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Abstract 
 

 

US-Korea-Japan (UKJ) tripartite security partnership stands precariously as the 

bilateral conflicts between Korea and Japan escalated to possible termination of the General 

Security of Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA). Although many point out historical 

animosity between Korea and Japan as a major factor in the downward trend of the trilateral 

relationship, this dissertation searches for other factors at play. Hypothetically, first, the 

divergence in security threat perception between Korea and Japan may have served as a 

source of disagreement. Second, absence of US mediation in Korean-Japanese tensions may 

have fed the bilateral dispute to detrimentally influence the trilateral security cooperation. 

Looking at the state of the tripartite security partnership as a dependent variable, this 

dissertation attempts to confirm the hypotheses with recent cases pertaining to relations 

between Korea and Japan on the basis of independent variables: economy, politics, and 

society. Arguably, all of the three dependent variables are influential to a certain degree in the 

currently precarious state of the trilateral relationship, but the political factors, especially 

leadership power transitions domestic politics in East Asia, have played the most significant 

parts in shifting states’ behaviors of concerning actors in a way to have weakened the 

integration of the UKJ trilpartite security partnership. 

 

Keywords: East Asian security, trilateralism, alliance management, US-Korea-Japan 

relations. 
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ADMM-PLUS ASEAN Defense Minister’s Meeting-Plus 

ADIZ Air Defense Identification Zone 

APATO Asian Pacific Treaty Organization 

A2/AD Anti-Access / Area Denial 

BRI Belt and Road Initiative 
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DPRK Democratic People's Republic of Korea 

EDSCG Deterrence Strategy Consultation Group 

EEZ Exclusive economic zone 

FONOP Freedom of Navigation Operation 

FTA Free Trade Agreement 

GSOMIA General Security of Military Information Agreement  

ICBM Intercontinental Ballistic Missile 

JSDF Japan Self-Defense Forces 

JSP Japan Socialist Party 

KMPR Korea Massive Punishment and Retaliation 

LDP Liberal Democratic Party 

NAFTA North American Free Trade Agreement 

NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

OECD  Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

PLA People’s Liberation Army 

PSI Proliferation Security Initiative 

QUAD Quadrilateral Security Dialogue 

ROK Republic of Korea 

SLBM Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missile 

TCOG Trilateral Coordination and Oversight Group 

THAAD Terminal High Altitude Area Defense 
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TPP Trans-Pacific Partnership 

UKJ US-Korea-Japan 

UN United Nations 

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

USFK United States forces in Korea 

USSR Union of Soviet Socialist Republics/Soviet Union 
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CHAPTER 1:  

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1 Research Background, Motivation, and Objectives 
 

The trilateral security partnership among the United States (hereinafter the “US”), Korea, and 

Japan is one of the longest-lasting security alliances on the globe and significantly contributed 

to peace and stability in East Asia. US-KOR-Japan (UKJ) security trilateralism has been 

mutually beneficial for each other, providing South Korea (hereinafter “Korea”) and Japan 

with stable environment conducive for steady economic development while they cooperated 

with the US to check and balance Communist power: USSR, China, and the DPRK during the 

Cold War period.
1
  

At the end of the Cold War, the usefulness of the UKJ security partnership was called 

into question. As Korea and Japan experienced political transitions, their bilateral ties with the 

US suffered with heated debates over US military presence in their nations. In addition, the 

security partnership between Korea and Japan has frequently been challenged by unabated 

history issues featured in Japan’s colonial legacy as well as territorial disputes, causing the 

US to mediate between the two. Despite the difficulties, the core of the UKJ partnership 

remained unchanged and occasionally stepped up cooperation particularly surrounding the 

issue of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (hereinafter the “DPRK) regarding 

nuclear programs.  

However, the UKJ security partnership has been faced with new challenges from 

growing communist threats by the rise of China and the DPRK’s success in developing its 

own nuclear weapons. In spite of the growing external threat, the security partnership seems 

fragmenting. The most obvious trend is bilateral disputes between Korea and Japan. Korean 

president, Moon Jae-in, made a clear by stating, at the 2017 trilateral meeting in New York 

                                                        
1 Hyeran Jo and Jongryn Mo, “Does the United States Need a New East Asian Anchor? The Case for 

U.S.-Japan-Korea Trilateralism,” Asia Policy, no. 9, (2010):68-69, https://www.jstor.org/stable/24904972. 
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with Trump and Abe, “Japan is not our ally.”
2
 Furthermore, heated political debates rose 

between Korea and Japan over wartime forced labor and sex slave issue caused a mini trade 

war between the two nations and subsequently anti-Japanese sentiment brought about a 

nationwide boycott called “NO Japan movement” among the Korean populace in the mid-

2019. The worst part is that Korea made a decision to terminate the General Security of 

Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA) with Japan in the same year, but neither of the 

two nations seemed to step back and negotiate for a concession amid the heated bilateral 

tension.
3
 Considering the fact that the GSOMIA row emerged from political arguments 

regarding Japan’s colonial legacy, soured relations between Korea and Japan are not new. 

However, what makes the recent situation different than before is the fact that there has been 

lack of actions taken by the US to fix the deteriorating relationship. Even though experts in 

Washington voiced their concerns, arguing Korea’s discontinuation of the GSOMIA only 

benefits the DPRK and China, US president, Donald Trump, has been reluctant to take on a 

mediator role by stating that he has already been involved in a range of issues for Korea and 

does not know how much more he should help the country.
4
  

In the context of this research background, this dissertation investigated main 

contributing factors to the downward trend of the security cooperation which has been 

apparent for the last few years. A research focus on this issue can be academically significant 

given the recent tumultuous geopolitical environment in East Asia. In previous researches 

regarding this topic, the focuses were more on factors that existed in a historical grudge 

between Korea and Japan. For example, anti-Japanese sentiments that periodically emerge in 

Korea have been to blame for ailing trilateral cooperation among the US, Korea, and Japan. 

Much of historical evidence and analyses prove the point that ugly history between Korea and 

Japan has played a huge part in how much they should cooperate with each other in terms of 

regional security.  

                                                        
2 Kim Min-sang 김민상, “Mun Daetongnyeong, Teureompeu·Abe Myeonjeonseo ‘Ilboneun Uri 

Dongmaeng-i Anida’” 문 대통령, 트럼프·아베 면전서 ‘일본은 우리 동맹이 아니다’ [President Moon, 

in front of Trump and Abe , ‘Japan is not our ally’], Joongang Daily, November 5, 2017, 

https://news.joins.com/article/22084593. (accessed February 15, 2020) 
3 Kang Choi et al, “The Shifting Environment in Northeast Asia and Our Responses,” Issue Briefs, 

(2019):1-3, https://en.asaninst.org/wp-content/themes.  
4 Han Sang-jun 한상준, “Hanil Modu Joahandaneun Teureompeu ‘Eolmana Maneun Il Gaeipaeya 

Hana’” 한일 모두 좋아한다는 트럼프 ‘얼마나 많은 일 개입해야 하나’ [Trump, a fan of both South 

Korea and Japan, ‘How much further should I involve?’], DongA.com, July 22, 2019, 

http://www.donga.com/news/article/all/20190722/96627795/1. (accessed February 15, 2020) 

https://news.joins.com/article/22084593
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Despite the fact that the historical factors can explain one of the main causes for the 

collapsing trilateral security cooperation, more diversified discussion to investigate other 

variables would give a deeper sense of the troubled security trilateralism. The dynamics of 

East Asia have rapidly changed for the last decades as China has grown to a world super 

power and been challenging the regional order at the same time as the DPRK has been 

shaking the regional security to a large extent by declaring as a nuclear state under the new 

leadership of Kim Jong-un, who is an increasingly unpredictable figure. It is, therefore, 

logical to say that China’s growing presence in the region and the unpredictable nature of the 

DPRK with its deadly weapons should be factored into discussing the current dynamics of the 

UKJ security cooperation.  

In addition, it appears that the focus on the historical factors to the worsening trend of 

the security cooperation seem to overlook the possibility that the US can also undermine its 

own security tie with the Republic of Korea (ROK) and Japan. Often, the majority of the view 

shows that the US is perhaps the only country that can fix the historical issue between Korea 

and Japan to finally bring peace in the alliance.
5
 However, “Does the US always play a 

positive role and remain selfless to bring all the three nations together?” It is assumed that US 

foreign policies have dramatically changed as a regional hegemon in East Asia for a variety of 

reasons and its own security architecture has been further influenced by it. As such, it can be 

seen worthwhile to examine US contributions to the downward trend of the security 

trilateralism. 

Thus, this dissertation investigated possible contributing factors to causes for the 

disintegration of security cooperation between Korea and Japan beyond the historical factor, 

assuming the changing dynamics of politics in East Asia has been deeply influential in the 

recent trend of the UKJ tripartite security relations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
5 Evans S. Medeiros, “There’s a crisis unfolding in Asia. The U.S. is the only actor that can fix it,” The 

Washington Post, July 16, 2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions. (accessed February 17, 2020) 
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1.2 Research Question 

 

In the light of the current security climate in East Asia, it is high time that the UKJ trilateral 

relations improved its cooperation so that it can counterbalance the newly strengthened 

Communist power with China’s growing military projection and the DPRK’s acquired nuclear 

state. Nevertheless, the opposite is happening within the security tie and the level of 

cooperation seems to have reached its lowest point. Against this background, this dissertation 

raises a question: “Why has the UKJ tripartite security cooperation been precarious?”  
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CHAPTER 2:  

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 

2.1 The Concept of UKJ Tripartite Security Cooperation 

 

Trilateralism means “cooperative security behavior between three states or strategic polities 

to promote specific values and orders.”
6
 Actors in trilateral relations share the same foreign 

policy interests and balance against their common threats in order to protect the pre-

established regional or international order. Trilateral security ties are, therefore, more than just 

“the sum of bilateral relations between the countries that are willing to cooperate.” The 

trilateral cooperation among the US, Korea, and Japan fit this basic concept of trilateral 

security since these countries work together in regional and trans-regional security issues, are 

strategic allies with bilateral military cooperation, and share common interests in keeping 

peace in East Asia.
7
  

It is considered that states seeking trilateralism preliminarily decide on whether to use 

a hub-and-spoke system or a three-way mechanism. With a hub-and-spoke system, two 

bilateral ties are pivotal to bring three countries together in a trilateral relationship. This 

system is also called “two-legged” structure. A three-way type is, on the other hand, an 

extension of a multilateral structure and it can be an independent cooperation from a 

multilateral framework.
8
 From this rudimentary definition of the types of trilateral relations, 

the UKJ security relationship is classified as a hub-and-spoke system due to the fact that the 

US is the core actor that connects Korea and Japan together to the trilateral relations with its 

individual bilateral ties with each nation. Theoretically, such two-legged structures can 

develop into three-legged structures and if the three-way relations mature, then trilateralism is 

considered in its fuller form.
9
  

                                                        
6 William Tow et al, Asia-Pacific Security: US, Australia and Japan and the New Security Triangle, 

(CRC Press: Taylor & Francis, 2008), 24.   
7 Jo and Mo, “The United States Need,” 71. 
8 Ibid.,72. 
9 Ibid.; The US-ROK-Japan security trilateralism has largely been a “two-legged” structure. It once 

developed into a fuller form with a “three-legged” structure by aligning their policies towards North Korea 
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In other words, the UKJ security partnership consists of two sets of bilateral alliance: 

the US-Korea and the US-Japan as well as bilateral cooperation between Korea and Japan. 

Among those three sets of bilateral ties, the US-Japan alliance is considered as a core unit of 

the entire UKJ partnership, described as the bilateral alliance has been an “anchor of US 

security role in Asia” and a “linchpin of the US East Asian policy” by a number of scholars.
10

 

Conversely, the bilateral security relations between Korea and Japan are loosely connected. 

Ralph Cossa named the tie between the two nations “virtual alliance” since they are “quasi-

allies” (see Figure 1) working in concert with each other mainly through their respective 

alliances with the US.
11

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: Author’s own account 

 

2.2 Research Hypotheses 

 

In this section, this dissertation poses two hypotheses developed from further literature review 

regarding threat perception between Korea and Japan, and US mediation in Korean-Japanese 

conflicts. It can be viewed that security cooperation or quasi-alliance between Korea and 

Japan falls into a certain pattern depending on how they perceive external threats. John 

Warden argues that when threat perception is high, Korea and Japan tend to cooperate in areas 

such as intelligence sharing. But further development of the security partnership is prone to 

                                                                                                                                                                             

through the establishment the Trilateral Coordination and Oversight Group (TCOG) in 1999. However, the 

group was only limited to DPRK affairs and failed to last long. 
10 Ibid.,73; Emma Chanlett-Avery et al, “The U.S.-Japan Alliance,” CRS report, (2019):1, 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL33740.pdf. 
11 Scott Snyder, “Is It Time for the U.S.-Japan-South Korea Virtual Alliance to Get Real?,” Council on 

Foreign Relations, https://www.cfr.org/blog. (accessed February 15, 2020) 

The 

US 

Korea Japan 

Alliance Alliance 

Quasi-allies 

Fig. 1 UKJ hub-and-spoke trilateral security relations model 
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be disrupted by political rows caused by nationalism, economic, and territorial disputes.
12

 

Kwon Young-geun supports Warden’s view, saying shared enemy is the fundamental reason 

for the formation of an alliance and the cooperation was easier until the end of the Cold War 

due to the fact that there was a clear Communist threat in East Asia.
13

 Stephen Walt, a 

prominent scholar in alliance studies, proved that the significance of shared threat perception 

in forming an alliance. In his alliance theory, an external threat is the basic reason for the 

formation of alliances and changing perceptions of threat within the alliance can undermine 

the continuation of it.
14

  

As stated in Park Young-jun’s book, “Shifting South Korea’s foreign policy and South 

Korea-Japan security relations, 1965~2015,” the two nations worked cooperatively with each 

other on the security end especially when there were critical threats from either the DPRK or 

China. In 1968, then Korean President Park Chung-hee suggested to establish the Asian 

Pacific Treaty Organization (APATO), which was considered an Asian version of North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), with Japan and Taiwan in the wake of the DPRK’s 

capture of US naval ship, Pueblo and guerrilla attack on Korean citizens. At the end of the 

collapse of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), China and the DPRK turned 

more aggressive with their nuclear tests in 1993. China also threatened Japan by exploring the 

disputed Senkaku/Diaoyutai islands, for oil in 1995. Against the backdrop of the increasing 

security threat, Korea and Japan stepped up their security cooperation in semi-

institutionalized ways. They exchanged military personnel and information with each other as 

well as regularly held ministry-level conferences over security issues. However, the DPRK 

continued to provoke its neighbors by launching its new Taepodong missile over Japan in 

