiwan would undermine these 
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critical efforts.  The same balancing act (political abandonment, military status quo) that the U.S. 

performed on Taiwan would be harder to pull off with South Korea because Washington did not 

have the kind of understanding with Pyongyang that it had reached with Beijing.  Thus, the U.S. 

probably had less actual flexibility with Seoul given ROK’s military vulnerability vis-à-vis North 

Korea, but abandoning the ROK still was conceivable when compared to the geopolitical 

repercussions of a nuclear South Korea (Gregg 2013).  A nuclear-armed ROK could have 

provoked the Soviets to become more engaged in Northeast Asia and, the U.S. worried at the 

time, possibly even could have prompted Moscow to arm North Korea with nuclear weapons.  

The U.S. strategic interest in Seoul and Taipei was insignificant compared with the priority of 

keeping them non-nuclear in order to prevent them from undermining its Cold War grand 

strategy.  In sum, given the problems nuclear acquisition by either ally would cause the U.S., 

both Taipei and Seoul were expendable.  The U.S. had much less leverage over Pakistan and 

Israel. 

 While dependence level does not by itself explain the variation in the degree of 

nonproliferation success, the Pakistan and Israel cases show that low dependence of an ally on 

the U.S. for its security reduces the resulting effectiveness of U.S. coercive tools.  The low-

dependence allies have less to lose, so the U.S. has fewer pressure areas against which to inflict 

costs when engaging in a nonproliferation campaign.  Neither Israel nor Pakistan owed their 

survival to the U.S., thus depriving the U.S. of critical sources of coercive leverage.8  This 

limited leverage can help explain the U.S. inability either to enforce the inspections of the Israeli 

nuclear facilities or to deploy any inspections to Pakistan.   

                                                 
8 This statement applies to Israel before 1967—the year Israel achieved a nuclear capability—after which the U.S. 
investment in Jerusalem’s security increased substantially.  
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 Donald Gregg, who served as the national security advisor to Vice President George H. 

W. Bush, wrote the following about Pakistan:   

 "in [at] least two meetings with Pakistani president Zia ul Haq we were frustrated by not 
 being able to tell the Pakistani to stop what we knew he was doing, due to the sources and 
 methods issue. [...] the Paks never placed the high value on their relationship with the US  
 that President Park Chung Hee did. Those were the crucial differences between the two 
 cases" (Gregg 2013). 
 
 Some of this limited leverage was of the U.S.’s own making.  After all, the U.S. refused 

to offer either Jerusalem or Islamabad the kinds of security assurances that they sought.  What it 

had not given, it could not threaten to take away.  In addition, in the case of Pakistan, the U.S. 

had to moderate the use of available tools because of its strategic interest in that ally.  As Chapter 

5: Pakistan discussed, before 1979, the U.S. priority was to prevent Pakistan from realigning 

with the Soviet Union (and China) and, after 1979, the goals shifted to assuring Pakistan 

unflagging support for the anti-Soviet mujahedeen efforts.  For both reasons, the U.S. had to 

moderate its nonproliferation demands—already circumscribed by Pakistan’s low dependence—

on this strategic ally.     

 “Suffering requires a victim that can feel pain or has something to lose.”  The findings of 

this research generally accord with Thomas Schelling’s observation (1966: 2).  Coercion works 

better against highly-dependent allies than against low-dependence allies because when 

confronting the former Washington can carry out pressure at an acceptable cost to itself, thus 

freeing itself to use the full range of available coercive options.  The costs of coercion are low 

for the U.S. because it benefits considerably less from the bilateral relationship with a highly-

dependent ally than does the target itself.  Simply put, the ally depends more on the U.S. than 

vice versa.  The consideration of the costs of coercion is important because it draws attention to 

the credibility deficit influencing the U.S. nonproliferation efforts against allies: threats against 
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allies are difficult to make credibly because by carrying them out the U.S. would be hurting its 

own interests.  When confronting highly-dependent allies, the U.S. credibility deficit is not as 

significant, the possibility of a worsened relationship is not very costly for Washington and is, 

therefore, highly credible to the ally whose costs are much higher because it would be 

endangering a critical relationship from which it derives significant and wide-ranging benefits.  

In sum, the more dependent the ally, the more vulnerable to pressure it will be.9  However, allied 

dependence—and the ally’s concomitant vulnerability to pressure—does not guarantee coercive 

success as the next section discusses.   

