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Why Alliances Entangle But Seldom Entrap States 
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This paper explains one of the central roles of alliance contracts, the prevention of undesirable 

military entanglement.  The existing literature on alliances argues that entrapment is a major 

concern for potential and actual alliance partners, but it is difficult to point out clear cases of 

entrapment.  I provide two answers to this puzzle: First, entrapment is a narrower concept than 

others have realized, and it is rarer than the literature suggests.  Second, leaders anticipate 

entrapment and carefully design alliance agreements before and after states form alliances. I 

examine the second argument through case studies of U.S. alliance agreements with South Korea, 

Japan, and Spain.   
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Europe has a set of primary interests which to us have none; or a very remote 

relation…It is our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of 

the foreign world…it is unnecessary and would be unwise to extend them. 

George Washington’s farewell address, 1796 

 

At first glance, Washington’s message to the fledgling government seems to be a clear 

statement refusing alliance politics as part of foreign policy.  His strong reluctance, however, 

underscores the importance of alliance contracts in international politics.  If alliance contracts did 

not have real consequences, such a warning would not be warranted.  In fact, within the same 

passages, Washington emphasizes the sanctity of contracts and argues that the existing 

“engagements be observed in their genuine sense,” and he also allows for “temporary alliances 

for extraordinary emergencies.”   

In associating alliances and foreign entanglement, we must not miss that the contents of 

alliance contracts matter.  To a certain extent, the mere formation of an alliance creates a vague 

and broad commitment that entangles the allies regardless of what is agreed.  Conditions for 

activation of an alliance, however, are hardly trivial.  Many alliances are not activated unless 

certain conditions are met, and advancements in recent literature make this point clear.  

Previously, the reliability of alliances had been considered to be as low as 27% or 23%.
1
  For 

these earlier works, reliability meant whether states joined their alliance partners when wars 

occurred, regardless of the contents of the alliances.  With the Alliance Treaty Obligations and 

Provisions (ATOP) dataset, which codes specific obligations of alliance agreements, Leeds, Long 

                                                 
1
 Alan Ned Sabrosky, “Interstate Alliances: Their Reliability and the Expansion of War,” in The Correlates of War II: 

Testing Some Realpolitik Models, ed. J. David Singer (New York: Free Press, 1980), 161-98; and Randolph Siverson 

and Joel King, “Attributes of National Alliance Membership and War Participation, 1815-1965,” American Journal 

of Political Science 24, no.1 (February 1980):1-15.  
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and Mitchell find that alliances are indeed reliable 74.5% of the time.
2
  While the previous 

datasets coded inaction of allies as a violation of alliance agreements, many situations simply did 

not constitute a casus foederis, a situation in which the terms of an alliance are activated.  The 

gap between these numbers suggests that the contents of alliances have important effects on their 

reliability (i.e. whether alliances are activated as expected), and consequently, on entanglement 

of the allies. 

This paper explains one of the central roles of alliance contracts, the prevention of 

undesirable military entanglement.  While alliances deter aggression, they are also considered to 

be a contagion mechanism for war expansion.
3
  The existing literature on alliances argues that 

entrapment—“being dragged into a conflict over an ally’s interest that one does not share”—is a 

major concern for potential and actual alliance partners.4  There is, however, little accumulation 

of knowledge on the phenomenon of entrapment, and contractual aspects of alliances in the 

                                                 
2
 Brett Ashley Leeds, Andrew Long and Sara McLaughlin Mitchell, “Reevaluating Alliance Reliability: Specific 

Threats, Specific Promises,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 44, no.5 (October 2000):686-99. For information on the 

ATOP dataset, see Brett Ashley Leeds, Jeffrey M. Ritter, Sara McLaughlin Mitchell, and Andrew G. Long, 

“Alliance Treaty Obligations and Provisions, 1815-1944,” International Interactions 28, no.3 (2002): 237-260. 

Though with a smaller number of cases, an earlier study had also found a higher rate of reliability when conditions 

for alliance activation were met. See Ole Holsti, Terrence Hopmann and John Sullivan, Unity and Disintegration in 

International Alliances (New York: Wiley, John & Sons, 1973). 
3
 Randolph Siverson and Joel King, “Alliances and the Expansion of War.” in To Augur Well: Early Warning 

Indicators in World Politics, eds. J. David Singer and Michael D. Wallace (Beverly Hills: Sage Publication, 1979), 

37-49. 
4
 Glenn Snyder, “The Security Dilemma in Alliance Politics,” World Politics 36, no.4 (July 1984): 467. On 

entrapment, also see Michael Mandelbaum, The Nuclear Revolution: International Politics before and after 

Hiroshima (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981); Glenn Snyder, Alliance Politics (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1997); Victor Cha, Alignment Despite Antagonism : The United States-Korea-Japan Security 

Triangle (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999); and James Morrow, “Alliances: Why Write Them Down?” 

Annual Review of Political Science 3 (2000): 63–83. Another major risk in alliance politics is abandonment—

defection by an ally. On a trade-off between measures to correct the two problems, see Snyder, “Dilemma in 

Alliance” and Alliance Politics. “Chain-ganging” and “buck-passing” are similar concepts to entrapment and 

abandonment, respectively. See Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979), 

67, 165-69; and Thomas Christensen and Jack Snyder, “Chain Gangs and Passed Bucks: Predicting Alliance 

Patterns in Multipolarity,” International Organization 44, no.2 (Spring 1990):137-68. Tierney suggests that 

defensive chain-ganging, where allies hold each other back from going to war, is possible. See Dominic Tierney, 

“Offensive and Defensive Chain-Ganging” (paper presented at the 49th Annual Meeting of the International Studies 

Association, San Francisco, 2008). Pressman explains that restraining another state and preventing war is a major 

reason for the formation and continuation of alliances. See Jeremy Pressman, Warring Friends: Alliance Restraint in 

International Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008). 
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current literature are reduced to the issue of commitment as a solution to the danger of 

abandonment, a concept often coupled with entrapment.
5
   

Theorists as well as policy makers talk about the danger of entrapment, but strangely, it 

is difficult to point out clear cases of entrapment.6  My explanation is two-fold: First, entrapment 

is a narrower concept than others have realized, and it is rarer than the literature suggests.  

Second, leaders anticipate entrapment and either do not form alliances when it would be a 

problem or demand escape clauses to minimize the problem, though only to the extent that they 

can afford to refrain from such alliances.  Several conceptual problems have made entrapment 

difficult to even observe.  Most problematically, alliance literature currently has at least two 

types of entrapment – what I call entanglement and entrapment – without establishing explicit 

analytical criteria for the phenomenon.  I argue that the literature’s use of the term “entrapment” 

is a mislabeling of the issue and that we need to distinguish among phenomena loosely explained 

by the term.  The risk of entanglement (or entrapment broadly defined) is a necessary component 

of all military alliances, but states do not have to accept the risk of entrapment narrowly defined 

when entering alliances.  My arguments and findings are intuitive, but they have important 

theoretical and policy implications on the issue of how states avoid undesirable military 

involvement in their allies’ conflicts.  By explaining how to observe entrapment analytically, this 

paper also illuminates the reason why entrapment is rare and yet not an illusory concept. 