1998, eventually encouraging Korea and Japan to engage in Search-and-rescue drills until 

2013, establishing military hotline and security policy conference. More importantly, trilateral 

cooperation among the US, Korea, and Japan was boosted to a point in which they finally 

institutionalized the trilateral security cooperation by setting up Trilateral Coordination and 

                                                        
12 John Warden, “The Trilateralism Dilemma,” Council on Foreign Relations, June 12, 2019, 

https://www.cfr.org/blog/trilateralism-dilemma. (accessed February 25, 2020) 
13 Kwon Young-geun 권영근, “Hanil Anbohyeomnyeok Ganghwa Wae Bujeongjeogilkka? Yakwa 

Wae Geungjeongjeogilkka” 한일 안보협력 강화 왜 부정적일까? 약화 왜 긍정적일까? [Why 

strengthening South Korea-Japan security cooperation is not positive but negative], Korea Military Reform 

Institute 한국국방개혁연구소, August 21, 2019, https://blog.naver.com/ygk555/221623856126. (accessed 

February 17, 2020) 
14 Stephen Walt, “Why Alliances Endure or Collapse,” Survival: Global Politics and Strategy 39, no. 1 

(1997):157-164, https://doi.org/10.1080/00396339708442901.   
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Oversight Group (TCOG) for the purpose to produce shared policy towards the DPRK with 

regards to the missile crisis. In 2009, Korea also joined Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI) 

and invited Japan’s naval ships to Busan for PSI international drills in the wake of the 

DPRK’s second nuclear weapons program. Korea and Japan also agreed to sign the GSOMIA 

and Acquisition and Cross-Servicing Agreement (ACSA) in 2011.
15

  

Soeya Yoshihide shares the same views with Park, claiming that external threats from 

the DPRK and China almost always served as a key element that boosts security cooperation 

between Korea and Japan. In response to communist threats increased by the DPRK’s attack 

on Korean Cheoan naval ship and Yeognpyeong island in 2010, and China’s protection of the 

DPRK regarding the issue, then-Korean President Lee Myung-bak actively engaged with 

Japan on the security front, agreed with the JSDF’s participation in an annual US-Korea 

military drill as an observer in 2010 and signed the abovementioned ACSA and GSOMIA.
16

  

Soeya continues to argue that the cooperation between Korea and Japan has been 

facilitated by systematic changes of US alliance architecture from the beginning of the 21st 

century where the US attempted to develop its bilateral hub-and-spoke style alliance system 

into a new security network with US-Japan alliance as the nexus, depicted as “US-Japan＋α,” 

and Korea, Australia, and India have been mainly considered as reliable partners to form such 

triangular alliance system. Especially, there is a common view within US-Japan alliance that 

it is the only alliance capable of counterbalancing growing communist threats, particularly 

from China, and therefore, the US-Japan＋α system is the extension of this strategic 

thinking.
17

 Taking historical evidence of ad-hoc security cooperation into consideration, 

Korea-Japan security cooperation developed not only when there were obvious threats either 

from China or the DPRK but Korea perceive the threats to the same degree as the US and 

Japan do as an alpha actor. Therefore, it is viewed that Korea-Japan security cooperation 

develops when US-Japan alliance strategically include Korea to counterbalance China, 

aligning the threat perception within the alliance system.  

                                                        
15 Park Young-jun 박영준, “Han-gugoegyowa Haniranbo Gwan-gye-ui Byeonyong, 1965~2015” 

한국외교와 한일안보 관계의 변용, 1965~2015 [Shifting South Korea’s Foreign Policy and South Korea-

Japan Security relations], Japan Critique 일본비평, no. 12, (2015):137-160, http://s-

space.snu.ac.kr/bitstream/10371/93919/1/06.pdf. 
16 Soeya Yoshihide 添谷芳秀, “Koukyouzai to si te no nitibei doumei―souron” 

公共財としての日米同盟―総論 [US-Japan Alliance for Common Good], The Japan Institute of 

International Affairs, (2011):148, http://www2.jiia.or.jp/pdf/resarch/h22_nichibei_kankei/15_Chapter2-1.pdf.  
17 Soeya, “Koukyouzai” 146.  
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However, an important aspect is missing from both Park and Soeya’s works. They 

failed to factor into a possibility that China’s rise could be strong enough to transform those 

“alpha nations” into swing states, causing misalignment of threat perception within the 

alliance system. Kimura Kan rightly points out that Korea under President Park Geun-hye 

started to look at China differently from her predecessor Lee Myung-bak, attempting to strike 

a balance between the US and China amid the US-China power competition. He also states 

that Korean media, unlike the era of President Lee, hardly discussed “China threat” as Park 

came to power, contrasting to Japan’s alignment with the US with high threat perception of 

China.
18

 Hiraiwa Shunji added that Korea values China more than anytime not only on the 

economic domain due to its economic dependence on the Chinese market, but also on the 

inter-Korean politics since China’s leverage over the DPRK has increased to a great extent.
19

 

 

Tab. 1 Korea-Japan threat perception and security cooperation (1960s-2010s) 

 

Time 1960-1970 1980-mid 1990s Late 1990s-mid 2000s Mid 2000s-2010 

Threat 

The DPRK’s capture of the 

USS Pueblo (1966) 

Uljin–Samcheok Landings 

(1968) 

1
st
 DPRK Nuclear Crisis 

(1993-1994) 

Chinese Nuclear Crisis 

(1993) 

China’s oil exploration 

around Senkaku/Diaoyutai 

islands (1995) 

Taepodong Missile Crisis 

(1998) 

2
nd

 DPRK Nuclear Crisis 

(2009) 

Cheonan sinking (2010) 

Bombardment of 

Yeonpyeong (2010) 

Cooperation APATO (1968) 

Security exchanges (military 

personnel, information, and 

meetings) (mid 1990s) 

SAR drills (1998) 

Military Hotline (1999) 

Security Policy 

Conference (1998) 

TCOG (1999) 

PSI (2009) 

GSOMIA (2011) 

ACSA (2011) 

Source: Author’s own account 

 

Considering Park and Soeya’s works, shared threat perception between Korea and 

Japan has been a key element that created a variety of security cooperation against communist 

threats (see Table 1). However, as pointed out by Kimura and Hiraiwa, Korea perhaps began 

to deviate from its original perception of communist regimes, especially China, as Chinese 

                                                        
18 Kimura Kan 木村幹, 新政権下の日韓関係： 日韓両国は何故対立するか [Korea-Japan 

Relations under The New Governments: Why Korea and Japan Are Confronting Each Other], Issues&Studies 42, 

no. 4 (2013):17-18, http://nccur.lib.nccu.edu.tw/bitstream/140.119/104775/1/42-4-1.pdf.  
19 Hiraiwa Shunji 平岩俊司, “Tyuukan kankei no 'hendou' to kitatyousen” 中韓関係の「変動」と 

北朝鮮, [‘Shifts’ in Korea-China Relations and the DPRK], International Affairs, no. 655 (2016):17, 

http://www2.jiia.or.jp/kokusaimondai_archive/2010/2016-10_003.pdf?noprint.  
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global profile increases. Thus, it can be assumed that lack of security cooperation between 

Korea and Japan is possibly linked with this diverging threat perception between the two 

countries. As such, this dissertation poses its first hypothesis: 

 

H1) “The bigger the threat perception gap between Korea and Japan, the less likely 

they cooperate with each other” 

 

Added to possible divergence in the threat perception between Korea and Japan in 

relation to China and the DPRK, in discussion of Korea-Japan relations, the US role is 

significant given the fact that the US is their common power patron. Therefore, this 

dissertation also focuses on how US commitment can possibly shift the dynamics of security 

cooperation between Korea and Japan.  

A well-known expert in the UKJ triangular security relations, Victor D. Cha, earlier 

proposed his “abandonment” theory to explain the changing level of security cooperation 

between Korea and Japan as US commitment shifts. He argued that “fear of US abandonment 

determine when and under what conditions historical anger most affects the tenor of 

relations,”
20

 proved with the analyses of correlations among variables of external threats, US 

commitments, and historical animosity that Korea and Japan tend to form closer bilateral ties 

when they are feared of US abandonment.
21

   

However, Cha’s abandonment theory may not be applicable in the current dynamics of 

UKJ relations in which the Trump administration’s commitment to the quasi-alliance has been 

low but security cooperation between Korea and Japan has been weakened as the bilateral 

tensions escalate with historical animosity.
22

 Rather, the declining trend of the security 

cooperation can be better explained by Woo Seung-ji’s work, testing two opposing 

hypotheses: the disengagement hypothesis and the engagement-coalition politics hypothesis. 

Woo proved that when the US actively engages in East Asian affairs, Korea and Japan are 

more likely to cooperate, by categorizing and analyzing disengagement and engagement 

                                                        
20 Victor D. Cha, “Abandonment, Entrapment, and Neoclassical Realism in Asia: The United States, 

Japan, and Korea,” International Studies Quarterly 44, No. 2 (2000):261, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3013998. 
21 Ibid., 285.  
22 Trump takes transactional approaches towards Korea and Japan, causing its key East Asian allies to 

doubt its commitment to the alliance system. See 4.2.2 in Chapter 4 for more information specific to this topic.   
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periods on the basis of four different US presidencies,
23

 disapproved that US reduction in 

alliance commitment boosts security cooperation between Korea and Japan.   

The claim that the US engagement increases Korea-Japan cooperation is perhaps 

evidenced by historical cases in which the US engaged in Korea-Japan relations, especially in 

association with sensitive issues regarding history, territory, and the DPRK, in the form of 

mediation. According to Yamamoto Kentaro’s in-depth analysis of Korea-Japan relations 

from 1965 at which the two nations normalized their relations since the end of WWII, the US 

has been the only country that is capable to bring Korea and Japan together. By and large, 

bilateral conflicts between Korea and Japan have rested on Japan’s colonial legacy and 

territory which caused a great deal of animosity among the Korean. Based on Yamamoto’s 

work, America’s engagement in the relations between its key East Asian allies has not only 

increased security partnership but also helped to alleviate the bilateral tensions. The most 

striking case is perhaps that Korea and Japan normalized their relations in 1965 by reaching a 

compromise of Korea’s right to claim colonial damage inflicted by the Empire of Japan. 

Yamamoto argued that this would not have been possible without America’s strong 

willingness to restore the Korea-Japan relations,
24

 and this view has been shared by other 

scholars as well such as Daniel Sneider stated that the normalization of the two nations 

succeeded after relentless efforts from the US who engaged in a “behind-the-scene 

mediation.”
25

 In the most recent case, American President Barrack Obama involved in 

historical disputes between Seoul and Tokyo by hosting a trilateral meeting with Park and 

Abe on the sideline of the 2014 Nuclear Security Summit in The Hague.
26

 It is a well-known 

                                                        
23 Woo Seung-ji 우승지, “Naengjeon Sigi Han-guk-Ilbon Hyeomnyeogui Peojeul Bulgaeipgaseol Dae 

Gaeip-Yeonhapjeongchigaseol 냉전 시기 한국-일본 협력의 퍼즐 불개입가설 대 개입-연합정치가설 

[Explaining South Korean-Japanese Cooperation during the Cold War Era: Disengagement Hypothesis vs. 

Engagement-Coalition Politics Hypothesis], Korean Political Science Review 37, no.3 (2003):134-143; Woo 

categorized the presidencies of Richard M. Nixon and James Carter as the disengagement periods, and 

categorized the presidencies of Lyndon B. Johnson and Ronald Reagan as the engagement periods. 
24 Yamamoto Kentaro 山本健太郎,“Kokkou seizyou ka kara 50 tosi no nikkan kankei: rekis, ryoudo, 

anzen hosyou mondai wo tyuusin ni” 国交正常化から 50 年の日韓関係 ―歴史・領土・安全保障問題を

中心に― [The 50 Years of Korea-Japan Relations Since the Normalization: From the Perspectives of History, 

Territory, and Security Issues], Reference レファレンス, (2015):45-49, 

https://dl.ndl.go.jp/view/download/digidepo_9368696_po_077203.pdf?contentNo=1. 
25 Sneider, “Advancing US-Japan-ROK,” 8.  

26 Yamamoto, “Kokkou,” 61. 
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fact that Korea and Japan were able to reach the 2016 Wartime Sex Slavery Agreement with 

the help of President Obama who supported it behind the scene.
27

  

In some other cases related to territory and the DPRK, the US also mediated between 

the two nations in resolving other sensitive issues regarding territory or the DPRK. During the 

1950s, Korean President Rhee Syngman claimed that Tsushima Island, occupied by Japan, 

should be returned to Korea, but the claim was denied by a US secretary of state, John Foster 

Dulles, stating “Tsushima Island has long been under Japanese rule. In 1974, the tension 

between Korea and Japan escalated to diplomatic disputes in association with an attempted 

assassination of Korean President Park Chung-hee by a Japanese-North Korean, Mun Se-

gwang. The Japanese government caused anger in the Park regime with its statement that 

disapproved Mun’s connection with the DPRK in committing the assassination. However, the 

bilateral tension decreased as US President Ford engaged in the disputes, convinced the 

Japan’s government to apologize for its statement.
28

  

 

Tab. 2 The history of US mediation in Korea-Japan disputes 

Year Cases 

1951 Territorial Disputes over Tsushima Island 

1965 The 1965 Treaty to Settle History Issues 

1974 Dispute over a Japanese-North Korean Terrorist, Mun Se-gwang 

2016 The 2016 Wartime Sex Slave Agreement 

Source: Author’s own account 

 

Taking the previous US mediation cases into consideration, the US made numerous 

efforts to mend a tie between Korea and Japan in the past when bilateral tensions increased 

albeit the sensitive nature of the bilateral conflicts between the two countries (see Table 2). 

Since mediation is one form of US engagement, which determines a degree of security 

cooperation between Korea and Japan as proven by Woo, it can be assumed that the 

                                                        
27 Shin Seok-ho 신석호, “Hanil Galdeung-eul Daehaneun Obamawa Teureompeuui Chai” 한일 

갈등을 대하는 오바마와 트럼프의 차이 [Difference between Obama and Trump in dealing with disputes 

between South Korea and Japan], DongA Daily, July 15, 2019,  

http://www.donga.com/news/article/all/20190715/96481272/1. (accessed March 3, 2020) 
28 Kim Jong-sung, “Hanil Galdeung-e Paljjang Kkineun Miguk... Holloseogiga Sijakdwaetda” 한일 

갈등에 팔짱 끼는 미국... 홀로서기가 시작됐다 [The United States steering clear of disputes between 

South Korea and Japan … staying away from them], Ohmynews, Jan 8, 2019, 

http://www.ohmynews.com/NWS_Web. (accessed February 18, 2020) 
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weakening trend of the UKJ security cooperation is possibly linked with the absence of US 

mediation in the Korean-Japanese conflicts. Thus, this dissertation poses its second 

hypothesis: 

 

H2) “The more the US avoids mediation between Korea and Japan, the worse the 

UKJ tripartite cooperation becomes” 

 

This dissertation investigated two hypotheses established from literature review. 

