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T
HE CONFLICT BETWEEN South Korea’s aspirations for autonomy and its 

need for alliance has been the main source of tension besetting its 

foreign-policy decisions since the signing of the U.S.-ROK alliance 

on October 1, 1953. South Korea’s first president, Syngman Rhee, struggled 

with this contradiction as he tried to reconcile his country’s absolute de-

pendency on the United States for its security with his unquenchable de-

sire to restore a free, independent, and unified Korean state. This tension 

naturally became a continuous source of contention in Rhee’s relationship 

with U.S. officials. Despite his need for U.S. support, Rhee clashed with 

American authorities and agitated for a “march north for unification” 

(puk-chin t’ong-il), a unified Korea restored to Korean rule. The mutual 

security treaty of 1953 was the price President Dwight D. Eisenhower ulti-

mately paid to secure Rhee’s acquiescence to the Korean Armistice Agree-

ment that brought about a truce and ended the military conflict between 

the North Korean military/Chinese People’s Volunteers and the U.S.-led 

United Nations (UN) Command, which included the South Korean 

army. The U.S. security commitment to South Korea was intended in part 

to prevent the possibility that an independent-minded Rhee would reiniti-

ate military conflict with the North and its patrons.1

In contrast to Syngman Rhee’s direct challenge to the United States 

and the U.S. need to restrain Rhee so as to avoid the risks of renewed 
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military conflict, Park Chung-hee, an authoritarian leader who prioritized 

South Korea’s modernization, took a less confrontational tact than Rhee. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, instead of antagonizing his American patrons at a 

time when they were focused on other priorities, Park tried to make Korea 

useful and even essential to the achievement of U.S. political priorities and 

military objectives in Vietnam—even sending a combined total of more 

than 300,000 troops between 1964 and 1973 to serve there alongside U.S. 

forces2—as a means to gain leverage to negotiate the desired levels of as-

sistance from the United States and to assuage his fears of abandonment 

by the Americans.

As successful as Park Chung-hee’s strategy was in generating American 

military and economic support for Korea’s defense as a collateral benefit of 

dispatching Korean military forces to Vietnam, it began to lose its effect as 

the United States wound down its engagement in Vietnam and announced 

pullbacks from Asia under the Nixon Doctrine of 1969. As a result, Park 

embarked on two new initiatives. First, he began to explore ways to reach 

out to the Communist bloc, in particular China and the Soviet Union. 

Second, he began an indigenous arms buildup, which included pursuit of a 

covert nuclear weapons program. When the United States discovered Park’s 

efforts, the program nearly pushed the U.S.-ROK alliance to a breaking 

point. Moreover, Park’s efforts to squelch domestic opposition and assert 

authoritarian political control became a source of friction in the alliance 

and  led to aborted efforts by U.S. president Jimmy Carter to withdraw 

U.S. ground forces from South Korea.

In the aftermath of Park Chung-hee’s assassination in 1979 and de-

spite successor Chun Doo-hwan’s bloody crackdown on pro-democracy 

activists in Gwangju, a provincial capital in southwestern Korea, the fol-

lowing year as part of his own coup d’état and consolidation of power, 

the United States sought to balance peninsular stability in the context of 

continued Cold War confrontation with North Korea with efforts to save 

the life of pro-democracy activist Kim Dae-jung. The Reagan adminis-

tration reaffirmed U.S. alliance commitments to South Korea, but at a 

cost to U.S. reputation from perceptions within South Korea that the 

United States had backed authoritarian rule over democracy in South 

Korea.
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During decades of South Korean authoritarian rule, the geopolitical 

context of the Cold War and South Korea’s dependency on the United 

States to meet the challenge from a more powerful and aggressive North 

Korea were the defining factors that shaped South Korea’s foreign policy. 

Given its weakness and the enduring inter-Korean confrontation during 

the Cold War, the country had little choice but to rely on U.S. pledges to 

ensure its security.

SYNGM AN RHEE  AND THE  ORIG INS  OF  
THE  ALL IANCE

South Korea’s first president, Syngman Rhee, had spent most of his life in 

exile as a leader of the Korean independence movement during Japanese 

colonization. At seventy years old by the end of World War II, Rhee was a 

relatively senior figure but had little practical experience with manage-

ment or administration. Educated at George Washington University (BA), 

Harvard University (MA), and Princeton University (Ph.D.), Rhee had 

spent decades trying unsuccessfully to draw U.S. attention to and support 

for the seemingly lost cause of Korean independence from Japanese colo-

nial rule. He was articulate and committed to his conviction and vision of 

a free and united Korea, but his stubbornness and inflexibility tended to 

feed rivalry and enmity among his cohorts rather than to win cooperation, 

even from those who shared his vision. When given power, Rhee used it to 

crush opposition rather than to build support for his views. He was au-

thoritarian in practice despite his rhetorical commitment to freedom and 

democracy. His obstinacy would come to vex his American patrons.3

The clash between Rhee’s dependency on the United States and his 

desire to pursue his own goals independent of U.S. interference became 

a constant centerpiece of tension between him and the United States. His 

obstinacy tested the limits of both sides and ultimately gave birth to the 

U.S. security commitment to South Korea.4 Rhee was such a big headache 

to his American patrons that debates arose periodically before, during, and 

after the Korean War among senior U.S. policy makers about removing 
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him from South Korea’s leadership. Following two years of intermittent 

and fruitless armistice negotiations at the village of Panmunjom near what 

was eventually to become the Korean Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), U.S. 

domestic support for continued fighting had declined, Stalin died, and 

Chinese supporters of North Korean leader Kim Il-sung saw little strate-

gic advantage in continuing the fight. Chinese premier Zhou Enlai made 

a speech containing concessions on the issue of prisoner-of-war exchanges 

in March 1953 that signaled a likely breakthrough in concluding an armi-

stice agreement, despite Rhee’s staunch opposition. Rhee threatened to 

withdraw ROK forces from the UN Command and to continue the fight 

alone but at the same time requested a security treaty with the United 

States.

On the eve of the conclusion of armistice negotiations, in which South 

Korea refused to participate, Rhee unilaterally released twenty-five thou-

sand anti-Communist North Korean prisoners of war who had not agreed 

to be repatriated, causing a setback to armistice negotiations and raising 

questions about whether the UN Command could secure compliance with 

the agreement from the South Korean side. Rhee’s unilateral action gener-

ated both exasperation and serious U.S. consideration of Rhee’s removal, 

but it also catalyzed negotiation of a defense treaty, which was Rhee’s 

price for not obstructing the armistice. Thus, the establishment of the U.S.-

ROK security alliance was a direct product of the clash between South 

Korea’s need for security supplied by the United States to ensure South 

Korea’s future and Rhee’s ongoing desire to pursue actions against his 

patron’s wishes.

The conclusion of the Korean Armistice Agreement and the subsequent 

failure of an envisioned political conference in Geneva in 1954 to determine 

the political future of the Korean Peninsula marked a shift in international 

and U.S. political attention away from the peninsula. Rhee’s preoccupa-

tion with extracting concessions and commitments from the United States 

revealed the absence of a South Korean option beyond dependency on the 

alliance for the near future. For Rhee, extraction of U.S. security and eco-

nomic support for South Korea became the main objectives of South 

Korea’s foreign policy. The alliance arrangements became an instrument 

through which the United States provided economic assistance to South 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Sat, 27 Apr 2019 02:36:33 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



S T R AT E G I C  C H O I C ES  U N D ER  AU T H O R I TA R I A N RU L E

24

Korea. According to one source, “Foreign aid constituted a third of the 

total [South Korean] budget in 1954, rose to 58.4 percent in 1956, and was 

approximately 38 percent of the budget in 1960.” U.S. assistance accounted 

for up to 40 percent of South Korea’s national budget in the 1950s and pro-

vided more than half of the defense budget.5 The United States eventually 

tired of the ROK’s economic strategies focused on maximizing U.S. devel-

opment assistance rather than on building a self-sustaining economy of its 

own. Rhee’s unilateral bluff to “march north” continued to be a useful tool 

for preserving domestic South Korean support for him and a means by 

which to antagonize his American patrons. Otherwise, his pledges rang 

hollow given the likely consequences of a renewed conflict with a North 

Korean adversary that had experienced a rapid economic recovery and was 

relatively stronger than the South.6

During and immediately following the negotiation of the Korean Ar-

mistice Agreement, Rhee’s defiance of his patron’s wishes seemed to put at 

risk support that was in fact essential to South Korea’s survival. However, 

Rhee also recognized that America needed to preserve South Korea as an 

alternative to unification of the Korean Peninsula under Communist rule. 