I will demonstrate that states carefully design alliance agreements before and after they 

                                                 
5
 Important progress has been made recently on the issue of abandonment. For explanations of when states tend to 

violate their alliance obligations, see Brett Ashley Leeds, “Alliance Reliability in Times of War: Explaining State 

Decisions to Violate Treaties,” International Organization 57, no.4 (Fall 2003): 801-27; and Brett Ashley Leeds and 

Burcu Savun, “Terminating Alliances: Why do States Abrogate Agreements?” Journal of Politics 69, no.4, 

(November 2007):1118-32. Lai and Day analyze the relationship between moral hazard and designs of alliances, but 

I distinguish the issue of entrapment from moral hazard. See Brian Lai and Jonathan Day, “Reducing the Effects of 

Moral Hazard: Institutional Designs Within International Alliances” (paper presented at the 103rd Annual Meeting 

of the American Political Science Association, Chicago, 2007). I thank Alexander Thompson for suggesting me to 

consider the aspects of alliance contracts other than commitment. 
6
 I thank Randall Schweller for pointing out the difficulty of finding the cases of entrapment. 
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form alliances, and that is one of the reasons why serious military entrapment is rare.
7
  Alliance 

contracts reduce the risk of entrapment by specifying the nature of alliance obligations and 

conditions for their activation.  This is not a new claim in the literature, but little empirical work 

has been done in its support.8  Indeed, 310 of 538 alliances in the ATOP dataset have one or more 

conditions for activation of the alliance obligations (e.g., specific adversary, specific location, 

non-provocation by the ally), and this paper explains when and how allies limit their alliance 

obligations.
9
  I argue that a state’s alliance obligations are more likely to be conditional when it 

has more fear of entrapment or more bargaining power, and I test the argument with case studies 

of six alliance agreements. 

The empirical section of this paper examines U.S. alliance agreements with the Republic 

of Korea (ROK), Japan, and Spain.  These cases are ideal for my purpose, because they present 

variations in my explanatory variables, the fear of entrapment and intra-alliance bargaining 

power, and also because there are diplomatic records of the alliance negotiations, with which we 

can directly examine the variables rather than infer them from the circumstances.
10
  The U.S.-

ROK alliance is considered to be a typical case where a patron state fears entrapment by its client, 

                                                 
7
 Leaders will refrain from forming alliances when the risk of entrapment outweighs the expected benefits. The 

absence of a formal alliance tie between the United States and Taiwan after 1979 is a case in point, and leaders of 

NATO members probably became more reluctant to embrace Georgia’s entry after the South Ossetia War in 2008. 

Another important reason for the rareness of entrapment is that the likely victims of military entrapment (i.e. 

suppliers of military protection) have a good chance of resisting entrapment exactly because they are more powerful 

than the lesser allies. For the “rational design” of various international institutions, see the special volume of 

International Organization on the subject (2001, vol.55, no.4). 
8
 For example, see Morrow, “Why Write Them Down?”: 73. 
9
 I do not include “alliances” solely made of the obligation of nonaggression. Inclusion of these “alliances” would 

mean that pairs of countries such as the United States and Russia, and South and North Korea are allies. On the 

difference of nonaggression pacts from other alliances, see Michaela Mattes and Greg Vonnahme.. “Nonaggression 

Pacts are Different: Disaggregating the Alliance-Conflict Relationship” (paper presented at the 104th Annual 

Meeting of the American Political Science Association, Boston, 2008). 
10
 My cases are six alliance agreements: U.S.-ROK(1953), U.S.-Japan (1951, 1960), U.S.-Spain (1963, 1970, 1976). 

Using the different periods of the same alliances gives us a control for many factors. My case studies are structured 

and focused on the fear of entrapment and shifts in bargaining power. For a helpful guide to the case study method, 

see Alexander George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences 

(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2004). 
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but both conceptual and historical analyses suggest that the story is not so simple.  The U.S.-

Japan alliance shows that military capabilities alone do not determine the fear of entrapment; in 

this case, it was the client state that feared entrapment.  While Japan did not have enough 

bargaining power at the time of the 1951 treaty, it managed to insert safeguard clauses against 

entrapment in the revised security treaty of 1960.  Among 26 American alliances in the ATOP 

dataset, the first period (1963-1970) of the alliance between the United States and Spain is the 

only one without a condition for activation.  This, I argue, is due to the low level of commitments 

made and the low risk of entrapment for both sides.  As concerns for entrapment increased, 

however, the bilateral agreement was revised to include clauses against entrapment. 

In the sections that follow, I first explain problems with the concept of entrapment and 

argue that the label of entrapment should be more narrowly applied.  I then argue that states 

design alliance agreements in such ways that they sometimes get entangled but seldom tricked 

into an undesirable conflict.  The case studies of the United States’ alliances with South Korea, 

Japan, and Spain demonstrate that concerns for entrapment and shifts in bargaining power affect 

the designs of alliances over time.  In conclusion, I discuss the theoretical and real-world 

implications of this paper. 

CONCEPTUAL PROBLEMS OF “ENTRAPMENT” 

 According to Michael Mandelbaum, who first coined the term “entrapment,” every 

member of an alliance potentially fears that “he will be entrapped in a war he does not wish to 

fight.”11  Glenn Snyder, who popularized the concept, defines entrapment as “being dragged into 

a conflict over an ally’s interests that one does not share, or shares only partially.”
12
  Snyder’s 

definition can accommodate nonmilitary entrapment, and it is argued that alliances can cause 

                                                 
11
 Mandalbaum, Nuclear Revolution,151. 

12
 Snyder, “Dilemma in Alliance,” 467. 
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political and economic entrapment as well.
13
  A broad interpretation of entrapment is useful when 

concerns for alliance politics have effects on policies in nonmilitary fields, but, for simplicity, I 

limit this paper to the discussion of military entrapment. 

 Unfortunately, the definitions listed above are too broad for the label of “entrapment,” 

and the term is used to explain several distinct phenomena.14  For reasons discussed below, 

Mandelbaum and Snyder’s “entrapment” should be called entanglement, of which entrapment is 

a subset.  We need a more precise definition of entrapment that reflects the meaning of the word 

and differentiates different types of (non-neutral) third-party military involvement.  In place of 

“entrapment” in a broad sense, I propose an alternative term, entanglement.  I define 

entanglement as the process whereby a state is compelled to aid an ally in a costly and 

unprofitable enterprise because of the alliance.  Entrapment is a form of undesirable 

entanglement in which the entangling state adopts a risky or offensive policy not specified in the 

alliance agreement.  In order for states to benefit from alliances, they have to accept some risk of 

entanglement, because the benefits come from the possibility of entanglement.  However, states 

can in fact benefit from alliances without accepting the risk of entrapment (i.e. being obligated to 

support their allies’ offensive or risky behavior that draws them into undesirable situations).  Let 

us briefly discuss three components of the definitions. 

 First, in order to play as central a role in alliance theory as it does now, entrapment must 

                                                 
13
 See, for example, Snyder, Alliance Politics, 357; and Galia Press-Barnathan, “Managing the Hegemon: NATO 

under Unipolarity” Security Studies 15, no.2 (April 2006): 280-281. 
14
 Entrapment is sometimes erroneously equated with moral hazard even though the latter is neither a necessary nor 

a sufficient condition for the former. For example, see James Fearon, “Signaling Foreign Policy Interests: Tying 

Hands versus Sinking Costs,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 41, no.1 (February 1997): 84; David Lake, Entangling 

Relations: American Foreign Policy in Its Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 53; Leeds, 

“Alliance Reliability”: 806. What happens if an ally takes a risky policy and drags a state into a conflict, but the 

adventure was not caused by the expectation of support from the state? This is not moral hazard because the ally’s 

recklessness is not due to the alliance tie, but it constitutes entrapment because the state gets involved in the conflict 

because of the alliance. The United States entrapped some of its allies into the Iraq War, but it waged the war 

regardless of their support. 
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be observed as an independent effect of alliances.  One of the most important questions to ask is, 

what would have happened if there were no alliance tie?  If the answer to the counterfactual 

question does not differ much from the reality, the cause of the third-party involvement is not to 

be found in alliance politics.  Naturally, the entrapped must be allied to the entrapping state, and 

the alliance must be an important cause of the military involvement.  The United States, for 

example, was not entrapped into World War II or Korean War.  When a third-party involves itself 

in a conflict for its own interests, aside from concerns for its alliance, the military involvement 

does not qualify as entanglement, let alone entrapment.   