According the review of previous works, the UKJ trilateral cooperation shows distinctive 

patterns that the cooperation level is high when threat perceptions are matched between Korea 

and Japan and bilateral disputes between the two countries are managed by US mediation.  

The two research hypotheses were examined with three independent variables: 

economic, political and social factors to find out which factors have been the most influential 

in the current precarious trend of the UKJ security partnership (see Figure 2). As for the 

selection of independent variables, first, economic factors are particularly important in 

discussing security in contemporary geopolitical and geoeconomic climate in East Asia. As 

Avery Goldstein and Edward D. Mansfield stressed in their book, The Nexus of Economics, 

Security, and International Relations in East Asia, economics and security cannot be 

separated rather deeply interconnected in East Asian politics mainly because economic 

activities have dramatically grown for the last few decades in the region. They viewed the 

increased economic activities and prosperity among the East Asian nations have both 

positively and negatively influenced state relations. Economic exchanges have reshaped the 

domestic political landscape, further led to a peaceful foreign policy that has avoided a 

military conflict. But at the same time, economic prosperity has been a source of threat, in 

particular to East Asia fraught with “competing territorial claims, divided states, and lingering 

historical grievances,” due to the fact that a nation’s “military capabilities has grown along 

with the size and sophistication of the economies.”
29

 Thus, economic factors cannot be ruled 

out in a discussion of East Asian security.  

Second, factoring politics into hypothetical analysis can be particularly worthwhile to 

discuss the relations among the US, Korea, and Japan due to the fact that those three countries 

are democratic and subject to political transitions, meaning their foreign policy, national 

                                                        
29 Avery Goldstein and Edward D. Mansfield, The Nexus of Economics, Security, and International 

Relations in East Asia (Stanford University Press, 2012), 1-11.  
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interest, political agenda, and goal varies on the leadership. Since the US and Korea 

experienced political power transitions and elected new presidents, viewing domestic politics 

as one of the independent variables seem more convincing than anytime. Coupled with 

domestic politics, geopolitical factors were also considered in order to explain three actor’s 

policy behavioral changes vis-à-vis their conventional counterparts: China and the DPRK, 

who also have undergone domestic political shifts.   

Finally, in terms of the social aspect, public opinions were examined in great details so 

as to see how citizens of each nation perceive their allies and how much their views are in 

line with those of political elites. As aptly pointed out by Brad Glosserman and Scott Snyder, 

looking at public opinions in the US, Korea, and Japan can be worth of attention due to the 

fact that they are all mature democracies and public views influences foreign policy making.
30

 

 

Fig. 2 Analytical framework 

 
          Independent Variables               

                                            Dependent Variable 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Author’s own account 

    

 

2.3 Research Scope & Methods 
 

On the whole, this dissertation adopted qualitative research methods, specifically using 

archival methods, collecting and reviewing documents in the relatively recent past. Given the 

contemporary nature of the research topic, this dissertation concentrated primarily on 

relatively recent leaderships in the US, Korea and Japan. Specifically, the scope of the 

research was narrowed between the second presidential term of Barack Obama and the 

                                                        
30 Brad Glosserman and Scott Snyder, Japan-South Korea Identity Clash—East Asian Security and the 

United States (Columbia University Press, 2014), 5-6.   
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current presidency of Donald Trump (2012~2020), the former Korean president Park Geun-

hye and the incumbent President Moon Jae-in (2013~2020). Since there has been no political 

transition in the recent time in Japan, the second term of the current Prime Minister of Japan, 

Abe Shinzo (2012~2020), is solely considered. While this dissertation has specific time focus, 

it did not restrict the research scope to the aforementioned time period due to the fact that this 

dissertation sought historical evidence prior to the presidency of the three leaderships in the 

hope to support arguments.  

Meanwhile, according to the general concept of trilateralism, the UKJ security 

cooperation is a hub-and-spoke style, meaning the US is the core actor that bilaterally forms 

alliances with Korea and Japan respectively, leaving Korea and Japan are loosely connected 

on the security domain as “cooperation” or “quasi-alliance” rather than genuine “alliance.” 

Yet, tripartite system consists of three sets of dyad, and thus the lack of security cooperation 

between Korea and Japan logically mean the disintegration of the trilateral alliance system. 

Therefore, this dissertation concentrated research focus largely on relations shifting dynamics 

of bilateral ties between Korea and Japan, and how the absence of US mediation played into 

the relations. Perhaps, this can be particularly valuable given the fact that the recent debates 

over the termination of the GSOMIA, which is arguably the most convincing case to reflect 

the precarious trend of the security cooperation.  

As for the data collection, multilingual and non-numerical data were used: Korean, 

Japanese, as well as English sources. It is expected that the diversified data sources and 

information enables this dissertation to conduct balanced analyses. Books, Journals, news 

articles, editorials, public views and official documents that are related to the issue were 

reviewed for a wide range of data collection. In terms of the books, online and offline books 

from National Chengchi University Libraries were utilized. As for journals and editorials, 

sources from credible think thanks were reviewed. Annual publications, reports, policy 

analyses, comments at forums in English, Korean, and Japanese were collected and 

investigated. Regarding the public survey data, diverse sources from the US, Korea, and 

Japan were also reviewed such as public polls from the Pew Research Center, the Chicago 

Council on Global Affairs (CCGA), Gallup, the East Asia Institute, Genron NPO, NHK, and 

the Cabinet of the Government of Japan to comparatively analyze the social factor. In 

addition, news articles across political spectrum were reviewed to give a balance to the 

research. For example, conservative Korean news outlet, Joongang Daily and liberalist, 

Hankyoreh News were referenced. Lastly, official documents from American, Korean, and 
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Japanese governments were thoroughly investigated throughout the entire presidential terms 

of the leaderships. For instance, the annual publication of Korea’s Defense White Paper and 

Defense of Japan were reviewed to a great detail in order to understand the perceptional shifts 

on the security front.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202000736

 

 

17 

 

CHAPTER 3:  

THREAT PERCEPTION 

 

 

3.1 The Concept of Threat Perception and Alliance 

 

3.1.1 The definition of threat perception 

 

Threat perception has long been a popular topic in international conflicts and relations.
31

 It 

has been the decisive factor between “action and reaction in international crisis.”
32

 As David 

L. Rousseau put, in international relations, a threat is defined as a situation where one 

individual or country is either capable or intentional to harm another individual or country 

and it is a probabilistic concept because it is unsure if they inflict harm on the other.
33

 

Rousseau categorized threats into three forms: military threats, economic threats, or cultural 

threats, viewing those threats mostly exist against countries in international relations.
34

 

Janice Gross Stein argued that, in international politics, the “accumulation of economic and 

military power” can be perceived as threats by others. However, a threat in itself has no 

significant influence in a state’s behavior, requiring the process of apprehending and 

interpreting the meaning of threats to a state. This process is considered “perception,” which 

psychologists think of as the “motivation for action.”
 35

 As such, threat perception is a 

constructed concept among the political elites and publics in society that actually prompts a 

state to react to a threat.   

It is viewed that the perception of threat can be significant in relation to dynamics of 

an alliance. Stephen Walt claims that alliances are formed in response to an external threat 

and, therefore, an alliance system operates on mutual military support and aligned actions 

                                                        
31 David L. Rousseau, “Identity, Power, and Threat Perception-A Cross-National Experimental Study,” 

Journal of Conflict Resolution 51, no. 5 (2007):744, http://doi.org/10.1177/0022002707304813.  
32 Raymond Cohen, “Threat Perception in International Crisis,” Political Science Quarterly 93, no. 1 

(1978):93. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2149052%20. 
33 Rousseau, “Identity, Power,” 745.  
34 Ibid,.  
35 Janice Gross Stein, “Threat Perception in International Relations,” The Oxford Handbook of Political 

Psychology (2013):2, DOI:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199760107.013.0012.  
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against the threat.
36

 In other words, an alliance is highly likely to fragment or become fragile 

if there were disparities in interpreting the threat within allies.
37

 One might revise their 

opinions or assessment about adversaries, particularly in a positive ways. But it would affect 

the whole integrity of the alliance due to the fact that the magnitude or identity of threat 

perception has shifted. 

With the definition of threat perception and its significance in relation to the dynamics 

of alliance system, it can be assumed that there might have been a process of revising their 

threats within Korea-Japan “quasi-alliance” relations, contributing to the deterioration of 

bilateral security cooperation in the recent time. In the next part, this dissertation examined 

whether there has been any shift in Korean and Japanese threat perception towards China and 

DPRK, and causes for the perceptual gap in terms of security and economic threat between 

the two nations in a great deal of detail.  

 

 

3.1.2 Korea’s threat perception of China and the DPRK 

 

Chinese threat to Korea 

It can be argued that Korea under the leaderships of Park Geun-hye and Moon Jae-in has 

shown little changes in its perception towards China while its views of the DPRK have 

seemingly drastically shifted. The two most recent Defense White Papers published by 

Ministry of National Defense of the ROK show the recent trend regarding the nation’s threat 

perception. According to the 2016 Defense White Paper, the “Asian Paradox” phenomenon 

was prevailing to such an extent that the increasing economic interdependence failed to bring 

up a level of security cooperation, rather, an arms race among East Asian countries 

continued.
38

 Especially, China had been challenging the US as a regional revisionist by 

demanding a “new type of major power relations” to the US with its modernized military.
39

 

China’s ambition for a new regional order was clearly stated in its 2015 defense white paper 

with a “new security concept whereby the people of Asia uphold the security of Asia.”
40

  

                                                        
36 Walt, “Why alliances,” 157-158.   
37 Ibid., 159. 
38 “2016 Defense White Paper,” Ministry of National Defense of Republic of Korea, (2016):13, 

http://www.mnd.go.kr/user/mnd/upload/pblictn/PBLICTNEBOOK_201705180310163890.pdf.   
39 “2016 Defense,” 13.  
40 Ibid., 18.  
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Regardless of China’s growing military profile and desire to revise the regional order, 

Korea seemed to limit the issue to the Sino-US power struggle. The 2016 White Defense 

Paper did not suggest any measures or joint efforts with the US or Japan to counterbalance the 

rise of China. Rather, Korea seemed to expect China to play a certain role as clearly stated in 

the defense paper: “China is likely to seek peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula as well 

as in East Asia.”
41

 Korea’s expectation towards China was well reflected on its active 

engagement with China, initiated from the era of President Park. For the first time in history, 

Park and three high-ranking officials from the ROK Army, Navy, and Air Force attended 

China’s military parade celebrating the 70
th
 anniversary of Victory over Japan Day of World 

War II in 2015.
42

 A new military hotline was set up in the same year and the ROK-China 

relations gradually developed into “strategic cooperative partnership.”
43

 Beyond the circle of 

political elites, China appeared to be positively perceived across Korea. China’s President Xi 

Jinping’s favorability among the Korean public reached 59% and remained the highest among 

the leaders in East Asia besides US President Obama until bilateral tensions between Korea 

and China increased over the establishment of the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense 

(THAAD).
44

 

The similar trend continued in the Sino-ROK relations under President Moon. Korean 

Ministry of Defense stated in the 2018 Defense White Paper that the US specified China and 

Russia as “Revisionist Powers,” posing a security threat. In response, the US developed a 

multilateral countermeasure of the Indo-Pacific Strategy, based on cooperation with Japan, 

Australia, and India.
45

 But on the other hand, even though Korea agreed on the Indo-Pacific 

strategy as part of the UKJ security cooperation, there is lack of its own specified effort and 

strategy to counterbalance the threat. While Korea’s key ally, the US, is in the process of 

bolstering multilateral cooperation, instead of actively aligning with the US, it upgraded 

military relations with China. Since the ROK-China Summit at the end of year 2019, the two 

countries restored defense exchanges and cooperation which were halted amid the disputes on 

                                                        
41 Ibid., 13. 
42 Ibid., 156; President Park’s attendance in the event faced domestic criticism from the South Korean 

public.   
43 Ibid., 157.  
44 “Jubyeon-guk Jeongsang Hogamdo” 주변국 정상 호감도 [Favorability of Neighboring Countries’ 

leaders], Gallup Korea Daily Opinion, no. 298 (2018):13. https://panel.gallup.co.kr/Contents/GallupKoreaDaily/ 

GallupKoreaDailyOpinion_298(20180316).pdf; Xi Jinping’s favorability started to fall since, reached 25% in the 

wake of the THAAD disputes and hit the lowest point of 19% in March 2018. 
45 “2018 Defense White Paper,” Ministry of National Defense of Republic of Korea, (2018):8, 

http://www.mnd.go.kr/user/mnd/upload/pblictn/PBLICTNEBOOK_201907110548253080.pdf. 
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the establishment of the THAAD, arranging the 16
th
 Defense Policy Talks in May 2018 and 

bilateral talks between the Defense Ministers of the ROK and China on the sideline of the 

ASEAN Defense Minister’s Meeting-Plus (ADMM-plus) in October 2018.
46

 However, 

public opinions of China have shifted over time since the THAAD row. Korean public’s 

preference towards China seems unmatched with the deepening ties between the two nations. 

In the 2019 Pew poll showed that Korean’s confidence in Xi Jinping plummeted from 57% in 

2014 to 25% in 2019.
47

 The results were presumably affected by China’s economic 

retaliation against Korea amid the THAAD row given the fact that 93% of Koreans said 

“China has a great deal or fair amount of influence on their economy.”
48

  

On the whole, Korea has shown consistency in terms of its perception of China as a 

government throughout the era of Park and Moon. It is viewed that, to Korea, China is more 

of a strategic partner that it can cooperate with on the defensive end than a security threat. 

The idea of the “strategic partnership” with China seems to outweigh a threat posed by 

China’s increasing economic leverage over Korea while Korean public has started to fear 

China’s economic coercion.  

 

DPRK threat to Korea 

Meanwhile, as Korea has undergone domestic political transitions, its perception of the 

DPRK has fluctuated. However, there has been a general trend showing Korea’s threat 

perception towards the DPRK declines despite the fact that the DPRK has been more eager to 

achieve a nuclear power than ever since the death of its supreme leader Kim Jong-il. 

Arguably, while Korea experienced the two different presidents, Park and Moon, the 

downward trend of threat perception towards the DPRK has been accelerated.  