This reality empowered him to bluff and to take American support for 

granted. An important consequence of his unilateral defiance, bluff, and 

bluster was that he gained a security commitment from the United States 

that proved to be vital to South Korea’s survival and eventual prosperity. 

The U.S.-ROK security alliance originated both as a product of American 

mistrust and as an instrument by which the United States imposed re-

straint on Rhee. It also happened to serve shared security interests in the 

preservation of South Korea against the expansion of Communist rule in 

Asia and became the dominant framework that has defined South Korea’s 

foreign policy ever since.

PARK CHUNG-HEE’S  V IS ION FOR SOUTH KOREA

Unlike Syngman Rhee, who had lived in the United States for decades, 

Park Chung-hee’s formative experiences were shaped by his time as a 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Sat, 27 Apr 2019 02:36:33 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



S T R AT E G I C  C H O I C ES  U N D ER  AU T H O R I TA R I A N RU L E

25

student in a Japanese military academy and as a soldier in the Japanese 

Imperial Army in Manchuria. Although Park paid lip service to liberal 

values to maintain good relations with the United States, he was neither 

liberal nor democratic in practice. He compared the democratic system in 

Korea under Syngman Rhee to the corrupt, incompetent, and faction-ridden 

political system of the old Joseon dynasty monarchy that had ruled Korea 

until the dawn of the twentieth century but that was unable to effectively 

deal with external challenges and pressure and was eventually annexed by 

Japan in 1910.7

In contrast, Park Chung-hee sought to build a Korea that was self-

reliant and not dependent on great powers for its security. Much like 

Kim Il-sung in North Korea, Park believed that a nation must rely on its 

own strength to survive in a hostile environment and that “virtues [such] 

as loyalty, legalism, or even human compassion are but weaknesses before 

the interlocking interests of the Big Powers.” For Park, international 

politics was a “question of who is winning rather than who is right.” He 

believed that South Korea had to do away with its shrimp-among-whales 

mindset, believe in its own abilities, and become self-reliant because 

“help is offered only when one helps oneself.”8 Whereas Kim Il-sung was 

talking about juche, Park was writing about jaju. Both were aiming for 

self-reliance.9 Park wrote ardently about “the soldiers of the Koguryo 

Kingdom, [who,] far outnumbered by enemies from Shui and Tang 

China, successfully fought off and repelled the aggressors; after over ten 

years of tenacious struggles, the small Kingdom of Silla finally suc-

ceeded in unifying all of Korea by defeating the Tang Chinese troops.”10 

In the international arena, Park wanted Korea to be a more assertive and 

confident nation. In his memoir The Country, the Revolution, and I, he 

laments: “Despite all these accumulated sufferings [administered by for-

eign powers], we have never once undertaken a foreign excursion by 

turning the tide.”11

To strengthen South Korea, Park Chung-hee wanted his fellow citizens 

to look to the military as a model organization to be emulated. He wanted 

to copy Japan’s war economy during the 1930s and 1940s.12 As a general-

president, he sought to run South Korea with military precision and 

efficiency.
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CONSTR AINTS  ON SOUTH KOREAN FOREIGN  
POL ICY  UNDER  PARK CHUNG-HEE

Despite the fact that Park Chung-hee envisioned a self-reliant Korea, he 

faced massive constraints that inevitably led to his heavy dependence on 

the United States. It is easy to forget just how dependent South Korea was 

on the United States in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Not only was it re-

covering from the ravages of the Korean War, but it was also doing so 

more slowly than its North Korean foes. South Korea’s fragility left the 

country utterly dependent on the United States both for economic suste-

nance and for security. Its per capita gross domestic product (GDP) in 1961 

was about $100 per year. Outside assessments of the country’s economy 

were grim. Donald Macdonald, a top U.S. State Department official on 

Korea, recalled about a White House meeting in 1960, “The majority posi-

tion was that Korea was an economic basket case that would always de-

pend on American handouts for its existence.”13 United States Agency for 

International Development officials during the early 1960s privately 

echoed that assessment and believed that aid was going down a “rat hole.”14 

In fact, the Philippines and Burma, following Japan, were supposed to be 

the economies in East Asia with the greatest potential to industrialize, 

according to a World Bank report published in 1961.15

Following the Korean War, the United States maintained a significant 

operational capability in South Korea up through 1960. U.S. economic as-

sistance to South Korea in the late 1950s accounted for more than half of 

the South Korean government’s national budget and 72 percent of the de-

fense budget.16 The U.S. support infrastructure in country included five 

hundred economic advisers at the U.S. Operations Mission, responsible 

for overseeing aid money, budgetary allocations, and in large part control-

ling South Korean economic policy.17 Figures 2.1 and 2.2 show the level of 

U.S. economic and military assistance to South Korea during this period.

South Korea’s dependency on the United States was virtually complete. 

Abandonment by the United States would surely have meant communiza-

tion under Kim Il-sung’s rule. Put in contemporary terms, U.S. influence 

over South Korea’s financial and economic policies in the 1950s was far 
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FIGURE 2.1

U.S. Economic Assistance to South Korea, 1953–2014

Note: “1976tq” refers to transitive quarter 1976.

Source: United States Agency for International Development, Country Summary, n.d.,  

http:  //explorer  .usaid  .gov  /data  -download  .html
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FIGURE 2.2

U.S. Military Assistance to South Korea, 1953–1996

Note: 1976tq refers to transitive quarter 1976.

Source: United States Agency for International Development, Country Summary, n.d.,  

http:  //explorer  .usaid  .gov  /data  -download  .html.
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greater than China’s influence over the budget of North Korea today. Yet 

U.S. ability to dictate political outcomes or to control South Korea’s direc-

tion and policies remained limited, just as China has found that its influ-

ence on the North is limited despite Pyongyang’s economic dependency 

on Beijing.

The United States dealt with competing priorities in its Korea policy. 

On the one hand, its most important goal was to defend South Korea 

against North Korea. On the other hand, the United States wanted to en-

courage South Korea’s democratization and development. But it failed to 

integrate security and economic interests into a comprehensive strategy 

following the Korean War, with the result that American economic and 

security bureaucracies that had entrenched themselves in South Korea 

found themselves in competition with each other for control over limited 

assistance to South Korea. Second, South Korea’s leaders in the aftermath 

of the war focused more on dependency-perpetuating aid extraction from 

the United States than on building capabilities that would enhance au-

tonomy and prospects for indigenous growth. The United States had po-

tentially enormous leverage as a result of South Korea’s near-total depen-

dency on U.S. economic assistance, but the need for cooperation with 

South Korean leaders also tempered U.S. political pressure.18

South Korea also faced dilemmas resulting from its parallel dependen-

cies on the United States for economic and security assistance. It needed 

U.S. support in order to survive and deter the threat from a North Korea 

that was experiencing greater postwar economic growth than the South, 

and thus it had no choice but to accommodate U.S. intrusion and guidance 

on a wide range of domestic economic issues. The structure and composi-

tion of U.S. financial support focused primarily on the military need to 

deter a more rapidly recovering North Korea in the 1950s, but American 

security investments would not be sustainable in the absence of a South 

Korean economic recovery. Nevertheless, the United States and South Ko-

rea had divergent priorities regarding the direction of South Korean struc-

tural and economic reforms.

As a former Japanese military officer who came to power through a 

coup, Park Chung-hee needed the support of ambivalent U.S. officials 

who on the one hand hoped for enlightened economic mobilization but on 
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the other hand opposed Park’s inclination to set aside democratic practice. 