 

Conclusions Regarding Pressure  

This research helps sharpen Glenn Snyder’s insight—“the least dependent partner will enjoy the 

most influence, and vice versa” (2007: 199)—by specifying what type of coercion is more likely 

to achieve nonproliferation success.  Indeed, strong pressure does not equal effective pressure.  

Coercion by punishment can inflict higher costs on the target than coercion by denial because it 

impacts a wider range of the ally’s vital interests.  (In particular, as the last section showed, the 

U.S. can inflict devastating costs on highly-dependent allies.)  Conversely, coercion by denial 

inflicts costs only on the ally’s NWP—but, as this research shows, it is a far more effective 

nonproliferation tool.  The U.S. has to apply the right kind of pressure—and with the appropriate 
                                                 
9 A counter-argument can be made that Taiwan and South Korea never tried acquiring nuclear weapons, but were, 
instead, counter-coercing to get the U.S. not to withdraw or weaken its protection.  This project does not attempt to 
determine exactly what these countries’ intentions were.  It is plausible that these countries—for example, South 
Korea—learned how to counter-coerce the U.S. not to reduce its nuclear deterrent (Engelhardt 1996).  Threatening 
to join the nuclear club was as valuable as getting the actual weapon, the reasoning goes.  Nonetheless, the U.S. 
coercion clearly succeeded in setting back these countries’ nuclear progress—whatever the purpose for which they 
were pursuing it.  The U.S. still stopped them from moving forward on the nuclear front.  Taipei and Seoul might 
not have been resolved to go all the way to building a nuclear weapon, but they sought (or, at least, appeared) to put 
themselves in a position to do so by attempting to acquire the relevant equipment and technology.  Whether these 
proliferation-related activities were in fact aimed at acquiring a nuclear capability may be debatable though I take at 
face value the U.S. intelligence assessments that claimed that nuclear capabilities were, indeed, the purpose of these 
activities.  What is not subject to debate, however, is that the U.S. was able to stop these activities through its 
coercion campaign. In sum, the paper reveals how proliferation processes can be stopped by coercion.   
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intensity—to convince its allies to give up their nuclear pursuits.  The preceding observations 

provide support to Robert Pape’s argument that coercion by denial works better than coercion by 

punishment.10   

 

Conclusions Regarding Punishment 

Punishment at any level is not sufficient for success.  As can be seen from Table 1, the U.S. 

threatened military abandonment (the strongest possible punishment) in both of the complete 

success cases (Taiwan and South Korea).  As I discussed in the South Korea and Taiwan 

chapters, however, such threats did not on their own lead these allies to abandon their nuclear 

pursuits.  Taiwan’s leadership did not stand down its atomic work despite persistent and highly-

credible American threats to abandon the island militarily to China and to cut off the fuel 

supplies without which Taipei’s energy sector would not survive.  Likewise, South Korea’s 

President Park was warned unequivocally that the U.S. would withdraw its nuclear umbrella if 

the ROK persisted with its nuclear work.  He rejected U.S. demands and continued trying to 

acquire the French plutonium reprocessing plant.  Even if these allies doubted America’s 

credibility, they could never be sure that the U.S. was bluffing, and the price of a mistaken 

assumption about the U.S. intentions could have been catastrophic.  The low-dependence allies 

were equally recalcitrant as the Pakistani case illustrates.   

 Actual limited punishment through sanctions against Pakistan failed to decisively alter 

Islamabad’s nuclear calculus.  Pakistan was not nearly as dependent on the U.S. as Taiwan and 

South Korea were, so Washington had a more limited range of options when trying to coerce this 

ally.  For example, threatening to breach the bilateral relationship (as noted, usually the most 

                                                 
10 However, as my cases show, success through coercion by denial is hard to achieve.  This goes to the broader point 
that successful coercion is difficult to pull off, substantiating the insights from the coercive diplomacy literature (Art 
2003).   
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feared prospect faced by U.S. allies) was not a real option vis-à-vis Pakistan because Islamabad 

did not owe its security—let alone survival—to the U.S.  Pakistan, to quote Schelling, could not 

“feel the pain.”   

