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Why did the stationing of weapons of mass destruction in the Philippines not jeopardize
Washington-Manila relations? This paper critically examines the clandestine deployment of
U.S. nuclear weapons in the Philippines during the Cold War—a move that made the country
a potential nuclear target and infringed upon its sovereignty. Drawing on declassified documents
from the National Security Archive, it argues that the Philippines’ strategic culture, which
heavily relied on the United States as its sole security guarantor, played a central role. Despite
regional initiatives such as the Southeast Asia Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone, the United States
forward-deployed approximately 250 nuclear weapons in the Philippines, effectively turning
the country into a potential flashpoint. This research explores how military cooperation and
strategic reciprocity between the Marcos and Nixon governments led Philippine elites to
prioritize the U.S. alliance over sovereignty and nuclear risks. Despite Marcos’s declaration of
martial law in 1972 and the widespread human rights abuses that followed, the Nixon
administration continued to support his regime, largely overlooking these issues due to shared
anti-communist objectives and the strategic importance of U.S. military bases in the Philippines.
Even after learning about the nuclear arsenals stationed at these U.S. bases, the Marcos regime
continued to view the United States as its traditional ally, later receiving full support from
the Nixon administration following the revelation of the nuclear weapons. This paper
concludes that the Philippines’ strategic culture of relying on the United States as a security
guarantor also contributed to the stability of bilateral ties, with the U.S. playing the role of

protector and the Philippines adopting a strategic accommodation posture.
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Introduction

During the height of the Cold War, Southeast Asia was considered a region of immense
strategic importance for the security and global influence of the United States. The domino
theory, which posited that if one country in Southeast Asia fell to communism, neighboring
countries would follow in a domino-like effect, played a significant role in shaping U.S. foreign
policy in the region during the Cold War (Smith, 2007). This theory was a key driver behind
the United States’ efforts to contain the spread of communism in Southeast Asia, as it feared
that the loss of one country to communist forces would lead to the collapse of the entire
region under Soviet influence. The domino theory was a cornerstone of the U.S. strategy
in Southeast Asia, guiding its interventions and alliances in an attempt to maintain the U.S.-led
order in the region and prevent the perceived communist contagion from spreading. The U.S.
involvement in Southeast Asia was deeply intertwined with the global competition between
the United States and the Soviet Union, with each side vying for influence and allies in the
region. Amidst this global chessboard, the Philippines held a unique position as a long-standing
ally of the United States, a legacy rooted in its colonial past and solidified through various

security agreements (Wu, 2024).

The strategic importance of the Philippines to the U.S. stemmed from its geographic
location and its potential to serve as a vital hub for projecting American power into the
region. The Philippines played a crucial role in facilitating the projection of U.S. military
power in Southeast Asia, providing access to strategic locations that were essential for
maintaining a strong presence in the region. The establishment of U.S. military bases in the
Philippines, such as Clark Air Base and Subic Bay Naval Base (Divis, 1992), were critical
components of the U.S. strategy to contain communist expansion and maintain its strategic
interests in the Asia-Pacific region. Given this backdrop, rumors and speculations have
persisted for decades regarding the alleged secret stationing of nuclear weapons by the
United States in the Philippines during the Cold War. These speculations raise complex
questions about the true nature of the U.S.-Philippines alliance, the extent of American
military activities within the Philippines, and the potential implications for regional and
global security. This article will shed ligsht on new evidence from declassified documents
and analyses that reveal the impact of the alleged secret stationing of nuclear weapons on
U.S.-Philippine relations during the Marcos era. The U.S.-Philippine alliance under Marcos

reached a peak of hypocrisy, given the U.S.’s global reputation as a champion of democracy
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and human rights. While the U.S. leveraged the alliance for military and strategic advantages,
Marcos exploited American support to consolidate his dictatorial reign. Tensions in the
alliance worsened due to the international outrage over the blatant erosion of human rights
and martial law. Nonetheless, foundational national interests for the American elite and
Filipino elite prevailed. During the Marcos regime, the U.S.—Philippine relationship was often
described as a “special relationship,” in which the United States prioritized its strategic
interests—particularly access to military bases in the Philippines—while overlooking Marcos’s
authoritarianism and downplaying the regime’s blatant human rights violations. The stationing
of nuclear weapons in the Philippines further complicated the Washington-Manila military
alliance and served as a litmus test for its durability during the two decades of the Marcos
era (Capino & Manalansan, 2021), as well as having long-lasting impacts on Washington-Manila

relations in the post-Marcos era.