 Second, entrapment should never be desirable in any form whereas entanglement in some 

cases can be desirable because the entangled state benefits from improved relationships with its 

ally.  Glenn Snyder suggests that “the French military and some civilian leaders positively 

desired to be entrapped by a Russian adventure in the Balkans” before the First World War, 

because they were afraid of abandonment.
15
  Such a case is important because the positive desire 

derives from concerns for alliance politics, but we should call it a desire for entanglement.  

Whereas a desire for entanglement is possible, a state cannot desire entrapment because the state 

is not “entrapped” into a conflict if it desires to be involved.  A state usually has a choice in both 

entrapment and entanglement, but choosing to do something is different from desiring to do 

something.
16
  An entrapped state has to be reluctant for semantic reasons, while we also need to 

take into account the possibility that a state may actually desire entanglement in order to 

strengthen an alliance.  When the desire for involvement in another state’s conflict is not caused 

                                                 
15
 Snyder also notes that German military figures expressed a similar opinion “regarding the desirability of the war’s 

breaking out over Austrian rather than German interests.” See Snyder, Alliance Politics, 316-317. 
16
 Even in cases of entrapment, where states are more reluctant than in other cases of entanglement, states must have 

made a choice to submit to the entrapment, unless their allies involved them in a conflict in irreversible ways (e.g. an 

ally launching an attack from the states’ territories without their approval) or the enemy attacked them because of 

the alliance ties.  



9 

 

by concerns for alliance politics, the involvement is not even entanglement.   

Put differently, a state is not entrapped when the expected benefit of involvement exceeds 

the expected cost of involvement: 

(i) A state desires to get involved in its ally’s war when: 

Expected benefit of involvement – Expected cost of involvement > 0. 

It is a desirable entanglement when the desire is attributable to benefits in alliance politics; there 

is no entanglement when the benefits derive from other factors.  Even when the expected cost of 

involvement is higher than the expected benefit, a state can still choose to become entangled or 

entrapped, because there is a reputational cost for non-involvement.
17
   

(ii) A state chooses to get involved in its ally’s war when: 

Expected benefit of involvement – Expected cost of involvement  

> 0 – Expected cost of non-involvement. 

These two conditions should not be confused, and a third-party military involvement should not 

be called entrapment when condition (i) holds.  Alliance agreements increase the cost of non-

involvement and make it rational for self-interested states to become entangled into undesirable 

situations. 

 Finally, entrapment is a subset of entanglement that is precipitated by offensive or risky 

behavior not agreed upon in advance.  Neither Mandelbaum’s nor Snyder’s definition is explicit 

about this opportunistic element of entrapment, but the term “entrap” implies this, and the issue 

is crucial for both the theory and policy of alliance management.  Unless alliance agreements 

                                                 
17
 Sometimes, “decision makers come to believe that support for one’s allies, regardless of its consequences, is 

essential to their national prestige, and that the failure to provide support would ultimately result in their diplomatic 

isolation in a hostile and threatening world.  This symbolic significance of an alliance commitment may also become 

linked with public opinion…and the domestic security of elites, thus further increasing the importance of alliance 

solidarity.” See Jack Levy, “Alliance Formation and War Behavior: An Analysis of the Great Powers, 1495-1975,” 

Journal of Conflict Resolution 25, no.4 (December 1981): 582-583. 
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specify what behavior is permissible, states will be tempted to abuse alliance agreements, and the 

fear of abuse can prevent otherwise beneficial alliances from forming.  When states form 

alliances and negotiate the terms, therefore, they will try to minimize the risk of entrapment, a 

risk that is not essential to the expected functions of the alliances.   

Because this paper is about how states cope with the risk of entrapment and how rare 

entrapment is, I do not discuss specific cases of entrapment.  A couple of examples, however, 

illustrate my points.  The Iraq War seems to be a case of entrapment for some states.  The United 

States took an offensive policy, and some of its formal allies reluctantly joined the conflict 

because of the concerns for their alliances with the United States, although some may have 

gotten involved because of non-alliance concerns (e.g., the United Kingdom believing in the 

threat presented by Iraq), and some may have desired to join the conflict in exchange for various 

expected economic benefits.18  Japan and South Korea, for example, reluctantly sent troops to 

Iraq to avoid frictions with the United States; while these two countries also hoped that they 

would be rewarded in U.S. policy toward North Korea, they did not desire to get involved in the 

conflict.
19
  The military risk of the involvement for the U.S. allies was not significant, and this 

further supports my argument that states seldom get entrapped because they carefully adjust the 

risk.  To a certain extent, states can choose the extent of entrapment; for instance, New Zealand 

was reluctantly involved in the American war in Vietnam due to its alliance with the United 

States, but it carefully limited its involvement.20    

                                                 
18
 On how the United States used economic linkage to form the coalition, see Randall Newnham, “‘Coalition of the 

Bribed and Bullied?’ U.S. Economic Linkage and the Iraq War Coalition,” International Studies Perspectives 9, no.2 

(May 2008):183–200. 
19
 Gerald Geunwook Lee, “South Korea’s Faustian attitude: the Republic of Korea’s Decision to Send Troops to Iraq 

Revisited.” Cambridge Review of International Affairs 19, no.3 (September 2006): 481-493; and Phillip Saunders, 

“The United States and East Asia after Iraq.” Survival 49, no.1 (March 2007): 141-152. 
20
 Roberto Rabel. 2005. New Zealand and the Vietnam War: Politics and Diplomacy. Auckland: Auckland 

University Press. Australia was partially entrapped in the Vietnam War too, but its interest was more closely aligned 

with the United States because its leaders believed in the domino theory. See Ronald Frankum. 2001. The United 
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In addition to being rare, entrapment is difficult to observe even when it actually 

happens.  Because states try to avoid serious costs of entrapment, entrapment most likely occurs 

in situations where the involvement makes little difference.  Victims of entrapment are more 

likely to be weaker allies with little power, because these states need alliances more desperately.  

Stronger states worry about entrapment, because they are larger suppliers of military force, but 

they typically also have stronger bargaining power to minimize the risk.  Another reason why 

entrapment is inconspicuous is that real entrapment, unlike its ideal type, is likely to be partial.  

States are more likely to choose to be entrapped when the cost of entrapment is not truly dire or 

when their interests are partially served by the involvement.  Consequently, even when 

entrapment happens, what we observe will be significantly different from the conventional image 

of entrapment in the literature. 

Finally, let me briefly mention a case of non-entrapment, which might evoke the image 

of entrapment.  World War I is a paradigmatic case of chain-ganging, a concept sometimes 

equated with entrapment, but no one really got entrapped into the war.
21
  Chain-ganging and 

buck-passing are often associated with alliance ties, but they are primarily processes of balancing 

and non-balancing, and balancing does not require formal alliance ties.  The combatants of 

World War I—be they expansionist or defensive—joined the war to create a balance of power 

favorable to them and only partially to honor their alliance commitments.  A state does not get 

“entrapped” into a conflict when its own interest is at stake.   

                                                                                                                                                             
States and Australia in Vietnam, 1954-1968. Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press; Jeff Doyle, Jeffrey Grey and 

Peter Pierce. 2002.  Australia's Vietnam War.  College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press.  
21
 On chain-ganging in World War I, see Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 167; and Christensen and Snyder 

“Chain Gangs and Passed Bucks.” Mandelbaum considered the outbreak of World War I to be a case of entrapment 

because “Britain, Germany, Russia, and France were drawn into war by the quarrels of their lesser allies,” but he 

also conceded that the war is not “an unalloyed example of entrapment.” See Mandelbaum, Nuclear Revolution, 152 

and 260. On the absence of entrapment in World War I, also see Amanda Rosen, “Entrapped? Alliance Obligations 

and German Motivations in the Great War”(paper presented at the annual meeting of the Midwest Political Science 

Association, Chicago, 2006). 
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STATES AVOID ENTRAPMENT BY CONDITIONAL ACTIVATION OF ALLIANCE 
OBLIGATIONS  
 

With the conceptual problems understood, my argument is simple: the contents of 

alliance contracts are meant to prevent entrapment but not necessarily to prevent entanglement.  