 Pakistan was the only ally against which the U.S. actually carried out coercion by 

military punishment (cutting off military aid).  In doing so, the U.S. directly targeted Pakistan’s 

military sector, seeking to undercut its security, but Pakistan’s low dependence reduced the 

impact of these measures in two ways.  First, the low-level U.S. military relationship with 

Pakistan meant that the U.S. could only cut off the meager aid it was supplying.  This would not 

drastically change Pakistan’s security prospects vis-à-vis the militarily-superior India.  Pakistan’s 

low military dependence meant that the U.S. could not impose high enough costs that would 

make the NWP an unbearable short-term liability for Islamabad.  Second, Pakistan’s Cold War 

realignment alternatives forced the U.S. to further moderate the implementation of its coercive 

measures.  Specifically, the U.S. worried that, if it pressed its ally too hard, Pakistan might have 

re-aligned with the Soviets or the Chinese.  Thus, Washington sought to reduce the pain inflicted 

on its ally by continuing to carry out the existing arms contracts and only cutting off new 

deliveries.  These measures did not impose prohibitive costs because, as noted, the promised new 

arms deliveries were insignificant compared to Pakistan’s strategic balancing requirements 

against India.  Pakistan’s low military dependence took the sting out of the pain brought by 

military punishment, which failed to discernibly slow, stop or reverse Pakistan’s uranium NWP.  

Coercion by (threat of or actual) punishment alone, as the literature expects, is less effective than 

denial in leading to successful nonproliferation outcomes.   

 The research largely confirms Pape’s explanations for why punishment alone is unlikely 

to work.  First, punishment does not work, Pape argues, because the stakes are too important for 
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the target state to give up (Pape 1996: 21).  States pursue nuclear weapons to assure their long-

term security against formidable or implacable adversaries (Pakistan and Israel), or to hedge 

against potential abandonment by a superpower patron (Taiwan and South Korea).  Such 

strategic benefits are hard to override, even when punishment is inflicted, and this explains why 

punishment is unlikely to succeed.  The costs the U.S. can threaten or actually impose through 

punishment are also inherently limited by the U.S. credibility deficit mentioned earlier: the U.S. 

cannot harm its friends without undermining its own interests (e.g., vis-a-vis the Soviet Union.) 

The second reason punishment does not work, according to Pape, is that nationalism will 

strengthen the target state’s resistance to pressure and the resolve to persevere (Pape 1996: 21-2).  

Applied to nuclear negotiations, Pape’s argument points to a simple strategic reason why 

punishment is not likely to succeed against allies: it is counterproductive.  Punishment deepens 

the ally’s fundamental insecurity, thus strengthening, not undermining, its desire to go nuclear.11  

Countries pursue nuclear weapons because of uncertainty regarding the security promises of its 

superpower patron.  They cannot be sure, as Avery Goldstein points out, that the U.S. will keep 

its promises to protect them.  When the U.S. threatens to breach security ties with an ally, while 

at the same time promising to firm up the security guarantees if the target gives up its nuclear 

ambitions, it strengthens the ally’s uncertainty about its patron’s intentions that lies at the root of 

the ally’s nuclear pursuit.  This helps explain why the highly-credible military abandonment 

threats failed to break Taiwan’s and South Korea’s nuclear resolves.   

 

Conclusions Regarding Denial 

Full-scale denial is necessary, and, when used against highly-dependent allies, sufficient for 

success.  Coercion by denial proved decisive in both success cases by serving the knockout blow 
                                                 
11 Nationalism, through a “rally around the flag” popular dynamic, can be one expression of this insecurity. 
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to Taiwan’s nuclear ambitions by intrusive on-site inspections and subsequent disablement of its 

nuclear facilities (coercion by demoralization and disablement) and to ROK’s nuclear plans by 

President Carter’s intervention with the French (coercion by export controls).     

The U.S. was able to force full-scope inspections on Taiwan.  Due to its military and 

energy dependence, Taiwan could not reject the robust coercion by demoralization and 

disablement efforts that directly imposed the coercive nonproliferation will of the United States 

on the island’s nuclear decision-making.  For example, during the Ford and Carter 

Administrations, the U.S. dictated to the Taiwanese which types of nuclear research activities 

were allowed and which were proscribed.  Washington took another far-reaching step by 

repatriating almost all of the spent fuel from Taiwan to make sure that Taipei had absolutely no 

recourse to weapons-grade plutonium even in “dirty” (not reprocessed / separated) form.  And 

during the Reagan Administration, upon discovering that Taiwan clandestinely restarted the 

plutonium reprocessing work the U.S. thought it had stopped years before, the U.S. went as far 

as removing the heavy water from Taiwan’s plutonium-producing reactor, thus rendering it 

inoperable.  (This was an unusually intrusive action given the fact that the U.S. did not build this 

reactor, and, following the nonproliferation standards, thus should not have had a say on how it 

was used.)   

