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Why did the United
States pursue a network of bilateral alliances in East Asia following the end of
World War II rather than the multilateral security alliances it preferred in
Europe, Southeast Asia, and the South Paciªc? In East Asia the United States
cultivated discrete and exclusive postwar relationships with the Republic of
Korea (ROK), the Republic of China (ROC, or Taiwan), and Japan. Famously
referred to by John Foster Dulles as the “hub and spokes” system, these bilat-
eral arrangements still constitute the most striking and enduring element of
the security architecture of East Asia. Many international relations scholars
have advanced explanations for Asia’s bilateralism, but these theories are both
overdetermined and, in some cases, contradictory. They all overlook the criti-
cal causal variable of U.S. preferences: the desire for maximum and exclusive
control over potentially dangerous allies.

I argue that bilateralism emerged in East Asia as the dominant security
structure because of the “powerplay” rationale behind U.S. postwar planning
in the region. I deªne “powerplay” as the construction of an asymmetric alli-
ance designed to exert maximum control over the smaller ally’s actions. The
United States created a series of bilateral alliances in East Asia to contain the
Soviet threat, but a congruent rationale was to constrain anticommunist allies
in the region that might engage in aggressive behavior against adversaries that
could entrap the United States in an unwanted larger war. Underscoring the
U.S. desire to avoid such an outcome was a belief in the domino theory—that
the fall of one small country in Asia could trigger a chain of countries falling to
communism.

Although alliances with European countries were also designed to establish
control, the extent of this control was limited to shaping the postwar political
development and economic recovery of these countries under the U.S. and
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NATO security umbrella. In East Asia, however, the United States encountered
the additional problem of potential “rogue allies”—that is, rabidly anticom-
munist dictators who might start wars for reasons of domestic legitimacy that
the United States wanted no part of as it was gearing up for a protracted global
struggle against the Soviet Union. This concern, which initially emerged dur-
ing President Harry Truman’s administration, became particularly pressing for
President Dwight Eisenhower following the cessation of hostilities in Korea in
July 1953. Both the Truman and Eisenhower administrations calculated that
they could best restrain East Asia’s pro-West dictators through bilateral alli-
ances, rather than through a regionwide multilateral mechanism. East Asia’s
security bilateralism today is therefore a historical artifact of this U.S. choice.

The United States employed its strategy in the Republic of Korea, the
Republic of China, and Japan in the postwar period. It established bilateral al-
liances with the ROK and the ROC not only to defend against communism,
but also to inhibit the highly unpredictable leaders of both countries from pro-
voking conºicts with North Korea and mainland China that might embroil the
United States in a larger war on the Asian mainland. To minimize this risk, the
Eisenhower administration chose to exercise direct, sometimes draconian, con-
trol by creating ROK and ROC economic and political dependency on the
United States. U.S. policy planners correctly believed that they could not exer-
cise similar control in a larger multilateral regional framework, which would
have diluted U.S. material and political inºuence. Although in Europe there
were some U.S. concerns about countries dragging the United States into a
larger war with the Soviet Union (e.g., a potential conºict in Germany), they
did not register the same level of intensity as in Asia, where authoritarian lead-
ers of questionable legitimacy used rabid anticommunist rhetoric to validate
their rule.

The powerplay theory applies slightly differently to Japan, because only in
that country did the United States attempt to reshape internal institutions to
prevent the Japanese from engaging in unilateral aggression. The Truman and
Eisenhower administrations understood that Japan was the only country in
the region that could seek great power status after World War II. U.S. policy-
makers initially attempted to embed Japan in a regional framework to assist in
its postwar recovery, just as they were doing with Germany in Europe. But
when this failed, they opted to develop a tight bilateral alliance with Japan.
The powerplay in this relationship was to “win Japan” as an ally—that is,
to exercise decisive inºuence over Japan’s transformation from a defeated
wartime power into a status quo power supportive of U.S. interests in the re-
gion, thereby limiting the potential for renewed aggression.
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The powerplay theory contributes to scholarly work on multilateralism and
the uses of power. It supplements the prevailing causal proposition put for-
ward by liberal institutionalists and foreign policy internationalists that multi-
lateral structures and rules constitute the most effective way to control a state’s
power and dampen its unilateralist inclinations.1 Many scholars have argued,
for example, that embedding China in multilateral institutions offers the most
prudent path for managing the country’s rise and integration into the interna-
tional system.2 Others have claimed that U.S. power and leadership is most ef-
fective when the United States allows itself to be bound by multilateral
institutions and rules that it helped to create.3 I seek to contribute to this dis-
cussion by showing that power asymmetries “select” for the type of structures,
bilateral or multilateral, that offer the most control. If small powers try to con-
trol a larger one, then multilateralism is effective. But if great powers seek
control over smaller ones, bilateral alliances are more effective.

After laying out the research puzzle, I introduce the powerplay theory in al-
liance politics. I then examine U.S. strategic beliefs and strategy in Asia at the
end of World War II. This is followed by application of the theory to explain
how the Truman and Eisenhower administrations opted for the creation of bi-
lateral alliances with Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan. I then show how the
United States discouraged multilateral structures in Asia in the immediate
postwar period and during the Korean War. I conclude with a look at counter-
arguments and avenues for future research.
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The Puzzle—Why No Asian NATO?

Why did the United States opt for bilateralism in East Asia rather than the
multilateralism it pursued elsewhere in the world? By the early 1950s, NATO’s
twelve members had agreed to a common bureaucratic apparatus, integrated
military planning, and a command structure. In parts of Asia, the United
States also pursued multilateralism, albeit less well deªned than NATO, with
the creation of the Australia-New Zealand-United States treaty alliance
(ANZUS) in 1951 and the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO) in
1954.4 In East Asia, by contrast, the United States chose to create a network of
bilateral alliances, known as the “San Francisco system” or hub-and-spokes
system, with the United States as the “hub” and no apparent connections be-
tween the “spokes”: the U.S.-Japan mutual defense treaty of September 1951,
the U.S.–Republic of Korea defense treaty of October 1953, and the U.S.–
Republic of China security treaty of December 1954.5

International relations scholars have offered many explanations for the
United States’ choice of this path in East Asia. Unlike Europe, for example,
East Asia comprised a land and a maritime theater with no clear dividing line
between East and West, let alone 200 Soviet divisions positioned along its bor-
ders.6 Moreover, unlike in Western Europe, the United States lacked allies in
East Asia both during and immediately after World War II. With no friends
and no single border to defend, the United States faced less-than-ideal condi-
tions for forming a collective defense coalition in Asia. In addition, the region’s
deep distrust of Japan argued against reintegrating the former adversary in a
regionwide coalition.7 Social historians add that U.S. planners prized Europe
over Asia after World War II, believing that multilateral security arrangements
were a complex form of organization that required a level of sophistication
and responsibility that “inferior” Asians presumably did not possess.8 As
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Christopher Hemmer and Peter Katzenstein conclude, “Trust [was] absent, re-
ligion and democratic values were shared only in a few cases, and race was in-
voked as a powerful force separating the United States from Asia. The U.S.
preference for multilateral or bilateral security arrangements followed from
these different constellations.”9

Also in Asia, the levels of postwar intraregional trade, which would have
been an important spur to greater multilateralism in the region when com-
pared with Europe, were low.10 States did not venture beyond their relation-
ship with the United States to secure their material needs. Unlike politics in
Europe, moreover, Asian politics ranged from authoritarian to democratic,
making it more difªcult to organize multilaterally based on common values.11

Finally, unlike in Europe, where the singular threat of the Soviet Union called
for a collective response, Asian states faced different threats. In Asia some
states viewed the Soviet threat as paramount (e.g., Japan); Taiwan prioritized
the Chinese threat; the two Koreas were principally worried about each other
and Japan; and still others were preoccupied with internal threats.

Scholars have overdetermined Asia’s bilateralism. There are many variables,
some of which are contradictory.12 Moreover, few theorists speciªcally address
the issue of U.S. volition. John Ruggie, for example, claims that the United
States did not pursue multilateralism in Asia because “the situation on the
ground there made that impossible.” He does not, however, explain why it
chose a bilateralist course instead.13 Hemmer and Katzenstein argue that
“available evidence is relatively sketchy and permits only cautious inferences”
about the variations in security structures in Europe and Asia that may have
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ºowed from their disparate collective identities.14 Knowing that conditions
were not conducive to multilateralism is analytically different from under-
standing why the United States preferred a bilateral approach in East Asia.
If multilateralism is a higher form of social organization that offers efªcien-
cy gains (e.g., transparency, reduced transaction costs, economies of scale,
credible commitments, rules, and information), then why did the United States
pursue bilateralism in East Asia?