Park’s ascension to power tested the relative priority of U.S. support for 

democracy, commitment to South Korea’s security, and need to stabilize 

the country’s economy. Park’s ambitious vision of rapid industrialization 

and economic growth clashed with a more incrementalist U.S. policy that 

sought economic stabilization and more realistic economic planning.

Park Chung-hee, however, was far more pragmatic than Syngman 

Rhee. Rhee was too obstinate to back down from an open confrontation 

with the Americans and was wily enough to resort to sabotaging U.S. ini-

tiatives to get his way. In contrast, Park, even as he longed for Korean au-

tonomy, recognized that he needed the alliance with the United States and 

so sought to make himself and his contributions to the U.S. struggle 

against communism indispensable, shifting from a posture of confronta-

tion to one of bargaining within the patron–client relationship as the best 

hedge against the risk of abandonment.

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Park Chung-hee constantly worried 

about abandonment by the United States and took extraordinary measures 

to obtain reassurances of U.S. commitment both to his political leadership 

and to South Korea’s national security. The most important of Park’s ef-

forts in aligning South Korea with the United States was his decision to 

dispatch some of South Korea’s most capable forces in support of U.S. ef-

forts in Vietnam in the mid-1960s. The move had both a security purpose 

and an economic purpose. On the security front, Park feared the potential 

reallocation of U.S. troops on the Korean Peninsula to Vietnam and be-

lieved that the withdrawal would invite a North Korean invasion. Sending 

Korean troops to Vietnam also provided much needed combat experience 

and U.S. modernization assistance for the South Korean military. On the 

economic front, the war in Vietnam created growth opportunities for na-

scent South Korean firms that produced goods to support the war effort. 

In an indirect sense, U.S. financial burdens resulting from the war also 

provided the United States with a strong incentive to normalize relations 

between Japan and South Korea. The net effect of the Park government’s 

participation in the Vietnam War was that South Korea became more 

capable militarily and economically.
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PARK CHUNG-HEE’S  FOREIGN POL ICY  DURING  
THE  1960S:  CLOSE  AL IGNMENT WITH  

THE  UNITED  STATES

Despite his aspirations to build a self-reliant Korea, Park Chung-hee could 

not ignore the fact that when he came to power in 1961, South Korea re-

mained extraordinarily vulnerable and that Kim Il-sung had already made 

great strides in revitalizing the North Korean economy, had consolidated 

his domestic political standing, and had secured security treaties with his 

major patrons, China and the Soviet Union. Kim was also taking advan-

tage of the political turmoil in the South: North Korean incursions along 

the DMZ increased from around 200 per year to 736 incidents in 1961 

alone.19 Given the circumstances, Park clearly recognized his dependence 

on the United States and feared abandonment by an ally that was increas-

ingly preoccupied by the war in Vietnam. His concerns were likely height-

ened by reductions in the annual U.S. economic assistance to South Korea 

from $230 million in 1959–1963 to $110 million in 1964–1968.20 Park needed 

to find a way to shore up the U.S. commitment both to South Korea and to 

his personal leadership.

Thus, Park simultaneously sought U.S. support for his leadership and 

deflected U.S. pressure to democratize in the form of either a U.S. decision 

to back an alternative leader or a U.S. withdrawal of economic or political 

support deemed vital to South Korea’s stability. Park’s main strategy in 

achieving these objectives involved classic issue-linkage bargaining. In 

return for normalization of South Korea’s relations with Japan and contri-

butions to U.S. war efforts in Vietnam, he sought U.S. political backing, 

support for his economic agenda, and continued tangible expressions of 

commitment to South Korea’s security. Meanwhile, the top U.S. priorities, 

according to a National Security Council task force on South Korea, were 

Korea’s national development, civilian rule, and recognition of the United 

States Forces Korea (USFK)–UN Command authority to exercise opera-

tional control over Korean forces.21 The United States was initially reluc-

tant to support Park in the absence of a stronger commitment to return to 

civilian rule.22 At the same time, the Americans were mindful of the need 

for South Korea to achieve political stability and were moderately hopeful 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Sat, 27 Apr 2019 02:36:33 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



S T R AT E G I C  C H O I C ES  U N D ER  AU T H O R I TA R I A N RU L E

31

regarding Park’s commitment to economic development. After Park’s visit 

to Washington in November 1961, U.S. ambassador to South Korea Sam-

uel Berger determined that U.S. backing for Park would contribute to 

Korean stability while indirectly enhancing his legitimacy within South 

Korea.23 However, the United States continued to worry about Park’s re-

sistance to a return to civilian rule. It was particularly concerned about the 

power, influence, and methods of the notorious Korean Central Intelli-

gence Agency run by Park’s brother-in-law, Kim Jong-pil, whom Ameri-

cans viewed as nationalistic, anti-American, and possibly influenced by 

leftists.24

SO U TH  KO RE A’S  PA RT I C I PAT I O N I N  TH E  V I E TN A M WAR

Park Chung-hee sought to earn U.S. trust and commitment by volunteer-

ing his support for the U.S. war effort in Vietnam. As a major contributor 

to the war, South Korea under Park preserved limited autonomy and 

gained U.S. acquiescence to Park’s pursuit of his own domestic political 

and economic agenda.

Park first volunteered to send Korean troops to Vietnam “if requested” 

during his state visit to Washington in 1961. Two years later, in August 

1963, he told close associates that in the event of an American request that 

South Korea dispatch troops to Vietnam, South Korea would be “obliged 

out of both economic and security considerations.”25 When the U.S. re-

quest for support did come, Park responded quickly by providing noncom-

bat personnel in May and December 1964 and subsequently by providing 

combat troops in July 1965 and June 1966. Although there were concerns in 

South Korea’s National Assembly over the wisdom of the troop dispatch 

on grounds that it might weaken South Korean security or unnecessarily 

entrap South Korea in a faraway conflict, Park easily managed to over-

come domestic opposition to his decision.26 With these moves, the Park 

administration solidified U.S. commitment to economic and military 

benefits as well as security assurances, which included the maintenance of 

U.S. troops on the Korean Peninsula at a steady level, assistance in mili-

tary modernization, and promises of combat-duty pay and death-disability 

compensation for South Korean troops at the same level received by U.S. 

forces. Of these three benefits, the first was the most important for Park 
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because he feared that the withdrawal of U.S. troops would prompt a 

North Korean invasion. He remarked in 1967, “I will give you a more frank 

reason for the troop deployment. . . . We could have chosen not to deploy 

our troops when asked. Then the two U.S. divisions deployed in South 

Korea would have been transferred to Vietnam. How could we have been 

able to stop them while not sending our own forces? We could not have.”27

At the height of the war in Vietnam, South Korea deployed 50,000 

troops, the largest international contingent of foreign forces next to the 

550,000 troops deployed by the United States. The troops that Park sent to 

Vietnam were some of South Korea’s best fighting units, the vaunted Tiger 

and White Horse Divisions. Dispatched in 1965 and 1966, respectively, 

these Korean divisions were responsible primarily for the restoration of 

order and rehabilitation of damaged areas behind the front lines. Korean 

Forces in Vietnam conducted 1,171 large-scale military operations and 

576,000 company-based actions, primarily providing defense for U.S. sup-

ply lines in coastal areas of South Vietnam.28 South Korean contributions 

to the U.S. war effort in Vietnam came at a relatively low cost. For exam-

ple, the cost of placing one South Korean soldier on the field in Vietnam 

for one year was $5,000, less than half the approximately $13,000 spent to 

support one U.S. soldier on the field for one year, making the Korean con-

tribution a relative bargain for the United States.29

In return, Park Chung-hee won U.S. gratitude, gained assurances that 

the United States would not abandon South Korea, and earned political 

support and acquiescence to both his authoritarian rule and his efforts to 

promote Korean economic growth. Conditions for the first deployment of 

Korean Forces in Vietnam included pledges that there would be no reduc-

tion in the number of U.S. troops on the Korean Peninsula without first 

consulting the South Korean government, that the level of U.S. military 

assistance be maintained at current levels, and that the United States 

would provide financial support for transport of South Korean troops to 

South Vietnam.30

Park used his efforts during the Vietnam War to obtain assistance from 

the United States for military modernization, including modernizing de-

fense equipment, upgrading the peninsula-based defense capabilities, giv-

ing preferential terms to South Korean suppliers for U.S. government 
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contracts for equipment and services, and providing technical assistance 