This paper will unfold across five sections. The first section introduces strategic culture
as the theoretical framework, outlining its core principles and demonstrating its application
to understanding Manila-Washington relations during the Cold War. The second section details
the research methodology, focusing on the key primary documents used to investigate
the secrecy surrounding nuclear deployment in the Philippines. The historical context of
U.S.-Philippine relations and the geopolitical environment in Southeast Asia will be outlined
in the next section. Section four examines the ramifications of the alleged stationing of
nuclear weapons on the U.S.-Philippine relationship, drawing upon declassified documents
from the U.S. National Security Archive. This section will further detail how, despite the region’s
attempts to remain neutral amidst the rivalry between the free world and communism—as
evidenced in its efforts to establish Southeast Asia as a Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone—it
ultimately became entangled in great power competition. The fifth section delves into the
Philippines’ strategic culture vis-a-vis the United States, explaining why America’s secret
nuclear arsenal deployed in the Philippines did not jeopardize Washington-Manila relations.
The conclusion will synthesize the relationship between strategic culture and the deployment
of nuclear weapons at U.S. military bases in the Philippines, emphasizing the significant
implications for national sovereignty and the long-term trajectory of U.S.-Philippine relations

in the 21st century
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Strategic Culture - A Conceptual Framework

This paper employs the concept of strategic culture—which explores how a nation’s
cultural, historical, and institutional contexts shape its strategic behavior and foreign policy—to
examine how the Philippines’ national identity, historical experiences, and cultural values
influence its perception of the United States as an indispensable ally. This approach assumes
that foreign policy is not merely a response to material conditions or strategic necessities, but

is also shaped by deeply embedded cultural and historical narratives.

Strategic culture is a concept employed to explain how cultural factors influence a
nation’s approach to security and military strategy. As defined by Kerry Longhurst, strategic
culture refers to “a distinctive body of beliefs, attitudes, and practices regarding the use of
force, held by a collective and arising gradually over time through a unique, protracted
historical process” (Longhurst, 2005, p. 7). This definition emphasizes the importance of
historical context in shaping strategic choices and highlights the role of norm entrepreneurs—
individuals or groups advocating for new norms within strategic culture. Edward Lock further
refines the concept, suggesting that strategic culture consists of common ideas regarding
strategy that exist across populations, rather than being confined to specific national boundaries.
Lock also provides useful definitions of both strategic culture and strategy, defining the former
as “patterns of common ideas regarding strategy distributed across populations,” and the

latter as “matters pertaining to organized violence” (Lock, 2017, p.2).

This perspective enables an exploration of how strategic cultures can be influenced
by transnational ideas and practices. The theory of strategic culture has evolved through
several generations of scholarship. Early works, such as those by Jack Snyder and Colin Gray,
proposed that strategic culture has a semi-permanent influence on national security policies
shaped by elite socialization processes (Snyder, 1977; Gray, 1981). These scholars argued that
cultural influences could predict state behavior based on historical experiences. More recent
scholarship has focused on the fluidity of strategic culture, suggesting that while cultural norms
may have deep historical roots, they are also subject to change through processes such as
norm diffusion and social interaction among states (Snyder, 1977; Gray, 1981). This perspective
aligns with constructivist perspectives that highlight the malleability of norms in response to
pivotal events. Lock also identifies an issue in strategic culture scholarship, where researchers

often conflate cultural ideas with the associated behaviors and artifacts. Furthermore, according
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to Lock, strategic culture scholars have tended to employ overly restrictive assumptions in
defining the concept, particularly regarding the locations where strategic culture can be said

to exist (Lock, 2017).