Powerplay

According to the powerplay explanation, the United States established asym-
metrical bilateral alliances with the ROK, the ROC, and Japan to serve as
pactum de contrahendo (pacts of restraint).15 In East Asia the United States cre-
ated these alliances not just to contain but also to constrain potential “rogue al-
lies” from engaging in adventurist behavior that might drag it into larger
military contingencies in the region or that could trigger a domino effect,
with Asian countries falling to communism.16 In Europe U.S. policymakers
were less concerned about the possibility of smaller countries lashing out
against the Soviet Union and entrapping the United States in a larger—
perhaps nuclear—war. In contrast, the United States had real concerns about
unpredictable authoritarian leaders in Asia taking such actions to strengthen
their domestic legitimacy and to secure greater U.S. support. President
Eisenhower’s response to exhortations by South Korea’s president Syngman
Rhee near the end of the Korean War to continue the battle against the commu-
nists captures the nature of this concern: “When you say that we should delib-
erately plunge into war, let me tell you that if war comes, it will be horrible.
Atomic war will destroy civilization. . . . The kind of war I am talking about, if
carried out, would not save democracy. Civilization would be ruined. . . . That
is why we are opposed to war.”17 Secretary of State John Foster Dulles ex-
pressed similar concern when asked by an Asian ally for a “small war” to tip
the balance in his country’s direction. Dulles explained the dangers inherent in
such an idea: “Any ‘little war’ as proposed by [you] would not only turn
world opinion against the U.S. but also would inevitably escalate into a gen-
eral, full-scale war with the Soviet Union, ‘unleashing such terrible weapons’
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that it would destroy civilization.”18 U.S. concerns about rogue allies were so
real that National Security Council (NSC) directives on Asia included the poli-
cy objective of avoiding entrapment, which sat alongside the goal of contain-
ing communism.19

bismarck and asia

All alliances seek to shape their participants’ behavior, but power asymmetries
between allies determine how control operates within them. German Chancel-
lor Otto von Bismarck once said that the most efªcient alliances are those in
which one ally is the horse and the other is the rider, not when there are two
riders (and no horses).20 Hence, the notion that alliances are instruments of
control has been well established in practice. Still, there has been little theoreti-
cal work on the dynamics of control, the conditions under which control is ef-
fective, and the types of alliance (bilateral vs. multilateral) best suited for
establishing and maintaining control.21

For bilateral or multilateral alliance partners with equal capabilities, control
is usually negotiated through some form of mutual accommodation. For part-
ners with asymmetric capabilities, however, bilateral alliances can become
powerful instruments of control; if the smaller ally depends on the stronger
member to provide certain beneªts (e.g., security and prestige), then the larger
patron enjoys a great deal of leverage.

The notion of bilateral alliances as instruments of control challenges argu-
ments about the merits of multilateralism in contemporary international rela-
tions and foreign policy.22 Structural liberalism, for example, assumes that
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control is best managed through multilateral institutions. Whether the state is
a rising China or even a unilateralist United States, liberals advocate multilat-
eral institutions to bind it into a regime of rules and obligations subject to the
consensus of other members of those institutions.23

who controls whom?

The liberal conception of control differs from the powerplay conception re-
garding who seeks control over whom. As a rule, multilateralism is the pre-
ferred strategy for exercising control over another country, but it depends on
the situation. Figure 1 charts the potential range of situations. If control is
sought by a small power over a great power, then the Lilliputian strategy of
small countries achieving control by collectively binding the great power is
likely to be most effective (see ªgure 1, quadrant 2). Multilateral constraints,
whether in the form of membership in an alliance or in international institu-
tions, are necessary to bind the great power, discourage unilateralism, and
give the small powers a voice and voting opportunities that they would not
otherwise have.24 Similarly, if control is sought by a great power over another
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great power (ªgure 1, quadrant 4), then multilateral controls may be most use-
ful. The great power could seek control through bilateral ties, but this would
be costly; it also would require bargaining and compromise with the other
great power. Embedding the target state in a multilateral alliance reduces the
costs borne by the power seeking control, but it also offers the same binding
beneªts of the Lilliputian strategy. If a small power seeks control over another
small power (ªgure 1, quadrant 1), multilateralism may be the only choice, be-
cause small powers rarely have the resources to exert control on their own.

If a great power seeks control over smaller powers, however, then a bilateral
alliance is preferable (ªgure 1, quadrant 3). Liberal institutionalists would ar-
gue, though, that great powers might still opt for a multilateral alliance. But
the powerplay model shows that great powers can amplify their capabilities
and maximize their leverage by forging a series of bilateral arrangements with
allies, rather than see that leverage diluted in a multilateral forum.25 As Robert
Kagan notes, states that are weak seek multilateralism; those that are strong
avoid universal rules and multilateral constraints.26 John Foster Dulles was
known to have favored the hub-and-spokes concept of bilateral alliances for
these reasons.27

powerplay throughout history

Examples of the powerplay dynamic appear throughout modern history. For
instance, the secret 1815 Austro-Neapolitan alliance was formed in lieu of a
larger Italian league, affording Austria direct, bilateral control over the smaller
entity. In return for providing security, Austria received commitments from
Naples that it would not change its form of government without Austria’s per-
mission. Three decades later, Austria signed treaties with Tuscany, Modena,
and Parma (1849–50), giving it inºuence over rulers of all three powers. In
1866, Prussian alliances with Bavaria, Württemberg, and Baden prevented the
formation of a South German union that might have undercut Bismarck’s lead-
ership.28 While the world seeks to embed a rising China in multilateral institu-
tions to constrain its hard-power capabilities and shape its preferences, China
prefers to cultivate deep bilateral relationships. In Southeast Asia, for example,
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Beijing would rather deal bilaterally with members of the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations, so that it can maximize its leverage. When consider-
ing the security architecture for smaller Southeast Asian nations at the end of
World War II, the United States rejected the inclusion of any European great
power that had been a colonizer in the region, because Washington did not
want to see its inºuence diluted. Arguably, the George W. Bush administration
favored intense bilateralism over multilateralism, or even unilateralism, for
similar reasons. Rather than going it alone or going it with others, the adminis-
tration opted for intensive one-on-one relationships with handpicked coun-
tries that maximized the U.S. capacity to achieve its objectives.29 In the next
section, I demonstrate the powerplay application to the U.S. formation of alli-
ances in East Asia after World War II.

Origins of the U.S. Powerplay System in Asia

Ambivalence toward making major military commitments in Asia was a
hallmark of the United States’ global strategy before World War II. Engage-
ment in the region did not extend beyond efforts to open economic markets
and to promote missionary activity.30 The Cold War, however, compelled the
United States to form alliances in East Asia as part of its expanding global
chain of military bases in Europe (England, Germany, Iceland, Italy, Portugal,
and Spain), the Middle East (Saudi Arabia), the Mediterranean (Greece and
Turkey), Oceania (Australia), Northeast Asia (Japan and South Korea), and
Southeast Asia (the Philippines and Thailand). Two problems confronted
both Truman and Eisenhower presidencies. First, potential rogue allies in
Asia with pro-West inclinations—in this case, Taiwan and Korea, with their
unpredictable authoritarian leaders, and Japan, with its unreformed domestic
institutions—might engage in unilateral aggression that could entrap the
United States in a larger regional war. The second problem involved the possi-
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bility of falling dominoes in the event one of these states should fall under
communist control. As Gen. Douglas MacArthur was fond of saying, “Victory
is a strong magnet in the East.”31 John Foster Dulles believed that a military
failure in the Korean War would have “grave psychological repercussions
upon the Japanese nation and the countries and islands of South East Asia.”32

Dean Rusk put it more bluntly, “[I]f Indochina were to fall . . . Burma and
Thailand would follow suit almost immediately. Thereafter, it would be
difªcult if not impossible for Indonesia, India and the others to remain outside
the Soviet-dominated bloc.”33 National Intelligence Estimates at the time
widely accepted the logic of the domino theory as it applied to Asia.34 Rogue
allies and the threat of falling dominoes combined to produce a dreaded en-
trapment scenario for the United States: anticommunist, pro-Western adven-
turism would spark an unwanted war on the Asian mainland that the United
States would be obligated to ªnish, or risk defeat in the region.

To avoid this outcome, the United States fashioned a series of deep, tight bi-
lateral alliances with Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan to control their ability to
use force and to foster material and political dependency on the United States.
Washington believed that this was the only way it could achieve the extraordi-
nary level of control needed to overrule another nation’s sovereign right to use
force (see quadrant 3 of ªgure 1). At the same time, the United States harbored
no desire to expand these alliances into a larger multilateral network in Asia,
because doing so not only would have diluted the United States’ ability to con-
trol these countries, but would have offered little marginal value in terms of
enhanced defense and deterrence.

Taiwan: Chaining Chiang

Initially, the United States was prepared to abandon its support for Taiwan and
accept the reality of the 1949 communist takeover of mainland China.35 The
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North Korean invasion of South Korea on June 25, 1950, however, changed
U.S. threat perceptions dramatically, by appearing to pose a broader commu-
nist challenge to the region. With its intervention in the Korean War on June
25, 1950, and the movement of the Seventh Fleet into the Taiwan Strait in July
1950, the United States effectively declared a new defense commitment to Tai-
pei. This commitment was formalized in 1954, when the United States re-
sponded to the ªrst offshore islands crisis by signing a mutual defense treaty
with Taipei on September 8, and by passing the Formosa resolution, which au-
thorized the use of force to defend the island.