for South Korea in export promotion.31 Park was particularly shrewd in 

using the cover of his political and military support to ensure that the 

United States retained its capabilities in South Korea, or, alternatively, 

that South Korean capabilities were upgraded in the context of acquiesc-

ing to increasingly urgent requests from the United States for the war 

effort in Vietnam. Kim Jong-pil relates an instance in late 1972 in which 

U.S. ambassador Philip Habib made an urgent request for South Korea to 

provide two battalions of F-5A fighter planes to Vietnam. Although the 

planes were U.S. property, the U.S. government needed Korean acquies-

cence to divert the planes for use by the South Vietnamese government. In 

return for his approval, Kim requested a battalion of Phantom F-4D 

planes that had superior range and capabilities as replacements for the 

F-5As. So within two years, when the South Vietnamese government col-

lapsed, the F-5As returned to South Korea and remained there at no ad-

ditional cost to Seoul, as did the Phantom F-4D planes. South Korea 

proved particularly adept at taking advantage of U.S. needs for both 

foreign-exchange-earning opportunities and arbitrage arrangements, which 

provided both a profit for South Korea and a net improvement of its 

capabilities.32

N O R M A L I Z AT I O N O F  R E L AT I O NS  WI TH  J A PAN

Park Chung-hee’s decision to dispatch forces to Vietnam also knit together 

South Korean military and Japanese economic contributions as critical 

supporting elements in the U.S. strategy toward Asia during the Vietnam 

War. As U.S. concerns in Asia increased with Chinese Communist ag-

gression following nuclear tests in October 1964 and May 1965 and pres-

sure that came with the escalation of the Vietnam War, the United States 

had strong incentives to promote reconciliation between Japan and South 

Korea.

With U.S. support, Park Chung-hee took the domestically controver-

sial step of reopening diplomatic normalization talks with Japan. In con-

trast to Syngman Rhee, who had stood up for Korean independence 

against the Japanese for decades, Park, with his background as a Japanese 
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officer, was predisposed to developing relations with Japan as a prag-

matic measure that would serve South Korea’s economic and political in-

terests. In Japan, former prime minister Kishi Nobusuke also saw a clear 

opportunity to improve relations with South Korea under Park’s leader-

ship, recognizing that Park, as an authoritarian leader, would be able to 

handle domestic politics. Kishi argued, “If we do not do anything and al-

low Park to fail, most grave consequences will follow. Now is not the time 

to sit idly by.”33 Yet many in Japan did not feel a strong need to pursue 

normalization with South Korea. As a confidential background paper by 

the U.S. government noted in January 1965, “Most Japanese [feel] little 

urgency about normalization, since a prosperous Japan can do without the 

Korean market and Japan’s security position is protected by the U.S. com-

mitment to the R.O.K.”34

Therefore, U.S. support and direct involvement were crucial in bringing 

about the normalization treaty between the two Northeast Asian allies of 

the United States, particularly as Park Chung-hee was facing the possibil-

ity of severe instability in his country due to South Korean protests against 

the Japan-ROK negotiations. Although Washington had been involved in 

improving Japan-ROK relations since the 1950s in a more restrained, 

cheerleading role, it had refused to become directly involved in lobbying 

for normalization until 1964.35 With the escalating war in Vietnam and the 

specter of a more aggressive, nuclear-armed China, the United States fi-

nally decided to become directly involved both privately and publicly be-

tween 1964 and 1965. The United States assured South Korea of continued 

U.S. support, supported the Park government publicly and privately, and 

made backroom maneuvers to persuade the different parties and interest 

groups in both Japan and South Korea on the need to normalize their 

relations.

Nevertheless, Park Chung-hee’s decision during these negotiations to 

compromise on whether Japan’s colonial rule over Korea should be deemed 

“legal” or “illegal” and thus to forgo reparations in favor of a package of 

economic grants and loans was greeted with widespread public dissatis-

faction and student protests in Korea. Other issues drawing the South 

Korean public’s ire were the fact that the scope of the treaty covered 

only South Korea, not extending to the North, and the abandonment of 
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expansive fishery protections that had been enforced under Syngman 

Rhee. When the near-complete draft of the treaty was revealed in April 

1965, massive protests erupted in South Korea and even led to the forma-

tion of an opposition group, the Committee for the Struggle Against 

Humiliating Diplomacy with Japan, which sought to prevent the South 

Korean National Assembly from ratifying the normalization treaty.36 Pub-

lic unrest against the normalization was so intense that Ambassador Samuel 

D. Berger and USFK commander Hamilton H. Howze recommended that 

Park declare martial law.37 By the end of 1965, the two countries’ legislatures 

ratified the treaty on normalization.

The normalization between Japan and South Korea ultimately benefited 

Park by reaffirming South Korea’s importance as a U.S. ally and by bol-

stering his popularity when economic growth came with Japanese eco-

nomic assistance.38 South Korea received $45 million in property claims 

and a total of $800 million in grants and loans. Within a mere two years of 

the controversial treaty, Park won his second presidential term in 1967 by a 

wide margin, ten percentage points over the opposition candidate and former 

president Yun Posun.

During the first half of his presidency in the 1960s, Park Chung-hee 

proved to be a shrewd strategist and an effective negotiator in the context 

of the asymmetrical U.S.-ROK alliance. Rather than pursuing autonomy 

by challenging the fundamental U.S. aims of stability in favor of Korean 

unification, as Syngman Rhee had done, Park sought a quid pro quo deal 

in which he provided political and military support for the highest U.S. 

security priority in Asia in return for political, economic, and security 

benefits. He tied the United States more closely to South Korea rather 

than resisting the United States. With his strategy, Park also gained a de-

gree of autonomy to govern in a fashion that fundamentally challenged 

U.S. values by prioritizing national security over democracy, centrally di-

rected planning over laissez-faire economic principles, and state repression 

over civil society. 39 The result was that South Korea was able to launch an 

extraordinary economic takeoff, which in the long-term was vital in pro-

viding it with the enhanced capacity to have a greater voice within the 

U.S.-ROK alliance. The second half of Park’s presidency, however, would 

prove to be far more challenging than the first.
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CHALLENGES  TO SOUTH KOREAN FOREIGN  
POL ICY  DURING THE  1970S  AND PARK  

CHUNG-HEE’S  RESPONSE

The international circumstances that initially enabled Park Chung-hee to 

make himself essential to U.S. strategy in Asia and in Vietnam eventually 

shifted. With U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam, Sino-U.S. rapprochement, 

and retrenchment from the region marked by the Nixon Doctrine of 1969, 

Park faced the dual threats of abandonment and rising American opposition 

to his increasing authoritarianism at home.

The shifting international environment resulting from U.S. retreat from 

Vietnam and the announcement of the Nixon Doctrine led to the draw-

down of the 20,000 troops composing the Seventh Infantry Division from 

South Korea in 1971. These developments and Park’s inability to reverse 

them fanned his fears of abandonment. In 1971, his anxiety was exacer-

bated by Nixon’s opening to China, which was one of North Korea’s two 

main patrons. In response to the announcement of Henry Kissinger’s se-

cret visit to Beijing, Park ruminated in front of Western reporters, “How 

long can we trust the United States?”40 In the run-up to Nixon’s visit to 

Beijing, Park sought reassurances that the U.S. opening to China would 

not compromise or affect the inter-Korean situation. Nixon’s National Se-

curity Council took more than three months to reply to Park, indicating 

the low level of importance that the United States attached to his con-

cerns. He later described his feelings toward the situation by writing that 

“this series of developments contained an unprecedented peril to [Korean] 

people’s survival. . . . [The situation] almost reminded one of the last days 

of the Korean Empire a century earlier, when European Powers were simi-

larly agitating in rivalry over Korea.”41 Figure 2.2 shows that U.S. military 

assistance dropped steeply during the early 1970s.