As previously discussed, the nexus between strategic culture and constructivism
suggests that norm entrepreneurs play a crucial role in shaping strategic cultures by advocating
for new norms based on historical experiences and contemporary challenges. Their efforts
can lead to significant shifts in how states perceive their security needs and respond to
international threats. This dynamic interplay between norm entrepreneurs and established
norms illustrates the evolving nature of strategic cultures over time. The intersection of
strategic culture and constructivism provides valuable insights into understanding international
relations, as it emphasizes the dynamic nature of cultural norms and their impact on state
behavior (Lauterbach, 2011). Specifically, the strategic culture of the Philippines, as outlined
by Arugay, emphasizes the country’s island geography, the military’s role in internal security,
anti-communism, and a strong reliance on alliances—particularly with the United States
(Arugay, 2022, p. 74). Similarly, De Castro argues that Philippine strategic culture has traditionally
focused on internal security through asymmetrical warfare and alliance dependence as a
means to offset strategic vulnerabilities (De Castro, 2014). This strategic outlook is shaped by
a small elite group that has dominated the political landscape since independence, influencing
key aspects such as the role of the armed forces, defense spending, and the enduring reliance
on the U.S. alliance. Understanding strategic culture theory helps explain how historical
experiences inform current security policies—such as the tolerance for the U.S. stationing
nuclear weapons in the Philippines during the Cold War—and why such actions, despite
infringing on Philippine sovereignty and making the country a potential nuclear target, were

accepted without seriously damaging Washington—Manila relations.

Methodology

This research employs a qualitative, documentary research approach to investigate
the influence of strategic culture and reciprocal strategic interests on U.S.-Philippine relations
during the Cold War, focusing on the U.S. deployment of nuclear weapons in the Philippines
and the Marcos regime. It examines how these factors shaped the perceptions, decisions, and

interactions of both countries. The study primarily relies on analyzing declassified documents
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from the National Security Archive at The George Washington University, specifically those
declassified on January 19, 2006, pertaining to discussions and decisions surrounding the secrecy
of nuclear stockpiles in the Philippines. These primary source documents include:
1. Talking Points for Discussion with Senators Fulbright and Symington re Subcommittee
Hearings on U.S. Commitments Abroad
2. Meeting of Kissinger Committee on Symington Subcommittee
3. Presidential Decision on Categories of Information for Symington Subcommittee to

be protected by executive privilege

These documents provide valuable insights into the perspectives and priorities of U.S.
policymakers, particularly regarding the strategic importance of the Philippines during the Cold
War and the lengths to which they were willing to go to maintain secrecy. Analysis of these
documents will focus on identifying key themes related to U.S. strategic interests, perceptions
of the Philippines, and the justifications for maintaining nuclear weapons in the country.
Furthermore, these documents will be analyzed to understand the extent to which U.S.
policymakers considered the implications of their actions for Philippine sovereignty and

domestic politics.

In addition to primary source analysis, this research incorporates secondary scholarly
works on U.S.-Philippine relations, Cold War history, strategic culture theory, and Philippine
political history. These secondary sources will provide context for understanding the broader
historical, political, and strategic dynamics at play. They will also offer alternative interpretations
and perspectives on the events under investigation. The research will synthesize findings from
primary and secondary sources to develop a nuanced understanding of how strategic culture
and reciprocal strategic interests influenced U.S.-Philippine relations during the Cold War. By
examining the intersection of these factors, the study aims to address the central question:
Why did the stationing of nuclear weapons in the Philippines not jeopardize Washington-Manila

relations?

Manila-Washington Relations During the Cold War

During the Cold War, Southeast Asia became a key battleground in the U.S.-led
coalition against the spread of communism. The United States, deeply invested in the policy

of containment, viewed the Philippines as a crucial ally in this strategic effort. Leveraging the
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Philippines’ strategic geographic location and existing military infrastructure, the U.S. was able
to utilize the country as a vital platform for projecting power and influence throughout the
region. This close strategic alisnment between Washington and Manila fostered extensive
military cooperation, with the United States providing the Philippines with significant military and
economic assistance to bolster its capabilities and support joint operations. The U.S.-Philippines
partnership was a cornerstone of American efforts to maintain the American-led security order
in Southeast Asia and prevent the perceived communist contagion from spreading across the

region.