The United States’ new ally, led by Chiang Kai-shek, made no secret of
its ambition to retake the mainland militarily. Chiang set public timelines
for when he would invade, ordered raids into China (by loyalists from
Burma); dispatched ROC troops to disputed offshore islands closest to the
Chinese coast; and claimed that loyalist guerrilla units planted in China were
ready to rise up against the communist government in Beijing.36 Chiang told
Eisenhower in 1953 that he could mobilize sixty divisions (500,000 ground
forces) as the “spearhead” to an invasion of the mainland and requested that
this effort be coupled with a U.S. coastal blockade and bombing plan.37 U.S.
military ofªcials in Taiwan cabled home their concerns about Chiang’s efforts
to provoke a war with China, with one ofªcial warning that the United States
had “practically no control over the Nationalist forces on Formosa.”38 State
Department ofªcials accused Taipei of “crying panic long before panic is a fac-
tor.”39 Secretary of State Dean Acheson’s suspicion and dislike of Chiang’s mo-
tives were palpable. He believed that Chiang presented multiple risks; for
example, his regime demanded large sums of U.S. economic assistance, but it
never heeded U.S. advice and seemed determined to engage the Americans in
a direct confrontation with China. Acheson vowed that Chiang would never
draw the United States into a second Chinese civil war.40

controlling a loose cannon

U.S. efforts to control Chiang ªrst became evident when Truman interposed
the Seventh Fleet in the Taiwan Strait in July 1950. Secretary of State Acheson’s
rationalization was to “neutralize” the strait—that is, keep Taiwan out of com-
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munist hands while stopping Chiang’s practice of low-intensity amphibious
raids into China, which sparked skirmishes with forces from the People’s
Liberation Army and risked opening a second front in Asia.41 This desire to
control Taiwan was formalized in a policy statement by President Truman on
July 3, 1950: “The occupation of Formosa by Communist forces would be a di-
rect threat to the security of the Paciªc area and to United States forces per-
forming their lawful and necessary functions in that area. Accordingly, I have
ordered the Seventh Fleet to prevent any attack on Formosa. As a corollary of
this action, I am calling upon the Chinese Government on Formosa to cease all
air and sea operations against the mainland.”42

U.S. entrapment fears increased dramatically with the end of hostilities in
Korea, as the Eisenhower administration became increasingly concerned about
Chiang’s unilateralist raids on the mainland and other provocative actions.43

Eisenhower faced a “dual deterrence” dilemma: he had to signal U.S. resolve
to deter China while ensuring that Taiwan did not interpret this resolve as a
signal to engage in aggressive action against the mainland.44 Internal State
Department memoranda stated clearly that the U.S.-ROC alliance had two
goals: to stop the Chinese communists and to “keep the GRC [Government of
the Republic of China] under control.”45

The United States addressed its concerns by negotiating a secret minute that
documented U.S. control over Taiwan’s use of force; the minute accompanied
the 1954 U.S.-ROC defense treaty. In conjunction with the Formosa resolution
authorizing the United States to use its forces to defend Taiwan, an exchange
of notes between Secretary of State Dulles and ROC Foreign Minister George
Yeh on December 10, 1954, stated that the use of force required “joint agree-
ment” between Taipei and Washington.46 The U.S. negotiator who wrote the
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note, Assistant Secretary of State Walter Robertson, was polite but ªrm in pre-
senting Washington’s explicit quid pro quo: “[T]he U.S. has made, and is mak-
ing, a heavy investment in the training, equipping and supplying of Chinese
[ROC] forces. It hardly seemed fair for the Chinese [ROC] to have a completely
free hand to move these forces out of the treaty area without any regard for the
U.S. viewpoint.”47 In later negotiations, Robertson deºected Yeh’s attempts to
avoid conditionality of the U.S. security commitment by explicitly asserting
U.S. intentions: “[T]he U.S. government had to go into the treaty with its eyes
wide open, knowing precisely what the risks were, and maintaining control of
the risks so far as possible.”48 In a private note to President Eisenhower after
initialing the draft treaty in November 1954, Secretary of State Dulles offered a
classic powerplay rationale for the bilateral treaty: “The Treaty covers an at-
tack directly against Formosa. . . . The [conditionality] note will in substance
recognize that the Chinese will not use force from either Formosa, the
Pescadores or the offshore islands without our agreement. . . . [This treaty]
stakes out unqualiªedly our interest in Formosa and the Pescadores and does
so on a basis which will not enable the Chinese Nationalists to involve us in a
war with Communist China.”49 Hence, the United States’ defense commitment
to the Nationalists was inseparable from its capacity to restrain the Taiwan
regime.

When the Seventh Fleet left the Taiwan Strait in early 1953, Eisenhower ex-
pressed concern in an NSC meeting that the “real trouble and danger [is not
China, but] that Chiang Kai-shek might go on the warpath.” The president
therefore called for explicit commitments that Chiang would not act unilater-
ally. Secretary of State Dulles warned that Chiang might use a pending ship-
ment of U.S. F-84 aircraft against the mainland and called for the secret
curtailment of arms shipments to Taiwan until Chiang committed to U.S. de-
mands: “I have your memorandum of March 31 with reference to the worries
of the JCS arising from the delivery of US F-84 aircraft to Formosa. I share
these worries. . . . We are attempting to get an agreement with Chiang Kai-shek
that he will not use the new equipment we give him against the China main-
land without our prior consent. . . . I believe that the Defense Department
should suspend any deliveries of aircraft capable of attacking the mainland
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until we get the political agreement we want.”50 Two action items that
emerged from an April 1953 NSC meeting reºected U.S. entrapment fears and
a desire to use bilateral ties to exercise control over the United States’ rogue
ally: “1) The U.S. Commander-in-Chief of the Paciªc should be instructed to
expedite obtaining a commitment from the Chinese Nationalist Government
that the Chinese Nationalist forces will not engage in offensive operations con-
sidered by the United States to be inimical to the best interests of the United
States; 2) Pending such a commitment, further shipments to the Chinese
Nationalist Government of jet planes from the United States should be
stopped and the transfer to the Chinese Nationalist Government of jet planes
already shipped should be delayed.”51 During the second offshore islands cri-
sis in 1958, Dulles proposed four key guidelines on Taiwan’s behavior that ap-
peared in an internal paper that later formed the basis of U.S. policy: (1) the
Nationalist government should conduct itself as though there were an armi-
stice in place with the mainland; (2) it should reafªrm that it will not attempt
to forcibly retake the mainland; (3) it should refrain from ordering commando
raids and ºights over the mainland; and (4) it should not use the offshore is-
lands as “jumping off” bases to conduct attacks against the mainland.52 The
U.S. embassy in Taipei was instructed to tell the Nationalist government that
seeking an expansion of hostilities would be “fatal to their own interests,” and
that the United States would not be led down the path to nuclear war.53 In-
deed, even though Eisenhower ordered the mobilization of U.S. air and naval
forces to break China’s attempted blockade of the offshore islands during the
crisis, he turned down requests by Chiang to bomb Chinese artillery positions
on the mainland, rejected his assertion that the 100,000 Nationalist troop de-
ployments on the offshore islands constituted “fortiªed stepping stones to re-
take the mainland,” and personally demanded that Chiang evacuate all of his
troops to avoid an escalation of the crisis.54
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contingency planning

The powerplay argument is also represented in U.S. operational planning,
which posited a three-phase contingency plan in response to a Chinese attack
against Taiwan. In phase 1, the United States would provide logistics and ma-
terial support, but it would withhold military action pending evidence that ag-
gression from the mainland was not provoked by Chiang.55 A contingency
plan that envisaged some form of Chinese aggression at the height of the Cold
War but did not stipulate a hair-trigger U.S. response seems extraordinary only
if one does not consider the U.S. desire to use the bilateral alliance to control
Taiwan’s behavior. During the 1958 crisis, Eisenhower stipulated that any U.S.
air attack on the mainland in a Taiwan emergency would require his personal
approval.56 As one China expert observed, the objective of the alliance was not
just to defend Taiwan, but to “circumscribe [Chiang’s] reach and ability to
wreak havoc in international affairs.”57 The United States could exert this level
of control more effectively through a bilateral alliance than through a larger
multilateral alliance.

South Korea: Rhee-straint

The Republic of Korea’s ªrst president, Syngman Rhee, ruled from 1948 to
1960 and made no secret of his desire to unify the Korean Peninsula by force.
Rhee’s ofªcial policy was pukch’in t’ongil (or march north for uniªcation), a
policy that rejected peaceful coexistence with North Korea.