In the 2016 Defense White Paper published by Korean Ministry of National Defense, 

the head of the Ministry of National Defense, Han Min-koo clearly stated, in his opening 

message, the ROK Armed Forces faced an unprecedented security situation which was 

created by the DPRK’s nuclear tests and launches of Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missile 

(SLBM) in 2016.
49

 He viewed that the DPRK’s nuclear and military threats had been 

gradually increasing, in response, Korea rolled out a series of strategies such as the Korea 
                                                        

46 “2018 Defense,” 186-187.  
47 Laura Silver et al, “China’s Economic Growth Mostly Welcomed in Emerging Markets, but 

Neighbors Wary of Its Influence—U.S. still seen as world’s leading economic power,” Pew Research Center, 

(2019):38, https://www.pewresearch.org/global/wp-content. 
48 Silver et al, “China’s Economic Growth”, 16.  
49 “2016 Defense,” 5. 
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Massive Punishment and Retaliation (KMPR) for itself and Deterrence Strategy Consultation 

Group (EDSCG) to work closely with the US.
50

 In 2016, Korea extended the scope of the 

DPRK’s threat to larger areas and field, raising concerns over cyber-attacks and drone 

infiltrations considered serious threats to both regional and global peace.
51

 Especially, Korea 

under Park was skeptical of the DPRK’s approach towards the Korean government, 

describing the DPRK’s Korea policy as the “dual-track tactics of provocation and dialogue” 

with which it can gain the upper hand in inter-Korean relations.
52

 Korean public views 

appeared to be in line with threat perception on the governmental level. The 2016 Gallup poll 

found that roughly about two third of Korean public said the DPRK’s nuclear programs was a 

threat to peace on the Korean Peninsula.
53

 

However, the narrative regarding the DPRK has drastically changed under Moon. 

Korea under Moon seems to play down the DPRK threat, even depicting it as a cooperative 

partner to bring peace on the Korean Peninsula. In the 2018 Defense White Paper, the head of 

the Minister of National Defense mentioned in his opening words that there have been efforts 

made by the US, Korea, and the DPRK through summits in order to alleviate security tension 

on the Korean Peninsula.
54

 Instead of describing the DPRK as a threat to the nation, he 

emphasized on the recent “diversification of threats” such as “territorial disputes and religious 

and ethnic, transnational and nonmilitary threats.”
55

 Korea under Moon seems less likely to 

perceive the DPRK as a security threat than the previous regime due to improving inter-Korea 

relations from 2018 with a belief that the DPRK attempted to project a peaceful image to 

international community with negotiations over the denuclearization of Korean Peninsula.
56

 

A series of monumental events such as the DPRK’s athletes and cheerleaders’ participation in 

the Pyeongchang 2018 Winter Olympics hosted by Korea and Panmunjom Declaration which 

laid the groundwork for cooperation in the military domain has perhaps lowered, if not 

removed, the threat perception. There is even an opinion that the current Korean regime no 

                                                        
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid., 21.  
52 Ibid., 22.  
53 “4cha Bukaeksilheomgwa Daebuk Gwan-gye” 4 차 북핵실험과 대북 관계 [4th North Korean 

Nuclear Test and Inter-Korea Relations], Gallup Korea Daily Opinion, no. 194 (2016):11, 

http://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb; Overall, 61% of Korean public saw the DPRK’s nuclear programs were a 

threat to peace on the Korean Peninsula while 26% viewed the threat was not serious. Public threat perception 

had declined from 76% in 2013 which is three years after Cheonan sinking and Yeongpyong island bombing 

caused by the North.  
54 “2018 Defense,” 4. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid., 25.  
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longer sees the DPRK as an enemy anymore. Since the commencement of the publication of 

Defense White Paper, Korea had described the North as either prime enemy or threat in 

varying levels of seriousness. However, the description disappeared for the first time in the 

2018 Defense White Paper.
57

  

The shifting perception has also been seen among Korean public and the change is 

perhaps even more dramatic. According to Seoul National University Professor Kang Jun-

ho’s public survey conducted before and after the 2018 Winter Olympics, antagonistic 

sentiments harbored by conservative group weakened.
58

 The favorability for Kim Jon-un 

among the Korean public had largely increased from 10% to 31% after US-DPRK and inter-

Korea summits in 2018.
59

 In the early 2019, Koreans even favored Kim over a leader from 

their key ally, Donald Trump.
60

 Throughout unprecedented political moves, the DPRK seems 

to succeed in turning its image held by Koreans from a security threat to a cooperative partner 

as viewed by the Korean leadership. The 2019 Gallup poll found that more than half of 

Korean people believed that the DPRK would follow through the 2018 Inter-Korea agreement 

shortly after the 2018 Inter-Korean summit.
61

  

In general, Korea’s threat perception towards the DPRK has weakened for the last few 

years as the nation experienced a political transition. Korea under Moon is less likely to see 

the DPRK as a security threat than the previous Park regime did, arguably considering the 

DPRK as a cooperative partner to build peace in East Asia. Furthermore, the declining threat 

perception is not limited to politics, widely spreading among people in Korean society.  

 

 

 

 
                                                        

57 Lee Geun-pyeong 이근평. “Gukbangbaekseo ‘Bukaneun Jeok’ Ppaego ‘Ilbon-gwa Gibon-gachi 

Gong-yu’ Jiwotda” 국방백서 “북한은 적” 빼고 “일본과 기본가치 공유” 지웠다 [Defense White Paper, 

excluding ‘The North is Enemy,’ removing ‘Sharing Fundamental Values with Japan’], Joongang Daily, January 

16, 2020, https://news.joins.com/article/23293973. (accessed March 30, 2020) 
58 Choi Pyeong-chun 최평천, “Pyeongchang-ollimpik Jeonhu Bukan Insik, Bosucheung-i Deo Mani 

Gaeseon” 평창올림픽 전후 북한 인식, 보수층이 더 많이 개선 [North Korean Perception before and 

after the Pyeongchang Olympic, Conservative Group’s Improved the Most], Yonhap News, May 21, 2020, 

https://www.yna.co.kr/view. (accessed March 30, 2020) 
59 “Gallup Korea Daily Opinion,” Gallup Report, no. 379, (2019):9. https://www.gallup.co.kr/dir.  
60 In February 2019, Kim’s favorability rate (27%) was higher than that of Trump (24%). 
61 “Bukan, Daebuk Jiwon Gwallyeon Insik” 북한, 대북지원 인식 [Perception towards North Korea 

and North Korean Aids], Gallup Korea Daily Opinion, no. 354 (2019):11. 

http://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/fileDownload.asp?seqNo=1013&bType=8.  
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3.1.3 Japan’s threat perception of China and the DPRK 

 

Chinese threat to Japan 

Along with the DPRK, China has been perhaps by far the biggest security threat to Japan with 

its increasing military capability and aggression surrounding Japan. Japan’s current Security 

Policy by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan particularly singles out the DPRK and 

China as countries that challenge the security environment in the Asia Pacific region. 

Specifically, it states that “the DPRK’s continued development of nuclear weapons and 

ballistic missile programs as well as its provocative behavior” and “China’s advancement of 

its military capacity without transparency, and its further activities in the sea and air space” 

are the prime threats.
62

 Japan’s sensitivity of China and the DPRK’s military buildup can also 

be found in other official documents. Apart from Japan’s key ally, the US, the two countries 

take up much more spaces than any other countries in the most recent versions of Defense of 

Japan, Annual White Paper, published by the Ministry of Defense of Japan, especially in the 

section of Security Environment Surrounding Japan. Based on what was reviewed, it can be 

argued that Japan’s threat perception of the DPRK and China has shown little change 

throughout the period of Abe Shinzo’s leadership in the Defense White Paper published 

between 2013 and 2018. Japan raised concerns over rapidly increasing China’s Defense 

Budget in spite of China’s wide promotion of “peaceful development.”
63

 It is thought that 

Japan’s threat perception towards China comes from China’s aggression in the South and East 

China Seas where both countries are involved in maritime conflicts regarding the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. In the 2018 Defense of Japan, Japan viewed China as a revisionist 

power that shakes the status quo by coercion, unilaterally escalating its military footprint 

around the disputed islands with large-scale land reclamation.
64

 Overall, Japan under Abe is 

suspicious of China’s reinforcement of its military capabilities due to the fact that China’s 

intention with increased armed force has not been fully clarified from Japanese officials’ 

perspective.  

                                                        
62 “Japan’s Security Policy,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, April 6, 2016, 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/fp. (accessed March 31, 2020)  
63 “Defense of Japan 2017,” Ministry of Defense of Japan, (2017):7-8,  

https://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper/2017.html.  
64 “Defense of Japan 2018,” Ministry of Defense of Japan, (2018):9-10, 

https://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper/pdf/2018/DOJ2018_Digest_1204.pdf. 
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Meanwhile, the official threat perception of China has resonated in Japanese society. It 

is found in Japan’s recent official opinion surveys that China has been one of the largest 

security concerns for the Japanese public. The public opinion survey conducted during the 

period of Abe’s term by the Cabinet Office of Japan regarding the Japan Self-Defense Forces 

(JSDF) and security issues showed that, even though there has been fluctuation, 

approximately 50% of the Japanese were concerned about “China’s military modernization 

and maritime activities.”
65

 One of the interesting points of this would be the fact that people’s 

concern on the issue sharply went up from 2012 to 2015.
66

 The Similar trend was shown in 

the 2017 Pew research poll, roughly about two-thirds (64%) of the Japanese believed China 

posed a major threat to their nation.
67

 The results were presumably linked to China’s 

increased aggression with the rise of Xi Jinping considering the 2018 Pew Poll regarding 

Japanese view of Chinese President Xi Jinping representing that about three-quarters of 

Japanese (76%) found him untrustworthy.
68

  

In general, Japan under Abe has had high threat perception towards China. By and 

large, Japan’s sense of threat in relation to China emerges from China’s rapid military 

modernization and aggression which have physically influenced the surroundings of Japan, 

and Xi’s ascendancy to power in China only added to their concerns of nation’s security.  

 

DPRK threat to Japan 

Turning to Japan’s threat perception of the DPRK, it can be viewed that Japan’s threat 

perception has remained high under the leadership of Abe, perhaps regarded posing a bigger 

threat than China. Looking at Japan’s Defense Papers published from 2013 to 2018, the 

DPRK comes before China as a country that challenges security environment surrounding 

Japan. As government, Japan’s high threat perception of the DPRK is likely to be deeply 

connected to the DPRK’s development of nuclear weapons and missiles as well as military 
                                                        

65 There was fluctuation in the survey results regarding Japanese public’s concerns about China’s 

military buildup and activities. 46% in 2012, 60.5% in 2015, and 48.6% in 2018; “‘Zieitai, bouei mondai ni kan 

suru yorontyousa’ no gaiyou,” 「自衛隊・防衛問題に関する世論調査」の概要 [Public Opinions regarding 

JSDF and Security issues], The Cabinet of Japan, (2018):21, https://survey.gov-online.go.jp/h29/h29-

bouei/gairyaku.pdf; “‘Zieitai, bouei mondai ni kan suru yorontyousa’ no gaiyou,” 

「自衛隊・防衛問題に関する世論調査」の概要 [Public Opinions regarding JSDF and Security issues], The 

Cabinet of Japan, (2015):22, https://survey.gov-online.go.jp/h26/h26-bouei/gairyaku.pdf. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Bruce Stokes and Kat Devil, “Despite Rising Economic Confidence, Japanese See Best Days Behind 

Them and Say Children Face a Bleak Future,” Pew Research Center, (2018):9. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2018/11.  
68 Ibid.  
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provocations. Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs singles out the DPRK as the prime threat to 

Japan along with China.
69

 The DPRK’s increasing capability of nuclear weapons and missile 

concerns Japan from the perspective that they would enable the DPRK to engage in more 

frequent provocative actions in East Asia, rather than growing chances of wars against 

Japan.
70

 Particularly, Japan’s officials claim that DPRK leader Kim Jong-un had continued its 

nuclear programs and tests so as to sustain new regime.
71

 This can be one of the reasons 

Japan’s threat perception of the DPRK remained high in the aftermath of historical talks 

between Trump and Kim as well as Moon and Kim over denuclearization on the Korean 

Peninsula. Unlike Korea whose threat perception of the DPRK has rapidly lowered as an 

inter-Korea détente continued, Japan officials in the Ministry of Defense stressed that “there 

is no change in the basic recognition concerning the threat of the DPRK’s nuclear weapons 

and missile” and “military trends in the DPRK continue to pose a serious and imminent threat 

to the security of Japan” respectively in the 2018 and 2019 Defense of Japan.
72

  

In the meantime, Japan’s public threat perception of the DPRK is little different from 

the official perception in terms of reasons and magnitude. Overall, Japanese people felt more 

concerned about the DPRK’s weaponry issues than China’s military modernization and 

aggression.
73

 In the most recent public survey, conducted by the Cabinet of Japan in 2018, 

68.8% of Japanese said the DPRK’s nuclear weapons, missiles, and chemical weapons were 

their major concern while 48.6% of them viewed China’s military power was their biggest 

concern.
74

 If there is any difference between official and public threat perception towards the 

DPRK, Japanese public seems to be more threatened by the DPRK’s abduction than its 

development of weapons.
75

  

All in all, Japan has held on to high threat perception towards the DPRK under the 

leadership of Abe both on governmental and social levels. The striking difference between 

                                                        
69 “Japan’s Security,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, April 6, 2016.  
70 “Defense of Japan 2015,” Ministry of Defense of Japan, (2015):5, 

https://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper/pdf/2015/DOJ2015_Digest_part1_web.pdf. 
71 “Defense of Japan 2017,”5. 
72 “Defense of Japan 2018,” 7; “Defense of Japan 2019,” Ministry of Defense of Japan, (2019):9, 

https://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper/pdf/2019/DOJ2019_Digest_EN.pdf. 
73 Only in 2015, Japanese public felt more concerned of China’s military (60.5%) than North Korea-

related issues (52.7%). 
74 “‘Zieitai, bouei,”, The Cabinet of Japan, 21. 
75 “‘Gaikou ni kan suru yorontyousa’ no gaiyou,” 「外交に関する世論調査」の概要 [Public 

Opinion regarding Foreign Affairs], the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, (2019):19. https://survey.gov-

online.go.jp/r01/r01-gaiko/gairyaku.pdf; 77.6% was concerned about North Korean abduction while 70.3% and 

63.8% were concerned about missiles and nuclear weapons respectively. 
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Korea and Japan in regards to how the two nations perceive DPRK threat is that while Japan 

retained high threat perception and remained skeptical of the DPRK’s willingness towards 

denuclearization which was highly promoted during historical summits in East Asian politics, 

Korea lowered its threat perception in relations to the DPRK to a degree where a sense of the 

DPRK’s threat has diminished over time as the nation has actively engaged in peace-building 

process with the DPRK.    