The historical relationship between the United States and the Philippines is complex
and multi-faceted, shaped by colonialism, shared security concerns, and evolving political
dynamics (Greco, 2022). The Philippines, a former colony of the United States, gained
independence in 1946, but the legacy of colonialism continued to influence the relationship
between the two countries (Misalucha-Willoughby & Medillo, 2020). The strategic alliance
between the U.S. and the Philippines was solidified through a series of agreements, including
the Military Bases Agreement of 1947, which granted the U.S. the right to maintain military
bases on Philippine territory (Wu, 2024). These bases, particularly Clark Air Base and Subic Bay
Naval Base, became critical assets for the U.S. in projecting its power across Southeast Asia,
especially during the Vietnam War and the broader Cold War period (Despi, 2017). These
agreements reflected the mutual interests of both countries: the U.S. sought to maintain its
strategic presence in the region, while the Philippines aimed to secure protection against
external threats (Wu, 2024). Following the conclusion of the Korean War in the early 1950s,
the United States further escalated its military involvement in the Philippines and broader
Southeast Asian region. Declassified intelligence documents reveal that the U.S. government
actively supplied arms, including surplus military equipment, to local insurgent groups like
the Hukbalahap. This clandestine support was aimed at bolstering the Philippine government’s
counter-insurgency efforts against perceived communist threats within the country (Friend &
Kerkvliet, 1978). This covert arming of domestic factions was a strategic move by the U.S. to
contain the spread of communist influence in the Philippines and solidify its geopolitical

position in the Asia-Pacific during the early stages of the Cold War.

The U.S. -Philippine alliance, cemented by the Mutual Defense Treaty in 1951, formed

a strategic partnership that has shaped the security landscape of the Asia-Pacific region for
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decades. The Mutual Defense Treaty of 1951 served as the bedrock of the alliance, stipulating
that both countries would come to each other’s defense in the event of an armed attack on
either party. This agreement reflected the mutual interests of both nations - the U.S. sought
to maintain its strategic presence in the region, while the Philippines aimed to secure protection
against external threats (De Castro, 2012). However, the presence of U.S. military bases and

the close security cooperation also generated tensions and resentment within the Philippines.

The political and social landscape of the Philippines during the Cold War was profoundly
shaped by the United States’ strategic interests in the region, particularly in the context of
global Soviet aggression. The U.S. launched a large-scale anti-Communist campaign, utilizing
public service ads and propaganda that vividly depicted the dire consequences of communist
rule, emphasizing the potential loss of autonomy, religion, and family structures under such
a regime. This campaign aimed not only to sway public opinion but also to reinforce American
interests by supporting local elites who aligned with U.S. policies. Financial backing from U.S.
agencies, such as USAID and the National Endowment for Democracy, enabled projects
intended to improve living standards for the impoverished, thereby undermining the appeal
of communism (Bello et al., 1983). The Magsaysay administration exemplified this strategy, as
efforts to enhance community infrastructure and welfare served to diminish the perceived
necessity for communist ideologies among the populace. However, the continuous military
and economic support from the U.S. also instilled a sense of dependency, leading to concerns
about national sovereignty. Critics have described subsequent Philippine administrations as
increasingly compromised, with leaders accused of reverting to a “puppet status” under U.S.
influence (McKinley, 2024). The establishment of military bases in the Philippines not only
provided the U.S. with a strategic point for rapid deployment but also reinforced the perception
of the Philippines as a subordinate ally in the geopolitical chess game of the Cold War
(Rabena, 2019). The duality of this relationship culminated in a precarious political environment,

characterized by a struggle between maintaining sovereignty and aligning with a superpower.

The Philippines had a complex and at times contentious relationship with its
indispensable ally. The stationing of U.S. troops and the granting of basing rights on Philippine
soil evoked concerns over national sovereignty and autonomy, leading to periodic frictions in
the alliance. Additionally, the costs and environmental impact of hosting these military

facilities fueled domestic political opposition and resistance among the Filipino populace
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(Yeo, 2011, 2012). These tensions would have been further exacerbated by the potential
covert deployment of nuclear weapons in the Philippines during the Cold War, which could
have heightened fears over the country’s strategic subordination to U.S. interests and the risks

of being entangled in great power conflicts.
The Nuclear Stockpile Secrecy: Declassified Documents

Southeast Asia’s geopolitical significance stems from its historical position as a focal
point for competition among major powers, a dynamic that predates the current U.S.-China
power competition. Now, many Southeast Asian countries have expressed their desire to
diversify risks by engaging with multiple partners. In other words, they believe that a hedging
strategy would be the safest bet for their economic and security interests, as argued by
several scholars (Kuik, 2016; Kuik, 2021; Deng, 2024; Chung, 2004; Ciorciari, 2019; Goh, 2016).
While the narrative that great power competition is a fact of life for Southeast Asian countries
is not entirely novel, their attempt to preserve optionality and avoid making definitive
alignment choices is noteworthy. A prime example of this can be found in the Declaration on
the Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality (ZOPFAN), (Henderson, 1957; Hanggi, 1991) which
encapsulates the regional ambition to promote peace and cooperation while steering clear
of external interference. This aspiration was further reinforced by the Treaty of Amity and
Cooperation in Southeast Asia, which emphasizes mutual respect, non-interference, and

peaceful dispute resolution (ASEAN Secretariat, 1976).