Rhee knew no restraint. After the end of World War II, he told the U.S. occu-
pation commander, Gen. John Hodge, that the United States should leverage
its nuclear monopoly to force the Soviets to withdraw from the North. During
the U.S. occupation of the South after Japan’s defeat in August 1945, the ªery
Korean leader proposed a military plan that would have pooled Taiwanese
and South Korean forces for a ground assault on mainland China, backed by
U.S. airpower, to roll back communism.58 After the U.S. entry into the Korean
War in June 1950, Rhee saw an opportunity to unify the peninsula. In a letter to
President Truman in July 1950, he called for starting the “victorious march
north,” arguing that it would be “utter folly to attempt to restore the status
quo ante, and then to await the enemy’s pleasure for further attack when he
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had time to regroup, retrain, and reequip. The time has come to cut out once
and for all the cancer of imperialist aggression . . . by the world commu-
nists.”59 When the United States entered into armistice negotiations in 1953 for
a cease-ªre, Rhee openly expressed his opposition, chiding the Americans and
asking, “[How] you can win from a political conference by persuasion, what
you could not win on the battleªeld by force?”60 In April 1953 Rhee demanded
that Eisenhower withdraw all U.S. troops from the peninsula if an armistice
was to be signed, declaring that the ROK would rather ªght alone against the
North Koreans, Chinese, and Soviets than agree to a cease-ªre. Rhee under-
took actions designed to reignite hostilities, the most provocative of which oc-
curred in June 1953, when he unilaterally released 25,000 prisoners of war
(POWs) being held in the South. This extraordinary act constituted a deliberate
attempt to undermine the armistice talks (of which the repatriation of POWs
was a major point of negotiation).

overthrow or underwrite?

Thus, as in the Taiwan case, the United States feared entrapment in South
Korea. It did not want a wider conºagration in Asia and feared that Rhee’s
reckless actions could cause the South Korean government to collapse and pro-
duce a domino effect in the region. A U.S. alliance with South Korea would
consequently have three functions. First, it would serve as part of a network of
alliances and military installations designed to ring the Soviet threat in the
Paciªc. Second, it would deter a second North Korean attack, with U.S. ground
troops serving as the “tripwire” guaranteeing U.S. involvement. Third, it
would restrain the South from engaging in adventurism.

The restraining rationale became evident immediately in U.S. postwar plan-
ning. Both the U.S. ambassador to Korea, John Muccio, and Secretary of State
Acheson were wary of Rhee’s constant talk about a “march north” and
“uniªcation or death.” Muccio’s cable to Washington in November 1949
framed the dilemma: “We were in a very difªcult position, a very subtle posi-
tion, because if we gave Rhee and his cohorts what they wanted, they could
have started to move north the same as the North started to move south. And
the onus would have been on us.”61
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The U.S. commander in Korea, Gen. Mark Clark, was so concerned about
ROK unilateralism that he complained about being engaged in a two-front
diplomatic battle—with the communists at Panmunjom and with Rhee in
Seoul—and that the “biggest trouble came from Rhee.”62 Secretary of State
Dulles, who was equally worried about Rhee’s constant entreaties for just a
“little more war” to liberate the North, warned the ROK leader that his pleas
for a so-called little war would inevitably escalate to a U.S.-Soviet confronta-
tion, potentially unleashing nuclear weapons that could destroy not just the
Korean Peninsula but civilization itself.63 Eisenhower summed up U.S. fears of
entrapment regarding the ROK: “[Rhee] wants to get his country uniªed, but
we cannot permit him to start a war to do it. The consequences would be too
awful. But he is a stubborn old fellow, and I don’t know whether we’ll be able
to hold him in line indeªnitely.”64

The Truman and Eisenhower administrations initially contemplated an
overthrow of Rhee to deal with his intransigence.65 But both administrations
soon learned that the best way to restrain the ROK was to threaten the very
things that Rhee valued most from the United States, beginning with a threat
to withdraw from the United Nations Command (UNC). Robert Bowie, the
State Department’s policy planning director at the time of the armistice talks,
argued, “[Not to] threaten Rhee with the possibility of UNC withdrawal elimi-
nates the most effective weapon at our disposal for dissuading Rhee from tak-
ing unilateral action.”66 As an additional restraint, both Secretaries of State
Acheson and Dulles were wary of providing tanks or other offensive weap-
onry to Rhee.67 Dulles, in particular, opposed the transfer of jet aircraft as part
of the U.S.-sponsored military modernization program in Korea on the
grounds that these “mobile instruments of war” should not be given to a coun-
try that “has a vested interest in starting a third world war.”68 Dulles wanted
Rhee to commit—as Chiang Kai-shek had done—not to use the planes against
the North without explicit permission from the United States. Later, when the
U.S. military withdrew four divisions from the Korean Peninsula following
the declaration of a cease-ªre, the question arose as to how much equip-
ment the United States would leave behind as part of South Korea’s military
modernization program. The Koreans wanted it all, but Secretary of Defense
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Charles Wilson bluntly stated: “Well, we will try to ªgure out what we think
you need, what we think we can let you have, and tell you what it is. . . . Of
course, frankly, we don’t want to give you enough equipment so you start the
war up again.”69

With the signing of the mutual defense treaty in October 1953, the United
States sought written guarantees from Rhee. In November Vice President
Richard Nixon traveled to Seoul carrying a letter from Eisenhower that
warned the United States would not submit the defense treaty to Congress for
ratiªcation unless Nixon received written conªrmation from Rhee that he
would not act independently.70 The president wrote, “If I should be forced to
conclude that after the coming into force of the Treaty you might unilaterally
touch off a resumption of war in Korea, I could not recommend its ratiªcation
and I am certain that the Senate would not ratify it. When I formally submit
the Treaty to the Senate next January, I must be in a position personally to give
a clear assurance on this point.”71

operational command—eisenhower’s contingency plan

U.S. archives reveal that the Eisenhower administration’s desire to control its
South Korean ally was so intense that the United States opted to retain opera-
tional command authority of all ROK military forces on the peninsula within
the alliance. Rhee originally gave operational command authority of ROK
forces to the commander in chief of UN Forces (i.e., the United States) during
the Korean War on July 14, 1950. But after the signing of the mutual defense
treaty, the two governments signed a memorandum of understanding continu-
ing this arrangement.72 The rationale for this extraordinary usurpation of state
sovereignty was not only to facilitate combined warªghting capabilities,
but also to restrain South Korea from undertaking aggressive unilateral ac-
tions against the North.73 In addition, NSC 170, titled “U.S. Objectives and
Courses of Action in Korea” and dated November 20, 1953, stated that if the
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ROK unilaterally initiated military operations against Chinese or North
Korean forces, then (1) UN Command ground, sea, and air forces would not
support such operations directly or indirectly; (2) the United States would
not furnish any military or logistics support for such operations; (3) all U.S.
economic aid to South Korea would cease immediately; and (4) the UN com-
mander would take any action necessary to prevent his forces from becoming
involved in the renewal of hostilities and to provide for their security.74 In
White House deliberations in the late 1950s, President Eisenhower candidly
laid out possible U.S. responses to South Korean unilateral aggression, includ-
ing covert action to support the forcible removal of Rhee, a new leadership, or
even abrogation of the alliance:75

If we became aware that President Rhee was moving north to attack North
Korea, we would simply have to remove Rhee and his government. . . . Such a
move would simply have to be stopped. Again Secretary [of State Christian]
Herter agreed with the President but asked how we proposed to keep the
Communists from counter-attacking and seizing South Korea. The President
stated with emphasis that everything possible must be done to stop a unilat-
eral South Korean move on North Korea before it started, including deposing
Rhee. Thereafter, if South Korea wanted to go on to commit suicide, we would
say go ahead and do it. . . . If ever this attack on North Korea occurred, the
President said that the military alliance between the U.S. and the Republic of
Korea would be broken at that moment.76

The United States’ retention of operational control of ROK forces, therefore,
was as much a tool of alliance restraint as it was a tool of deterrence and
warªghting. This command arrangement could not have been put into place
in a multilateral alliance system. It was unique to South Korea and to the bilat-
eral alliance.
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Missed Opportunities for Asian Multilateralism?

A “hard” test for the powerplay theory requires looking not merely for evi-
dence of U.S. efforts to create bilateral alliances in Asia, but for the absence of
efforts to build NATO-type multilateral arrangements when opportunities
were present. The United States opted against the later course because doing
so would have been detrimental to its powerplay objectives.

The United States’ desire to avoid overextension at the end of World War II
created incentives to pursue multilateralism in both Europe and Asia. In
Western Europe the United States initially promoted the establishment of a
multilateral European Defense Force (EDF) and the rearmament of Germany,
which together would balance against Soviet power in Central Europe.77 This
would then allow the United States to scale back its military presence, along
with Britain and Canada, to a symbolic force while the West European states
would contribute the core forces. The postwar situation in Asia presented the
United States with similar incentives. Nevertheless, U.S. planners rejected all
proposals for an Asian NATO from allies such as the Philippines, South Korea,
and Taiwan.