After all, alliances are supposed to entangle allies, although deterrence does not require actual 

entanglement.  Because the benefits of an alliance derive from the possibility of entanglement, 

preventing all entanglement is not an option if one wants to benefit from an alliance.  Therefore, 

states carefully design alliance contracts so that they prevent entrapment while not diminishing 

the value of alliances by preventing entanglement altogether.   

It is an intuitive argument but still an important one.  States by definition desire to avoid 

entrapment, but that does not tell us whether states are able to avoid it or how they avoid it.  I 

argue that states are usually successful in avoiding entrapment (hence, the lack of cases) and the 

contents of alliance contracts are important.  Paul Schroeder once wrote that “analyzing and 

categorizing alliances according to their types or provisions (defensive or offensive, limited or 

unlimited, consultative or automatic, with or without military conventions, bilateral or 

multilateral) are not likely to be very helpful in describing what alliances really do,” but types 

and provisions of alliances are in fact very important.
22
  My seemingly commonsense argument 

gives answers to some contestable issues; it suggests that contents of alliance agreement are 

important and avoiding entrapment is possible, in fact not too difficult, and it also leads to the 

explanation of specific ways states avoid entrapment.   

From a rationalist perspective, two factors should significantly affect the designs of 

alliance agreements; (i) when a state has a strong fear of entrapment, it is more likely to have 

conditions on its alliance obligations; (ii) when a state has a strong bargaining power vis-à-vis its 

                                                 
22
 Paul Schroeder, “Alliances, 1815-1945: Weapons of Power and Tools of Management,” in Historical Problems of 

National Security, ed. Klaus Knorr (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1976), 255. 
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ally, the state is more likely to have conditions on its alliance obligations.  States fear entrapment 

because they cannot control their ally and yet might have to suffer the consequence of the ally’s 

behavior.  By imposing conditions on alliance obligations, states create escape clauses and limit 

their alliance commitment.    Whereas the fear of entrapment explains motivations behind 

conditional alliance obligations, bargaining power of a state explains the capacity to impose the 

conditions; weaker states have to accept the risk of entrapment more often than stronger states. 

When states that do not have bargaining power have entrapment concerns, we will not 

necessarily witness entrapment, but we should see alliance agreements that involve a significant 

risk of entrapment for the states with weak bargaining power.  For instance, Japan had very little 

bargaining power when it signed a security treaty with the United States in 1951, and the treaty 

entailed a significant risk of entrapment for Japan.  Japan desperately needed the alliance, and 

the occupied country was in no position to refuse the agreement.  When concerns for entrapment 

are extremely strong, alliances will no longer be attractive to the potential victims, and their 

bargaining power will strengthen.  In such a case, an alliance will form only if the other state is 

willing to make some concessions to reduce the risk of entrapment. 

 The principal focus of this paper is on designs of alliance agreements, but the theoretical 

analysis should be applicable to cases where alliances did not form because of the dangers of 

entrapment.  For instance, the United States did not formalize its alliance with Taiwan until 

December 1954, even though Taiwan clearly belonged to the Western bloc in the Cold War.  As 

Chiang Kai-shek himself realized, “the U.S. was concerned…that the Chinese Nationalists would 

bring the U.S. into an effort to reconquer the mainland.”
23
  During the negotiation process, 

Secretary of State John Foster Dulles made sure that the alliance was “on a basis which will not 

enable the Chinese Nationalists to involve” the United States “in a war with Communist 

                                                 
23
 Foreign Relations of the United States [FRUS] 1952-1954, vol.14, pt.1, 614. 
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China.”
24
  Similarly, although Israel has close links with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 

the fear of entrapment makes its admission into NATO difficult.
25
 

In the following case studies, I examine how states design alliances to avoid the risk of 

entrapment, and how shifts in the fear of entrapment and bargaining power affect interactions 

between allies over time. 

CASE STUDIES 
 

 The three alliances (and six agreements) examined below have significant variations in 

my explanatory variables, the fear of entrapment and intra-alliance bargaining power.  When a 

state fears entrapment, it should demand safeguard clauses against the risk, and its alliance 

obligations should become more conditional.  Similarly, when a state has strong bargaining 

power, it can impose more conditions on its alliance obligations.  The following case studies 

directly demonstrate the causal effects of the explanatory variables by tracing the changing 

perceptions of the decision makers documented in diplomatic records and secondary sources. 

U.S.-ROK alliance 
 

Throughout most of its history, the U.S.-ROK alliance has been a stereotypical 

asymmetric alliance, where the patron state (the United States) fears entrapment, and its client 

state (Republic of Korea) fears abandonment.
26
  The alliance has also been considered a 

quintessential military alliance for aggregating power, because its function is clearly understood 
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as deterrence and defense against the North Korean threat.  When we examine the origin of the 

alliance, however, we find that there is more to it than that.  America chose to formalize its 

defense cooperation with South Korea not simply because they were concerned about the 

regional balance of power.  If that were the case, the alliance would have formed earlier, when an 

American occupation force was still in the southern half of the Korean Peninsula after the 

Second World War.  Interestingly, the United States entered this alliance, because it did not want 

to be involved in the military conflict on the Korean Peninsula.  When we look at the contents of 

the alliance, we understand why the United States was willing to continue the alliance; the 

alliance was designed in such a way that the United States actually faced little risk of entrapment.  

By accepting the risk of entanglement, the United States exercised control on its client state and 

minimized the risk of entrapment.   

Ironically, the United States ended up allying with South Korea exactly because the 

former did not want to commit to the defense of the latter.  The Mutual Defense Treaty between 

the United States and the Republic of Korea was signed on October 1, 1953, only a few months 

after an armistice was reached for the Korean War.  The defense treaty was nothing inevitable, 

and unlike its alliances with Japan or Spain, the United States did not have strong strategic 

interests in forming the alliance.
27
  It was, however, this lack of interests that triggered the North 

Korean invasion, and subsequently, the formation of the military alliance.  In January 1950, 

Secretary of State Dean Acheson, in his speech at the National Press Club, left Korea and Taiwan 

outside the U.S. defensive perimeter.  Combined with the withdrawal of U.S. troops from the 
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Korean peninsula in 1949, it seemed to North Koreans that their invasion of the South would not 

be resisted by American force.  Once the North Korean army crossed the 38
th
 parallel in June 

1950, however, the United States changed its policy and fought a costly war for the next three 

years.  The United States could not afford to lose the war because of its ramifications for other 

areas, but neither did it have strong motivations to keep fighting the costly war for the 

nationalistic ambitions of the South Korean president Syngman Rhee.  President Rhee, on the 

other hand, did not want to stop the war until he united the country, no matter how devastating 

the fighting was for his country and the United States.  Peace negotiations began as early as July 

1951, but Rhee vehemently opposed a settlement and obstructed the process by doing such 

things as in 1953 unilaterally releasing North Korean prisoners of war, whose repatriation was a 

major issue for the communists.  In the United States, Dwight Eisenhower came to power with a 

campaign promise to end the war, and he accepted Rhee’s demand for a mutual defense treaty 

and military as well as economic aid in exchange for the latter’s cooperation in the armistice.
28
  

Thus, the United States had to fight a war because it did not want to commit to the defense of 

South Korea, and it ended up committing to the country’s defense, because it wanted to stop the 

war. 