Another treaty that demonstrates the region’s well-intentioned efforts is the Southeast
Asia Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone Treaty (SEANWFZ), signed by ASEAN member states on
December 15, 1995. Through this agreement, the region committed to preserving Southeast
Asia as a zone free of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction. The treaty reaffirmed
the significance of the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons Treaty in preventing the spread
of nuclear weapons and promoting international peace and security. Additionally, it established
Southeast Asia as one of the five nuclear-weapon-free zones globally, with the others located
in Latin America and the Caribbean, the South Pacific, Africa, and Central Asia. However, these
ambitions have been challenged by the complex realities of regional security, especially the
dynamics of the great power competition between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, as well as
the growing influence of China. Despite these attempts, the region failed to make Southeast
Asia free from weapons of mass destruction, which were reportedly placed in the Philippines

without the knowledge of the Filipino people or the leaders in Southeast Asia.
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The covert deployment of nuclear weapons in the Philippines during the Cold War
has been a subject of significant historical scrutiny. As the geopolitical landscape evolved,
particularly with the rise of communism in Southeast Asia, the United States sought to bolster
its military presence in the region. This involved clandestine operations and the strategic
placement of nuclear arms, which were pivotal in asserting U.S. influence. While nuclear
weapons were primarily stationed in more prominent locations such as Germany and Japan,
evidence suggests that the Philippines also served as a covert site for these weapons during
the Cold War (Norris et al.,, 1999). This was part of a broader strategy to counter the spread
of communism in Southeast Asia. According to Norris et al., the United States began deploying
a wide variety of nuclear weapons and delivery systems to the Pacific region starting in 1956.
This included deployments to locations such as Guam, Okinawa, Hawaii, South Korea, Taiwan,
and the Philippines. The number of U.S. nuclear weapons in the Pacific region peaked in 1967
at approximately 3,200, with the majority stationed in Korea and Okinawa. However, these
deployments began decreasing in the late 1960s, and by the end of the 1970s, only South

Korea remained a forward base for U.S. nuclear weapons (See figure 1).

Figure 1 The trend of U.S. nuclear weapons deployment

in the Pacific region from 1961 to 1977
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Figure 1 shows that the number of nuclear weapons in the Philippines rose to around
250 in 1967, before declining in line with the overall trend in the Pacific region. The stockpile
then increased again to close to the previous peak level by 1973, before all nuclear weapons
were eventually removed from the Philippines by the end of 1977. Although the exact number
of nuclear weapons stationed in the Philippines was debated and may have been smaller
compared to other Pacific locations, a declassified “Top Secret” document from 1969
highlighted the potential impacts on U.S.-Philippines relations during the Nixon and Marcos

administrations.

According to the National Security Archive at The George Washington University, three
key documents related to the Philippines and nuclear stockpile secrecy were declassified on
January 19, 2006. These include:

1. “Talking Points for Discussion with Senators Fulbright and Symington re Subcommittee

Hearings on U.S. Commitments Abroad,” a Top Secret memo from Robert McClintock,
Office of Under Secretary for Political Affairs, to the Secretary, dated 25 September
1969

2. “Meeting of Kissinger Committee on Symington Subcommittee,” a Top Secret

memo from Robert McClintock to the Secretary and Acting Secretary, dated 30
September 1969

3. “Presidential Decision on Categories of Information for Symington Subcommittee to

be protected by executive privilege,” a Top Secret memo from Robert McClintock

to the Acting Secretary

The third document from the Department of State (see illustration 1) clearly highlights
the concerns about the potential implications of revealing the presence of nuclear weapons
in the Philippines to the public and the Philippine sovernment. It noted that “divulging the
fact that nuclear weapons have been stored in the Philippines for many years without prior
consultation with the Philippine government would greatly jeopardize U.S.-Philippine relations,
particularly on the eve of the scheduled presidential elections on October 11”7 (U.S. Department

of State, 1969c¢, p. 1)

