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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Nuclear Learning:

Nuclear Coercion and the Proliferation Dilemma

by

Myung Chul Kim
Doctor of Philosophy in Political Science
University of California, Los Angeles, 2016

Professor Arthur A. Stein, Chair

Since 1945 the United States has not used nuclear weapons to attack other states, yet it has used
nuclear coercion more actively than any state. Why did the U.S. use nuclear coercion at all
against weak states or for non-vital national interests when the U.S. had superior conventional
forces? What would have induced U.S. leaders to employ nuclear coercion? Nuclear deterrence
theory and nuclear taboo theory cannot adequately explain why, under similar security and
domestic environments, Dwight Eisenhower and Richard Nixon were more willing to use
nuclear coercion whereas other leaders like Lyndon Johnson overall abstained from using
nuclear threats. I argue that while U.S. leaders’ learning of the overly destructive damages of

military nuclear use raised the threshold of using nuclear weapons to attack, the lack of learning



or biased learning of the repercussions of coercive nuclear use, especially nuclear proliferation
induced by U.S. nuclear threats, allowed many leaders to retain their belief in the coercive power
of nuclear weapons. Therefore, they considered and even used nuclear coercion for non-vital
matters. Based on the theoretical concepts of nuclear learning and using a historical analysis, my
dissertation finds a causal mechanism of nuclear learning that could explain what promoted or
hindered learning of the technical and political reality of nuclear weapons and led them to the

counterproductive use of nuclear coercion.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Since the atomic bombing of Japan in 1945 the United States has not used nuclear
weapons to attack others, yet it has used the weapons to coerce its opponents and reassure its
allies. While nuclear weapons have been a central part of deterring its major foes from attacking
the U.S. and its allies, the U.S. occasionally attempted to change its opponents’ behaviors by
threatening to use nuclear weapons during crises and regional wars. Not only did the U.S. use
nuclear threat against weak states, but also it sometimes over-coerced by risking even a nuclear
war with the Soviet Union to prevent a political defeat and preserve its credibility of extended
nuclear deterrence. From available records perhaps the U.S. has been the most active user of
nuclear coercion.'

The continuing coercive use of nuclear weapons by the United States — threatening to use
nuclear weapons for deterrence or compellence — while abstaining from using the weapons to
attack others raises several questions about existing nuclear theories. First of all, it is not self-
evident why the U.S. had to rely on nuclear weapons, instead of conventional weapons to coerce
weak states or for non-vital matters. Kenneth Waltz and other scholars claim that nuclear
weapons are a poor instrument of coercion, except perhaps for minimum deterrence, due to their

destructive power and the lingering radiation contamination.” As Byman and Waxman assert,

! Richard K. Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance (Washington D.C.: The Brookings
Institution, 1987), p. 2; T.V. Paul, The Tradition of Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2009), p. 20; and Samuel Black, The Changing Political Utility of Nuclear Weapons:
Nuclear Threats from 1970 to 2010 (Washington D.C.: The Henry L. Stimson Center, 2010), p. 3.

? Kenneth Waltz and Scott Sagan, The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: An Enduring Debate. (New York:
Norton & Company, 2003), p. 17; and McGeorge Bundy, “The Unimpressive Record of Atomic
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such physical characteristics make it difficult to dominate in crisis escalation because “policy
makers cannot use them to ratchet up pressure slowly or inflict limited costs” against a target.’
More recently, Todd Sechser and Matthew Furman argue that using nuclear compellence during
the peacetime did not yield the coercer better outcomes. They believe that nuclear compellence is
usually not credible because the coercer cannot seize the disputed prize like a territory by using
nuclear weapons, and there would be strong political backlash against the coercer.* Even former
national security advisor Henry Kissinger who attempted to use coercive nuclear diplomacy
during the Nixon era admitted: “the capacity to destroy proved difficult to translate into a
plausible threat even against countries with no capacity for retaliation. The margin of the
superpowers over non-nuclear state had been widening; yet the awesomeness of their power had
increased their inhibitions.””

On the other hand, the U.S. has superior conventional forces that it not only can threaten
to use, but also actually use in a limited way to escalate the crisis and coerce adversaries. Using
A conventional threat instead could also help lower the danger of being caught in the
“commitment trap” that U.S. could end up in using an excessive force to uphold its deterrence
credibility and prestige.® Scott Sagan argues that if the U.S. uses nuclear threats in response to
non-nuclear attack like chemical or biological attack, “the U.S. president would feel compelled

to retaliate with nuclear weapons to maintain his or her international and domestic reputation for

Diplomacy,” in The Use of Force: Military Power and International Politics, edited by Robert J. Art and
Kenneth N. Waltz (Lanham: University Press of America, 1993).