When confronting Taiwan, the U.S. not only stopped, but comprehensively reversed its 

NWP.  It is clear that Taipei was in no position to refuse these actions, given its extreme military 

dependence on Washington (Negroponte 2013).  One former State Department official’s 

observation illustrates how overall dependence played the key role in the Taiwan case.  This was 

not just coercion, Allen Sessoms pointed out in an interview, but “a ‘deal’—you’ve got my back 

[i.e., security protection], and I’m not going to do anything [in the nuclear field] that drives you 
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crazy” (Sessoms 2013).  Brent Scowcroft echoed this point, stressing that getting Taiwan to back 

down involved a “negotiation,” using various levers of U.S. influence over the island (Scowcroft 

2013).  The Taiwan case is an example of how coercion by demoralization and disablement is 

more likely to work against highly-dependent allies, giving Washington more leverage to 

pressure the nuclear aspirant to accept such sovereignty-infringing measures.  Taiwan buckled 

given its high dependence, while Israel did not. 

Israel thwarted the American efforts to engage in coercion by demoralization (through 

meaningful inspections) that could reveal and stymie Jerusalem’s nuclear work.  The U.S. did 

send “visitors” to the Dimona reactor, but Jerusalem exerted total control over the process, 

starting with the insistence that the U.S. team be called scientific “visitors”—not “inspectors.”  

Israel also refused to accept such “visits” on a bi-annual basis and never allowed the visitors to 

carry measurement instruments.  In doing so, it called the U.S. bluff by ignoring President 

Kennedy’s nominally fearsome threat to breach the bilateral relationship if Jerusalem did not 

acquiesce to bi-annual visits.  It could afford to do so given its low dependence on the U.S. 

military protection, having survived without the U.S. deterrence (against the Arab states) since 

coming into existence in 1948.  Limited preexisting security commitments translated into limited 

influence.   

Even in a tough case like Pakistan, whose dependence on the U.S. was low, full-scale 

coercion by export controls managed to score a limited success against Islamabad’s plutonium 

program when the U.S. persuaded Paris not to supply a reprocessing plant to Pakistan.  Similar 

denial efforts through export controls against Islamabad’s uranium program ended up being 

limited and, as a result, failed to do more than somewhat slow down the inexorable progress of 
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the NWP.12  Coercion by demoralization (e.g., on-site inspections) might have worked better, but 

firmer conclusions are hard to make since the U.S. lacked the leverage to deploy such measures 

against Pakistan.     

Thinking counterfactually based on the research in this paper, we can speculate that 

coercion by demoralization could have stood a better chance of stopping Islamabad’s uranium 

program.  Inspections might have slowed or stopped on the ground the Pakistani work on its 

uranium facilities, as Islamabad was using imports that the limited export controls were unable to 

fully stop.  Indeed, coercion by demoralization can be most useful against countries, like 

Pakistan, that are not relying on foreign suppliers (or have already acquired the necessary nuclear 

components) and are therefore less vulnerable to coercion by export controls.  However, as I 

analyze in chapter 5: Pakistan, coercion by demoralization was almost impossible to enforce in 

that case most likely because the U.S. lacked the requisite leverage over Islamabad (Miller 

2012).  As noted, Israel also prevented the U.S. from carrying out coercion by demoralization.  

In sum, coercion by demoralization (and, especially, coercion by disablement) works better 

against highly dependent allies because with those allies the U.S. has the ability, given their 

dependence on the U.S., to force its way into the country and take actions that stop the nuclear 

work on the ground.   