In 1969, Senator Stuart Symington chaired the newly established Subcommittee
on Security Agreements and Commitments Abroad, which investigated secret U.S. agreements

with foreign governments. The Subcommittee’s inquiries revealed that the Nixon
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administration—and its predecessors—had circumvented constitutional obligations to consult
Congress. Investigators, including Roland Paul and Walter Pincus, uncovered classified U.S.
operations in Laos and the Philippines, including a “secret war” in Laos and the covert
deployment of nuclear weapons in the Philippines—known only to President Marcos among
local officials (Burr, 2006). Further, as revealed in the first document, top Nixon administration
officials, including National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger, Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird,
and Director of Central Intelligence Richard Helms, decided that government witnesses would

refuse to testify on the nuclear deployments by invoking executive privilege (Burr, 2006).

According to the memo: “It was recommended, as a fallback position from the
recommendation that no comment whatever be given on nuclear weapons, that if there is
indeed a risk of a leak, the Secretaries of State and Defense should contact the Senators on
the Symington Subcommittee, inform them of the facts off the record without any transcript
being taken, and urge the Senators not to reveal this highly sensitive information” (U.S.
Department of State, 1969a). The three declassified documents suggest that the Nixon
administration, concerned about the potential disruption to the upcoming Philippine
presidential election if the revelation of the nuclear deployments in the Philippines were to
leak, decided to keep this information secret by rejecting the Symington Subcommittee’s

requests for information.
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IWustration 1 A Top-Secret memo from Robert McClintock to the Acting Secretary, 1969

| N Ll i
- P L ]
i TprrLaddin
| ]l ety Yk Gedee T
TR TORLE R (Ll

DEPARTIIENT OF STATE.

wakigra BE, EEE

£ _TOP SEORETSwORIs )
e ey

J T ———
I/EN To: The Acting Scoretdcy
Nz THRI:  8/5 ! st 8= e

3 A S e £-F =N
G805 PRI J/EM - Rebect m-cli:kyik B :

SUGRJECT: Fresideniisl Decisico on Cateporfes of Information
for fymington Subconmittes to be protected by
emxmcubive privilegs

e, Blchard Allen of the weC eta®f telephonad me ac
L:30 p,uw, Codey Co asy thab yostovday the President had
slpned & divestive chet che following categerias of
inforwgtion woiild be cevered by executive privilege and
not divalged to the Sywington Subcommittae on overssns
counil buen s :

1. Contlmgensy plane.
2, €Lt acilvitles in Laos.
3, SBeorage of auclear weapons anywhare,

The Aymington Subcormittes hez epeelfically ashked for
dotailed informetion on CTA counber-insurgeccy actlvloy ™ - _\\
in Teos and on the stecage of ouclear weaponz in the
Fhilippines, Hearioge oo the lacter ftew are. scheduled
for dctober 2; on Lace for Cetober L3, The scheoomittes's
imvestigating cean, Messos, Plocuz sod Paul, heve visited
the Philippinee and Leoe and are thoroughly dnformed as
to the Lacts of nuclsar weapons stoved in the fommer country, |
and of CIA programs in the Letrer,

Fuclesr Wespons dn Philippdnes

Divulpgence of the fact that muslesr weapons ave
seored In the Philipploes, #nd have been there for masy
years withoul prlor cocsulitation with the Philippine
Govermment, would gravely jenpsvdfye—d 8. «Philippine
reluations, pa:.-..j.cn.l:_q;_{.:;\'-‘ﬁ"_f w ave “of the prosidsntial

s -

e worpermones
l\‘ﬁ%} HECRET u_ap&____f}_.
e —— b |

Source: U.S. Department of State, 1969c

The decision to conceal the presence of nuclear weapons from the Filipino public was made
in close collaboration with President Ferdinand Marcos, who had been secretly informed of the
weapons’ existence since 1966. The Nixon administration viewed Marcos as a crucial ally in the region
and sought to maintain his political power, even at the expense of transparency and democratic
principles (Bacho, 1987; Overholt, 1986). By withholding this sensitive information from the Philippine
government and the public, the U.S. aimed to preserve its strategic military advantage and avoid
any potential backlash that could have disrupted the upcoming presidential election and threatened

Marcos’s continued rule.
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Analysis: Strategic Culture and Nuclear Weapons in the Philippines

Without a doubt, the nuclear stockpiles secrecy in the Philippines could ultimately
lead to a period of increased strain and mistrust between the United States and the Philippines.
Many Filipinos may view the covert deployment of nuclear weapons as a violation of the
Philippines’ territorial integrity and its ability to act as an independent nation in the
international arena. Some experts and pundits have even accused the U.S. of “nuclear
hypocrisy,” given that Washington supports non-proliferation while maintaining the world’s
largest stockpile and stationing weapons in allied countries without their full knowledge and
consent. The presence of these weapons could have made the Philippines a target in the
event of a conflict between the U.S. and the Soviet Union or China. Furthermore, it could
have complicated the Philippines’ relations with its neighbors, some of whom were wary of

the U.S. military presence in the region.