? Daniel Byman and Matthew Waxman, The Dynamic of Coercion: American Foreign Policy and the
Limits of Military Might (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 103.

*Todd S. Sechser and Matthew Fuhrmann, “Crisis Bargaining and Nuclear Blackmail,” International
Organization, Vol. 67, No. 01 (2013), p. 174.

> Henry Kissinger, The White House Years (Boston: Little, Brown, 1979), pp. 66-67, quoted in T.V.Paul,
The Tradition of Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons, 2009, p. 75.

® Scott D. Sagan, “The Commitment Trap: Why the United States Should Not Use Nuclear Threats to
Deter Biological and Chemical Weapons Attacks,” International Security, Vol. 24, No. 4 (2000).



honoring commitments.” His argument suggests that the U.S. nuclear threat could be potentially
very costly if it fails to coerce its opponent. Nevertheless, the U.S. actively and sometimes
overtly used nuclear coercion when it could have used conventional forces for coercion.’

Rational deterrence theory presumes that the nuclear balance is one of major factors that
drove great powers’ behaviors.® However, deterrence theory is inadequate to explain U.S.
nuclear behavior because when there was no change in the nuclear balance between the major
powers, different U.S. top leaders used nuclear coercion in different ways. For example,
President Dwight Eisenhower was more willing to use nuclear coercion than President Truman
even though they fought against the same enemies during the Korean War. President Richard
Nixon tried to use nuclear threats to end the Vietnam War whereas President Lyndon Jonson
mostly abstained from using nuclear coercion during the same war.” Although Richard Betts
decades ago recognized the importance of understanding the leadership differences in explaining
nuclear threats, he stopped short of explaining what made such differences.'’

Nuclear norms theorists claim that growing norms against nuclear use overall constrained
the U.S. from using nuclear weapons. Nina Tannenwald even argues that non-use norms became
strong enough to make nuclear use by the U.S. almost unthinkable.'' Logically, such strong anti-
nuclear norms should have also made the coercive nuclear use untenable, if not obsolete.

However, U.S. nuclear threats did not disappear after the pinnacle of the peace movement in

7 Black describes that between 1970s and 2010 the U.S. used nuclear threats 25 times, which is the
highest among nuclear weapons states. See Black, The Changing Political Utility of Nuclear Weapons,
2010,p. 17.

¥ Kenneth Waltz, “The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More May Metter,” Adelphi Papers, Number 171.
(London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, 1981).

? See chapter three and four for more historical analysis for the cases.

% Richard K. Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance, 1987, p. 177.

! Nina Tannenwald, “Stigmatizing the Bomb: Origins of the Nuclear Taboo,” International Security,
Vol. 29 No. 4 (2005), p. 5.



1960s and even after the end of the Cold War when arguably non-use norms would have become
stronger than ever.

George W. Bush’s nuclear threats against Iraq, Iran, and North Korea were especially
problematic for non-use norms argument. Although many pointed out the 9/11 terrorists attack as
a major reason that changed public opinion and drove the U.S. to pursue more aggressive foreign
policies, the fact that the U.S. was attacked by terrorists does not in itself explain why the Bush
administration used nuclear threat against them more explicitly than other post-Cold war
presidents. Bush’s apparent aim of using nuclear threat to stop their nuclear acquisition is
logically dubious for nuclear threat can spur nuclear proliferation, and empirically problematic
because the U.S. failed to stop North Korea from going nuclear.

If nuclear coercion, particularly nuclear compellence, is usually not credible unless used
under an extreme circumstance, why did the U.S. use nuclear coercion at all against weak states
or for non-vital matters when it had superior conventional forces? What would have induced
U.S. leaders to employ nuclear coercion? Do leaders have idiosyncratic attitudes about nuclear
weapons and do their attitudes ever change thanks to experience? Or has their nuclear thinking
been simply constrained by the external factors like the nuclear balance and public opinion?
What are the implications of the U.S. nuclear coercive diplomacy on the military non-use of
nuclear weapons since 1945 and U.S. nuclear nonproliferation policies? My dissertation intends
to address those questions by finding a causal mechanism of the decision to employ nuclear
coercive diplomacy.

I argue that while U.S. leaders’ learning of the overly destructive damages of military
nuclear use raised the threshold of using nuclear weapons to attack others from the early years of

the nuclear age, the lack of learning or biased learning of the complicated but significant



repercussions of coercive nuclear use, especially nuclear proliferation induced by U.S. nuclear
threats, allowed many leaders to retain their belief in the coercive power of nuclear weapons.
Therefore, U.S. leaders considered and used nuclear coercion even for non-vital national
interests, when they were frustrated or dissatisfied with the way in which crises or wars were
unfolding. Based on theoretical concepts of nuclear learning and using a historical analysis, I
explain what allowed or hindered U.S. leaders’ learning of the technical and political reality of
nuclear weapons and led them to the counterproductive use of nuclear coercion.'