Fully aware of the danger of entrapment by Rhee, the United States imposed conditions 

on its alliance obligations.  Article 3 of the Mutual Security Treaty reads as follows: 

Each Party recognizes that an armed attack in the Pacific area on either of the Parties in 

territories now under their respective administrative control, or hereafter recognized by 

one of the Parties as lawfully brought under the administrative control of the other, 

would be dangerous to its own peace and safety and declares that it would act to meet 

the common danger in accordance with its constitutional processes. 
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By this clause, the United States limited its commitment to only the defense of South Korea, and 

it also avoided automatic involvement, unlike in alliances such as the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization.29  Without leaving ambiguity, the United States clearly limited its defensive 

commitment to the status quo and avoided a situation where it had to defend the result of a 

revisionist move by South Korea.  Furthermore, the alliance put the South Korean troops under 

the operational control of the U.S. commander in Korea, thereby directly controlling the client 

state’s military action.
30
  Granted, by forming an alliance, the United States incurred the risk of 

entanglement or entrapment, but this also led to a reduced risk of military involvement on the 

Korean Peninsula because the alliance improved deterrence against North Korea and imposed a 

control on risky behavior by South Korea.  Thus, the U.S.-ROK alliance was not simply a 

“weapon of power” but also a “tool of management and control,”31 and the United States 

provided South Korea with security in exchange for its control on the latter’s autonomy.
32
  The 

control has arguably been quite effective, considering that South Koreans have not been allowed 

to retaliate for various small-scale operations by North Korean special forces.
33
  With respect to 
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the cost of possible entanglement or entrapment, the treaty does not make the United States do 

much more than it would do without a formal alliance.  The United States was not allied with the 

newly-born South Korean state, but it intervened in the Korean War anyway.  Since the United 

States could not afford to ignore a renewed offensive by the communist bloc, regardless of its 

formal tie with South Korea, it actually bore very little additional risk by forming an alliance 

with the Republic of Korea. 

 Although there have been changes in the U.S.-ROK security cooperation (e.g., revisions 

of the Status of Forces Agreement, creation of the Combined Forces Command), the basics of the 

alliance have not changed after more than 50 years.  There are legal and strategic explanations 

for this.  The technical side of the story is that there is no institutional setting for renegotiation; 

the alliance has an indefinite duration with a requirement of a one-year advance notice for 

termination.  Syngman Rhee wanted the alliance to be effective for an indefinite time, and the 

United States accepted his demand after adding the termination clause.  Rhee insisted that South 

Korea should be treated like Japan in the 1951 U.S.-Japan security treaty, which also had no 

arrangement for renegotiation.
34
  As we will see, the 1951 treaty was actually an unequal treaty 

favoring the United States, but Rhee did not understand the difference between benefits provided 

by the legal obligations on one hand and benefits Japan obtained due to its strategic importance 

to the United States on the other hand.  Of course, if South Korea or the United States had a 

strong desire to change the status of their relationships, the lack of renegotiation arrangement 

would not have stopped them from changing the nature of the alliance.  Strategic situations, 

however, did not push the allies toward renegotiation.  South Korea was too dependent on the 
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United States to demand renegotiation, because it faced a very specific and clear threat to the 

north, which was not the case for Japan or Spain.  Meanwhile, as explained above, the cost-

benefit calculation of the alliance favored the status quo for the United States too, although troop 

reductions of the U.S. Forces in Korea at times became serious issues for the allies.  In addition, 

policy-makers of both the United States and the Republic of Korea were very cautious about 

modifying the alliance, because the uncertainty of possible North Korean reactions posed a 

serious military risk to them.  There was more room for change in the U.S. alliances with Japan 

and Spain because the allies faced much lower military risks, and also because Japan and Spain 

had something the United States desired. 

 Because the United States had both more fear of entrapment and stronger bargaining 

power than South Korea, the United States naturally made its alliance obligations conditional.  

Controlling aspects of alliances are often downplayed in the public discourse for political reasons, 

but the case shows that they are no less important than capability aggregation aspects of alliances.  

In the future, if South Korea’s fear of entrapment or bargaining power increases, the design of 

the alliance will be reconsidered.
35
 

U.S.-Japan alliance36  
 

 In contrast to South Korea’s relationships with the United States, it was Japan that feared 
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military entanglement in the U.S.-Japan alliance.
37
  While a stronger ally tends to fear military 

entrapment because it supplies military force for an alliance, the weaker fears entrapment 

because it has little control over its ally and still faces the consequences of the ally’s actions.  

American military bases and the alliance brought Japan a risk of entanglement or entrapment into 

the American struggle against communism.  Meanwhile, the risk of entrapment for the United 

States was very low, because Japan was not likely to take any offensive or independent military 

policy, and the cost of possible entanglement was also low, because the United States, allied to 

Japan or not, could not afford to lose Japan to the communist bloc.
38
  Although Article 9 of the 

Japanese constitution, which was originally imposed by the United States, has been a powerful 

shield against entanglement, the pacifist constitution also increased Japanese sensitivity to the 

risk of entanglement.  Therefore, Japanese leaders did not miss their opportunity to reduce the 

risk of entanglement at the revision of the U.S.-Japan alliance in 1960.    

1951 security treaty between the United States and Japan 
  
 Deploring the inequities of the 1951 treaty, Nobusuke Kishi said that “In this way, [Japan 

is] like a Manchukuo.”
39
  Like Kishi, who led the revision of the treaty as prime minister (1957-

1960), many Japanese considered the treaty to be unequal.  While the treaty granted the United 

States the right to deploy its forces “in and about Japan,” these forces were not committed to the 

defense of Japan.
40
  Moreover, because there was no institutional arrangement for consultation, 
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Japan did not have a formal procedure by which to voice its opinion on the management of the 

alliance, let alone to control American behavior.  Thus, the treaty imposed a significant risk of 

entanglement on Japan but not on the United States, at least in terms of legal obligations.  In 

practice, Japan benefited politically, economically and militarily from its alliance with the United 

States, and the unequal security treaty can also be considered to be a quid pro quo for the 

favorable peace treaty, which ended the American occupation of Japan.
41
  Nevertheless, it cannot 

be denied that the text of the treaty was unfavorable to Japan.  In addition to the lack of defense 

commitment, the treaty permitted Americans to intervene in domestic disturbances of Japan, 

prohibited Japan from granting military and base-related rights to any third power without the 

prior consent of the United States, and did not allow either party to terminate the alliance.   

Japan’s initial efforts to revise the treaty were unsuccessful, reflecting the country’s 

weak international standing at the time.  Foreign Minister Mamoru Shigemitsu of the Hatoyama 

administration visited the United States in 1955 with a proposal to revise the treaty, but his 

request was instantly rejected.
42
  As Secretary of State John Foster Dulles noted, replacement of 

the 1951 treaty “could not be done without a grave loss of advantage to the United States,” and 

Americans were not going to change the advantageous arrangement “unless pressure in Japan for 

a new treaty became a great deal stronger.”
43
  Meanwhile, the Japanese fear of entanglement was 

heightened by such events as the Soviet launching of Sputnik in 1957 and the Quemoy crisis in 
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the Taiwan Strait in 1958.
44
  The fear in turn made the Japanese public increasingly critical of 

U.S. bases.  Japanese dependence on the United States also seemed to be declining because of 

Japan’s diplomatic normalization with the Soviet Union and its accession to the United Nations 

in 1956.45  

Revision of the alliance in 1960  
 

 Although Japan’s postwar recovery and its improved position in international society 

could explain its increased voice in the alliance at a very general level, two other factors are 

crucial in explaining the revision of the treaty.  First, the United States perceived increased 

pressure for change from the Japanese public.  By January 1958, Dulles recognized that the 