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that U.S.-Philippine relations have long been shaped
not only by shared strategic cultures between Washington and Manila, but also by reciprocal
strategic interests that have defined their alliance since the end of World War Il (See figure 2).
The United States has consistently acted as a security guarantor for the Philippines, while
the Philippines has accommodated American interests in various military and security
endeavors—especially in the context of anti-communist cooperation. Hence, the revelation
of nuclear stockpiles at American bases did not appear to jeopardize the ties between the

two countries as previously anticipated.

Figure 2 Strategic Culture and Nuclear Weapons Secrecy
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Placed an emphasis on internal security and regime legitimacy, the strategic culture
of the Philippines is strongly affected by its colonial history, seography, and liberal-democratic
system. This distinct viewpoint has long been shaped by the strategic choices of a select group
of elites—roughly 400 families who have controlled local politics, the economy, and society
since the Philippines gained its independence in 1946 (Castro, 2014). The strategic preferences
of the Philippines’ political elite have been reflected in the Armed Forces of the Philippines’
long-standing counterinsurgency operations, limited conventional military capabilities, low
defense expenditures, and reliance on the United States for military assistance and security
assurances. For these elites, strong ties with the United States have been seen as a guarantee

of political and economic stability.

Furthermore, as discussed in the theoretical framework section, strategic culture’s
influence on foreign policy is deeply rooted in the diffusion of norms and social interactions
among political elites. President Marcos, a staunchly pro-American leader, had internalized
the American-style liberal democratic system in which he was educated and trained, as well
as American security norms and personal relationships with U.S. policymakers. This elite
pragmatism aligns with the Philippines under Marcos and shapes the country’s perception of
threats and security needs. Given its limited defense capabilities, it is unsurprising that Manila
would heavily rely on Washington as an external security guarantor. Simultaneously, the
Philippine government during the Cold War understood the American grand strategy of
Containment Policy and the country’s strategic location as a staging ground for U.S. power
projection in Southeast Asia against communism. Consequently, the Philippines played a role

of strategic accommodation to the United States.

A prime example of this pragmatic and mutually beneficial alliance was during the
Marcos administration’s declaration of martial law. With the backing of the Nixon administration,
which prioritized realpolitik over democratic ideals, Marcos consolidated power, dismantling
institutional checks and balances (Doronila, 1985) and ushering in a period of authoritarian
rule (Navera, 2018). This era was marked by human rights abuses, suppression of dissent, and
the erosion of democratic norms, further entrenching a system of patronage and cronyism
that would plague the country for decades to come. As a matter of fact, the Nixon
administration’s muted response to Marcos’s martial law declaration underscores the U.S.
focus on preserving its strategic interests in the region, even at the expense of Philippine

sovereignty and democratic values. As evidenced by the declassified documents, the U.S.
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government prioritized maintaining Marcos’s political power, viewing him as a crucial ally in
the fight against communism. This support, however, came at a cost, as it further alienated
the Filipino public and fueled anti-American sentiment. This decision to prioritize geopolitical
strategy over democratic principles would have long-lasting repercussions for U.S.-Philippine
relations, contributing to a legacy of mistrust that continues to shape the dynamics between

the two countries.

In summary, the covert deployment of these weapons, hidden from the Philippine
government and public, had significant implications for the U.S.-Philippine relationship. While
the revelation of the nuclear stockpiles could have strained ties between the two countries,
the strategic cultures and reciprocal strategic interests of both Manila and Washington have
helped maintain their alliance. Despite the potential for increased tension and mistrust due
to this covert action, the shared security cooperation and interdependence forged over
decades have sustained the partnership between the United States and the Philippines. If
anything, the secret nuclear stockpile in U.S. bases in the Philippines has long been relegated

to the shadows of Cold War history, but its legacy continues to linger in the 21st century.