Just few years prior to the collapse of the Soviet Union, Joseph Nye argued that the
improving relations between the U.S. and Soviet Union could be better explained, rather than by
superpowers’ simple adaptation based on their short-term interests, by their learning of the
problems associated with nuclear weapons and their building regimes to resolve such problems.
According to his argument, superpowers learned the destructive powers of nuclear weapons, the
danger of accidental nuclear use, the danger of proliferation, and stability problems of arms race,
except that they were unable to agree on how to jointly limit the size of nuclear forces."> As he
admits in his conclusion, his nuclear learning concept raises more questions than it answers in
part because he did not specify what helped nuclear learning in some issues but not others like

nuclear deterrence. Nevertheless, I believe that his nuclear learning model is more useful for

21 do not dispute about whether U.S. nuclear coercion has been incredible or “unimpressive” as
McGeorgy Bundy paraphrased. See more, Bundy, “The Unimpressive Record of Atomic Diplomacy,”
1993. There is large literature now that discusses the effect of U.S. coercion. The evidence presented by
scholars appear to be mixed in supporting the credibility of U.S. nuclear coercion, though at least the
newly available documents show that the target of U.S. nuclear threats to a certain degree showed a
concern for the U.S. nuclear attack. See Paul C. Avey, “Who’s Afraid of the Bomb? The Role of Nuclear
Non-Use Norms in Confrontations between Nuclear and Non-Nuclear Opponents,” Security Studies, 24
(2015). My point is that U.S. leaders’ learning about the ramification of nuclear coercion has been
imperfect, if not seriously biased, this lack caused security and economic costs.

" He acknowledged that unlike other areas of nuclear cooperation there was little progress in limiting
counterforce or countervailing nuclear forces due to the inherent uncertainty of understanding nuclear
deterrence. In fact, both superpowers continued spending enormous money on nuclear build-ups until the
late 1980s when Gorbachev started reversing the nuclear arms race.

5



explaining U.S. nuclear behaviors than others because U.S. nuclear learning has been
consequential than rational deterrence theory assumes, but not so deep enough to change values
and identities as nuclear taboo theory assumes.

Nye explains that U.S. leaders’ nuclear thinking can be shaped and evolve as they update
their prior beliefs by learning from new information experience. He states that “there are
different degree of learning along a continuum of ends-means relationships, from very simple to
highly complex. Simple learning uses new information merely to adapt the means, without
altering any deeper goals in the ends-means chain...Complex learning, by contrast, involves
recognition of conflicts among means and goals in causally complicated situations, and leads to
new priorities and trade-offs.”'*

Learning the reasons to restrain military nuclear use is relatively simple because of the
distinctive physical nature of nuclear weapons. However, given the difficulty of assessing
benefits and costs of nuclear coercion, more than simple learning is necessary to recognize the
consequences the U.S. could face by using nuclear coercion. As the history shows, the U.S. top
officials realized the destructive power of nuclear weapons by observing nuclear tests and
learning from the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki sooner than any state or public."’

Contrary to what nuclear taboo theorists presume, the construction of strong non-use norm was

not a necessary condition to induce U.S. leaders to be cautious in using the weapons in the

Y Joseph S. Jr. Nye, “Nuclear Learning and U.S.-Soviet Security Regimes” International Organization,
Vol. 41, No. 3 (1987), p. 380.

> Richard Rhodes, The Making of the Atomic Bomb (New York: Simon&Schuster, 1986); and Wittner,
Lawrence Wittner, Confronting the Bomb: A Short Hirtory of the World Nuclear Disarmament Movement
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009).



battlefield because it was fairly obvious that military nuclear use would be most of the time too
disproportional to the political goals that the U.S. could achieve.

However, understanding the immediate and long-term consequences of coercive nuclear
use was not so obvious as many leaders assumed. In terms of the benefits, it was difficult to
correctly assess the efficacy of nuclear coercion due to inherent uncertainty about other states’
intentions. For instance, even if the adversary backed down after the U.S. initiated a nuclear
threat, there was no easy way to know whether the outcome was due to U.S. coercion or other
reasons, such as the target’s domestic politics. Moreover, the costs of nuclear coercion did not
usually materialize immediately unless the coercive nuclear diplomacy obviously failed. The
public may not have been even aware of the coercive nuclear use for some time if the threat was
implicit or sent in private. A target might have determined to achieve revenge after experiencing
humiliation by the nuclear threat but it might have taken some time to get stronger enough
challenge the coercer again.