 

 

3.2 Economic Factors 

 

3.2.1 China’s economic growth  

 

China’s economic growth to Korea 

It can be argued that Korea’s low threat perception towards China is deeply linked to China’s 

economic development. In spite of the fact there is a great deal of economic threat posed to 

Korean security and economy as China’s economic leverage increases vis-à-vis Korea, 

China’s economic growth perhaps outweighs those risks, particularly benefiting Korea in two 

domains: economy and inter-Korean politics. With a close tie to China, Korea is not only able 

to increase economic opportunities but also influence the DPRK.   

First, it is believed that Korea considers China’s economic rise as an opportunity 

rather than a threat because its economy is linked with Chinese economy to a great extent. 

Korea’s economic relations with China have grown larger over time since the normalization 

with China in 1992. The Chinese market has been important for Korea whose economy is 

largely export-oriented. Now Korea’s economic dependence upon China is greater than ever, 

exported 162 billion USD to China in 2018, ranking China as the biggest buyer of Korean 

products in the world since 2003.
76

 Korea’s reliance on the Chinese market seems to have 

grown deeper since the beginning of Park’s era given the fact that Korea became the largest 

                                                        
76 “Gyeongjebaekseo 2017,” 경제백서 2017 [Economy White Paper 2017], Ministry of Economy and 

Finance of South Korea, (2019):295, http://www.moef.go.kr/com/cmm/fms; “Junggugui 10Dae Suipguk,” 

중국의 10 대 수입국 [Top 10 Importers to China], Korea International Trade Association, http://stat.kita.net/ 

stat/world/major. (accessed April 7, 2020); Difference in the amount of South Korean exports to China (162 

billion USD) and the second largest nation (72 billion USD), the United States, is more than double in 2018. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202000736

 

 

27 

 

importer to China in 2013.
77

 The Korea-China Free Trade Agreement (FTA) signed in 2015 

just shows that Korea’s increasing economic dependence on China.  

Considering the fact that Korea’s recent foreign economic policies are centered on 

China, it is apparent that Korea has pursued co-prosperity with China instead of perceiving 

the rise of China as a threat, believing China’s economic values outweighed security concerns 

harbored by the US and Japan. The two recent Korean leaderships, Park and Moon, have 

arguably attempted to expand market for the Korean economy globally and seen China as the 

one who is able to provide them with that economic chance. For example, Park put forward 

the Eurasia Initiative, setting Russia as a “key nation,” and China a “strategic partner,”
78

 

made a concerted effort with China in order to connect it with China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), which is a Chinese grand economic strategy launched by Xi Jinping, 

stretching from East Asia to Europe.
79

 Despite geopolitical concerns that the BRI is 

suspiciously Xi’s strategic plan to assert China’s growing presence on the global stage with 

new international norms and institutions with Chinese characteristics, the Park administration 

succeeded in establishing a cooperative platform in global investment and digital industries so 

that the Eurasia Initiative and the BRI could be mutually beneficial.
80

 It is safe to say that 

Korea under Park have attempted to achieve economic benefits by bandwagoning China’s 

increasing global projection by means to launch the economic plan corresponding to the BRI.  

The growing economic dependence on China, however, gave rise to a geopolitical 

dilemma in Korea, forcing it in a situation where it relied on China on the economic end at 

the same time as depended on the US for its security against the backdrop in which Sino-US 

competitions had escalated in East Asia. China’s economic retaliation against the installment 

of THAAD by the US on Korean soil hit Korean economy hard in 2016. For instance, Korean 

supermarket chain Lotte was almost forced to close its 87 out of 99 stores in China under the 

pressure from the Chinese government and nationwide boycott.
81

 Korean tourism industry 

also suffered as the Chinese government discouraged its people to tour in Korea.
82

  

                                                        
77 Ibid. 
78 “Gyeongjebaekseo 2017,” Ministry of Economy and Finance of South Korea, 264. 
79 Andrew Chatzky and James McBride, “China’s Massive Belt and Road Initiative,” Council on 

Foreign Relations, January 28, 2020, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder. (accessed April 8, 2020)  
80 “Gyeongjebaekseo 2016,” 경제백서 2016 [Economy White Paper 2016], Ministry of Economy and 

Finance of South Korea, (2018):258, http://www.moef.go.kr/com/cmm/fms. 
81 Kim So-yeon 김소연, “Sadeu Boboge Sidallin ‘Jungguk Rotdemateu’ Maegak Naseonda” 사드 

보복에 시달린 ‘중국 롯데마트’ 매각 나선다 [‘Lotte Mart in China’ going out of business after reeling 
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In the aftermath of the China’s harsh economic retaliation, Korea seems to have 

learned its lesson. While large majority Koreans begun to feel threatened by China’s 

economic leverage over their nation, government officials may have realized that China’s 

economic growth benefits Korea only when they respect China’s national interests. Put it 

differently, Korea has grown reluctant to share the same perception as the US and Japan do 

especially when they view China as a security threat. The “three-no’s” agreement: “no 

additional THAAD deployment, no participation in the US’s missile defense network, and no 

establishment of a trilateral military alliance with the US and Japan,”
83

 reached by Moon and 

Xi in 2017 in an effort to restore the Sino-Korea relations since the THAAD disputes just 

show how much the Moon’s government values the Chinese market over the strategic 

alignment with the US and Japan. For instance, Korea brushed off US security concerns about 

using Huawei’s 5G network, not following the US advice against the company but allowing 

its telecom giant LG Huawei’s 5G network.
84

 This is also linked with Korea’s 5G ambition. 

Korea is the leading industry in 5G network with close to 5 million 5G subscribers, seeking 

more in the global market by setting a goal to achieve a 15% share by 2026 as stated by 

Moon.
85

   

Second, Korea’s threat perception towards China has been lowered presumably 

because it expected China would use its economic leverage over the DPRK in order to 

produce peace on the Korean Peninsula. As with Korea, China’s economic leverage over the 

DPRK has considerably increased since 2010 as Chinese economy rapidly grew. China’s 

share of trade markets of the DPRK stood at 91.8% in 2018, appearing to be an almost 

                                                                                                                                                                             

from China’s economic retaliation against THAAD], Hangyeorye News, September 14, 2017, 

http://www.hani.co.kr/arti/economy. (accessed April 8, 2020) 
82 Kim So-yeon 김소연, “Jeomjeom Keojineun ‘Sadeu Bobok’ Pihae…3Wol Myeonsejeom Maechul 

19% Gamso” 점점 커지는 ‘사드 보복’ 피해…3 월 면세점 매출 19% 감소 [Increasing ‘THAAD 

retaliation’ damage … tax free industry profit decreased by 19% in March], Hangyeorye News, April 16, 2017, 

http://www.hani.co.kr/arti/economy. (accessed April 8, 2020). Tax free shops were dependent upon Chinese 

tourists in 70~80% of their entire profits in 2017.  
83 Park Byong-su, “South Korea’s “three no’s” announcement key to restoring relations with China,” 

Hangyeorye News, November 2, 2017, http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_international/817213.html. 

(accessed April 8, 2020)   
84 Park Chan-kyong, “Using Huawei for 5G in South Korea presents ‘little security risk’,” South China 

Morning Post, June 7, 2020, https://www.scmp.com/news/asia/east-asia. (accessed April 8, 2020) 
85 Clara Gillispie, “South Korea’s 5G ambitions,” Academic Paper Series, (2020):1, 

http://keia.org/sites/default. 
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monopoly.
86

 The DPRK’s complete economic dependence upon China is considered making 

its geopolitical position weak, allowing China to sway DPRK’s foreign policy and strategy. 

Since the two most recent Korean presidents had their foreign policy focus largely on inter-

Korean relations, China’s economic leverage might have seemed useful to achieve their 

foreign policy goals. In other words, China has been a strategically important partner for both 

of the Park and Moon’s regimes, hardly likely to be perceived as a threat.  

It can be assumed that Korea believed that China’s economic muscle could change the 

DPRK both politically and economically. On the political end, in the event of the DPRK’s 4
th

 

nuclear test in 2016, Park urged China to join the sanctions by the United Nations (UN) 

against the DPRK’s nuclear programs,
87

 seeing that China’s participation was of the essence 

to thwart the DPRK’s nuclear ambition in light of the fact that the DPRK imported about 90% 

of coals from China to fuel its nuclear programs.
88

 China’s strategical value for Korea had 

supposedly become even higher under Moon, DPRK leader Kim Jong-un had historical 

summits with Moon and Trump in the name of denuclearization after Xi’s China begun 

seriously participating in the UN sanctions 2321, 2371, and 2375. Given the fact that the 

DPRK used its nuclear weapons as a bargaining card to persuade Trump to alleviate the UN 

sanctions imposed on its economy at the 2019 US-DPRK Hanoi summit, China’s 

participation in the UN sanctions was proven to be effective to some extent.
89

  

On the economic end, it can be argued that Park’s and Moon’s governments saw that 

China’s economic influence in DPRK economy started to shift the DPRK towards economic 

reform and eventually help to fully open its economy to the rest of the world. In fact, there 

has been a burgeoning market economy in the DPRK since 2003 when the DPRK’s 

government officialized some of “Jangmadang” (general markets) where the DPRK’s public 

                                                        
86 Lee Yo-sep 이요셉, “Nambukgyeonghyeomnipoteu” 남북경협리포트 [Inter-Korea Trade Report], 

Korea International Trade Association 3, (2019):3. https://www.kita.net/asocGuidance/nesDta; China’s share in 

DPRK trades was 60.4% in 2010 and it continuously increased to 91.8% in 2018. 
87 Kim Hwan-yong 김환용, “Bakgeunhye Daetongnyeong, Jungguge Bukan Apbak Wihan Haengdong 

Chokgu” 박근혜 대통령, 중국에 북한 압박 위한 행동 촉구 [President Park, Urge China to Put Pressure 

on North Korea], Voice of America, January 1, 2016, https://www.voakorea.com/korea/korea-politics/3143127. 

(accessed April 9, 2020) 
88 Lee Ki-beom 이기범, “Yuen Anbori Daebukjejae Gyeorui, Ije Gwedoe Deureoseotda” 유엔 

안보리 대북제재 결의, 이제 궤도에 들어섰다 [UN Sanctions against North Korea is on the track now], 

Issue Brief, (2016):13, http://www.asaninst.org/wp-content/themes.  
89 Bae Yong-jin 배용진, “Gimjeong-euneul Kkeureonaen Daebuk Gyeongjejejae-ui Him” 김정은을 

끌어낸 대북 경제제재의 힘 [Power of Economic Sanctions against North Korea that brought Kim Jong-un 

out to the world], Chosun Daily, March 11, 2019, http://weekly.chosun.com/client/news. (accessed April 9, 2020) 
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illegally traded goods and food.
90

 Since then the DPRK government has actively promoted 

the markets so that they could serve as the key part of its domestic economic growth.
91

 In 

particular, the development of the domestic market had been accelerated under Kim to a great 

extent. Since Kim became the supreme leader, the number of Jangmadang markets increased 

from 200 to 400 and helped to lift the DPRK’s economy out of long slump in 2015 for the 

first time since 2008 during which the nation’s economy had even struggled against the UN 

sanctions.
92

 The market continued to grow to a point where the DPRK’s own currency had to 

give away to Chinese Renminbi in the market as the trading money,
93

 meaning DPRK 

economy can further develop with a flow of investment and transactions through Chinese 

economy.  

Against this backdrop of the DPRK’s gradual transition towards market economy, 

Korean officials may have viewed the DPRK’s economic reform as their key strategy to build 

peace on the Korean Peninsula and as part of big picture of inter-Korea reunification process. 

It is, therefore, assumed that Korean leaderships needed to include China in their equation as 

the largest economic influencer in the region considering the fact that there are almost always 

limits to the size and range of inter-Korean trades. The Park administration rolled out its 

DPRK policy called “Trustpolitik,” aiming to build incremental trust by step-by-step 

exchanges. A key feature of the “Trustpolitik” approach was economic strategies, including 

other foreign policies such as “North Asian Peace and Cooperation Initiative” and “Eurasian 

Initiative,” which were seen as the important pillars of Park’s economic policy,
 94

 

encouraging foreign investment and boosting economic development in and around the 

                                                        
90 Hong Min et al, 홍민 외 3 명, “Bukan Jeon-guk Sijang Jeongbo: Gongsiksijang Hyeonhwang-eul 

Jungsimeuro” 북한 전국 시장 정보: 공식시장 현황을 중심으로 [North Korean Domestic Market 

Informationa: Based on the official data], KINU Research Report 연구총서 16-24, (2014):11, 

http://repo.kinu.or.kr/bitstream/2015.oak/8431/1/0001478607.pdf.   
91 Hong Min et al, “Buka Jeon-guk,” 12. 
92 Sim Sae-rom 심새롬, “Daebukjejae-edo Jangmadang Hyogwa? Buk 3.9% Seongjang, 17Nyeon 

Mane Choego” 대북제재에도 장마당 효과? 북 3.9% 성장, 17 년 만에 최고 [Despite Economic 

Sanctions, Jangmadang Effect? The North Economic Growth Rate 3.9%, for the First Time since 2008], 

Joongang Daily, July 22, 2017, https://news.joins.com/article/21779540. (accessed April 9, 2020) 
93 Bae Jae-sung 배재성, “Buk Jumindeul ‘Ireoda Jungguge Jeomnyeomdanghaneun Geo Aninya’” 

北주민들 “이러다 중국에 점렴당하는 거 아니냐” [North Korean Public ‘We May be Colonized by 

China’], Joongang Daily, October 5, 2018, https://news.joins.com/article. (accessed April 9, 2020), 
94 Kim Sumg-mi, “South Korea’s Middle-Power Diplomacy: Changes and Challenges.” Asia 

Programme: Chatam House, (2016):6, 

https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/publications/research/2016-06-22-south-korea-middle-power-

kim.pdf. 
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DPRK with the expectation that multilateral economic supports would improve the inter-

Korean political climate.
95

 As such, the success of the “Trustpolitik” approach was up to the 

Chinese engagement and interests in the development of regions adjacent to the DPRK. In the 

early 2013, Xi’s China was exploring so called a “zone strategy,” developing DPRK towns 

near its border such as Rason, Hwaggumpyong, Wihwa into special business districts.
96

 The 

“zone strategy” seemed welcome by the Park administration due to the fact that Korea had 

long been engaged in its own version of zone strategy, investing in Kaesong province in the 

North as a special manufacturing district. In 2013, Park considered Rason as a “possible 

extension of the zone model” from Kaesong. To this end, Park suggested a rail project 

connecting Rason to Russia as part of the “Eurasian Initiative,”
97

 perhaps hoping the 

multilateral economic approach towards the DPRK would encourage cooperation among 

Korea, China, Russia and the DPRK, producing peaceful political environment in East Asia.  