A possible explanation for why denial proves critical for nonproliferation success is that 

such measures lengthen the time the ally requires to get the bomb.  Professor Matthew Bunn 

argues that if the bomb takes 20 years to build, it may come too late to be militarily useful (2003: 

11).  Therefore, he points out, actions that prolong the time to bomb “do not merely delay the 

inevitable acquisition of nuclear weapons by states; they can affect the probability that states will 

                                                 
12 As a former nonproliferation official Carleton Stoiber put it, after A. Q. Khan's URENCO theft, stopping Pakistan 
was "extremely difficult if not impossible" (Stoiber 2013). 
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decide to go forward with a nuclear weapons program” (2003: 11).13  “It seems likely,” Professor 

Bunn concludes, “that nonproliferation policies designed to keep this time [“from a first decision 

to pursue a nuclear weapons option to the actual acquisition of a nuclear weapon”] as long as 

possible will be particularly important to proliferation outcomes” (2003: 16).     

 

Conclusions Regarding Inducements  

Inducements of any type are neither necessary nor sufficient for success.  Neither limited non-

military rewards nor full-scale military reassurance led to success in the Taiwan and South 

Korean cases.  The provision of limited military reassurance likewise failed to lead to success in 

Pakistan and Israel.  As noted, it remains to be investigated if massive military reassurance can 

stop low-dependence allies.  

The U.S. offered full military reassurance to South Korea by promising to defend it with 

nuclear weapons.  To Taiwan, the U.S. only offered limited non-military rewards, such as 

renewal of licenses for Taipei’s civilian nuclear power reactors.  From these two complete 

success cases, the conclusion can be drawn that inducements do not play as significant a role for 

highly-dependent allies as the scholarship on incentives leads us to expect.  The logic of the 

literature suggests that provision of military reassurance, rather than non-military rewards, 

should increase the chances of success because such inducements are more likely to undercut the 

ally’s insecurity that impelled it to pursue the NWP.  In other words, the incentives that satisfy 

an ally’s current and future security needs are more likely to persuade it to abandon the future 

gains it hopes to enjoy if it persists and is ultimately successful in making its nuclear weapons 

program operational.  However, inducements did not play significant roles in either Taiwan or 

South Korea.  Taiwan was forced into submission when it was offered minimal non-military 
                                                 
13 Levite agrees, arguing that “buying time” is critical for a nonproliferation strategy (2002/3: 59). 
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rewards.  Having politically abandoned Taipei, the U.S. made little effort to reassure it of its 

future intentions; furthermore, having promised non-military rewards, Washington provided 

them inconsistently.14  The Taiwan case thus suggests that in the cases of the most acute 

dependence by an ally, the U.S. can economize on incentives and achieve success primarily by 

coercive denial.   

The South Korean case is unique in that the U.S. made two public, high-level pledges to 

defend it with nuclear weapons.  Both of these features (public and high-level) made the pledges 

highly credible because the U.S. was issuing a direct warning to the Soviets and the North 

Koreans about the consequences of an attack on South Korea.  As noted previously, the strength 

of this military reassurance becomes clear once we compare it to the U.S. approach to the Arab-

Israeli conflict.  In that case, President Kennedy made a diplomatically “balanced” statement, 

speaking for the security interests of both parties, which, as could be expected, failed to reassure 

the Israelis.   

The failure of these public and high-level military guarantees to change the South 

Koreans’ minds was surprising.  Military reassurance did not work because in 1978 Seoul still 

engaged in negotiations with France about purchasing the reprocessing facility.  President 

Carter’s coercion by export controls was necessary to stop this renewed attempt in its tracks.  

Donald Gregg's account helpfully illustrates this point by describing the failure of an earlier 

reassurance attempt: "The visit to Seoul of President Ford and Henry Kissinger, in the fall of 

1974, en route to a meeting with the Soviet leadership in Vladivostok, was very reassuring to 

Park, and the relationship was stabilized. The nuclear program was stopped later on, when South 

Korea had to go abroad to purchase items that it could not produce itself [thus making itself 

                                                 
14 The Taiwan Relations Act sought to reassure Taipei that Washington’s military protection remained, but the U.S. 
did nothing to rescind its decision to politically abandon the island. 
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vulnerable to coercion by export controls]" (Gregg 2013, emphasis added).  In sum, South Korea 

was the only case in which the U.S. explicitly pledged to strengthen its deterrent for an ally, and 

this military reassurance failed alone to bring about a nuclear change of heart in Seoul.   