Another significant cost that nuclear coercion can cause in the long-term is nuclear
proliferation. When the U.S. first monopolized nuclear weapons, nuclear proliferation was not a
major issue partly because some U.S. officials believed it would take years if not decades for
other states to build their own nuclear weapons without U.S. assistance.'® However, the
development and spread of the gas centrifuge technologies in the early1950s, which enabled a

much easier path to building nuclear weapons, meant that less industrialized states could build

'¢ Shane Maddock, Nuclear Apartheid: The Quest for American Atomic Supremacy from World War II to
the Present (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010)
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nuclear weapons sooner than the U.S. believed.'” China’s nuclear test in 1964 indicated that the
U.S. could no longer maintain its nuclear monopoly even against non-major powers.'®

The changing technical reality of nuclear weapons also created and deepened the nuclear
deterrence-proliferation dilemma (hereafter referred as DPD). Actively utilizing the coercive
value of nuclear weapons can increase nuclear proliferation, which could in turn decrease the
credibility of nuclear deterrence of nuclear weapon states.'” Nuclear history shows that nuclear
coercion could humiliate a target and alarm other states that see themselves as vulnerable to
nuclear coercion. The consequence could be increased proliferation. The more states acquire
nuclear weapons to challenge a future nuclear threat, the less nuclear weapon states’ deterrence
threat stays credible. Therefore, in the world where a moderately industrialized state can build
nuclear weapons, it became difficult for the U.S. to achieve the two goals at the same time of
employing credible nuclear threats and maintaining its nuclear dominance.

However, it seems that the U.S. leaders rarely recognized the causal link between nuclear
coercion and nuclear proliferation, let alone perceived it as dilemma, and they did not completely
stop using nuclear coercion even if nuclear threats contributed to inducing nuclear proliferations
by humiliating its adversaries and implicitly legitimized the practice of nuclear coercion. For
example, the nuclear threat during the Cuban Missile Crisis prompted the Soviet Union to

. . . 20 . . .
dramatically increase its nuclear weapons.” China decided to develop its own nuclear weapons

7 Scott R. Kemp, “The Nonproliferation Emperor Has No Clothes,” International Security, (2014) Vol.
38, No. 4.

¥ Nicholas L. Miller, “Nuclear Dominoes: A Self-Defeating Prophecy?” Security Studies Vol. 23, No.1
(2014).

* For a relevant logic of how threat can cause negative reactions from a target, including more weapons
build-up, see Robert Trager. 2010. “Diplomatic Calculus in Anarchy: How communication matter”
American Political Science Review, Vol. 104, No. 02 (2010).

29 Richard K. Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance, 1987.
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after it had received an overt nuclear threat during the Taiwan Crises in 1954.>' U.S. nuclear
coercion during the Indo-Pakistan conflict in the late 1960s seemed to cause India to carry out
peaceful nuclear tests in 1974.* North Korea went nuclear in 2006 after President Bush
threatened it with conventional and nuclear weapons.>

Moreover, the U.S. sometimes over-coerced in regional conflicts that did not pose a
direct security threat in order to defend its allies who would otherwise have acquired their own
nuclear deterrent. Arguably one of the reasons that the U.S. had to take a high risk in the
conflicts over Berlin, Taiwan, and South Korea would be because the U.S. did not want to let
them have their own nuclear deterrent.** Preventing its key allies from having their nuclear
deterrent without fighting hard for them or rewarding them in return for their abstinence would
have been untenable in the long-term.

The lack of institutional learning of the phenomenon is another problem that contributed
to inadequate learning of nuclear coercion. The U.S. and other nuclear weapon states at least
tried to build some sort of informal and formal institutions to prevent an accidental or
inadvertent, or preemptive use of nuclear weapons.” However, there is no comparable level of
efforts to build institutions to prevent coercive nuclear use.

In short, because of the difficulty of assessing the ramifications of nuclear coercion and
the lack of institutional learning of nuclear coercion, leaders often largely relied on their

experiences or salient history as an analogy to guide their decision-making with regard to nuclear

2! John Wilson Lewis and Xue Litai, China Builds the Bomb (Stanford: Stanford University, 1988).

22 Paul, The Tradition of Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons, 2009, p. 77.

2% Given that North Korean is one of the most closed societies in the world, it is still unknown for sure
whether the U.S. nuclear threat was a major cause of its decision to cross the threshold.

**T.V. Paul, Power Versus Prudence: Why Nations Forgo Nuclear Weapons (Montreal & Kingston:
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2000); Francis J. Gavin, “Blasts from the Past: Proliferation Lessons
from the 1960s,” International Security Vol. 29, No. 3 (2004/2005).