The convergence of economic interests between Korea and China in the DPRK 

became more obvious upon Moon’s assumption of his presidency. The Moon administration 

set three economic goals on the Korean Peninsula called “Three Economic Belts” consist of 

“Pan East Sea Belt,” “Pan Yellow Economic Sea Belt,” and “Demilitarized Zone Belt.”
98

 As 

Park did, Moon also suggested a similar railroad plan as a specified method to reach the 

goals. He put forth the idea of the “Eurasian Asian Railroad Community,” addressed on 

Korea’s 73
rd

 Liberation day that the railroad connection cutting through the DPRK would 

bring prosperity in East Asia, eventually contributing to a regional peace and security 

system.
99 

As much as Park’s zone strategy shared some features of China’s border town 

developmental plans nearby the DPRK, the Moon administration’s ambitious railroad plan 

appears to be corresponding to Xi’s BRI. In the late 2018, Xi added “Liaoning Pilot Zone 

Construction Plan” to the BRI, an infrastructure project connecting Dandung, Sinuiju, 

Pyongyang, Seoul, and Busan by railways, road, and telecommunication. Plus, Moon’s 

economic plan is in line with China’s “Northeast Area Revitalization Plan” including the sub-

                                                        
95 Stephen Haggard, “The Political Economy of Trustpolik: What is Ahead for North-South Trade and 

Investment?” Korea’s Economy 2013 29, (2013):56- 60, https://www.scribd.com/document/229877864. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Ibid., 61.  
98 “Moon Jae-in’s Policy on the Korean Peninsula,” Ministry of Unification of South Korea, (2017):22, 

https://www.unikorea.go.kr/eng_unikorea. 
99 Ibid.; “Northeast Asia Peace and Cooperation Platform,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of South Korea, 

(2018):5, http://www.mofa.go.kr/cntntsDown. 
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plan of “Greater Tumen Initiative,” which is designed to develop provinces near Tumen River 

which runs through China-DPRK border.
100

  

With the closely aligned interests in the DPRK’s economy with China, the Moon 

administration seems to have a stronger belief than the Park administration that the ultimate 

goal to build peace will be achievable once the DPRK have opened it door to the world. To 

this end, the burgeoning the DPRK’s economy should remain undamaged under the UN 

sanctions so that it can continuously grow. However, the 2019 research conducted by Korea 

Development Institute proved that the DPRK’s market economy started to fragment, the 

existing trading system collapsed and average income decreased, possibly leading to a serious 

recession.
101

 This perhaps explains the signs of Moon’s low threat perception towards the 

DPRK in the recent time, prioritizing the DPRK’s domestic economy over nuclear issues. For 

example, Moon, as opposed to Trump and Abe, pushed to ease the UN sanctions before 

reaching Complete, Verifiable, Irreversible Dismantlement (CVID) of the DPRK’s nuclear 

weapons. Due to his “soft-spot” for the DPRK’s economy, Korea has been accused of 

breaking the sanctions by Japan that Korea has smuggled coals to the DPRK, triggered 

Japan’s export curbs on high-tech chemicals to Korea.   

All in all, it is thought that Korea, through the time of Park and Moon, perceived 

China’s economic growth as more of an opportunity than a threat. Even though Korea 

experienced economic hardship under Park as a result of its excessive economic dependence 

on China, China’s economic leverage has been expected to give Korea strategic advantages in 

dealing with the DPRK with respect to nuclear programs issues in the short term and 

peacebuilding process in the long term. Since the beginning of Moon, the economic interests 

in the DPRK between Korea and China have converged to a point in which Korea prioritizes 

the protection of the DPRK’s economy over the denuclearization of the nation, showing the 

lowered threat perception towards the DPRK.  

 

 

                                                        
100 Lee Hyun-tae et al 이현태 등, “Nambukjung Gyeongjehyeomnyeok Bang-anyeon-gu” 남북중 

경제협력 방안연구 A Research for South Korea, North Korea, and China Economic Cooperation Area, 

Research Report 19-02 연구보고서, (2019):44-43, http://www.kiep.go.kr/sub; Chinese translations: 遼寧“一

帶一路”綜合實驗區建設總體方案(Liaoning Pilot Zone Construction Plan), 東北振興計劃 (Northeast Area 

Revitalization Plan), and 圖們江區域合作發展(Greater Tumen Initiative) 
101 Lee Suk 이석, “KDI Review of the North Korean Economy,” Korea Development Institute 21, no.6 

(2019):29-30, http://www.kdi.re.kr/forecast. 
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China’s economic growth to Japan 

As in the case of relations between Korea and China, Japan’s economic relations with China 

also have deepened as Chinese economy grew. According to Japan’s 2018 Diplomatic 

Bluebook, as of 2017, “the total trade between China and Japan (excluding Hong Kong) 

amounted to about 296.8 billion US dollars,” and “China has been the largest trading partner 

for Japan for 12 years in a row,”
102

 overtook the amount of US-Japan trades. However, there 

seems to be a difference between Korea and Japan in viewing the deepening economic 

relations with China. While Korea who regards China’s economic growth as a valuable tool in 

the sense that China’s economic leverage and muscle can provide it with strategic advantages 

in dealing with inter-Korean affairs, Japan, arguably, seems to have mixed feelings about 

China’s rapidly growing economy. On one hand, Japan has been negative about China’s 

economic achievement, a source of China’s military aggression in the South and East China 

Seas. On the other hand, Japan is confident in the Chinese economy, viewing it helps to lift 

Japan out of its long economic slump.  

There are a couple well-known Chinese idioms that describe Sino-Japanese relations 

after the end of the Cold War; “Cold politics, hot economics (政冷経熱),” depicting Japan’s 

active engagement in improving economic relations with China while setting aside political 

issues with China. Another idiom is “Two tigers cannot share the same mountain (一山不容

二虎),”
103

 describing the rivalry between the two nations in East Asia as the two most 

powerful nations. As the two idioms show, Sino-Japan relations have been rivalrous, 

competing for the regional leader, but at the same time sensitive political issues have taken a 

back seat, prioritizing economic interdependence. It can be argued that Japan has been able to 

stay cold in politics and only focus its interest in the Chinese market in light of the fact that 

Japan had long held a first standing in terms of economy and military prowess in East Asia 

under the protection of the US. However, the situation has changed to a great extent over the 

last few decades. China’s geo-economic and political profiles have grown extensively to a 

point in which it has already replaced the Japanese economy as the regional trade center in 

East Asia and the world’s second most powerful economy in the early 2010, and is now 

                                                        
102 “Japan’s Foreign Policy that Takes a Panoramic Perspective of the World Map,” Diplomatic 

Bluebook 2018: Chapter 2, (2018):52-53, https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000401242.pdf.  
103 Yang Jun-chi 楊鈞池, “Tyuuniti kankei no 40 tosi to sono hensen ― 1972 tosi kara 2012 tosi 

made ―”中日関係の 40 年とその変遷 ―1972 年から 2012 年まで― [The 40-Year Sino-Japan 

Relations and Changes –from 1972 to 2012], Issue and Research 問題と研究 41, no. 3, (2012):64, 

http://nccur.lib.nccu.edu.tw/bitstream/140.119/104459/1/41-3-3.pdf.   
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predicted to overtake the American economy within a decade or so.
104

 Put it differently, 

Japan has been in a position in which it is no longer able to separate economy from politics in 

engaging with China.  

In this context, it can be argued that Japan’s threat perception of China has grown 

higher in the era of Abe Shinzo as China continues to ramp up the People’s Liberation Army 

(PLA) with its powerful economy. In international politics, the most classic line of thought 

regarding the key determinant of a state’s military strength is the “relative quantity of material 

resources” such as defense expenditure, GDP, and industrial base.
105

 In that sense, Japan’s 

perception of China could possibly be bigger than any time since the end of the Cold War as 

the Chinese economy has already replaced Japan’s rank as a second powerful economic 

powerhouse in the world. As of 2018, China spent 238 billion USD, which is five times more 

than Japan’s defense spending in the same year.
106

 With the increasing military expenditure, 

the size of the PLA, especially its navy and air force, has already outgrown and outnumbered 

the JSDF in terms of naval troops, surface warships, and submarines.
107

 China also has been 

successful in modernizing the PLA. Chinese navy reached 70 per cent of the fleet 

modernization in 2017, up from lower than 50 per cent in 2010 as well as acquired skills to 

build aircraft carriers domestically.
108

 It is, therefore, safe to say that the JSDF has been 

outmatched by the PLA ever since Japan’s economy was overtaken by China.  

However, it can be argued that Japan’s threat perception of China may not emerge 

from the sheer size and strength of the PLA but from China’s unclear intention for its military 

buildup. It is likely that the Abe administration sees that China is willing to challenge Japan’s 

sovereign in the Senkaku/Diaoyutai islands, a disputed island claimed by both Japan and 

China, albeit China’s much promotion of peaceful rising. According to the yearly published 

Defense of Japan report, Japan has officially identified China as a threat to its security, 

attempting to change the status quo in East Asia since the start of Abe second term as Prime 

Minister in 2012. In the 2018 Diplomatic Book, Japan directly showed its concerns over the 

disputed territory, stating China’s expansion of military is suspicious due to lack of 

                                                        
104 Michael Yahuda, Sino-Japanese Relations After The Cold War :Two Tigers Sharing A Mountain, 

(Routledge, 2013), 1.  
105 Michael Beckley, “Economic Development and Military Effectiveness,” The Journal of Strategic 

Studies 33, no. 1, (2010):46. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/01402391003603581. 
106 Lindsay Maizland, “China’s Modernizing Military,” Council on Foreign Relations, February 5, 

2020, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/chinas-modernizing-military. (accsssed April 14, 2020) 
107 Maizland, “China’s Modernizing Military,” February 5, 2020; PLA and JSDF comparisons: 250,000: 

45,350 (naval troops), 87:49 (surface warships), and 59:20 (submarines).   
108 Maizland, “China’s Modernizing Military,” February 5, 2020.  
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transparency such as there has been no “breakdown of the budget and [clarified] intention 

behind the increase.”
109

 

Against this backdrop, the Abe administration found Japanese conventional principle 

of China strategy, “Cold politics, hot economics,” hard to retain, necessary to give a second 

thought to China’s rapidly growing economy. For example, Abe’s Japan was opposed to the 

BRI in the beginning since it agreed to join US-led Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), which 

was largely recognized as “China encirclement policy” as part of Obama’s “pivot to Asia” 

strategy, containing China’s economic rise, especially in the Southeast Asian market where 

China had increased its leverage through bilateral FTAs.
110

 China’s expansion in Southeast 

Asia may not be a good sign for Japan either because it has long been the largest investor and 

influencer in the region economically. Even though Japan’s investment is still more welcomed 

by ASEAN nations than that of China as data suggests that Japan’s infrastructure projects 

were worth at $367 billon while China’s were valued at $255 billion in 2019, China is 

catching up with Japan at a rapid pace in countries like Malaysia and the Philippines where it 

has won the East Coast Rail project and infrastructure contracts with Philippine President 

Duterte’s corresponding “Build, build, build,” initiative respectively.
111

  

However, there may be a larger issue behind this infrastructure competition that Japan 

has been in against China. It is believed that the competition concerns not only the Japanese 

economy but also its security because there is a claim that the BRI is not a simple economic 

plan as it may seem. The BRI has been under international criticism, denounced as “debt trap 

diplomacy,” striking a deal to lend a port to China when a contract state is unable to repay the 

Chinese loan.
112

 Since 2017, Japan has made clear that the BRI has a hidden intention on the 

annual report of Defense of Japan, stating that the BRI is designed to steadily increase 

Chinese naval capability by using the ports to provide logistics forces, boosting further 

expansion of the PLA activities.
113

 Facing the reality of China’s ever-rising naval power 

projection, one may assume that Abe may have already bandwagoned a rising China by 

                                                        
109 “Japan’s Foreign Policy,” 50,  
110 Ohashi Hideo,大橋 英夫 “TPP to tyuugoku no ‘ittai itiro’ kousou” 

TPP と中国の「一帯一路」構想 [TPP and China’s One Belt One Road Plan], International Issues 国際問題, 

no. 652, (2016):29-30. http://www2.jiia.or.jp/kokusaimondai_archive.  
111 Panos Mourdoukoutas, “Japan, Not China, Is The Biggest Investor In Southeast Asia's 

Infrastructure,” Forbes, June 26, 2019, https://www.forbes.com/sites. (accessed April 15, 2020) 
112 In 2017, Sri Lanka’s Prime Minister Ranil Wickramasinghe had to sign an agreement to lease the 

Hambantota port to China Merchant Port Holdings for 99 years.  
113 “Defense of Japan 2017,” 24; “Defense of Japan 2018,” 10. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202000736

 

 

36 

 

showing his interest in the BRI because Japan cannot counterbalance China single-handedly 

without supports from Trump’s America who pulled out of the TPP. However, considering the 

fact that Abe required four conditions of the BRI—fairness, transparency, economic viability, 

safety for debtor nation’s finances—to be met,
114

 Japan under Abe may not fully support the 

China’s grand economic plan yet as long as there is a possibility that its decision would feed 

China's military projection and thus undermine its own security. 

All in all, Korea and Japan have shown a great deal of disparities regarding their 

perception of China’s economic growth. There is no denying the fact that the two countries 

perceive China’s economic development positively on the point of huge economic exchanges 

that have benefited their own economies despite the fact that China’s economic retaliation and 

investment competition in Southeast Asia have caused bilateral tensions with Korea and 

Japan respectively. But the differences in threat perception between Korea and Japan may 

emerge from the political aspect, as concisely depicted in Figure 3, Korea seems to see rise of 

China as economic superpower as an opportunity to deal with the DPRK related issues while 

Japan views China’s economic rise as a critical security threat primarily due to the maritime 

dispute with China. Japan seems to believe that China’s increased military activities and 

projection have been possible along with economic growth, further fueled military aggression 

near the disputed island.   

 

Fig. 3 Korea-Japan threat perception gap on China's economy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Author’s own account 
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3.2.2 Domestic economy of Korea and Japan  

 

Domestic economy of Korea  

In the early 2014, the former Korean President Park stated, at the first press conference since 

the start of her presidential term, “reunification is a jackpot,” and continued to say “some 

Koreans oppose reunification for fear that the costs would be too high,” but “I believe 

reunification would be a chance for the economy to make a huge leap.”
115

 A similar 

statement was also delivered by the incumbent President Moon. At the 74
th
 Korea’s 

Liberation Day speech, Moon said “we will pour everything we have into the inter-Korean 

peace economy and open the doors of a new Korean Peninsula,” adding that establishing a 

peaceful economic environment is the path towards reunification which would boost business 

on the Korean Peninsula.
116

 From the Park and Moon’s statements, it is understood that their 

views of reunification were shaped by potential economic benefits to some degree. 