Following the formation of NATO in April 1949, Asian leaders began to
argue that their region needed a “Paciªc pact.” The ROK and the Philippines
raised the issue with State Department ofªcials, claiming that such a
pact would enhance security, economic growth, and development in Asia.78 In
July 1949 Philippine President Elpidio Quirino hosted a summit with Chiang
Kai-shek that endorsed the Paciªc pact proposal. Syngman Rhee followed suit,
hosting a summit with Chiang and proclaiming “full agreement . . . on the
idea of a union as conceived in the joint statement issued by [Quirino
and Chiang].”79 Following the outbreak of the Korean War, Chiang offered to
send 33,000 soldiers to the peninsula as a demonstration of his commitment
to a Paciªc pact, an offer that MacArthur supported in late 1950, when main-
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land China’s intervention shifted the tide of the war.80 MacArthur’s successors
in Korea, Generals Ridgway and Clark, also endorsed Chiang’s proposal, as
did U.S. military ofªcials in charge of operations in Taiwan, who feared a com-
munist victory on the peninsula.81

As in Europe, one would have expected the United States to embrace an
anticommunist bloc in Asia. Instead it opposed such action. In May 1949
Secretary of State Acheson tried to dispel this idea in a formal press state-
ment.82 He reiterated this position in July in cables to all U.S. embassies.83

Acheson argued that NATO was the product of a long, deliberative process,
that West European powers had carefully developed their plan for collective
defense before asking for U.S. help, and most revealing, that the United States
viewed NATO as a mutual collective defense arrangement. In contrast, the
proposed Paciªc pact would amount to a unilateral security commitment that
could only entrap the United States.84 State Department internal cables re-
vealed Acheson’s concerns in this regard: “Dept considers Chiang-Quirino
proposal for Paciªc Union result primarily Chi Nationalist and Rhee initiative
seeking supplementary means appeal for US mil aid and inºuence US public
opinion [to] that end.”85

The day before Rhee hosted Chiang in the port city of Chinhae to discuss the
Paciªc pact, U.S. ofªcials met secretly with the ROK president, counseling him
to abstain from committing to collective defense pacts with China or the
Philippines.86 In a direct effort to exert bilateral control, Acheson threatened
that Rhee’s support for a Paciªc pact could jeopardize U.S. economic assis-
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tance packages to South Korea under review in Congress.87 At the same time
as the Chiang-Rhee summit, State Department ofªcials in Washington cau-
tioned Quirino not to raise the issue of the pact during Acheson’s visit.88

Furthermore, the United States consistently rejected every proposal for
bringing Nationalist troops into the Korean War. President Truman, Secretary
of State Acheson, and Secretary of Defense George Marshall believed that
Chiang wanted to extend the war to mainland China. Truman rejected the idea
and sent his special adviser, Averell Harriman, to the region in August 1950 to
warn both Chiang and MacArthur to end their talk of introducing Nationalist
troops into the Korean conºict.89 Eisenhower held the same position. A memo
from the top Asia diplomat in the State Department in 1952 to Secretary-
designate John Foster Dulles laid out U.S. entrapment anxieties: “The intro-
duction of Chinese Nationalist troops into Korea would immediately throw
Korea into the Chinese civil war and would make it much more difªcult, if not
impossible, for us to maintain the position that we have so far maintained that
in any political talks on Korea after an armistice there would be no discussions
of any matters outside of Korea.”90

Acheson’s opposition to the Paciªc pact contrasted sharply with his support
for creating a multilateral grouping in Southeast Asia. While Chiang was
pushing the pact in 1949, the Philippines’ ambassador to the UN, Carlos
Romulo, was advocating the idea of a union of Southeast Asian nations.91 In-
ternal State Department memoranda noted that the Paciªc pact would saddle
the region with Chiang’s unsolvable military problems, yet referred to
Romulo’s ideas as “more promising.” One of these memoranda concluded,
“Our objective would seem to be to wean Quirino from the Chiang plan and
inºuence him to espouse the [Romulo plan].”92 Indeed, in an oral message de-
livered to Romulo, Acheson instructed the U.S. embassy in Manila to make
clear Acheson’s interest in a Southeast Asia pact, which he did not want to
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be confused with his disinterest in the Quirino-Rhee-Chiang proposal.93

When Quirino again raised the Paciªc pact in his February 1950 summit with
President Truman, Truman turned to Acheson, who stated bluntly that “he
did not believe that the course suggested by President Quirino was the wis-
est one to pursue”; he then talked enthusiastically about Romulo’s plan for
Southeast Asia.94 When it became clear that Quirino was distancing him-
self from Chiang’s plan, Acheson immediately instructed the U.S. embassy
in Manila to widely publicize U.S. support of Romulo’s proposal.95 When the
Manila pact creating SEATO was signed in September 1954, Rhee sought mem-
bership for South Korea in this new multilateral grouping but was rebuffed by
Washington.96 This sequence of events illustrates two aspects about the
powerplay theory. First, the U.S. preference was for multilateralism, as evi-
denced in Southeast Asia, with East Asia being the exception. Second, the
United States opposed multilateralism in East Asia primarily because of its
fears of entrapment by rogue allies.

Win Japan

The United States viewed the postwar rise of Japan, the only major power in
East Asia, as inevitable. After Japan’s surrender in 1945, the United States con-
ducted its military occupation with the goal of permanently demilitarizing
Japan and making it forever safe from fascism. With the advent of the Cold
War, however, the United States from about 1947 was compelled to think more
strategically and long term about Japan as a frontline state in the war against
communism. For U.S. occupation commander Gen. Douglas MacArthur in
Tokyo, Policy Planning Chief George Kennan in Washington, and Presidents
Truman and Eisenhower, the choices ranged from continuing the extensive de-
militarization of the occupied country to signing a peace treaty and letting
Japan stand on its own. Ultimately, the United States chose something in be-
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tween, which was to effect a “reverse course” in its occupation of Japan, focus-
ing more on rebuilding the country as an anticommunist bulwark than
emasculating it. Initially, it tried to implement this strategy by reintegrating
Japan in Asia in a multilateral grouping of states that included Australia,
Indonesia, New Zealand, and the Philippines.97 The effort was short lived,
lasting about eight weeks, as some members of the group were not yet ready to
enter into a pact with the wartime aggressor, and Japan expressed little inter-
est. The United States then turned toward creating strong bilateral alliance ties
with Japan to contain the Cold War threat, as well as to exert U.S. control and
to build a politically stable state that would act consistently in the advance-
ment of U.S. interests. Kennan aptly described the prevailing security situa-
tion: Japan was the key to Asia, just as Germany was the key to Europe. The
U.S. objective was therefore “to win Japan as an ally.”98

The United States executed its powerplay strategy toward Japan with
greater subtlety than it did toward Taiwan and South Korea. The strategy was
not explicitly tied to fears that, like Chiang or Rhee, Yoshida Shigeru, Japan’s
ªrst postwar prime minister, might try to start a new war in Asia. At the same
time, though, controlling Japan did not mean emasculating it. The choice was
to shape Japan through one of the following three options: the “alpha” option,
the “gamma” option, or the “beta” option.

the alpha option

The alpha option called for a harsh treaty settlement that would have conªned
Japan to its home islands and allowed it to maintain only modest defense ca-
pabilities. MacArthur supported this position and told Kennan that the only
permanent solution for Japan was complete demilitarization under interna-
tional security guarantees.99 He believed that this option would be in keeping
with the original intentions of the July 1945 Potsdam Declaration outlining the
terms of Japan’s wartime surrender; moreover, he viewed it as a clearly de-
ªned endpoint to the occupation (after which the ambitious general hoped to
return to the United States and seek the Republican presidential nomination).
The Chinese and the British also leaned toward this option, proposing to
Dulles in September 1948 that a pact among the United States, China, and Brit-
ain would have guaranteed the long-term disarmament of Japan.100
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U.S. ofªcials found this strategy undesirable, because it assumed that Japan
would not reemerge as a major power, and that it would not become suscepti-
ble to Soviet inºuence. Kennan believed that the Russians could not be trusted
to respect a demilitarization arrangement for Japan, as it had already put
forces in the neighboring Sakhalin and Kurile Islands, as well as in
Vladivostok.101 Ominously, he warned that Korea would ªrst be overrun in a
matter of months, and that it was “obvious that the Russians would exercise a
good deal of pressure against a demilitarized Japan.”102 It was these geostra-
tegic realities that turned U.S. planners away from the alpha option.