% Joseph S. Jr. Nye, “Nuclear Learning and U.S.-Soviet Security Regimes,” 1987.
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coercion.*® Therefore, I first examine if U.S. leaders’ past experiences would have significantly
affected their decisions regarding nuclear weapons after they came into the office. In addition,
because complex nuclear learning seldom occurs to leaders, their ideologies and organizational
positions would consist of a large part of their nuclear attitude in a similar way of deciding their
attitude about using conventional forces. Their ideological and organizational positions would
shape their nuclear attitude as well as their attitude about using conventional forces. Thus, I
hypothesize that the more leaders are conventional hawks in terms of their propensity of using
conventional forces, the more they are likely to use nuclear coercion. Finally, leaders’ nuclear
attitudes can change as they learn new information about nuclear weapons, domestic and
international security environment, and experience significant events. Most of all, their learning
of the prospect and perils of nuclear proliferations could restrain leaders from using explicit
nuclear coercion because their efforts to prevent nuclear proliferation could also limit their
freedom of politically using nuclear weapons. Thus, I also assess if the U.S. coercive nuclear
behaviors are correlated with the U.S. top leaders’ perceptions about nuclear proliferation.”’
The main goal of my dissertation is to build a new theory of nuclear learning and partly
test it with by comparing it to nuclear deterrence and taboo theory. Therefore, instead of
reviewing all U.S. nuclear history, I focus on, by using available historical sources, analyzing
coercive nuclear behaviors in three events of the Korean War in the early 1950s, the Vietnam
War in the late 1960, and the North Korean and Libyan nuclear crises from 1994 to 2006. The
time and leadership variations between three cases allows testing whether the U.S. coercive

nuclear behaviors were influenced by nuclear balance or non-use norms or by leaders’ particular

26 Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1976), p. 220.

*” Given the limited number of cases and the fairly subjective variables of the phenomenon, it would be
methodologically infeasible to test causality in a scientific way. Therefore, in my dissertation I intend to
examine correlation, not causation, between nuclear attitudes and leaders’ use of nuclear coercion.
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nuclear attitude. Nina Tannenwald claims that in the early atomic age nuclear deterrence did not
operate due to U.S. virtual nuclear monopoly.*® To the contrary, I demonstrate that the U.S.
nuclear behaviors significantly varied during the wars depending on the top decision makers’
nuclear attitudes and nuclear deterrence was not uniformly applied across the wars.

The plan of my dissertation follows: in the next chapter, I discuss existing literature about
U.S. nuclear behaviors, and present my nuclear learning theory and hypothesis. In chapter three I
compare Harry Truman’s nuclear attitude with Eisenhower’s and examine whether their attitudes
made any difference in how they used nuclear coercion during the Korean War. In Truman’s
case, his decision concerning the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings seemed to cast a deep
shadow over him, whereas Eisenhower’s past experience as a military commander during the
World Wars overall shaped his nuclear attitudes. Such different nuclear attitudes affected how
they utilized nuclear weapons during the Korean War. In chapter four, in a similar manner, I
compare Lyndon Johnson’s nuclear attitude with Richard Nixon’s and discuss its implications
for nuclear coercive diplomacy during the Vietnam War. The Cuban Missile Crisis was
obviously one of major events that led top leaders of the Kennedy/Johnson administration to
realize the danger of nuclear war and treat nuclear weapons as a different kind. Ironically, the
same crisis led Nixon to believe in the power of nuclear weapons and develop his ‘madman
theory’. Also Nixon’s observation of how Eisenhower used nuclear coercion affected his own
nuclear attitude. Based on those experiences Nixon tried his version of nuclear brinkmanship in
the 1969 nuclear alert and other nuclear threats later on. In chapter five, I discuss cases of the

U.S. nuclear diplomacy for nuclear nonproliferation in the post-Cold war period. Specifically, I

?® Nina Tannenwald, The Nuclear Taboo: The United States and the Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons since
1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 33.
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analyze why President George Bush was able to induce Libya to dismantle its WMD programs
but failed to dissuade North Korea from going nuclear. One of important reasons of the failure
was not only that compellence threat against North Korea lacked credibility due to the quagmire
of the Iraq war, but also that the U.S. did not provide a way for North Korea to save face let
alone assure its security. In concluding chapter, I discuss the theoretical and policy implications

of my dissertation.
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CHAPTER TWO

Existing Nuclear Theories and Nuclear Learning Theory

Literature Review

Before the nuclear age almost no other great powers restrained themselves from using
any type of weapons when they believed it would benefit their interests. Thus, the United States’
non-use of nuclear weapons astonished many scholars and practitioners.' Yet, they paid far less
attention to the fact that the United States has been using nuclear threats more actively than any
state. Most recently, scholars have debated whether nuclear weapons would help a state prevail
in a crisis.” But they did not address why the U.S. attempted to use nuclear coercion at all,
especially against weak states, despite the tactic’s strategic and non-strategic limitations. One
exception is Richard Betts’s book Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance that analyzed then-
known cases of U.S. nuclear blackmail in the context of the security competition between two
superpowers.” But since then there has been no follow-up research on the subject.