Presumably, their threat perceptions towards the DPRK were influenced by their interests in 

reunification by which Korea would be able to overcome its domestic limits. 

It can be argued that the reasons the Park and Moon administration begun to value the 

DPRK and reunification is deeply linked to a slowdown in Korea's economic performance 

associated with its demographic issues and domestic market limits since the nation underwent 

the two major financial crisis in 1997 and 2008. According to statistics from the Bank of 

Korea, Korea’s average growth rates had fallen from 8% to 4% over the course 20 years,
117

 

International Monetary Fund also added, in its 2013 report, that Korea’s GPD growth rates 

were 8% lower than expected as G20 countries, assuming attributing to decreasing the level 

of productivity.
118

 With analysis of data from the IMF, Choi Sang-mok argues that the low 

productivity level is one of the main causes for the underperformance of Organization for 

                                                        
115 Seo Ji-eun, “Unification may be jackpot: Park,” Korea Joongang Daily, January 7, 2014, 

http://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/article/article.aspx?aid=2983129. (accessed April 12, 2020)  
116 Kim Eun-young and Lee Jihae, “President Moon announces goal of "reunified Korean Peninsula by 

2045,” Korea.net, August 15, 2019, http://www.korea.net/NewsFocus. (accessed April 12, 2020)  
117 The average economic growth rates of South Korea from 1981 to 2013 were on the steady 

downward trend. On the approximate value, the rates had stood at 10% (1981-1990), 8% (1991-1997), 5% 

(1998-2007), 4% (2008-2010), and 3.5% (2011-2013).  
118 Choi Sang-mok 최상목, “Han-gukgyeongje-ui Gujojeok Munjewa Jeongchaekgwaje” 

한국경제의 구조적 문제와 정책과제 [The Structural Problem and Policy Issue of South Korean Economy], 

Korean Economic Forum 한국경제포럼 7, no. 1, (2013):77-78, http://www.kea.ne.kr/common/download?id= 

1803&section=pub. 
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Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Korea is the most rapidly aging society, 

predicted to become a super-aged nation within 26 years which is considered an extremely 

fast pace compared to other OECD nations such as France (154 years) and the United States 

(94 years).
119

 Choi added that the changing demographic shapes in Korea means the 

declining size of the working class population, consequently reducing the overall productivity 

level of the economy.
120

  

Against this backdrop, reunification with the DPRK might have appeared to be an 

attractive option for the Park and Moon administrations given potential labor pool produced 

in the event of reunification. Korea Institute for International Economic Policy’s 2014 report 

about the potential economic impact of Korean reunification suggests three scenarios how 

reunification would create extra labor pool contributing to the rise of productivity level. First, 

reunified Korea will be able to reduce its labor force on defense. As of 2010, 1.3% of Koreans 

and 4.86% of DPRK citizens were serving as military force, considered a huge minus to the 

working population given the fact that the majority the world has no more than 1% of military 

force.
121

 Second, Korea’s liberal economic system could possibly help the DPRK’s working 

class to increase their productivity level. Take Germany as an example, the productivity level 

of East Germany had increased from 35% to 71% since the reunification.
122

 Finally, the large 

number of population would migrate from the North to the South for job opportunity. The 

influx of new labor in the job market is likely to help boosting the overall productivity level 

of the reunified Korea.
123

  

Coupled with the fact that reunification can create labor pool for Korea, it is also 

expected that a unified Korea can have stronger domestic markets. As pointed out by Choi, 

Korea’s export-oriented economic structure is innately unstable, heavily relying on 

Chaebols,
124

 a few industrial conglomerates, who base their business on the global markets 

rather than domestic markets. Korea’s domestic demand had continuously decreased to 70% 

in 2014.
125

 Particularly, the rate in the service sector stood at around 60%, lowered than 

                                                        
119 Choi, “Han-gukgeyongje,” 79.  
120 Ibid.  
121 Seong Han-gyeong 성한경, “Nambukan Gyeongjetonghabui Hyogwa” 남북한 경제통합의 

효과 [The Potential Economic Impact of Korean Reunification], Research for Mid and Long Term Trading 

Strategy, 14-05, (2014):22, http://www.kiep.go.kr/sub. 
122 Seong Han-gyeong, “Nambukan,” 29.  
123 Ibid., 30-31.  
124 Choi, “Han-gukgeyongje,” 81. 
125 Ibid. 
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developed nations such as the United States, Germany, and Japan.
126

 In the face of the 

weakening domestic market, reunification would help Korea to solve the fundamental 

weakness of its economic system in the view that it would be able to both expand its market 

and domestic demand with the combined population. Furthermore, the DPRK is rich in 

natural resources, supposedly more than 6,500 trillion USD worth, enabling the unified Korea 

to be more energy independence.
127

 

In spite of the tremendous benefits that reunification could bring about to the unified 

Korea, it seems that there were differences between Park and Moon in whether or not 

economic advantage could outweigh DPRK threats emerging from its nuclear tests and 

provocation. It can be argued that Park had a belief that reunification would be achieved in 

the collapse of the Kim Jong-un regime while Moon seems to believe that building peaceful 

economic environment in and around the DPRK will lead to reunification. This probably 

explains why Park mentioned the hefty economic cost of reunification that Koreans would 

bear while Moon barely talks about Korea’s potential financial burdens because he takes an 

approach to reduce the cost by helping the North to develop its economy. Park, thus, retained 

high threat perception towards the DPRK, shutting down Kaesong industrial park in response 

to the DPRK’s launch of a long-range rocket in February 2016.
128

 On the contrary, Moon, 

clearly, holds low threat perception towards the DPRK, reluctant to step up the UN sanctions 

against the DPRK’s nuclear programs for fear that they might hurt burgeoning DPRK market 

economy. He instead appealed to the international community to ease the sanctions, even 

sought a way to benefit DPRK economy such as Moon attempted to resume tourism to Mt. 

Kumkang in the DPRK because tourism has been excluded on the list of the sanction.
129

  

Taking everything into consideration, Korea’s interests in reunification is deeply 

connected to its domestic economic situation and structure. As a unified Korea, Korea is 

expected to overcome its demographic challenges and structural weakness as an export-driven 

economy. That said, it can be claimed that the potential benefits from reunification seems to 

have influenced how the Park and Moon administration perceive DPRK threats in a 

                                                        
126 Ibid., 82.  
127 Seong Han-gyeong, “Nambukan,” 34. 
128 Jeong Yong-su 정용수, “Gaeseonggongdan Pyeswae, Bakgeunhye Jeon Daetongnyeong-ui Gudu 

Jisi Isseotda” Jeong “개성공단 폐쇄, 박근혜 전 대통령의 구두 지시 있었다”[Shutting Down Kaesong 

Industrial Park by Park’s Oral Order], Joonngang Daily, November 29, 2017, https://news.joins.com/article/ 

22242148. (accessed April 12, 2020) 
129 Choe Sang-hun, “South Korean Leader Considers Letting Its Tourists Visit North Korea,” The New 

York Times, January 14, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/14/world. (accessed April 12, 2020).  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202000736

 

 

40 

 

contrasting manner, strengthened Park’s perception and weakened Moon’s. This is perhaps 

because Park saw that reunification would be achieved in the collapse of the Kim dynasty 

while Moon has held a strong belief that the DPRK’s economic growth would lead to 

reunification.   

 

Domestic economy of Japan 

Looking at the evidence suggested in the previous part discussing China’s economic 

growth,
130

 Japan’s high threat perception of China is deeply related to China’s growing 

economy. Specifically, Japan perceives China as a threat when the Chinese economy and 

economic strategy support the PLA, undermining Japan’s security. In other words, the 

Chinese economy alone may not be an element to increase Japan’s threat perception towards 

China perhaps because the bilateral economic relations between Japan and China benefits 

Japan’s domestic economy to a great extent.  

As discussed above, China has been the largest trading partner for Japan for 12 years, 

making itself the biggest influencer on the Japanese economy. As Japan has suffered from the 

economic stagnation, so called the “lost decades,” China’s economic performance has become 

crucial for the rebirth of the Japanese economy. This trend was proved in Japan’s official 

statement in the early 2019, mentioning that Japan downgraded its economic assessment for 

the first time since 2016, pointing to China’s economic slowdown as a key factor.
131

 The vast 

majority of Japan’s public resonates with their government, believing the Japanese economy 

cannot perform well while the Chinese economy struggles. The 2019 NHK public survey 

found that Japanese citizens see the on-going US-China trade war negatively influences 

Japan’s economy as surveyed in.
132

 

The significance of Japan’s economic reliance on China is also reflected on 

“Abenomics,” Abe’s signature domestic economic strategy targeting at aggressive monetary 

policy, flexible fiscal policy, and growth goals.
133

 Among the three targets, Abenomics policy 

                                                        
130 China’s influence in Japan’s domestic economy is discussed in detail in the 3.2.1. 
131 Ben Dooley, “Japan Stumbles as China’s Growth Engine Slows,” The New York Times, April 3, 

2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/03/business/economy. (accessed April 16, 2020) 
132 “Naikaku sizi ritu,” 内閣支持率 [Approval Rates for the Cabinet of Japan], NHK Public Survey 

NHK 世論調査, https://www.nhk.or.jp/senkyo/shijiritsu. (accessed April 16, 2020); The impact of the US-

China trade war on Japan’s economy is big (29%) and the impact is rather big (54%). 
133 “Abenomics,” The Government of Japan, (2018):1, 

https://www.japan.go.jp/abenomics/_userdata/abenomics/pdf/1809_abenomics.pdf. 
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particularly emphasizes on tourism in order to achieve economic growth.
134

 With no doubt, it 

aims largely at promoting tourism to the Chinese. It appears that the nominal GDP of Japan’s 

economy had grown until 2018 under Abenomics since the start of Abe’s cabinet in 2012 and 

the increasing number of Chinese tourists may not be two isolated incidents. The number of 

Chinese tourists to Japan continuously increased from 2013, having made up the largest 

number of the total of foreign tourists to Japan from 2014.
135

 They have also been the largest 

spenders among all the tourists visiting Japan, spent $1.6 trillion in 2017, which was more 

than one-third of the whole foreign tourists spending.
136

    

Another economic factor that plays in shaping Japan’s current threat perception of 

China is perhaps related to China’s economic coercion which has given China a great amount 

of leverage over sensitive geopolitical issues in the region. With no doubt, Japan has also 

been within the scope of China’s economic coercion but arguably, unlike Korea, the damage 

Japan’s economy sustained from China’s economic coercion has not been critical enough to 

hurt Japan’s economy, and further shift Japan’s political decisions. For example, in 2010, 

amid a territorial dispute with Japan, China banned on the exports of rare earth to Japan at the 

time its market share of rare earth production stood at 95 per cent.
137

 However, Japan 

avoided damage by building a new rare earth supply chain outside China. Another example is 

the 2012 China anti-Japanese demonstration. The violent demonstration broke out across 

China as tension between China and Japan escalated over the Senkaku/Diaoyutai islands 

disputes, boycotting Japanese goods and cars such as Honda and Toyota.
138

 But the boycott 

discontinued in China under Xi, Japan's products remain undamaged, Japan's car makers such 

as Honda and Toyota were still ranked 2
nd

 and 4
th
 respectively in the total amount of car 

selling in the Chinese market in 2018.
139

 Thus, as the previous examples manifest, the fact 

                                                        
134 “Abenomics,”11-12. 
135 “Trends in annual Visitor Arrivals to Japan by Country/Area,” Japan National Tourism 

Organization, March 24, 2020, https://statistics.jnto.go.jp/en/graph. (accessed April 16, 2020) 
136 “Gaikokuzin ryokousya nihon de ikura tuka xtu teru?” 外国人旅行者 日本でいくら使ってる? 

[How Much Foreign Tourists Spend In Japan?], NHK, January 16, 2018,  

www3.nhk.or.jp/news/special/sakusakukeizai/articles/20180116.html. (accessed April 16, 2020) 
137 Cary Huang, “China’s ban on rare earths didn’t work on Japan and won’t work in the trade war with 

the US,” South China Morning Post, June 5, 2019, scmp.com/comment/opinion/article. (accessed April 16, 2020) 
138 Dan Blumenthal, “Economic Coercion as a Tool in China’s Grand Strategy,” American Enterprise 

Institute, (2018):4, https://www.foreign.senate.gov/download/blumenthal-testimony-072418. 
139 M. Saito “Top 30 - tyuugoku zidousya hanbai - 2018 nen nenkan rankingu burando betu” Top 30 -

中国自動車販売 - 2018 年年間ランキング ブランド別 [Top 30 – Car Sellers in the Chinese market – the 

2018 Rankings by brand], Hyogo Mitsubishi Web Editor 兵庫三菱 Web 編集局, https://www.hyogo-

mitsubishi.com/news/data20190214090000.html. (accessed April 16, 2020) 
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that China’s economic retaliation against Japan made little impact on the Japanese economy 

may explain why Japan’s public views China’s growing economy slightly more positively 

than Korea’s public does while they both believe that China exerts substantial influence on 

their domestic economy as suggested in the 2019 Pew Research data.
140

  

On the whole, China’s rapid economic rise both poses a threat to and offers an 

opportunity for Japan. As shown by evidence above, it can be argued that Japan’s high threat 

perception towards China emerges from its suspicion that China has attempted to shake the 

status quo, challenging Japan’s sovereignty, by enhancing the PLA along with the financial 

backing from the economic growth. But at the same time, Japan seems to approve the Chinese 

economy due to the fact that whether or not Japan will be lifted out of a decade-long 

economic downturn is heavily resting on Sino-Japan economic relations which have seemed 

generally positive despite there were China’s economic coercions against Japan.  

 

 

3.3 Political Factors 
 

3.3.1 The rise of new leaderships in China, the DPRK, and the US 

 

Rise of Xi 

During the 2010s, there were political power transitions in East Asia, including the United 

States, arguably influenced threat perception in Korea and Japan. First, it is likely that the rise 

of Xi Jinping as the leader of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) lowered Korea’s threat 

perception towards China and the DPRK while intensified Japan’s towards China. In the early 

2010s, Sino-Korean relations was at all-time low amid inter-Korean tensions created by the 

DPRK’s attack on Korean naval ship, Cheonan, and the bombardment of Korean Yeonpyong 

Island in 2010. Then Korean president Lee Myung-bak urged China to pressure the DPRK for 

the military aggression but then Chinese leader Hu Jintao stayed on the neutral ground, built 

up on diplomatic frustration on the Korean side, preventing any meaningful cooperation with 

China from developing.
141

 Only a year apart, China and Korea underwent political power 

                                                        
140 Silver et al, “China’s Economic Growth,”:4-16; The 2019 Pew Research data shows that Japan’s 

public (55%)is more likely to say China’s economic growth is a thing for their country than Korea’s public 

(48%). Meanwhile, Japan’s public (34%) is less likely to negatively perceive China’s economic growth as a bad 

thing than Korea’s public (48%).   
141 Park Jin, “Korea Between the United States and China: How Does Hedging Work?” Joint U.S.-

Korea Academic Studies, (2015):68, http://keia.org/sites/default/files/publications.  
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transition, from Hu Jintao to Xi Jiping in 2012 and from Lee Myung-bak to Park Geun-hye in 

2013 respectively. Thus, in some sense, Sino-Korean relations were meant to develop given 

the circumstances under which the two new leaders might have wished to have a fresh start 

without geopolitical burdens.  