American posture in Japan and Okinawa could not continue safely: “If we try merely to sit on 

our treaty rights,” Dulles remarked, “we shall end by being blown out by popular sentiment, 

spearheaded by a Japanese government of hostile and neutralist, if not pro-Communist, 

sentiment.”
46
  Douglas MacArthur II, U.S. Ambassador to Japan (1957-1961), understood the 

grievances of the Japanese and repeatedly recommended the revision of the treaty as an 

American initiative: “there is a universal desire among the Japanese to liberate themselves from 

those terms of the security relationship with the United States which they consider as being 

‘genuinely unequal,’” and “[t]here is, as we all recognize, actual inequality.”
47
  This was also a 

time when the Japan Socialist Party still presented a serious threat to the rule of factious 

conservative politicians, and the socialists attracted considerable support from the public by 

criticizing Japan’s military association with the United States.   
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Second, in such a difficult time for U.S.-Japan relations, Kishi’s ascendance to power 

presented an attractive opportunity for Americans to consolidate the alliance.  Despite his 

nationalistic ideology and three years of imprisonment as a class-A war criminal, Kishi quickly 

became a favorite politician of the United States after he was released.48  Working with U.S. 

Ambassador John Allison, Kishi strengthened his credentials as a strong pro-U.S. political leader 

by unifying divided conservative politicians, which resulted in the creation of the Liberal 

Democratic Party in 1955.  MacArthur II, who replaced Allison as the ambassador, also viewed 

Kishi as the best Japanese leader to work with for consolidating the U.S.-Japan relationship.  

Therefore, before Kishi’s visit to Washington in June 1957, Dulles reported to President 

Eisenhower that Kishi “gives every indication of being the strongest Government leader to 

emerge in postwar Japan,” and that “the time has come to take the initiative in proposing a 

readjustment of our relations with Japan.”49  

 Americans made a spontaneous move toward the revision of the treaty once they 

recognized the necessity.  The U.S. and Japanese governments announced on September 11, 

1958 that they would begin negotiating a new agreement, and they signed the new treaty on 

January 19, 1960.  Many provisions of the old treaty unpopular with the Japanese were revised, 

and three points are particularly important in ameliorating Japan’s fear of entanglement.  First, 

Article 5 of the 1960 treaty states that “Each Party recognizes that an armed attack against either 

Party in the territories under the administration of Japan would be dangerous to its own peace 

and safety and declares that it would act to meet the common danger in accordance with its 

constitutional provisions and processes” (emphasis added by the present author).  The 

emphasized part in the original American proposal read “in the Pacific,” but the Japanese 
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minimized the risk of entanglement by successfully restricting the commitment to its own 

territory and by excluding even the Ryukyu (Okinawa) and Bonin (Ogasawara) islands, which 

were administered by the United States at the time.
50
  The Japanese also succeeded in 

emphasizing the restrictions imposed on their military policy by its “constitutional provisions 

and processes.”  Second, in exchanged notes on the implementation of the 1960 treaty, the 

Japanese imposed an obligation of prior consultation on the introduction of U.S. nuclear forces 

and on the use of U.S. bases in Japan for military combat operations other than those conducted 

under Article 5.  Although there are loopholes and secret provisions that cast doubt on the 

effectiveness of the prior consultation,
51
 the Japanese did put a limit on the use of U.S. facilities 

in Japan.
52
  Third, Article 10 stipulated that “after the Treaty has been in force for ten years, 

either Party may give notice to the other Party of its intention to terminate the Treaty, in which 

case the Treaty shall terminate one year after such notice has been given.”  Although it was 

highly unlikely that either party would use this provision, it still gave each a legal exit from the 

alliance, which would limit the risk of entanglement.  The Japanese probably requested the limit 

of duration to give the treaty an appearance of equality, but the Spanish case suggests that an 

alliance partner could gain considerable leverage from such a limit on the duration of an alliance. 

 I do not delve into domestic politics of the treaty revision, but there is a strong irony 

about Kishi’s leadership in this episode.
53
  Despite many improvements from the 1951 treaty, 
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Kishi’s political style and image made the Japanese public suspicious of the 1960 treaty and 

triggered what is probably the largest political disturbance in postwar Japan.  President 

Eisenhower’s trip to Japan was canceled for security reasons, and Kishi was forced to resign.  It 

is also interesting that Kishi’s opponents in the Liberal Democratic Party (not just the Socialists) 

used the fear of entanglement to stall the agreement, which would consolidate Kishi’s power in 

the LDP. 

 The case of the U.S.-Japan alliance clearly demonstrates that a weaker ally can fear 

entrapment and that bargaining power plays an important role in designs of alliance agreements.  

Japan feared entrapment but was able to insert safeguard clauses in the alliance treaty only after 

its bargaining position improved.  As noted above, Japan tried to avoid not only entrapment but 

entanglement in a very broad sense.  The pacifism of postwar Japan partially explains the policy, 

but Japan could afford to take such a policy, because it had little fear of abandonment.  When 

Japan felt less indispensable to the United States, for example, after the Sino-U.S. rapprochement 

or the end of the Cold War, Japan increased its commitment to the alliance and became more 

willing to accept the risk of entanglement.
54
 

U.S.-Spain alliance 
 
 The U.S.-Spain alliance, especially in its early period, was relaxed about the risk of 

entrapment or entanglement.  This was natural, because the alliance presented a very small risk 

of entrapment or entanglement to its members.55  Strategically, the two countries faced no major 

military threat around Spain, and neither did they have revisionist goals that could entrap the 
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other side.
56
  The frontline of the European Cold War was far away, and neither party desperately 

needed the other’s help for countering external military threats.  Franco sought economic and 

political goals in the military arrangement with the United States, and “the value of the Spanish 

bases” to the United States was, according to a classic study on the subject, “prospective and 

relative rather than immediate and absolute.”57  Consequently, the alliance committed the two 

states very little in terms of military obligations—too little to entangle them into military 

conflicts.  This, I argue, is the reason why the first period of the U.S.-Spain alliance is the only 

American alliance agreement that has no condition in the ATOP dataset. 

In fact, the low level of commitment makes the status of the military arrangement 

somewhat ambiguous.  We can find the origin of the alliance in the Pact of Madrid, which was 

signed in 1953 as a quid pro quo arrangement that provided aid to Spain for U.S. bases there.  

Arthur Preston Whitaker observed that the pact did “not constitute a full-fledged military 

alliance” but rather “a quasi-alliance.”
58
  The ATOP dataset codes the bilateral relationship as a 

military alliance from 1963, when the base agreement was extended and the two sides jointly 

declared that a “threat to either country, and to the joint facilities that each provides for the 

common defense, would be a matter of common concern to both countries, and each country 

would take such action as it may consider appropriate within the framework of its constitutional 

processes.”  Although the Spanish tried to present the series of base agreements as full 

partnerships, they knew the reality and continued to seek a more formalized alliance.59  Until the 

third period of the alliance (1976-1981), the United States never gave Spain a security 
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guarantee.
60
  While the Spanish Cortes (legislature) approved the base agreements as treaties, the 

United States treated them as executive agreements until 1976.  The United States valued its 

bases in Spain but had little more interest in its relationship with Spain.  Many in Western 

Europe and the United States (and anti-Franco elements in Spain) opposed the bilateral 

relationship because of Franco, and the American negotiators could reasonably argue that 

securing the ratification of the military pact in the Senate was unfeasible.  As time passed, 

however, the two states’ military cooperation gradually became formalized.  Consistent with my 

argument, the two countries added safeguards against entrapment in the process of consolidating 

the alliance.
61
 

In addition to being formed by an executive agreement rather than a treaty, the U.S.-

Spain alliance is different from the Korean and Japanese cases in its frequent renewals.  The 

Spaniards were wise in limiting the duration of the base agreements (five years after the first ten 

years), because the renewals gave them opportunities to improve their position in the bilateral 

relationship and also because the time limit gave them leverage in base negotiations.
62
  At the 

time of the Pact of Madrid in 1953, Spain was isolated from the rest of the world as a pariah state 

under the rule of the “last Fascist dictator,” and its “greatest single gain consisted in the mere fact 
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that the agreement had been signed.”
63
  Spain demanded more as its international standing 

became normalized, and base negotiations presented an excellent stage for the adjustment.  