Neo-realists and constructivists have debated why the U.S. has not attacked other states
with nuclear weapons since 1945. In his debate with Scott Sagan Kenneth Waltz argued that

great powers feared nuclear retaliation from the target’s nuclear patron. His rational nuclear

! Thomas C. Schelling, “An Astonishing Sixty Years: The Legacy of Hiroshima,” Nobel Prize Lecture,
December 8, 2005.

? Kyle Beardsley and Victor Asal, “Winning with the Bomb,” Journal of Conflict Resolution Vol. 53, No.
2 (April 2009); Mattew Kroenig, “Nuclear Superiority and the Balance of Resolve: Explaining Nuclear
Crisis Outcomes,” International Organization, Vol. 67, No. 1 (January 2013); and Todd S. Sechser and
Matthew Fuhrmann, “Crisis Bargaining and Nuclear Blackmail,” International Organization Vol. 67, No.
01 (2013).

? Richard K. Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance (Washington D.C.: The Brookings
Institution, 1987).
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deterrence theory treats a state as a rational and unitary actor and takes the distribution of
military power, particularly the nuclear balance, as an explanatory factor.” The implication of
nuclear deterrence theory is that the U.S. would be more likely to use nuclear coercion and to use
it explicitly when it has had nuclear superiority, but it would abstain from nuclear coercion after
it lost its nuclear dominance.

Nuclear norms theorists criticized Waltz’s argument for the reason on the grounds that
his theory could not explain the non-use of nuclear weapons in the asymmetric dyad between
nuclear weapon states and non-nuclear weapon states. A growing literature has claimed that the
U.S. did not use the weapons mainly because of nuclear non-use norms constructed by domestic
and international political movements.’ Especially nuclear taboo theory, represented in the work
of Nina Tannenwald, disputes nuclear deterrence theory by pointing out cases where U.S. did not
use nuclear weapons even when there was no significant risk of nuclear retaliation and the use of
tactical nuclear weapons could have provided important military advantages. Tannenwald argues
that it was taboo-like norms promoted by moral repugnance for the consequences of nuclear use
that restrained the U.S. She also argues that such moral stigmatization made nuclear use almost

unthinkable.® Thus her theory should imply that the stronger nuclear non-use norms become, the

* Kenneth Waltz and Scott Sagan, The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate Renewed (New Y ork:
Norton & Company, 2003).

> Richard Price and Nina Tannenwald, “Norms and Deterrence: The Nuclear and Chemical Weapons
Taboos,” in The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics, ed. Peter J.
Katzenstein (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996); Peter Gizewski, “From Winning Weapon to
Destroyer of Worlds: The Nuclear Taboo in International Politics,” International Journal Vol. 51, No. 3
(Summer 1996); T. V. Paul, The Tradition of Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2009); T. V. Paul, “Taboo or Tradition?: The Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons in World
Politics,” Review of International Studies Vol. 36, No. 4 (October 2010); and George H. Quester, Nuclear
First Strike: Consequences of a Broken Taboo (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006).

® Nina Tannenwald, “The Nuclear Taboo: The United States and the Normative Basis of Nuclear Non-
Use,” International Organization Vol. 53, No. 3 (Summer 1999); Nina Tannenwald, “Stigmatizing the
Bomb: Origins of the Nuclear Taboo,” International Security Vol. 29, No. 4 (Spring 2005); and Nina
Tannenwald, The Nuclear Taboo: The United States and the Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons since 1945
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less likely the U.S. would use nuclear coercion because it could generate high political and moral
costs.

Nuclear deterrence and taboo theorists may defend their argument on the basis that the
scope of their theories is about military, not political nuclear use. However, because their
theories are based on generic propositions about states’ behaviors, there is no apparent reason
that their theory cannot be applied to other U.S. nuclear behaviors including nuclear coercion.
Nevertheless, especially non-use norms theorists overall underrated the importance of the U.S.’s
political use of nuclear weapons. Even though Nina Tannenwald acknowledged that U.S.
sometimes coerced other states with nuclear threats, she did not discuss further the implications
of the coercive use of the weapons for the nuclear taboo. Likewise, although T.V. Paul
recognized other “possible use of nuclear weapons for purposes beyond destroying or deterring
its opponents”, he did not elaborate whether and how other uses of the weapons could strengthen
or weaken the tradition of non-use.” Given the U.S. extensive history of using nuclear threats,
norms theories need to engage more in the debate about the coercive use of nuclear weapons.