The sudden perception of a realignment of power in Asia precipitated a 

historic set of interactions between Park Chung-hee and Kim Il-sung and 

led to the first dialogue and joint declaration between the two Koreas 

since the end of the Korean War. Although both sides had different 

 motives for moving toward a short-lived détente, they agreed to a mutual 
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declaration that the two Koreas would pursue national unification inde-

pendently, peacefully, and on a basis of great national unity that would 

transcend differences in “ideology, ideal, and system.”42 A significant as-

pect of the agreement is that it established the inter-Korean relationship as 

a sphere in which South Korea was willing to take initiatives in response 

to perceived geopolitical changes independent of the United States.

Park Chung-hee also challenged the United States on two fronts: he 

flouted U.S. desires for South Korea’s eventual democratization through 

his increased centralization of power under the Yushin (Revitalization) 

Constitution (1972) and his efforts to obtain nuclear weapons. The latter 

seriously jeopardized South Korea’s security relationship with the United 

States. Park never achieved his desire for security and autonomy. The 

alliance with the United States proved to be a constraint to the self-help 

approach, even as it provided security benefits to South Korea. In the end, 

Park chose the alliance over a nuclear weapons program.

Last but not least, Park Chung-hee began to diversify South Korea’s 

foreign policy during the early 1970s from an approach that depended on 

the United States exclusively to one that reached out to China and the So-

viet Union, partially with the goal of better managing North Korea. In this 

respect, his efforts laid the foundations for subsequent efforts under Roh 

Tae-woo’s Nordpolitik (Northern Policy) that unfolded at the end of  the 

Cold War and normalized Seoul’s relations with Beijing and Moscow.

IN T ER - KO RE AN D É T ENTE

Both Park Chung-hee and Kim Il-sung shared surprise at Sino-U.S. en-

tente, but from different perspectives. Park genuinely feared that the 

United States might abandon South Korea; Kim Il-sung, although taken 

aback by China’s opening to the United States, saw it as a potential op-

portunity to achieve unification given that North Korea remained stronger 

than South Korea. With these thoughts in mind, both leaders initiated an 

extraordinary restoration of direct communication between the two Ko-

reas that had not existed for more than two decades since the Korean War. 

A series of secret exchanges led to the announcement of an inter-Korean 

declaration on July 4, 1972, in which the first and foremost point was that 
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“unification shall be achieved through independent efforts without being 

subject to external imposition and interference.” The other two points stip-

ulated that unification was to happen peacefully and that it was to be based 

on ethnic unity, transcending ideological and institutional difference.43

Both leaders saw the inter-Korean declaration as a tactical maneuver 

and so had rather differing objectives. Through détente with his archen-

emy, Park sought to reduce tensions on the Korean Peninsula and to buy 

time needed to achieve self-reliant defense for South Korea by accelerating 

the development of indigenous arms industries and nuclear weapons.44 

Kim, for his part, believed that he might be able to take advantage of 

South Koreans’ public discontent with Park’s rule to weaken and subvert 

his regime and to use the Nixon administration’s retrenchment and rap-

prochement with China to secure the departure of U.S. troops from the 

Korean Peninsula.45 The North Korean position was partially motivated by 

Chinese premier Zhou Enlai’s conversation in July 1971 with Henry Kiss-

inger, who said that it is “quite conceivable that before the end of the next 

term of President Nixon, most, if not all, American troops will be with-

drawn from Korea.”46 In another meeting with Zhou, Kissinger noted that 

“if the tensions in the Far East continue to diminish, the number of forces 

in Korea can be expected to be very small.”47 To achieve this, Kim sought 

to use improved inter-Korean relations to induce a false sense of calm in 

the South as part of his plan to take over the entire Korea with anti-Park 

“democratic” forces to achieve subsequent unification.

Naturally, “progress” on inter-Korean relations proved to be rather 

short-lived because neither side truly came to terms with the other. Kim 

Il-sung’s unrealistic hopes for democratic uprisings against Park Chung-

hee faded as Park imposed his dictatorship in the South and clamped 

down on all opposition movements in late 1972. By the summer of 1973, inter-

Korean relations were back to where they were before the joint statement, 

with both sides accusing each other of abandoning the agreed principles 

and North Korea seeking to bypass the South to establish a direct dialogue 

with the United States.48 The transformation of the international political 

environment brought about by Sino-U.S. entente instead generated a more 

complex and subtle form of inter-Korean competition. Each Korea com-

peted globally with the other for diplomatic support while attempting to 
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outmaneuver the other in seeking to reinforce its own legitimacy and moral 

superiority.

YUSH IN  CO NST I TU T IO N:  ST REN GTHEN IN G CO NTRO L  

AT  H O M E  AGA I NST  U.S .  P R ESSU RE

A major consequence of the changing international environment was Park 

Chung-hee’s decision essentially to do away with checks and balances that 

could fetter his power by declaring the Yushin (Revitalization) Constitu-

tion, whose name was inspired in part by Japan’s Meiji Ishin (Meiji Resto-

ration or, more correctly, Revitalization). The new constitution granted 

Park six-year terms with no term limit, gave him the right to appoint one-

third of the National Assembly members, and allowed the president to 

rule by decrees with little constraints, if any, and backed by control of 

repressive security institutions, such as the Korean Central Intelligence 

Agency and the Presidential Security Service.49

The promulgation of the new constitution revealed Park Chung-hee’s 

increasing intolerance of internal challenge and dissent. Park also pursued 

Yushin as a means to continue his economic modernization drive and as a 

necessary response to a deteriorating external security environment and 

North Korea’s active military provocations. Based on his diary entries and 

accounts by his close associates, Park might not have intended to remain 

president forever and might have seen the measures as temporary, although 

many outside observers saw him as seeking to remain in power indefi-

nitely. As he initially told Kim Jong-pil, “We’ll face strong opposition, but 

later people will say we got through the decade well. It will be temporary 

until we get over this national emergency.”50 According to other accounts, 

Park wanted to build a self-reliant defense economy and nuclear weapons 

program by the early to mid-1980s and then resign.51

By the time Park introduced the Yushin Constitution, he had already 

used the intelligence service, control over the media, and his own pen-

chant for dividing and inducing loyalty among potential challengers at the 

elite level to strengthen his own authoritarian control. The combination of 

these methods made his subordinates dependent on his good favor and 

ensured that Korean politics remained under his control. Nevertheless, 
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there remained wide opposition to his actions among activists and dissi-

dents, notably in academia, religious institutions, and the working class. 

Although remaining outside of political institutions, aside from some ties 

with the opposition party in the National Assembly, this network had a 

broad base of support and resisted Park’s excesses.52

At the international level, Park Chung-hee’s move toward a more pow-

erful dictatorship further strained relations with the United States. Yet the 

threat of the diminution and even the withdrawal of U.S. support had the 

ironic effect of reducing Park’s deference toward the United States, remov-

ing any external inhibitions on his desires to consolidate his rule. His 

efforts ironically mirrored and were fed by North Korea’s own political 

centralization under Kim Il-sung as inter-Korean competition intensified 

and as Park tried to close the gap between the South and the North in 

national capacity and to lessen the South’s dependency on the United 

States. As the United States retrenched in the context of its withdrawal 

from Vietnam, the political basis and value of South Korean support for 

U.S. aims simultaneously also diminished.