Another benefit from the limited duration comes from the nature of military bases; once 

constructed, they become a natural part of the basing-state’s strategy and costly to lose.  

Although the Spanish themselves were not going to sever their ties with Americans, American 

records on the base negotiations indicate that the time limit on base agreements gave the Spanish 

a strong bargaining chip.
64
  Spain won the 1963 joint declaration, largely because the United 

States needed to renew the base agreements, and every major change in the U.S.-Spain alliance 

occurred when base agreements were about to expire. 

U.S.-Spain alliance before 1970  

 Because the alliance was essentially a military base agreement for a long time, the most 

important provisions of the alliance concern the use of the bases.65  Until 1970, Americans had a 

free hand in their use of the bases in Spain.
66
  As American records indicate, “Spain has allowed” 

the United States “to use these bases for practically any purpose the U.S. deemed necessary.”
67
  

Despite (or exactly because of) the paramount importance of the issue, the United States 

proposed and Spain accepted making the wartime activation clause a secret and technical note to 

the base agreement.  The note allowed the United States to use the bases in case of evident 

Communist “aggression” or in other cases that threaten the “security of the West” but did not 

specify what these words meant.  In reality, Americans were allowed to use the bases whenever 
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they liked and only had to inform the Spanish about their intentions.  The Spanish gave 

authorizations to activate the bases in such cases as the 1958 Lebanon crisis and the U.S. 

evacuations from Congo in 1964 and Libya in 1969, all of which were hardly related to 

Communism or threats to the security of the West.  Still, in other cases such as the Cuban missile 

crisis, the United States failed to inform Spain about the activation of the bases.68  

Understandably, many Spaniards voiced their concern about the risk of entrapment, but it is not 

clear how serious Spanish leaders perceived the risk to be, because Spanish negotiators usually 

mentioned the risk of entrapment as a tactic to raise the price on the bases. 

1970 Agreement of Friendship and Cooperation between the United States and Spain 
 

 The negotiations for the 1970 agreement revolved around such topics as Spanish entry 

into NATO, an American security guarantee, and the amount of aid to Spain, but for the present 

purpose, I will focus on the limit imposed on American use of the bases in Spain.   

Before the 1970 renewal, several events made the Spaniards more critical of American 

bases.  In 1966, for example, an American bomber collided with a refueling plane and dropped 

four hydrogen bombs on the land and in the sea near the small Spanish village of Palomares.  

Diplomatically, the 1967 war in the Middle East made Spain realize that its pro-Arab policy was 

compromised by American use of the Spanish bases for such contingencies.
69
  In addition, the 

Spanish bargaining power was perceived to be rising because of increased Soviet presence in the 

Mediterranean and America’s loss of Wheelus Air Base in Libya subsequent to Qaddafi’s coup 

in 1969.70  A memorandum for the National Security Council Review Group summarizes the 

political concerns of the Spanish government at the time: “risk to Spain of possible retaliation by 
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United States enemies, no security guarantee, large United States visibility of bases and 

personnel not for defense of Spain but for NATO, risk of danger from United States operations 

and excercises…possible inhibitions upon Spanish independence in foreign policy, and affront to 

Spanish pride in that Spain rents its territory without the status of equal partnership.”71   

 In order to put a limit on American use of the bases, the Spanish negotiators requested the 

wartime activation clause to be made public and the new base agreement to have “a clause 

establishing the necessity for prior agreement for the war use of the armed forces of the United 

States stationed in Spain.”
72
  The Spanish argued that the secrecy of the activation clause “could 

seriously damage” the two countries’ relations “in the eyes of public opinion” and that “the 

automatic use of the bases cannot continue.”
73
  In addition to diplomatic, strategic, and domestic 

political concerns, the Spanish might have raised the issue as a negotiation tactic: the Spanish 

Minister of Foreign Affairs had earlier expressed their willingness to collaborate in security 

affairs with the United States “the same, lesser, or even more…depending on the degree of 

security and protection that the United States would be in a position to offer.”
74
  The United 

States acceded to the Spanish request.  The following explanation was given in a State 

Department document, which was presumably prepared as talking points to members of the 

Senate Committee on Foreign Relations: “Since we did not intend to give Spain a security 

commitment and made this clear in the negotiations, they insisted on more control over the bases.  

Therefore, the 1953 Secret Annex was dropped from the new agreement.”75  Thus, Article 34 of 
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the 1970 agreement states that “the time and manner of” American use of the bases “will be the 

subject of urgent consultations between the two Governments, and will be resolved by mutual 

agreement in light of the situation created.”   

1976 Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation between the United States and Spain  
 
 In the previous periods of the alliance, the United States did not demand safeguards 

against entrapment by Spain, simply because the superpower was not obligated to defend Spain 

in the first place.  This situation changed when the United States signed a new agreement with 

post-Franco Spain in January 1976.  This time, the two parties reached a formal treaty with the 

approval of the U.S. Senate, and the United States, for the first time in the alliance, gave Spain a 

security guarantee “in case of an attack against Spain or the United States in the context of a 

general attack against the West” (Supplementary Agreement on Bilateral Military Coordination, 

Article II).  With this new development, the United States imposed a limit on the alliance by 

defining “the geographic area of common interest,” which clearly excluded contingencies in 

North Africa.  Americans had repeatedly told the Spaniards that they would not help Spain with 

its problems in its African colonies, and the words had been proven true.
76
  With a formal 

defense commitment made, however, Americans re-emphasized their attitude toward Spain’s 

problems in North Africa.  Diplomatic records on the negotiation for the 1976 treaty are still 

largely unavailable, but probable causes of the new geographic restriction are the formalization 

of the American commitment and the instability of the North African region, where in November 

1975, Morocco staged a mass demonstration, crossing into Spanish Sahara in order to “reunite” 

the territory.
77
 

 The U.S.-Spain alliance began without conditions on alliance obligations, because neither 
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party feared entrapment.  The allies added safeguard clauses to the alliance agreement as they 

discovered potential situations for entrapment and as they increased commitment to each other.  

Even though the risk of entrapment was a relatively minor issue in the alliance, both the stronger 

and the weaker ally still made efforts to reduce the risk.  The case also illustrates that the risk of 

entrapment is part of the overall alliance management and that states balance the fear of 

entrapment with other concerns.  Spain balanced the fear of entrapment not only with the fear of 

abandonment but also with the military and economic aid from the United States. 

Table 1 summarizes the findings of the case studies.  Because the United States had 

more bargaining power than its allies in all the cases, its alliance obligations were more 

conditional when it feared entrapment.  When the allies of the United States had the fear of 

entrapment and when their bargaining power was relatively strong, they succeeded in restricting 

their alliance obligations and the United States’ freedom of action.  When there was little fear of 

entrapment or when the side with the fear of entrapment had weak bargaining power, alliance 

obligations were less conditional. 
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Table 1. The Fear of Entrapment, Bargaining Power, and Conditions on Alliance Obligations 

 
The side with 
the fear of 
entrapment 

Bargaining power 
of lesser allies 

Conditions on alliance 
obligations 

US-South Korea, 
1953 

United States Weak Limited U.S. obligations. 