Lately realists disputed the validity of nuclear taboo theory’s core argument that nuclear
use became almost unthinkable.® Press, Sagan and Valentino conducted a survey experiment

which showed that even in the 21% century U.S. citizens might support nuclear use if it is

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).

"T.V. Paul, The Tradition of Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009),
p. 8.
& Colin Gray, “To Confuse Ourselves: Nuclear Fallacies,” in John Baylis and Robert O’Neill, eds.,
Alternative Nuclear Futures: The Role of Nuclear Weapons in the Post-Cold War World (New Y ork:
Oxford University Press, 2004); Sagan, “Realist Perspectives on Ethical Norms and Weapons of Mass
Destruction,” in Ethics and Weapons of Mass Destruction: Religious and Secular Perspectives, eds.
Sohail H. Hashmi and Steven P. Lee (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); and Daryl G.
Press, Scott D. Sagan, and Benjamin A. Valentino, “Atomic Aversion: Experimental Evidence on Taboos,
Traditions, and the Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons,” American Political Science Review Vol. 107, No. 1
(February 2013).
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recognized as the best option for protecting their vital interests, such as destroying terrorists’
military arsenal.” What their research implies is that nuclear use is still conceivable to people and
the nuclear non-use norm is neither deeply internalized nor universal as taboo theory claims, but
may be contingent on factors besides moral opposition'® Although their research opened up the
possibility of testing nuclear norms theory in a more scientific way, it lacked external validity
because the subjects were ordinary citizens who were not part of formal decision making
process. Thus, further research is required to verify the relevance of their research to real world
cases by investigating what sort of nuclear thinking top U.S. leaders previously have followed or
would be likely to follow in a crisis.

I dispute the premise of nuclear deterrence and taboo theories that leaders are passively
constrained by external factors like the nuclear balance or domestic and international public
opinion, especially in the realm of nuclear diplomacy. Although external factors define the
available options that leaders can take, they are secondary to leaders’ nuclear attitude in terms of
causal impact because those factors are framed by and filtered through leaders’ perceptions. For
instance, nuclear revolution did not equally apply to most leaders, contrary to what suggestions
of a nuclear revolution implied.'' The awesome destructive power of nuclear weapons has
restrained some leaders, but encouraged others to take an excessive risk during a crisis to prevent
a political loss, even if an escalation strategy could lead to a nuclear war. As Richard Betts
demonstrated in the cases of the1973 Middle East war and the Carter doctrine in 1980, U.S.

leaders were willing to escalate even if the U.S. no longer had a clear nuclear superiority against

o Press, Scott D. Sagan, and Benjamin A. Valentino, “Atomic Aversion: Experimental Evidence on
Taboos, Traditions, and the Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons,” 2013.

' Lynn Eden, “The Contingent Taboo,” Review of International Studies. 36 (2010).

" Robert Jervis, The Meaning of the Nuclear Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1989).
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the Soviets.'”. Scott Sagan and Jeremy Suri also showed that nuclear parity in the late 1960s did
not stop Nixon from trying to exploit the power of nuclear weapons."

Non-use norms also have a limit in restraining leaders because of leaders’ capacities to
control information and set the agenda before the public learns the situation and exerts its
influence. Leaders can insulate their nuclear diplomacy from the public by sending a private or
implicit signal to a target. When their operations are revealed they can dodge criticisms by
denying their direct involvement in the coercive diplomacy until they leave office. They can
even manipulate public opinion by feeding to the public information favorable to their policy
position.

I claim that leaders’ idiosyncratic nuclear attitudes have a more independent role in
planning and executing their nuclear diplomacy than nuclear deterrence theory assumes, but they
are not as malleable as nuclear taboo theory presupposes.'* Thus, I take the analytical middle
road of nuclear learning theory, which assumes that leaders’ prior beliefs matter in their nuclear
choice and they can also evolve as they learn from their experience and from new information.
However, as Joseph Nye presumes, leaders may change their core values and goals only if they
understand the contradictions and tradeoffs between their goals and means through complex

learning."” I specify my nuclear learning theory in the next section.

12 Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance, 1987, chap. 5.

B Scott Sagan and Jeremi Suri, “The Madman Nuclear Alert: Secrecy, Signaling, and Safety in October
1969,” International Security, Vol. 27, No. 4 (Spring, 2003).

“ Francis Gavin suggests the importance of leaders’ distinct nuclear thinking as he explains President
Richard Nixon’s nuclear behaviors. See Frances J. Gavin, Nuclear Statecraft: History and Strategy in
America’s Atomic Age (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2012), chap. 5.