Conclusion

During the Cold War, Southeast Asia had been a battleground of great power competition,
and the Philippines, due to its strategic location and close ties with the U.S., was inevitably
drawn into this rivalry. The secret stationing of nuclear weapons in the Philippines during this
period represents a significant yet often overlooked aspect of U.S. foreign policy and its impact
on bilateral relations. The United States, driven by its ¢lobal strategic objectives, sought to
contain the spread of communism and maintain its dominance in the Asia-Pacific region. It is
worth noting that while Southeast Asian countries made efforts, such as ZOPFAN and SEANWFZ,
to prevent major powers from jeopardizing regional stability, particularly from nuclear threats,
these attempts ultimately proved to be ineffective, as evidenced by the United States’ covert

nuclear deployment in the Philippines.

Although the U.S. decision to secretly deploy nuclear weapons in the Philippines had
far-reaching implications for the country’s security and political climate, it did not substantially
undermine bilateral relations. In fact, U.S.-Philippines ties have historically been shaped by a

strategic culture within the Philippines — one characterized by a dependence on the U.S. for
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security guarantees and influenced by a small group of elites (Castro, 2014) — which allowed
the U.S. to prioritize its own strategic interests, even when they conflicted with democratic
principles and Philippine sovereignty. This is particularly evident in the close rapport between
the Marcos and Nixon administrations. Despite Marcos’s imposition of martial law in 1972 and
the widespread human rights violations that ensued, the Nixon administration continued its
support, largely turning a blind eye. This permissiveness was rooted in a shared anti-communist

stance and the strategic importance of maintaining a U.S. military presence in the Philippines.

The end of the Cold War era substantially reshaped the relationship between the
United States and the Philippines. With the collapse of the Berlin Wall, the strategic imperative
for sustaining a robust alliance diminished, ultimately leading the Philippine Senate to decline
renewing the Military Bases Agreement in 1991 (Harding, 2024). This decision marked a significant
turning point, as the departure of U.S. forces from the Philippines signaled a shift in the
long-standing alliance between the two nations. While the 1951 Mutual Defense Treaty remained
in place, the lack of a clear threat that warranted its continuation raised questions about the

future direction of U.S.-Philippine relations in the post-Cold War era.

Without a doubt, the Philippines is of strategic importance to the U.S. amid the
renewed great power competition with China (De Castro, 2016). While the U.S. no longer
maintains military bases in the Philippines, the two countries’ alliance remains strong through
military exercises, security cooperation, and mutual defense treaties. A prime example is the
Visiting Forces Agreement, which was ratified in 1999 and is a bilateral agreement governing
the conduct of U.S. troops in the Philippines (De Castro, 2020). This shift in U.S. military strategy,
known as “places not bases” (Dosch, 2009), allows American allies to facilitate the presence
of U.S. troops, which helps strengthen U.S. presence without the need for permanent basing

as during the Cold War.

In the 21st century, China’s assertive behavior and land reclamation, combined with
the unorthodox and unpredictable nature of the current U.S. president—marked by a nationalist
and neo-mercantilist approach—have cast uncertainty over Washington and Manila’s strategic
interests. Although strategic culture is shaped by enduring historical norms, it is not immutable.
Norm diffusion and social interaction can lead to significant shifts in a state’s strategic
orientation. The strategic cultures of both countries may inevitably evolve, given the unorthodox

and unpredictable nature of the current U.S. president and the growing influence of China in
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The Forgotten Bombs: America’s Secret Nuclear

Deployment in the Philippines During the Cold War

the region. The long shadow of the Cold War—particularly the legacy of secret nuclear stockpiles
in the Philippines—continues to re-emerge, deepening mistrust between the two countries.
Notably, the Philippines is the only Southeast Asian country to have constructed a nuclear
power plant. Built in the 1970s in Bataan Province, approximately 40 miles from Manila, the
plant never produced a single watt of electricity due to safety concerns. Due to safety
concerns, the Bataan Nuclear Power Plant never produced a single watt of electricity.
However, if Manila proceeds with its Nuclear Energy Roadmap and achieves its goal of having
commercially operational nuclear power plants by 2032, nuclear-related issues and security
concerns will inevitably resurface. These “forgotten bombs” remain a lingering specter of the

Cold War—one that continues to haunt and potentially complicate U.S.-Philippine relations.
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