For Pakistan and Israel, Washington chose to provide only limited military reassurance 

(selected military aid) to strengthen their defensive capabilities, and equally unequivocally 

refused to provide anything approaching a deterrent capability that both states repeatedly 

requested.  The U.S. knew that the arms it offered to Pakistan would not even allow it to  

balance—let alone, deter—India.15  The Israeli case also shows that the Kennedy Administration 

drew a clear line between a defensive buildup to bring Jerusalem to the point of parity with its 

Arab adversaries and massive military aid that Israel requested that could have allowed Israel to 

deter its enemies.  

Neither of these limited reassurance measures managed to persuade Pakistan or Israel to 

stop their nuclear work.  Low-dependence allies respond to neither non-military rewards (e.g., 

economic and technological offers) nor limited military reassurance (e.g., military aid).16  In 

sum, inducements of limited military value are unlikely to persuade low-dependence allies to 

give up on the goal of having a nuclear deterrent.      

 

Implications for Theory 

My research examines the nuclear nonproliferation negotiations between the U.S. and its Cold 

War allies.  The U.S. used military reassurance and non-military rewards to convince its allies to 

stay non-nuclear, but coercion—the other tool of nonproliferation persuasion—was more 

                                                 
15 As I discuss in more detail in chapter 5 (Pakistan), the U.S. strategic interest in retaining a working relationship 
with India weighed decisively against the provision of stronger military reassurance to Pakistan. 
16 Further research is required to understand if a nuclear deterrent umbrella can convince low-dependence allies to 
abandon nuclear pursuit. 
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effective than inducements in getting allied states to abandon atomic ambitions.   The fact that 

coercion in service of nonproliferation ever worked is puzzling given the anarchic nature of the 

international system which creates strong incentives for states to strengthen their defensive 

capabilities against adversaries in an uncertain world.  Thus, even coercive bargaining should be 

unlikely to succeed in overcoming these security imperatives by persuading states to stop 

building the ultimate deterrent weapons.  This research sheds some light on this puzzle, showing 

coercive denial to be more efficacious than coercive punishment. 

The available evidence allows us to draw firmer conclusions from the cases of highly-

dependent allies because full-scale measures (strong and credible punishment threats [South 

Korea and Taiwan], full-scope inspections [Taiwan], and significant military reassurance [South 

Korea]) were used in those cases.  From these cases, it is possible to conclude that neither 

reassurance nor punishment work on their own, while inspections can work if they are full-

scope.  

The low-dependence cases, however, do not allow us to make such clear inferences 

because they featured the use of limited coercive and inducement tools (export controls 

[Pakistan], inspections [Israel], offers of military aid [Pakistan and Israel]).  Thus, several 

counterfactual questions, which were discussed earlier, remain.  The U.S. was unwilling to use 

strong military reassurance with either Pakistan or Israel because of its conflicting geopolitical 

priorities—i.e., maintaining relationships with India and the Arab states, respectively.  Likewise, 

the priority of preventing Pakistani realignment with the Soviets and the Chinese and, after 1979, 

of assuring Islamabad’s support for the anti-Soviet effort in Afghanistan prevented the U.S. from 

fully using the already-limited coercive leverage against this ally.  Had these conflicting 
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priorities not handicapped the U.S. decision-making, the outcomes in the Pakistani and Israeli 

cases might have been different. 

 

Concluding Observations 

These theoretical implications notwithstanding, the emphasis on studying the use of coercion 

against allies may still seem counterintuitive.  Why try to understand how the U.S. can get its 

way with friends when influencing adversaries is, arguably, a much more pressing and relevant 

foreign policy priority?  The historical record suggests that if U.S. allies acquire nuclear weapons 

they would become considerably harder to control.  The imperative of restraining erstwhile 

friendly regimes led the U.S. to oppose nuclear acquisition by South Korea and Taiwan.  In the 

former case, Washington feared that Seoul would take a harsh stance against North Korea, likely 

provoking the Soviet Union and/or China to intervene and inevitably drawing the U.S. into the 

conflict.  In the latter case, the U.S. had good reasons to worry that a nuclear Taipei would be 

emboldened to confront China with unforeseen consequences for East Asian security and for 

U.S.-China normalization.   

Studying the conditions for successful coercion against allies may be even more relevant 

now than it was in the past.  If allies start losing trust in the U.S. security guarantees, some of 

them will be tempted to seek nuclear weapons with detrimental effects for vital U.S. interests in 

the Middle East and East Asia.  It is thus important for the U.S. to learn how to coerce nuclear-

seeking allies more effectively. 
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