© Joseph S. Jr. Nye, “Nuclear Learning and U.S.-Soviet Security Regimes” International Organization,
Vol. 41, No. 3 (1987).
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Nuclear Learning Theory

My nuclear learning theory argues that because most leaders are nuclear novices who
would not have learned the complex ramifications of coercive nuclear use, they are more likely
to use nuclear coercion just as they would use coercion with conventional forces. Thus, on
average conventional hawks tend to use nuclear coercion more aggressively than conventional
doves. To the contrary, if leaders come to understand the proliferation ramifications of coercive
nuclear use, particularly the deterrence-proliferation dilemma, they will be more likely to abstain
from nuclear coercion. One caveat is that if leaders become overly concerned for nuclear
proliferation, they could be more willing to use extreme force including nuclear attack to stop
nuclear proliferation even if their basic nuclear attitudes are close to conventional doves.

For a dependent variable of my theory I specify coercive nuclear diplomacy in four
different types. First of all, because compellence — using a threat to force a target to do a specific
— is believed to be much harder to achieve than deterrence — using a threat to force a target to
refrain from certain action — I define nuclear comellence to be a more aggressive form of nuclear
threat-making than nuclear deterrence.'® Second, leaders can make their nuclear coercion more
explicit by clearly stating their intentions, mobilizing obvious nuclear force, and using a strong
form of diplomatic statement. In contrast, leaders may prefer to engage in a more implicit and
nuanced form of nuclear coercion by being ambivalent about their intention of threatening or

dispatching military force that may or may not involve nuclear weapons. These two categories

'® For more discussions about deterrence and compellence, see Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966); Daniel Byman and Matthew Waxman, The Dynamic of
Coercion: American Foreign Policy and the Limits of Military Might (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2002); and Robert J. Art and Patrick M. Cronin eds, The United States and Coercive Diplomacy
(Washington D.C. United States Institute of Peace Press, 2003).
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combined can specify four types of nuclear coercion: explicit compellence as the most
aggressive form of nuclear coercion, implicit deterrence as the least aggressive type, and implicit
compellence and explicit deterrence as mid-level threats. In reality, it would be difficulty to
clearly identify each type because leaders’ interpretations of each nuclear strategy may depend
on contexts.'” Nonetheless, this typology would be analytically useful to understand the threat
level of nuclear coercion that leaders intended to impose. The 2x2 table below shows the

typology and relevant cases.

Table 1: The Typology for Nuclear Coercion

Deterrence Compellence

Explicit Threat | Eisenhower’s threat to China during the | Eisenhower’s threat to end the Korean war

Taiwan crises

Implicit Threat Truman’s warning during the Korean Nixon’s 1969 nuclear alert

Nuclear learning theory is based on four propositions: understanding the ramifications of
nuclear coercion requires a complex learning; almost all leaders are nuclear novices; leaders’
dispositional characteristics such as their political ideologies and their simple learning from
experiences shape their overall nuclear attitudes; the evolving nature of nuclear weapons changes
the political reality.

First, it requires complex learning for leaders to realize the ramifications of using nuclear

coercion. Nuclear weapons created dilemmas and paradoxes that perplexed leaders who tried to

' Betts suggest that “the opposing side may see the threats they pose in different ways — what one side

considers as an innocent deterrent, the other may see as a pernicious compellent.” See Betts, Nuclear
Blackmail and Nuclear Balance, 1987, p. 6.
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understand the consequences of nuclear use.'® In particular it is a complicated task because of
uncertainties about states’ intentions and the nature of coercive nuclear diplomacy. To measure
the success or failure of nuclear coercion, observers need to understand “the context of a
coercive nuclear use, the accumulated and long-term impacts of nuclear coercion, and most of all
the target’s internal decision-making in the face of nuclear threats”.'” Such an assessment would
be very hard even for well-trained nuclear strategists.

Second, given the complexity of understanding nuclear strategies, most leaders are
nuclear novices or “nuclear amateur strategists” paraphrasing James DeNardo.*® Not only do
most leaders lack sophisticated knowledge about nuclear weapons and nuclear but also they are
usually too busy to study it during their tenure. Sometimes incumbent leaders could gain some
knowledge and lessons by joining policy discussions about nuclear weapons and personally
experiencing a nuclear crisis, but such knowledge and lessons rarely transfer to succeeding
leaderships because they were seldom institutionalized. As a result, whenever new leadership
enters office, they usually have no clear guidance about how to utilize nuclear weapons for
coercive means.

Third, under these kinds of uncertainties, leaders would be more likely to make a nuclear
choice that confirms their prior beliefs shaped by individual i