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[ABSTRACT]

Tracing Non-structural Exogenous Variables
of Declining Alliance Cohesion:

The Gray State Strategy of China and North

Korea and the Decoupling ROK-U.S. Alliance

Kil Joo Ban | Senior Research Fellow, Korea Institute for Maritime Strategy

Amid the 2018~2020 detente on the Korean peninsula, there has
been a growing concern that the ROK-U.S. alliance is hanging in
the balance. What drives the iron-clad alliance to face the declining
cohesion? A structural variable based on the international system,
such as the balance of power, reveals a lack of elaborate explanation
for the alliance deadlock in this period. Endogenous variables,
including institutions by liberals and identity by constructivists, also
are not relevant to explain the declining cohesion of the ROK-U.S.
alliance. The worsening plight of the ROK-U.S. alliance springs from
a non-structural exogenous variable, the-gray-state strategic
offensive towards alliance decoupling. North Korea and China have
taken offensives under the gray-state-oriented strategy while
aiming at weakening the cohesion of an alliance in their opponents
and then decoupling the alliance. This strategy becomes more visible
with two detailed ways: strategic ambiguity as friend or foe and
offensive gradualism. These gray tools are likely to prevent allies
from recognizing the strategic intentions of gray states, leading to
the failure to manage the alliance. If these gray offensives were to

be left without counter-measures, the risk of abandonment is more
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likely. Accordingly, the strategic offensive of gray states needs to be
analyzed accurately to offset their decoupling intentions and revive

cohesion.

Key Words: ROK-U.S. alliance, China, North Korea, alliance decoupling, gray state
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