The factor that allowed Park Chung-hee to strengthen his centralized 

control despite U.S. opposition was that his dependency on the United 

States for both economic and military support had declined in a relative 

sense thanks in part to his economic modernization drive and in part to 

the economic and security benefits derived from South Korea’s involve-

ment in the Vietnam War. The United States remained South Korea’s 

biggest customer and an essential bulwark against the North, but U.S. 

assistance bought much less leverage for the United States in South Korea 

as the latter’s capabilities increased, and so South Korea’s dependency on 

the United States was no longer near total. U.S. ambassador to South Ko-

rea Richard L. Sneider noted in 1975, “The country is becoming a middle 

size power, though we do not realize it. It is too large an economy to be a 

client state.”53

However, because of U.S. opposition, Park Chung-hee could not cen-

tralize the South Korean political system, as Kim Il-sung was able to do in 

North Korea. Americans publicly and privately criticized and pushed back 

against Park, who ultimately had no alternative security option aside from 

the United States. In contrast, Kim Il-sung could exploit the Sino-Soviet 
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split to pit his Chinese and Soviet patrons against each other in a competi-

tion to win the North’s allegiance and favor, effectively discouraging 

both Beijing and Moscow from interfering in the domestic dynamics in 

Pyongyang.

Even as Park further centralized the South Korean political system, he 

took increasingly desperate measures to maintain political support within 

the United States for keeping U.S. troops in South Korea. Notably, his ef-

forts included direct, illegal congressional lobbying, an incident known as 

“Koreagate,” in which a high-ranking South Korean official attempted to 

obtain stronger U.S. commitment to South Korea by bribing more than a 

hundred members of Congress with hundreds of thousands of dollars. The 

scandal led to further estrangement with Washington in the 1970s. Never-

theless, President Carter agreed in 1978 to establish the Combined Forces 

Command, which would integrate control of the two allies’ military forces 

on the Korean Peninsula. In addition, Carter offered to restore U.S. eco-

nomic and military assistance, including increased sales of U.S. jet fight-

ers.54 In 1979, the U.S.-ROK relationship reached a particularly low point 

when Carter pushed for the withdrawal of all ground troops from the Ko-

rean Peninsula, although he never carried through with the plan due to 

opposition from Park as well as from Carter’s own subordinates within the 

U.S. government. During a meeting in the summer of 1979, Park promised 

to spend more than 6 percent of the South Korean GDP in defense spend-

ing and committed to take steps toward liberalization in return for Cart-

er’s reconsideration of his plan to pull out ground troops from the Korean 

Peninsula.55

D IVERS I F I CAT I O N I N  FO RE I G N RE L AT I O NS:  B EG I N N I N G  

O F  N O RD P O L I T I K

Although Roh Tae-woo, in power from 1988 to 1993, receives much credit 

for the success of Nordpolitik—a policy of pursuing diplomatic normaliza-

tions with China and the Soviet Union in order to pressure North Korea—

the policy was initially introduced under Park Chung-hee. As U.S. policy 

shifted in the context of Vietnam War drawdowns, South Korea’s percep-

tion of the balance of power in East Asia also shifted. In 1972, Special 
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Assistant for Foreign and Security Affairs Hahm Pyong-choon wrote in 

Foreign Affairs that “the cold war [sic], which had been characterized by 

bipolar power alignments with strong intra-bloc cohesion, was definitely 

coming to an end by the time the U.S. involvement in the Vietnam war 

[sic] was reaching its climax.”56 In response, the Park government shifted 

its foreign policy from one based exclusively on a close alliance with the 

United States and unequivocal opposition to communism to a more flexi-

ble approach with the goal of establishing relations with China and the 

Soviet Union for the ultimate purpose of isolating North Korea.57

The Park Chung-hee administration first reviewed its relations with 

China, the Soviet Union, and other Communist countries after Richard 

Nixon’s announcement of the Nixon Doctrine in 1969 and began allowing 

South Korean officials to engage Communist officials abroad while dis-

couraging further expansion of contact with Taiwanese diplomats.58 In 

1971, South Korean foreign minister Kim Yong-sik said that the ROK 

would deal with the issue of normalization of relations with China and the 

Soviet Union with “flexibility and sincerity.”59 On June 23, 1973, Park 

Chung-hee noted in a special address on foreign policy: “The Republic of 

Korea will open its door to all the nations of the world on the basis of the 

principles of reciprocity and equality. At the same time, we urge those 

countries whose ideologies and social institutions are different from ours 

to open their doors likewise to us.”60 Park’s shift in foreign policy was 

driven by the perception that U.S. commitment had become unreliable 

and that relations with North Korea’s patrons needed to be established in 

order to better restrain and pressure Pyongyang. This approach was essen-

tially a precursor to Nordpolitik and provided the basis for South Korea to 

explore relations with long-standing enemies on the other side of the Cold 

War divide, most notably China and the Soviet Union.

Park Chung-hee’s overtures did not lead to a sudden improvement in 

relations with the two countries, but the early stages of contact with both 

major powers began to develop during his presidency. In 1973, Moscow 

began to allow South Korean artists and academics to attend conferences 

in the Soviet Union and permitted South Korean athletes to participate in 

competitions there.61 In 1974, Beijing began allowing Korean Chinese to 

exchange letters with their relatives in South Korea and began to refer to 
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South Korea as the Republic of Korea at the United Nations.62 Beijing also 

began to allow Korean Chinese to visit or return to South Korea.63 By the 

end of the Park presidency, South Korea had established minor but still 

notable educational, athletic, and cultural exchanges with the Soviet 

Union and had established indirect trade relations with China. Park’s out-

reach, however, was limited by the intensity of the Sino-Soviet split at the 

time; both Beijing and Moscow were wary of establishing closer ties with 

Seoul due to their need to court Pyongyang. The concern was that if either 

China or the Soviet Union sought to improve its relations with South Ko-

rea, North Korea would move away from the offending party and toward 

the other Communist great power. As long as the Sino-Soviet split ex-

isted, the North Koreans could pit the great powers against each other.

PU RSU I T  O F  S E L F - R E L I ANT  S ECU R I T Y  AN D  D R I V E  TO 

ACQ U I RE  N U CL E AR  WE AP O NS

The most drastic decision Park Chung-hee took in response to the Nixon 

Doctrine was his clandestine pursuit of nuclear weapons. The South Ko-

rean cabinet discussed the development of nuclear weapons as early as 

1969.64 By 1970, Park told Kim Jong-pil, “Since we don’t know when the 

U.S. forces will leave, we need to research atom bombs. If the United 

States stops us, at least we will have the technology to make nuclear weap-

ons.”65 Park believed the United States would be forced to accept South 

Korea as a nuclear weapons state once the country became one, as the 

United States had done tacitly with Israel.66 Park was also motivated by 

the example of France’s Charles de Gaulle, whom he greatly admired as 

someone who seemed to have restored French security, foreign-policy in-

dependence, and prestige through strongman rule and nuclear weapons 

development.67

Park, however, did not make his decision to pursue a nuclear weapons 

program lightly and did so only after making vigorous efforts to reverse 

the reductions in U.S. forces on the Korean Peninsula. His suspicions 

regarding the credibility of U.S. commitment to South Korea’s defense 

occurred against the backdrop of increasing frequency and intensity of 

North Korean military provocations. North Korea had completed a military 
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buildup under the “four-line military policy” in the 1960s and pursued a 

series of military provocations in the late 1960s, including an assassination 

attempt on Park in January 1968, the capture of the USS Pueblo, armed 

guerrilla infiltrations, the shooting down of a U.S. EC-121 reconnaissance 

plane in 1969, and the abduction of a South Korean patrol boat near Yeon-

pyeong Island near the inter-Korean maritime border in the Yellow Sea in 

June 1970.68 In addition, Park’s doubts were fed by the shift in U.S. nuclear 

strategy in the 1960s from “massive retaliation” to “flexible response” in 

which the United States reduced dependence on deployment of atomic 

weapons as the primary component of deterrence.69 The announcement 

of Kissinger’s secret visit to Beijing in 1971 further fueled Park’s sense of 

abandonment.