the gamma option

The gamma option encouraged the development of a militarily independent
Japan capable of defending itself against communism and projecting force in
the region. It called for an early end to the occupation, a favorable peace treaty
settlement, and the acceleration of Japan’s buildup as a bulwark against com-
munism.103 Initially favored by Dulles, the strategy would have reduced
longer-term U.S. defense burdens in the region if Japan could be shown to
stand against the communist threat (Dulles later shifted to support Kennan’s
views on Japan). But this option, too, was rejected by the United States because
the prospect of a rapidly reconstituted Japan still frightened other states in the
region. For Kennan, a strategy based too much in Cold War expediency would
ultimately hurt U.S. interests if Washington were perceived to be encouraging
a remilitarized Japan that could destabilize the region. The gamma option, in
Kennan’s view, “[ran] contrary to our solemn most international commitments
and basic principles of SCAP [Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers] pol-
icy, and would be impractical from the military-economic point of view.”104

the beta option

Emerging between the alpha and gamma options, the beta option sought to
create a postwar Japan that was not too weak but not too strong. The strategy
sought to create deep, robust ties to the United States and thereby modulate
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Japanese growth and development in a direction beneªcial to U.S. interests. A
November 1949 paper presented to President Truman highlighted this objec-
tive: “Make every effort to see to it that political and economic progress in
Japan is such as to demonstrate the advantages of close association with the
United States and our ability as a democracy to deal with the [development
and security] problems in Asia.”105 The collaboration’s scope would encom-
pass all sectors of Japan’s politics and economics. The objective, as Kennan ob-
served, was to mold Japan into the Britain of Asia.106

The beta strategy unfolded with the U.S. decision to avoid a harsh treaty set-
tlement against Japan at the end of the war. If the objective was to control
Japan’s reintegration in a manner that beneªted the United States, then pro-
moting a revisionist Japan unhappy with the status quo was not the answer.107

Eisenhower later observed that a harsh treaty settlement would have pushed
Japan into the arms of the communists and “then instead of the Paciªc being
an American lake, believe me it is going to be a Communist lake.”108 The re-
sulting San Francisco treaty, signed on September 8, 1951, was one of the most
generous ever offered by a victor over a defeated enemy. In the lead-up to the
San Francisco treaty deliberations, the NSC issued a memorandum on May 17,
1951, that outlined the four basic tenets of the beta strategy for reintegrating
and shaping postwar Japan: “(1) assist Japan in the development of appropri-
ate military forces; (2) aid Japan in the development of low-cost military ma-
teriel in volume for use in Japan and in other noncommunist countries in Asia;
(3) take all practical steps to assure Japan’s membership in the United Nations
and participation in a regional security arrangement; and (4) establish [a] psy-
chological program design to further orient the Japanese toward democracy
and away from Communism.”109

A critical step was the conclusion of a bilateral security treaty in 1951 sepa-
rate from the peace treaty that effectively legitimized and enshrined U.S. con-
trol of Japan’s internal and external affairs.110 According to Dulles, U.S.
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objectives for postwar Japan were best accomplished not through a multilat-
eral security system as in Europe, but through a bilateral alliance where the
United States exercised absolute control. Symbolizing this operational control
was the presence of U.S. sea and air bases on the home islands and on
Okinawa, where the United States would, in Dulles’s words, “permanently as-
sume the principal responsibility for sea and air defense of the Japan area.”111

The United States therefore saw the mutual defense treaty with Japan,
signed on September 8, 1951, as serving two purposes. One was to build a bul-
wark against communism. The other was to control, manage, and restrain
Japan’s reintegration into the international system. Dulles wrote that the alli-
ance was legitimized in a regional context because it provided a “shield” for
former colonies against a resurgent Japan. In conversations with the Austra-
lian and New Zealand foreign ministers, Dulles encapsulated the U.S. power-
play strategy toward Japan: “We have got to use delicate methods, a light
tackle. We are absolutely conªdent that if Japan is basically committed to the
free world and accepts U.S. troops in and about its territories we will have
complete control over any rearmament plans Japan may adopt.”112 The United
States foresaw Japan eventually playing an important role as a U.S. proxy in
the region, with responsibility, for example, over the Korean Peninsula.113

The United States’ powerplay strategy vis-à-vis Japan was never formalized,
but it was evident in Washington’s decided preference for heavy-handed bilat-
eralism in all aspects of the relationship. After deciding to adopt the beta strat-
egy, the United States started to marginalize the Far East Commission (FEC),
which was the primary multilateral commission set up to oversee the terms of
Japan’s 1945 surrender. Washington stopped bringing proposals before the
FEC, where action was sure to be slow, and worked instead directly with the
SCAP commander, angering FEC members Australia, Britain, and Canada.
The State Department dismissed FEC complaints by citing the “unique posi-
tion” of the United States vis-à-vis Japan’s recovery and the need for tight U.S.-
Japan bilateralism: “It would be manifestly undesirable and impracticable for
an eleven-nation body in Washington to attempt to do more than set the broad
framework within which the Japanese occupation should proceed. . . . It is nec-
essary that the Supreme Commander should have broad discretionary powers
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to take action with regard to problems arising in Japan which must be
promptly and decisively dealt with if the occupation purposes are to be suc-
cessfully accomplished.”114

Bilateralism was also evident in the relatively lopsided relationship between
the United States and different branches of the postwar Japanese government.
Given the large sums of bilateral assistance being provided, U.S. authorities
dealt more with Japan’s ministry of ªnance than with its foreign ministry. The
ºow of monies to Japan did not stop with ofªcial assistance or military pay-
ments. The Central Intelligence Agency also provided tens of millions of dol-
lars to conservative political elements in Japan and to the Liberal Democratic
Party to ensure that Japan’s domestic politics did not move in a direction inim-
ical to U.S. interests.115

The United States also sought to control Japan’s relationship with China,
fearing that a recovering Japan would see China as its natural economic part-
ner. Some U.S. ofªcials, including Dulles, were concerned that this economic
logic could cause Japan to gravitate toward the communist bloc. Dulles ºew to
Tokyo in December 1951 to obtain a commitment that Japan would not con-
clude a bilateral treaty with communist China.116 The resulting “Yoshida let-
ter” was an extraordinarily powerful example of the exertion of U.S. control
over an ally, the scale of which did not become fully known until it was later
revealed that Dulles actually drafted the letter.117

Washington also sought to control Japanese private-sector dealings with
China. Dulles grew concerned that Japanese business conglomerates were
signing a series of trade agreements with China that by 1953 had the effect of
doubling the two countries’ bilateral trade. In July 1952 the U.S. government
called on Japan to join the Coordinating Committee for Multilateral Export
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Controls (COCOM) as well as the China Committee (CHINCOM); both bod-
ies aimed at coordinating allied trade embargoes in certain goods and ser-
vices with communist countries. In an effort to stiºe all Sino-Japanese trade,
Dulles dispatched a delegation in August 1952 to “[force] Yoshida to accept a
secret agreement imposing even harsher restraints on Japan in its China trade
than other CHINCOM members had accepted.”118

Again, the powerplay in U.S.-Japan relations was never made explicit. The
closest it came to being ofªcially acknowledged was in the Yoshida doctrine,
which stated that Japan would maintain a small self-defense force limited to
protection of its home islands and would focus its national efforts on economic
development. The United States wanted Japan to play a larger military role
than the Yoshida government, which held power from 1948 to 1956, was will-
ing to commit to, but Yoshida’s focus on industrial development in the post-
war liberal economic order and his acceptance of Japan’s subordinate place
within the U.S.-Japan alliance constituted an embrace of the powerplay ratio-
nale. This was an informal empire arrangement in which Japan fared well.

The Logic of Powerplay and Bilateralism: Investing in the “Hub”

Once the ROC, the ROK, and Japanese bilateral alliances were created around
the United States as the “hub,” they required material and political invest-
ments that both maximized U.S. inºuence and minimized the incentives for
building connections between the “spokes.” In Taiwan’s case, from 1950 to
1965, the United States provided assistance on an annual average basis that
contributed 34 percent to Taiwan’s total gross investment, ªnanced approxi-
mately 40 percent of its spending on imports, and contributed 6.4 percent of its
gross national product (GNP).119 The United States provided South Korea with
$12.6 billion in economic and military assistance from 1946 to 1976, which
amounted to more dollars per capital of aid than that given to any other coun-
try except South Vietnam and Israel. From 1953 to 1962, this aid ªnanced
70 percent of South Korea’s imports and contributed 5 percent of its national
GNP.120 This aid gave the United States inordinate inºuence in both Taipei and
Seoul. Indeed, when Presidents Truman and Eisenhower occasionally threat-
ened termination of U.S. aid or military assistance to rein in Chiang and Rhee,
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both leaders were cowed into submission. In November 1953, for example,
when Eisenhower told Rhee that he would not ask Congress to authorize eco-
nomic assistance for South Korea if it unilaterally attacked the North, Rhee ad-
mitted to Vice President Nixon, “In my heart I know that Korea cannot
possibly act alone.”121 Similarly in 1953, Eisenhower withheld U.S. military as-
sistance until Chiang agreed not to use it to attack Beijing.122 The United States
could not have made similar threats as costly or as credible through multilat-
eral channels. Building the bilateral alliances into a NATO-type collective mul-
tilateral security institution in East Asia, therefore, offered little value added
for three reasons: (1) U.S. military capability was far superior to that of any
grouping of other countries in East Asia, and therefore not signiªcantly en-
hanced by a collective-security arrangement; (2) multilateralism would not
enhance deterrence, because the U.S. security commitment had already been
demonstrated by the United States’ intervention in the Korean War; and
(3) the United States would face an “entrapment discount” if it pursued multi-
lateralism in East Asia (i.e., any appreciable gains in security had to be
discounted by the increased likelihood of entrapment as alliance decisions
were taken out of U.S. hands and put in a larger collective body).