US-Japan, 1951 Japan Weak 
Did NOT limit Japanese 
obligations (U.S. freedom). 

US-Japan, 1960 Japan Strong 
Limited Japanese 
obligations (U.S. freedom). 

US-Spain, 1963 Neither Weak No condition. 

US-Spain, 1970 Spain Strong 
Limited Spanish 
obligations (U.S. freedom). 

US-Spain, 1976 United States Strong Limited U.S. obligations. 

 

Beyond My Cases 

 Readers might wonder how generalizable my argument is, given that all my cases are U.S. 

alliances formed during the Cold War.  In addition to the uniqueness of the period, the vast 

capability of the United States and its legalistic foreign policy might make my cases appear to be 

outliers.  A separate paper is necessary to address the issue of generalizability, but my analysis of 

the ATOP dataset suggests a wide applicability of this paper’s argument.  For instance, with 

simple descriptive statistics, we can see that conditions of alliance agreements vary according to 

the type of alliance obligations, a major factor that affects the risk of entrapment (see Table 2). 
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Table 2. Types of Commitments and Conditions (member level) 78 

 Defense Offense Neutrality Consultation 

Conditions summary 
52.0% 

(472/908) 
87.7% 

(200/228) 
84.0% 

(204/243) 
39.6% 

(446/1126) 

Specific adversary 27.5% 75.9% 18.1% 6.7% 

Specific location 26.1% 25.9% 6.2% 24.8% 

Particular conflict 10.5% 42.5% 1.6% 3.6% 

Number of adversaries 1.5% 2.2% 2.1% N/A 

Demands being met by an 
ally or an adversary 0.8% 12.7% 0.4% N/A 

No provocation 9.0% N/A 6.2% N/A 

Ally being attacked N/A N/A 70.0% N/A 
 

Table 2 demonstrates that offense (87.7%) and neutrality (84.0%) obligations, which are 

associated with higher risks of entrapment, are much more likely to be conditional than defense 

(52.0%) and consultation obligations (39.6%).
79
  Even defensive alliances entail a risk of 

entrapment by a provocative action of a state, but offensive alliances are far more susceptible to 

risky or offensive actions on the part of one of the alliance partners.  Because the risk of 

entrapment is smaller when a state is only obligated to consult its ally, consultation pacts are less 

conditional.  Neutrality pacts are tricky because they impose a risk of undesirable non-

involvement.  By definition, neutrality pacts are agreements against military involvement in an 

ally’s conflict, but such agreements are necessary exactly because the state may have an interest 

in getting involved in the ally’s conflict.  Since neutrality of a state can be exploited by other 

states with offensive purposes, unconditional neutrality pacts leave room for opportunistic 

behavior.  Therefore, neutrality pacts create a perverse fear of entrapment into non-action and are 
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fairly conditional.  For instance, the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939 contained a neutrality clause 

conditional on being attacked by a third party.   

Table 2 further shows which obligation is conditional in what aspect, and we can see how 

alliance members select specific conditions.  The most conditional of all are offense obligations 

regarding the adversaries (75.9%).  Naturally, a state does not want to commit itself to offense 

obligations without specifying the target.  Offense obligations are also likely to be conditional 

upon a particular ongoing conflict (42.5%), because states are reluctant to accept such strong 

commitments as offense unless that is necessary to win a conflict, and the end of the conflict 

usually diminishes the necessity of offense obligations.  The condition of no provocation by an 

ally is not as common as we might expect, but this probably reflects the difficulty of judging 

what constitutes “provocation” and the subtleties of diplomatic language.  After World War I, 

non-provocation clauses “came into disrepute” because they “made it easier for a country to 

evade its obligation on the ground that its ally had caused the war.”
80
  Thus, 70% of neutrality 

obligations are conditional upon the ally being attacked while only 6.2% of them are conditional 

upon the ally not provoking the adversary. 

CONCLUSION 

 This paper pointed out the conceptual problems of “entrapment” in alliance literature and 

differentiated entanglement and entrapment, which is a subset of the former.  States carefully 

design alliances to reduce the risk of entrapment while accepting the risk of entanglement.  Case 

studies of the U.S. alliances with South Korea, Japan, and Spain demonstrate that allies keep 

redesigning alliances to deal with the risk of entrapment in accordance with their bargaining 

power.  
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 Having explained how to observe entrapment analytically, which has never been done in 

alliance literature before, this paper empirically demonstrates that states do fear entrapment.  

Rarity of entrapment does not mean that states do not fear it, and entrapment rarely happens 

exactly because of the fear and states’ efforts to cope with it.  The case studies show that states 

pay attention to details of alliance agreements, and it may well be that these details had 

significant impact on many states’ decisions about military entanglement.   

One may wonder, then, why states do not always safeguard against every undesirable 

contingency in alliance agreements.  Unexpected things happen, but even predictable 

contingencies are often not mentioned in alliance contracts.  As James Morrow points out, 

leaving some ambiguity gives allies a benefit in deterrence and discourages them from taking 

advantage of explicit commitments.81  We need to keep in mind, however, that the distribution of 

the benefit among allies is not equal, and states bargain hard for a better position within their 

alliances.  States with less fear of abandonment can negotiate hard, while states with more fear of 

abandonment have to make demands carefully.  Because states need to balance the risk of 

entrapment with the risk of abandonment, they sometimes have to accept the risk of 

entrapment.
82
  As in the case of Franco’s Spain, it is also conceivable that states accept some risk 

of entrapment for side payments made by their allies.
83
 

Like deterrence, the effect of the safeguard clauses against entrapment is hard to observe, 

because what we observe is a non-event, but there are several reasons to believe that they are 

quite effective.  If safeguard clauses had no real effects, states would not exert so much effort in 

designing and negotiating their contents.  If the conditions on alliance obligations did not matter, 
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there should not be such a significant difference between the early and more recent findings on 

alliance reliability.
84
  Furthermore, when safeguard clauses apply and a state still chooses to get 

involved (i.e. when a state involves itself in a conflict of its ally without being obligated to do so), 

there is a good chance that the state has a motivation not related to the alliance—and thus the 

state is not really entrapped or entangled. 

I conclude with two related policy implications.  First, as long as their contents are 

carefully designed, military alliances do not have to entail a high risk of entrapment.  George 

Washington considered unwise the extension of alliances without shared interests, but the origin 

of the U.S.-ROK alliance suggests that it can be equally unwise to refrain from an alliance when 

shared interests are at stake.  Since states can adjust the risk of entrapment through the designs of 

alliances, and since alliances give states some control on their allies’ policy, extending alliance 

commitments may actually make the states less likely to get involved in military conflicts, even 

without the deterrence effects of military alliances.  Given that states also engage in military 

conflicts against their allies less and less—an effect of alliances that has proven surprisingly 

weak in the past
85
—military alliances have a potential of becoming strong institutions of 

international security management.   

Second, and finally, the distribution of capabilities in the current international system 
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may be a blessing to the United States but a curse to others.
86
  Fear of entrapment is not a good 

rationale for a more restrained U.S. grand strategy, because, under unipolarity, the United States 

not only has advantages over potential and actual adversaries but also over potential and actual 

allies.  With its bargaining advantages, the United States may well benefit from modifying the 

contents of its alliance commitments, but withdrawing from alliance commitments altogether 

would be a misguided policy, because these commitments alone are not likely to drag the United 

States into a costly war.  Additionally, these commitments enhance U.S. influence on the allies 

and deterrence against potential enemies.  Meanwhile, the United States has more power to 

entrap its allies, and other states have more reasons to accept entrapment in order to avoid 

abandonment by the sole super-ally.  It remains to be seen how American leaders can use their 

advantage in constructive ways and how leaders of other countries will come up with acceptable 

solutions to their problems. 
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