In response, Park Chung-hee not only established the Agency for 

Defense Development to modernize and develop an indigenous arms in-

dustry but also created the more covert Weapons Exploitation Committee, 

which was tasked with developing advanced weapons, reported directly to 

the president, and eventually recommended nuclear weapons develop-

ment.70 In September 1972, Park received the Atomic Fuel Development 

Plan, which included a plan for developing nuclear weapons. Between late 

1972 and 1975, the Park government worked to recruit ethnic Korean nu-

clear scientists from abroad and to sign deals on obtaining reprocessing 

technology and facilities from France and heavy-water reactors and tech-

nology from Canada. The Park government hoped to have working nuclear 

weapons by the late 1970s or mid-1980s.71

For the first few years, Park’s efforts proceeded smoothly, but India’s 

nuclear test in May 1974 sent a sudden wake-up call to the U.S. govern-

ment, which revamped its efforts to identify potential nuclear weapons 

states around the world and soon zeroed in on the South Korean program. 

By late 1974, the U.S. embassy in Seoul determined that Park was pursuing 

nuclear weapons, and a U.S. government interagency study came to the 

same conclusion in early March 1975.72 South Korean efforts to acquire 

technology for nuclear weapons proved impossible to conceal. External 

observers easily put the pieces together as ethnic Korean nuclear scientists, 

including from the United States and Canada, suddenly began traveling to 

Korea and as the Park government negotiated deals to obtain reprocessing 
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and heavy-water technology and equipment from France and Canada. 

Moreover, according to Kim Jong-pil, many of the people involved in the 

program voluntarily revealed their activities.73

Although Park’s efforts greatly alarmed the United States, Washington 

was slow to respond at first, spending much of the spring of 1975 internally 

debating the issue. The U.S. embassy in Seoul pushed early on for the U.S. 

government to take “a more explicit course” and argued that there was “no 

need to pussy-foot,” and the United States made efforts to have France 

cancel its deal with South Korea in April 1975.74 The Americans were in 

the end able to get the Park government to ratify the Treaty on the Non-

Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT). South Korea’s ratification was a 

positive step, but the main concern in the United States was that Park was 

intent on obtaining nuclear weapons under the guise of a civilian program. 

The most contentious issue had to do with South Korea’s insistence on 

acquiring reprocessing technology and facilities from France for “civilian” 

purposes because reprocessing technology would provide a pathway for the 

development of plutonium-based nuclear bombs.

Beginning in the summer of 1975, the United States intensified its ef-

forts to persuade Park Chung-hee to cancel South Korea’s nuclear deal 

with France. Washington initially began with an incentive-based ap-

proach, promising expanded access to nuclear technology and aid, hun-

dreds of millions of dollars in Export-Import Bank financing for South 

Korea’s nuclear program, and the possibility for South Korea to be part 

of a “multinational regional reprocessing plant.”75 During a visit to South 

Korea in August, U.S. secretary of defense James Schlesinger even warned 

quietly that “the only thing that could undermine the political relation-

ship between the U.S. and the ROK would be the Korean effort to ac-

quire its own nuclear weapons,” although Schlesinger did not directly 

accuse Park of pursuing nuclear weapons (both Washington and Seoul 

knew what each other knew).76 Yet the South Koreans continued to re-

buff the U.S. request that it cancel the deal with the French, insisting 

that the deal was essentially done and that the program was peaceful in 

nature.

By December 1975, the United States had changed its approach to one 

based on pressure, repeatedly warning the South Koreans of “very adverse 
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implications” and a complete reevaluation of the U.S.-ROK relationship if 

the Park government did not cancel the deal with France.77 According to 

Kim Jong-pil, the United States also threatened South Korea with “critical 

sanctions.”78 By early 1976, Park Chung-hee caved and scrapped the deal 

on reprocessing facilities in January and downsized or shut down signifi-

cant portions of the nuclear weapons program in December of the same 

year. South Korea continued its research on nuclear weapons development, 

albeit at a much smaller scale and scope until Park’s death in 1979.

In addition to his efforts to acquire nuclear weapons, Park Chung-hee 

also increased the proportion South Korea spent on defense from 5 percent 

of gross national product (GNP) to 7.5 percent.79 In 1976, South Korean de-

fense spending doubled reportedly to about $1 billion in 1977, surpassing that 

of the North, but South Korea’s capabilities still lagged behind the North’s 

both qualitatively and quantitatively.80 The military balance favored South 

Korea only if U.S. troops were taken into account, and it was only the U.S. 

military presence that deterred North Korea from waging war.81

CHUN DOO-HWAN:  ABANDONMENT OF  
THE  NUCLEAR  PROGR A M,  REAFFIR M ATION OF  

THE  ALL IANCE,  AND ADVANCEMENT OF 
NORDPOL IT IK

Park Chung-hee’s attempt to develop nuclear weapons shook the alliance 

to its core, but his assassination in 1979 and the subsequent close coopera-

tion between the Chun and Reagan administrations in South Korea and 

the United States revitalized the alliance. Just as his predecessor had 

done, Chun Doo-hwan, a military commander, came to power through 

force and suppression of dissent in 1979 and became president in 1980. 

Unsurprisingly, he lacked legitimacy and needed U.S. support to shore up 

his regime. In return for his pledge to spare the life of South Korea’s lead-

ing opposition figure, democracy activist Kim Dae-jung, the United 

States under Reagan promised enhanced security assurances and wel-

comed Chun as one of the first foreign leaders to visit the White House in 
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February 1981, greatly bolstering Chun’s legitimacy. Reagan’s embrace of 

Chun, however, resulted in public criticisms from Koreans, who saw that 

the United States backed an authoritarian leader over democracy activists 

and in May 1980 blatantly tolerated the special forces’ massacre of dissi-

dents in Gwangju who were calling for the restoration of democracy. 

Reagan downplayed his predecessor’s human rights concerns and pro-

vided credible U.S. security guarantees to South Korea. He promised that 

there would be no further withdrawals of U.S. forces, nullified Carter’s 

decision to withdraw tactical nuclear weapons in Korea by 1982, and pro-

vided South Korea with a large number of advanced weapon systems.82 

With the alliance fully revitalized, Chun completely dismantled Park 

Chung-hee’s nuclear weapons program.83 Chun also returned to the pol-

icy of importing arms from the United States instead of focusing on in-

digenous development.84

The restoration of the U.S.-ROK relationship marked a significant 

turning point for South Korea’s thinking about its pursuit of nuclear weap-

ons. The Reagan–Chun communiqué signed during the summit in 1981 

stressed that South Korea would be a “full participant” in any U.S. discus-

sions with North Korea on reunification.85 Joint security cooperation also 

increased.86 At the same time, the Reagan administration made it clear 

that the improved security relationship was conditional on South Korea 

fully ending its pursuit of nuclear weapons. A joint communiqué from a 

meeting of defense ministers in 1982 also explicitly “confirmed . . . the United 

States’ nuclear umbrella.”87 The joint communiqué issued at the end of 

Reagan’s visit to South Korea in 1983 described for the first time the secu-

rity of South Korea as “pivotal” to the stability of Northeast Asia and as 

“vital” to the security of the United States.88

While revitalizing the U.S.-ROK alliance, Chun Doo-hwan, following 

Park Chung-hee’s lead, also continued to seek better relations with China 

and the Soviet Union. In 1981, Chun said, “Even with a country with a dif-

ferent ideology, if that country does not take a hostile attitude, [Korea] is 

willing to conduct people and material exchanges.”89 In March 1982, For-

eign Minister Noh Sin-yeong noted that “taking advantage of the Seoul 

Olympics, [Korea] will move to open diplomatic relations with ten com-

munist countries, including China, the Soviet Union, and Cuba.”90 In 
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fact, Noh’s successor, Lee Bum-suk, coined the term Nordpolitik in 1983.91 

For the Chun government, establishing relations with the two Commu-

nist giants, the Soviet Union and China, was the “primary diplomatic 

task.”92

As a gesture of good will to advance Nordpolitik, Seoul unilaterally ac-

corded most-favored-nation status to China, the Soviet Union, and other 

Communist states in 1982.93 In 1983, Seoul took advantage of an airplane-

hijacking incident involving Chinese civilians seeking asylum in Taiwan 

in order to make further contact with high-ranking Chinese officials. 