The perceived costs for the United States of pursuing multilateralism
were heightened by Eisenhower’s deep belief in the domino theory in Asia.
The 1949 victory of the Chinese Communist Party, the June 1950 North
Korean invasion, the 1954 Quemoy offshore islands crisis, and the conºict in
Indochina constituted a broad-based challenge not only for one or two coun-
tries, but for the entire Asian continent and Paciªc. The fear of falling domi-
noes would have compelled the United States to intervene on behalf of Taiwan
or the ROK if either country had started a war. Although the United States
may have feigned indifference or muted support to discourage Chiang and
Rhee from becoming overconªdent, Washington understood the importance of
this strategic imperative even before it formed alliances with these countries.
The United States could have tried to alleviate these entrapment fears through
a strategy of “distancing,” but this option was considered suboptimal on two
counts. First, the lack of U.S. commitments could embolden the adversary to
take action; and second, Chiang or Rhee might still miscalculate and attack
based on ambiguous U.S. statements. Given the stakes, it was more sensible to
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display both clarity of commitment (vis-à-vis the adversary) and clarity of con-
trol (vis-à-vis the allies).

Finally, creating a multilateral institution that facilitated greater interaction
among Asian countries would have further increased U.S. entrapment fears.
The idea that Chiang and Rhee might jointly conspire to force the United
States into trying to roll back communist China and North Korea was a serious
concern. And if these two rogue allies moved forward with military operations
that failed, U.S. belief (rightly or wrongly) in the domino theory meant that al-
lied adventurism could lead to a chain reaction of collapsing anticommunist
regimes in Asia more broadly. In the view of the Truman and Eisenhower ad-
ministrations, control through direct bilateral ties, with no connections be-
tween the allies, was the best option.

Diplomatic historians might point to the 1951 proposal by the United States
for a Paciªc Ocean pact as evidence that counters the powerplay argument.
Spurring this change from its opposition to such a pact in 1949 was a desire to
end the occupation of Japan as the United States became more focused on
the communist threat to Indochina and to Burma. The United States consid-
ered a variety of possible security arrangements in Asia, with Truman’s special
envoy, John Foster Dulles, in 1951 proposing a regional defense arrangement
involving the “island nations” of Asia: Australia, Indonesia, Japan, New
Zealand, the Philippines, and the United States.123 Dulles saw the proposal as
constituting an example of “collective security,” in the sense that it was de-
signed not only to deter attack by external aggressors, but also to guarantee
member states that they would not be the target of aggression from any other
member (particularly postwar Japan).124 This appears to be a clear case of U.S.
interest in a NATO-type multilateral security institution for Asia.

On closer analysis, however, the Paciªc Ocean pact proposal does not con-
tradict the powerplay argument. Even as it talked about forming the pact, the
United States was still considering bilateral military agreements that assured
U.S. control of Japan and Okinawa as a base of operations in the Paciªc. In this
regard, the Paciªc Ocean pact was window dressing: it offered a collective-
security institution that in theory could give Japan security, reduce U.S. secu-
rity burdens, and integrate Japan into Asia. But in the end, as the primary U.S.
objective, securing bilateral control of Japan was nonnegotiable. Truman’s in-
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structions to Dulles prior to his historic mission to Asia in February 1951 as the
president’s special adviser were clear in this regard. The president told Dulles
to negotiate the terms of the peace settlement with Japan and the accompany-
ing bilateral pact assuring U.S. control. Truman mentioned the Paciªc Ocean
pact idea as a way to reassure allies that Japan would be embedded in a larger
regional institution, but he added that the multilateral pact was not a quid pro
quo for bilateral control: “[T]he United States government should agree to this
[Paciªc Ocean pact] course of action only as the other nations accept the gen-
eral basis on which the United States is prepared to conclude a peace settle-
ment with Japan.”125 In internal U.S. government discussions during the
February 1951 mission, Dulles carried out the president’s instructions, making
clear that his primary objective was securing the bilateral peace settlement and
security arrangements with Tokyo, not the Paciªc Ocean pact: “Mr. [John]
Allison [ambassador and Dulles’ deputy] inquired how much the Mission
could tell the Japanese about the contemplated Paciªc Pact in order to help the
Japanese to buy our proposal. Ambassador Dulles replied that we would not
want to dangle the pact before them since we did not yet know whether the
idea of a pact would be realized. He said that he had informed certain Japa-
nese at one of [acting U.S.] Ambassador [to Japan] [William] Sebald’s recep-
tions that the military agreement would initially be just between the United
States and Japan but that it might later be broadened out.”126

Once Dulles secured bilateral control of Japan through a series of ªve U.S.-
Japan annexes to the peace settlement, signed by diplomats John Allison and
Sadao Iguchi in February 1951, his interest in the Paciªc Ocean pact waned.
During Dulles’s follow-on travel to Canberra, Australia, Foreign Minister
Percy Spender remarked that “the idea of a Pact seemed to have dissipated in
the course of Ambassador Dulles’ travels.”127 After about eight weeks, Dulles
abandoned the idea and reverted to the beta strategy of promoting tight bilat-
eral ties with Japan. He rationalized his actions in a conªdential note to
General MacArthur in March 1951, when members of the Far Eastern Commis-
sion (e.g., Britain) were chaªng at the degree of U.S. unilateral control: “The
United States and Japan are the only signiªcant sources of power in the Paciªc,
we actual, they potential. If we can work in accord, the lesser Paciªc powers
will get security and will sooner or later, formally or informally, endorse that

International Security 34:3 190

125. Ibid.
126. “Minutes Dulles Mission Staff Meeting, February 5, 9:30 AM,” in Memorandum by Robert A.
Fearey of the Ofªce of Northeast Asian Affairs, February 5, 1951, Secret, in ibid., p. 858.
127. Memorandum by Robert A. Fearey of the Ofªce of Northeast Asian Affairs, Secret, February
16, 1951, in ibid., p. 157.



accord. If the United States and Japan fall apart, the situation in the West
Paciªc is grave for a long time.”128

The Paciªc Ocean pact proposal was signiªcant for those it excluded—South
Korea and Taiwan. If the deªning criteria for membership comprised (1) major
maritime territories in the region; (2) countries supportive of a Paciªc pact;
and (3) key powers that could, through the pact, be persuaded to accept a post-
war military capability in Japan, then South Korea and Taiwan (both former
Japanese colonies) should have been included. The United States omitted them
for the same reason it balked at including Hong Kong and Indochina—the fear
of entrapment.

The Paciªc Ocean pact failed ultimately for a conºuence of reasons, all of
which in some way validate the powerplay theory. First, Truman never really
embraced the idea. For Truman, the pact was instrumental; the U.S.-Japan alli-
ance was foundational. He saw the pact as a tool that could achieve U.S. bilat-
eral objectives vis-à-vis Japan, but not as critical for building the postwar
security architecture of Asia. Thus, when the proposal met with criticism, he
and Dulles dropped their support once their bilateral objectives vis-à-vis Japan
were met.

The pact also failed because Japan did not want to become a member, and
because of opposition to the pact by Australia, Britain, and New Zealand. This
is perhaps the ultimate irony of Dulles’s proposal as it relates to the powerplay
argument. The United States ostensibly wanted Japan included because Dulles
and Acheson believed that this was the only way to accelerate the peaceful re-
integration of a rearmed Japan into Asia (i.e., with military capabilities that
were part of a regional security institution rather than with an autonomous ca-
pability that would unnerve regional states). Japan, however, feared becoming
entrapped in contingencies against communist China (e.g., in Indochina,
Korea, or Taiwan), despite the best efforts by Dulles to exclude these countries
from the pact. According to the memoirs of Kumao Nishimura, who was di-
rectly involved in the Dulles negotiations, Yoshida refused to discuss the pact
with Dulles in early 1951, boycotting talks with Truman’s envoy for three days:
“[Yoshida’s] inºexible stance and two or three more days of fruitless negotia-
tions with Foreign Ministry ofªcials at last convinced the Americans that
Japanese participation in a regional security organization would be, for some
time, difªcult to realize. Dulles made one last plea . . . on 2 February. The mat-
ter was then dropped. When the Foreign Ministry produced the plan for a sim-

Powerplay 191

128. Personal Letter, Mr. John Foster Dulles, Consultant to the Secretary, to the Supreme Com-
mander for Allied Powers (MacArthur), Conªdential, March 18, 1951, in ibid., p. 931.



ple Japanese-American treaty drawn up in October 1950 the Americans,
conscious also of the lack of enthusiasm among all their Asian-Paciªc allies
except Taiwan and South Korea, temporarily shelved the idea of a regional
organization.”129