Instead of reaching Taiwan, the plane had landed on a U.S. military base 

near Seoul. To deal with the issue, Seoul invited a high-level Chinese 

Communist Party delegation to visit South Korea, marking the two coun-

tries’ first official face-to-face contact. The two sides resolved the issue by 

deciding that Seoul would try the hijackers on Korean soil and would not 

repatriate them to China, but the plane and its passengers would be re-

turned.94 During the same year, China began to allow South Korean officials 

to attend events in China (such as conferences) sponsored by international 

organizations.95 In March 1984, Seoul and Beijing conducted what might 

be called “tennis diplomacy” when a South Korean tennis team traveled to 

Kunming to play against the Chinese.96 By 1985, South Korean businesses 

began to invest directly in China, and the indirect bilateral trade volume 

between China and South Korea surpassed the volume of trade between 

China and North Korea.97

With the Soviet Union, progress was more uneven. The ROK-Soviet re-

lationship in fact hit a low point when the Soviets shot down Korean Airline 

Flight 007, a civilian airliner, in 1983, killing all passengers on board. Seoul, 

however, resumed its cautious outreach to better relations with Moscow by 

allowing South Korean officials to engage in interactions with Soviet offi-

cials in 1984, sending representatives to Soviet conferences, and inviting So-

viet officials to visit South Korea.98 As with China, ROK-Soviet rapproche-

ment proceeded slowly, cautiously, and quietly. Nevertheless, Chun was able 

to build on the progress made by his predecessor and laid the ground for his 

successor, Roh Tae-woo, to take advantage of the changing global strategic 

landscape in the late 1980s and normalize South Korea’s relations with both 

the Soviet Union and China.
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Last but not least, the Chun government, unlike the Park government, 

understood the need to have a far more positive approach toward North 

Korea as part of the broader policy of Nordpolitik. After becoming presi-

dent, Chun brought together a group of experts to study Nordpolitik and 

engagement strategies toward the Communist world. The group concluded 

in 1985 that outreach to Communist states had to be synchronized with 

improved relations with North Korea for Nordpolitik to succeed.99 Even 

before the study was completed, however, Chun announced in 1982 his 

plan for unification and cooperation, similar to the calls he had made in 

1981. The proposal included the creation of a unification conference with 

high-level representatives from the two sides; provided the basis for a 

unification constitution to restore the nation, democracy, and ideals of 

freedom; and proposed the holding of a free and democratic national ref-

erendum in both the North and the South to confirm the constitutional 

plans and finally to achieve unification by conducting nation-wide elec-

tions to form a government. Chun also called for a renunciation of the use 

of military force, for noninterference in domestic affairs, and for economic 

and personal exchanges.100

The North Koreans never reciprocated Chun’s outreach, however. They 

instead tried to assassinate him and his cabinet members during their visit 

to the Martyrs’ Mausoleum in Rangoon, Myanmar, in October 1983. 

Chun survived because he happened to be running late on that occasion, 

but many of his senior cabinet members died when the North Korean 

bombs exploded. But Chun never tried to come up with a tough response 

as Park Chung-hee had sought to do after Kim Il-sung’s commandos infil-

trated Seoul to kill Park. Chun instead continued to pursue outreach to 

the North. Indeed, he accepted North Korean offers of aid during the 

flood in the South in 1984, realized the very first inter-Korean family re-

unions in 1985, and suggested a summit with Kim Il-sung during the same 

year.101 Throughout the rest of Chun’s presidency and his successor’s ten-

ure, the two Koreas would maintain quiet channels of communication.102 

Any progress in inter-Korean relations, however, was thwarted by North 

Korean provocations. In 1987, two North Korean operatives planted bombs 

that blew up Korean Airline Flight 858, killing all aboard. Further prog-

ress would not materialize until Roh Tae-woo’s presidency beginning in 
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1988, during which South Korea was able to use improved relations with 

China and the Soviet Union as leverage against the North.

CHANGING KOREAN CAPACIT IES  AND INFLUENCE 
ON THE  AUTONOMY–ALL IANCE DYNA MICS

South Korea’s vulnerability required protection from a more powerful pa-

tron, even while its founding leader, Syngman Rhee, continued to voice 

his unyielding desire to march North for Korean unification. Whether 

Rhee’s obstinate insistence on achieving unification was a realistic possi-

bility, his defiance of Korean Armistice Agreement arrangements and his 

apparent willingness to continue fighting ultimately proved sufficient to 

draw in significant economic and military resources and political com-

mitments from the United States to assure South Korea’s security. Ironi-

cally, U.S. commitments to that security were motivated as much by the 

Americans’ distrust of Rhee’s judgment and reliability as by their commit-

ment to preserve South Korea as a bulwark against Communist aggression.

In contrast to Syngman Rhee, Park Chung-hee managed South Korea’s 

alliance with the United States by asserting his autonomy and by protect-

ing his domestic standing within the context of the alliance, although the 

specific expressions, weights, and tensions between alliance and autonomy 

gradually shifted in ways that created growing tensions with the United 

States. Park’s cooperation with the United States to provide troops to 

Vietnam and his decision to normalize relations with Japan paid off 

handsomely and contributed to his economic-development plans while 

providing him with leverage to secure continued U.S. commitment to the 

defense of South Korea.

However, the Nixon doctrine and Sino-U.S. rapprochement created a 

different context for Park Chung-hee’s decisions in the 1970s. The inter-

Korean declaration in 1972, Park’s pursuit of nuclear weapons, and gradual 

outreach to China and the Soviet Union were responses to a changed stra-

tegic context in which Park increasingly doubted U.S. security assurances 

and faced growing threats of U.S. abandonment. Under Park, the relative 
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salience of domestic politics was low compared to its status after democra-

tization, but domestic politics still affected critical decision points. This 

was particularly the case in Park’s management of relations with Japan 

because Park had to contend with public dissatisfaction at the terms of his 

decision to normalize relations. Meanwhile, the U.S.-led alliance frame-

work enabled South Korea’s economic development because export-led 

industrialization depended on Japanese capital and technology and U.S. 

markets.

By the late 1970s, the prospect of autonomy from alliance, in the form 

of self-reliant defense backed by acquisition of a nuclear deterrent as a 

hedge against U.S. abandonment, pushed the U.S.-ROK patron–client re-

lationship almost to the breaking point. The international context was the 

dominant factor that influenced South Korean foreign policy during this 

period, with Park able to manipulate domestic politics to his own advan-

tage from a position of relative strength. Moreover, South Korea’s increas-

ing relative capacity enabled by a rapid economic take-off, albeit from a 

low base, reduced its dependence on the United States and weakened the 

U.S. capacity to influence South Korea’s domestic politics.

By the end of the Park Chung-hee administration, as Hong Kyudok 

observes, “the United States could still make itself felt in the South Ko-

rean political process, but not necessarily in ways that enabled it to achieve 

specific goals, and certainly not in a matter of regime legitimacy to which 

the South Korean authorities attached vital political importance.”103 By 

the time of Park’s assassination in October 1979 and the subsequent take-

over by Chun Doo-hwan in May 1980, the U.S.-ROK alliance was restored, 

but at a cost to the credibility of U.S. support for Korean democracy. By 

the late 1980s, South Korea’s democratic activism would enable South Korea’s 

democratic transition and become a more powerful influence on South 

Korean foreign policy.

Thus, throughout the period of South Korea’s authoritarian rule, the 

international political context of the Cold War provided real constraints 

on the scope of its foreign policy given its extraordinary dependence on the 

United States for its security and prosperity. However, South Korea’s ef-

forts to expand its economic and military capabilities within the alliance 

context helped to its assuage fears of abandonment and to generate some 
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room for maneuver, especially as Park’s fears of abandonment following 

the U.S. announcement of the Nixon doctrine led him to pursue greater 

self-help measures as an alternative to relying on U.S. alliance commit-

ments. These efforts drew the attention and concern of the United States 

and ultimately led the United States to restore the credibility of alliance 

commitments sufficiently to assuage South Korean leadership fears, even 

despite rising opposition within South Korea to authoritarian rule.

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Sat, 27 Apr 2019 02:36:33 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