Meanwhile Britain opposed the pact because the United States did not in-
clude it as a member, despite the potential risk to its commonwealth brethren
and interests in Hong Kong and Malaya of renewed Japanese aggression. But
more important than its inclusion, Britain advocated for tight bilateral U.S.
control of Japan as the preferred option (Japan opposed British membership
because it did not want to become embroiled in British interests against the
communist Chinese).130 Australia and New Zealand opposed the pact because
they believed that a multilateral institution would dilute U.S. responsibility
over rearming Japan.131 In a meeting in February 1951, New Zealand’s foreign
minister, Frederick Doidge, told Dulles that “Japan has been a nightmare to
New Zealand and that the possibility of its resurgence was regarded with hor-
ror. Ambassador Dulles’ explanation of the [multilateral] controls to which
Japan will in any event be subject . . . is highly convincing for the short-run pe-
riod. But New Zealand must live alongside Japan for a long time to come.
Ambassador Dulles’ exposition does not seem to cover the long-term possibili-
ties.”132 In the same meeting, Australia’s foreign minister, Percy Spender,
stated his country’s concerns even more bluntly: “Australia still feared Japan,”
and the inclusion of Japan was a “no-hoper.”133 These constraints doomed the
pact and moved the United States closer toward adopting the beta strategy for
Japan and shaping Tokyo’s postwar recovery through tight bilateral controls. It
was in the meetings with Doidge and Spender that Dulles ªrst used the term
“spokes on a wheel” (or hub and spokes) to describe the emerging architecture
in Asia.134

Upon returning from Asia, Dulles recommended to Truman that bilateral al-
liances were in his judgment preferable in East Asia to a NATO-type organiza-
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tion. In a memo to the president, Secretary of State Acheson and Secretary of
Defense Marshall reiterated Dulles’s conclusion:

Consideration of this matter [of the Paciªc Ocean pact], particularly during
the course of Ambassador Dulles’ visit to Japan, the Philippines, Australia
and New Zealand, made apparent that the desired results can be better
achieved by a series of [bilateral] arrangements rather than by a single [multi-
lateral] arrangement. . . . It is believed that the three arrangements contem-
plated, one with Japan, one with the Philippines, one with Australia and New
Zealand, and possibly one with Indonesia, will in fact achieve what your letter
of January 10, 1951, described as the “dual purpose of assuring combined ac-
tion as between the members to resist aggression from without and also to re-
sist attack by one of the members, e.g., Japan, if Japan should again become
aggressive.”135

Conclusion

International relations scholars offer a multitude of geopolitical, developmen-
tal, and cultural variables to explain why bilateralism emerged in post–World
War II East Asia instead of multilateralism, which took hold in Europe and
other parts of the world. These scholars overlook one critical variable, how-
ever: U.S. powerplay preferences. Why did the United States expressly seek to
create a hub-and-spokes architecture for East Asia? In this article I have argued
that postwar U.S. planners had to contend with a region uniquely constituted
of potential rogue allies who, through their aggressive behavior, could poten-
tially entrap the United States in an unwanted wider war in Asia. U.S. fears of
entrapment were heightened by the belief that a small spark in the region
could precipitate a domino-like collapse of weak, unstable regimes and a turn
toward communism. To avoid this outcome, the United States created a series
of tight, deep bilateral alliances with Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan through
which it could exercise maximum control and prevent unilateral aggression.
Furthermore, it did not seek to make these bilateral alliances multilateral, be-
cause it wanted to amplify U.S. control and minimize any collusion among its
partners.

The powerplay theory augments scholars’ understanding of East Asia, be-
cause it offers speciªc explanations (rather than permissive conditions) for cer-
tain empirical and conceptual puzzles regarding the region’s postwar bilateral
tradition. It explains why the Korean War, the ªrst conºict of the emerging
Cold War, did not push the United States into promoting an Asian version of
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NATO. Such an institution would have only diluted U.S. control. The theory
also explains why the United States eschewed the efªciency gains typically
generated by sophisticated multilateral alliances. Speciªcally, the potential
gains of multilateralism in East Asia would have been lowered, if not negated,
by the entrapment costs of losing control over Chiang Kai-shek or Syngman
Rhee. Unilateral aggression by Taiwan or South Korea could have then precipi-
tated a string of Asian dominoes falling through the region.

The powerplay theory also shows how U.S. decisions contributed to a vi-
cious circle regarding Japan’s inability to reconcile and reintegrate itself into
postwar Asia. Washington chose tight bilateral control over Japan’s postwar
reemergence, but by treating Japan as its “favorite son” in Asia, the United
States unintentionally removed any pressure for Japan to seek atonement in
the region. Japan could obtain whatever it needed to aid in its postwar recov-
ery from the United States, whereas the costs of reconciling with the region
would have been extremely high. Thus, there were two reinforcing cost-beneªt
calculations on the U.S. and Japanese sides against multilateralism that
emerged from the powerplay rationale.

There are three avenues of future research that can help to reªne the
powerplay theory. To begin, the powerplay strategy for the United States in
East Asia succeeded: neither Taiwan nor South Korea provoked a war, and
Japan emerged as a postwar status quo democracy. But what are the conditions
under which this control strategy could fail? An a priori understanding of
these conditions would be helpful to policymakers in deciding whether to take
a multilateral or bilateral approach in a particular region. The effectiveness of a
bilateral strategy rests on whether the patron can exercise control through
credible threats or credible support. This in turn could be a function of (1) re-
gime type, (2) legitimacy, or (3) intra-alliance bargaining. Large-n studies of al-
liance formation and commitment, for example, suggest that alliances between
large and small democracies are likely to beneªt the larger power’s ability to
exert control, because democracies tend to believe the threats and promises
made by their democratic allies.136 A large power’s control will be enhanced
if the smaller ally derives signiªcant legitimacy gains from the alliance.137
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Finally, the large power’s successful control will also hinge on complex bar-
gaining and leverage dynamics that emerge within the alliance.138

Second, the powerplay theory offers new avenues of deductive inquiry into
the concepts of abandonment and entrapment. Alliance theory holds that
states fearing entrapment generally employ “distancing” or “hedging” strate-
gies vis-à-vis their ally. These strategies include (1) withholding material sup-
port for the ally, (2) castigating the ally’s overzealousness, (3) appeasing the
adversary, or (4) abrogating the alliance.139 This article shows, however, that
when faced with entrapment fears, states may actually draw closer or adhere
to the ally to alleviate this fear. Specifying the conditions under which states
choose “distancing” versus “adhesion” strategies would thus be a useful con-
tribution to the literature. “Adhesion” may be preferred, for example, when
entrapment fears (1) are intensely held, (2) are accompanied by power asym-
metries (i.e., the larger power seeks control over the smaller one), or (3) when
the smaller power has a revisionist agenda. Additional variations of the
adhesion dynamic deserve further investigation. For example, knowing the
conditions under which adhesion can “backªre” would be useful to policy-
makers. After North Korea’s second nuclear test in May 2009, for example,
China could have considered “distancing” strategies by terminating its sup-
port of Pyongyang to stop Kim Jong-il’s nuclear drive. Avoiding entrapment
by “distancing,” however, could lead to the perverse effect of either heighten-
ing the North’s perceived need for nuclear weapons or causing the regime to
collapse and precipitating a loose-nuke scenario. So China has opted for an ad-
hesion strategy to try to exercise control over Kim, but this has been effectively
exploited by Pyongyang to extract more assistance with minimal changes in its
behavior. This “big inºuence of small ally” dynamic, ªrst introduced by Glenn
Snyder and Robert Keohane more than three decades ago, may constitute con-
ditions under which multilateral control mechanisms such as the six-party
talks (involving China, Japan, North Korea, Russia, South Korean, and the
United States) may be the most effective choice.140
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A third avenue of research would involve more work on the legacies of these
initial choices by the United States to pursue bilateralism in East Asia. This bi-
lateralism led to Japan’s recovery but also to its isolation from the rest of Asia,
and an absence of reconciliation with the region. Japan’s total reliance on the
United States and its lack of postwar integration with the region, in turn, made
multilateralism difªcult. The history of bilateralism continues to hamper
Japanese foreign policy as Tokyo unsuccessfully seeks broader initiatives (e.g.,
permanent UN Security Council membership), because it cannot acquire the
support of its Asian neighbors.

Powerplay rationales clearly are less relevant for U.S. relationships with
contemporary Taiwan and South Korea, but the legacy of bilateralism remains
deeply ingrained in the thinking of successive postwar generations in both
countries, which naturally weakens the enthusiasm for new multilateral struc-
tures. The bilateral architecture in East Asia continues to be effective, sustained
in part by a level of comfort that makes these institutions difªcult to uproot.
That many of the nascent multilateral groupings in the region, such as U.S.-
Japan-ROK, U.S.-Japan-Australia, the “Quad” (U.S.-Japan-India-Australia),
and the six-party talks are largely built atop underlying bilateral alliance rela-
tionships attests to how old ways of thinking die hard.

International Security 34:3 196

pp. 161–182; and Glenn H. Snyder, Alliance Politics (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1997),
pp. 326–328.