Added to the situational aspects, one can assume that Xi’s peripheral diplomacy 

succeeded in creating a self-image of benevolent China, contributing to lowering Korea’s 

threat perception. Under President Xi’s administration, China’s foreign policy has gravitated 

towards its Asian neighbors, pushing win-win ties and promoting the idea of “peaceful rise of 

China.”
142

 Xi expressed the four key features of his good neighbor policy: “friendship (親), 

sincerity (誠), benefit (惠), and inclusiveness (容), meaning that China would become closer 

to its neighboring nations, respect them, share China’s economic benefits with them, and 

embrace them.
143

 Based on these basic principles of his neighboring diplomacy, Xi showed 

warm gestures towards Korea, calling Korean President Park an old friend (老朋友), showing 

his willingness to enhance the bilateral relations with Korea.
144

 Apparently, Xi’s good 

neighboring strategy paid off in Korea given the 2018 Gallup Research Poll found that more 

than a half (60%) of Korea’s public viewed him positively when he paid a first state visit to 

Korea in 2014.
145

    

Coupled with Xi’s warm gesture towards Korea, China’s historical and strategical 

alignment with Korea had also arguably reduced Korea’s threat perception towards China. In 

the late 2012, China and Korea had a collective voice, criticizing Japan’s Prime Minister 

Abe’s visit Yasukuni Shrine, which is labelled a “war shrine,” to pay tribute to war criminals 

who died during World War II.
146

 In the early 2014, the Chinese government opened Ahn 

Jung-geun memorial hall at Harbin Station in Heilongjiang Province, to commemorate Ahn 

Jung-geun, a Korea’s national hero who assassinated the Korean Peninsula’s first governor, 

Hirobumi Ito at Harbin station in 1909, adding “Ahn is also respected by the Chinese as a 

person fought against Japan’s colonialism.”
147

 Considering the fact that Park was taking a 

                                                        
142 Jeffrey Reeves et al, Chinese-Japanese Competition and the East Asian Security Complex Vying for 

Influence (Routledge: Tylor & Francis Group, 2017), 26.  
143 Hwang Jae-ho, “The ROK’s China Policy under Park Guen-hye: A New Model of ROK-PRC 

Relations,” Center for East Asia Policy Studies, (2013):8, https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content. 
144 Hwang, “The ROK’s China,” 12.  
145 “Jubyeon-guk” 11. 
146 Ibid., 4.  
147 Seong Yeon-chul 성연철, “‘Dongbuga Yeoksajeonjaeng’ Han·Jung Dae Ilbon Daechi Janggihwa 

Uryeo,” ‘동북아 역사전쟁’ 한·중 대 일본 대치 장기화 우려 [‘A Northeast Asian War Surrounding 
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hard line on Korea’s Japan policy in association with Abe’s unapologetic actions and remarks 

regarding Japan’s colonial legacy, saying “Abe is trying to stomp on human dignity of 

wartime sex slaves around the world by denying the Kono Statement,”
148

 which made clear 

that Imperial Japanese Army forced girls in its occupied countries into being sex slaves, 

China’s anti-Japanese moves in accordance with Korea’s views over the Abe government was 

perhaps one of the factors that lowered the level of Korea’s threat perception towards China.  

As with the shared historical views over the Imperial Japan, the Xi administration 

aligned its DPRK policy with Korea, putting pressuring on the DPRK to stop its nuclear 

programs. Since the new DPRK leader Kim Jong-un came to power in 2012, the DPRK’s 

military aggression had escalated, launched a long-range missile in 2012 and carried out its 

3
rd

 nuclear test, shook the stability in the security environment of East Asia, particularly on 

the Korean Peninsula.
149

 The DPRK’s relentless nuclear ambition not only increased tensions 

on the Korean Peninsula but played against China’s geopolitical and geoeconomic interests, 

possibly encouraging an arms races surrounding China as well as breaking the peaceful 

environment which is considered crucial for Xi’s China to realize its Chinese Dream  (中國

夢),
150

 a national goal proposed by Xi in 2013 to achieve further national prosperity. Thus, 

both the Chinese and Korean officials might have felt that the DPRK’s military aggression 

needed to be brought under control, arguably, their strategical interests converged in dealing 

with the DPRK issues. Park took a hard line on Korea’s DPRK policy by promoting 

economic sanctions on the DPRK to cut down monetary supply to the DPRK’s continuous 

nuclear development. As part of this effort, Park’s Korea shut down Kaesong factory and 

appealed to international community to step up the existing UN sanctions against the DPRK 

nuclear program.
151

 Meanwhile, Xi agreed with Obama during the 2013 US-China summit to 

                                                                                                                                                                             

History’ A Confrontation between South Korea-China versus Japan Worrying to Protract], Hankyoreh News, 

April 5, 2014, http://www.hani.co.kr/arti/politics/politics_general. (accessed April 19, 2020) 
148 Seong, “Dongbuga,” April 5, 2014; the Kono Statement is a statement released by Japan’s Chief 

Cabinet Secretary Yohei Kono in 1993, concluding the government study that found the Japanese Imperial Army 

forced women to work as sex slaves in military-run brothers during World War II. The statement brought about 

serious repercussion in Japan’s society because, until this point, the Japanese government had denied all the 

claims regarding war-time sex slaves coerced by the Japanese Imperial Army.  
149 Lee Ki-heon et al 이기헌 등 3 명, “Junggugui Jubyeonoegyo Jeollyakgwa Daebukjeongchaek: 

Saryewa Jeogyong” 중국의 주변외교 전략과 대북정책: 사례와 적용 [China’s Peripheral Strategy and 

North Korean Policy: Cases and Applications], Korea Institute for National Unification 통일연구원 15, no 19 

(2015):118, https://unibook.unikorea.go.kr/files/bbs_kinu_0001473606. 
150 Lee Ki-heon et al, “Junggugui,” 123-124.  
151 Kim Hwan-yong 김환용, “Bakgeunhye Daetongnyeong ‘Daebukjejae Modeun Silhyo Sudan 

Chujin’” 박근혜 대통령 ‘대북제재 모든 실효 수단 추진’ [President Park, ‘Tapping into All the Effective 
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comply UN sanctions against the DPRK’s military aggression completely, clearly showed 

China’s opposition to the DPRK’s nuclear weapons. At the 2013 and 2014 summits with Park, 

Xi also stressed that the DPRK must abide by the 2005 Six-Party Talk agreement under which 

it agreed to abandon all nuclear weapons and programs and return to Treaty on the Non-

Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT).
152

   

In addition to diplomatic alignment in the DPRK issues, it can be also argued that Xi’s 

new assessment of Park’s Korea may also have reduced Korea’s threat perception towards 

China. In order to put pressure on the DPRK, Xi made a political move to imply a possibility 

to revise the Sino-DPRK Mutual Aid and Cooperation Friendship Treaty, downgrading the 

significance of the DPRK as its only ally while attempting to bolster a new level of Sino-

Korean relations. While refusing Kim’s visit to China, Xi paid a state to visit to Korea as the 

first Chinese leader who landed in Korea before visiting the DPRK.
153

 The clearer sign was 

the fact that the Xi administration invited Park and Korean high ranking military officials to 

the 2014 military parade, celebrating the 70
th
 anniversary of the victory in the China’s war 

against Japanese aggression excluding the DPRK’s officials.
154

  

Overall, one can conclude that Korea’s threat perception towards China has lowered 

since Xi Jinping took office in 2012. Added to the assumption that Xi peripheral strategy that 

succeeded in creating a positive image of China and himself, Xi’s historical and geopolitical 

alignment, followed by active engagement in putting economic pressure on the DPRK and 

efforts to extend Sino-Korea relations to security domain, may have contributed to decreasing 

Korea’s threat perception toward China. 

On the other hand, it is likely that Japan’s high threat perception of China is deeply 

related to Xi’s ascendency. It can be argued that Japan’s threat perception towards China has 

been primarily shaped by its territorial issue with China regarding the Senkaku/Diaoyutai 

islands in East China Sea over time. Prior to the era of Xi, the Abe administration was already 

concerned about China’s military modernization and increasing forces, backed by soaring 

defense expenses, suspicious of China’s increased maritime activities in the South and East 

China Seas due to, as viewed by Japan’s officials, lacking transparency and clarification of 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Measure for North Korean Sanctions], Voice of America, January 22, 2016, 

https://www.voakorea.com/korea/korea-politics/3155718. (accessed April 20, 2020) 
152 Lee Ki-heon et al, “Junggugui,” 80. 
153 Lucy Williamson, “Why is China's leader visiting Seoul?” BBC News, July 3, 2014, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-28140036. (accessed April 20, 2020) 
154 Lee Ki-heon et al, “Junggugui,” 119. 
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future vision of its military modernization as stated in the 2012 Defense of Japan.
155

 

However, with the rise of Xi Jinping as the supreme leader of China, arguably, Japan started 

to more strongly believe that China is a dire security threat to its sovereignty. Even though Xi 

has rolled out the signature good neighboring diplomacy towards countries on the periphery 

of China, showing willingness to actively engage with regional and international affairs such 

as the Korean Peninsula nuclear issue and the Middle East as a superpower nation by stating 

“the Pacific Ocean is big enough to accommodate both China and the United States,”
156

 

Japan seems to have found Xi’s China unreliable. A single statement in Defense of Japan 

2017 clearly support this argument: China advocates “peaceful development” on one hand, 

but it acts in an aggressive manner over maritime issues in the South and East China Seas.
157  

It is believed that Japan has come to realization that Xi’s China is eager to be 

recognized as a G2 country sharing the global roles and responsibility with the US at the 

same as shifting the existing world orders established by the US. As part of this, as assumed 

by the Japanese side, China had to push away the US in Asia in order to rise to a regional 

hegemon. Xi’s statement at the 2014 Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building 

Measures in Asia, “Matters in Asia ultimately must be taken care of by Asians, Asia's 

problems ultimately must be resolved by Asians, and Asia's security ultimately must be 

protected by Asians,”
158

 may prove the point that China is a revisionist power in Asia. To 

fulfil Xi’s ambition, a former JSDF Commander Koda Yoji views that China under Xi has 

based its military strategy on Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) as part of its effort to 

counterbalance US military presence in Asia, preventing the US military force from 

occupying or traversing lands, waters or airspace.
159

 This may have posed a direct security 

threat to Japan’s sovereignty due to the fact that A2/AD is challenging the principle of 

                                                        
155 “Defense of Japan 2012: Overview,” Ministry of Defense of Japan, (2012):3, 

https://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper/pdf/2012/04_Part1_Overview.pdf; “Defense of Japan 2012: Section3 – 

China,” Ministry of Defense of Japan, (2012):27, https://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper/pdf.  
156 U.S. Mission in China, “Remarks by President Trump and President Xi of China in Joint Press 

Statement | Beijing, China,” U.S. Embassy & Consulates in China, November 9, 2017, https://china.usembassy-

china.org. (accessed April 21, 2020) 
157 “Defense of Japan 2017,” 23. 
158 “China president speaks out on security ties in Asia,” BBC News, May 21, 2014, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-27498266. (accessed April 21, 2020) 
159 Koda Yoji 香田 洋二, “Gendai tyuugoku rikai no yousyo: dai 8 syou anzen hosyou men kara mi ta 

tyuugoku gaikou no kiziku” 現代中国理解の要所: 第 8 章 安全保障面から見た中国外交の基軸  

[Understanding Contemporary China: Chapter 8, Axis of China’s Diplomacy from the Security Aspect], 21st 

Century Public Policy Institute: Research Project 21 世紀政策研究所: 研究プロジェクト (2019):167-185, 

http://www.21ppi.org/pdf/thesis/190709.pdf. 
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Freedom of Navigation Operation (FONOP) which has legitimized the US military presence 

in the South and East China Seas, keeping China’s aggression at bay. China’s challenge 

against the FONOP seems to have intensified since it completed artificial islands in the South 

China Sea presumably for military purposes. A Chinese warship nearly collided with the 

American destroyer USS Decatur, which were conducting such an operation, challenged the 

British warfare ship HMS Albion, exercising the rights of the FONOP close to the Parcel 

Islands.
160

 It is likely that the series of military conflicts has only assured Japan’s assumption 

on its view that China is not interested in peacefully rising.    

Meanwhile, one may assume that Korea also has a territorial issue with China over 

Socotra Rock, called Ieodo by the Koreans and Suyanjiao by the Chinese, causing a source of 

threat to Korea’s security. In fact, China established its own Air Defense Identification Zone 

(ADIZ) including Socotra Rock in 2013, overlapping Korea’s ADIZ.
161

 However, unlike 

disputes over the Senkaku/Diaoyutai islands between China and Japan, the disputes over 

Ieodo/Suyanjiao does not seem to pose a dire security threat to Korea in light of the fact that 

it is more associated with setting an exclusive economic zone (EEZ) for fishing than a 

territorial issue because the rock is submerged, meaning either of Korea or China cannot 

claim the rock as territory by the international maritime law.
162

 Plus, the two countries never 

closed negotiations, constantly meet to reach a compromise.
163

 As such, Japan is more likely 

than Korea to feel threatened by China's military buildup in association with the territorial 

disputes. 

 

Rise of Kim 

Meanwhile, the new DPRK leader Kim Jong-un came to power upon the death of his father, 

Kim Jong-il, in 2012, added uncertainty to geopolitical climates in East Asia. It is believed 

that Korea and Japan held high threat perception towards the DPRK upon the rise of Kim, but 

later Korea lowered its threat perception while Japan retained high threat perception. 

                                                        
160 “Strategic Survey 2019:Asia,” International Institute for Strategic Studies, (2019):75-76, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/04597230.2019.1676992.  
161 Kang Byung-chul 강병철, “Han · Jung Gan Ieodo Jaengjeomui Bonjilgwa Junggugui Jeollyakjeok 

Songnae” 한 · 중 간 이어도 쟁점의 본질과 중국의 전략적 속내 [The Key Part of South Korea and 

China Disputes over Ieodo and China’s Strategical Interests], KIMS Periscope 한국해양전략연구소, no. 183, 

(2020):2, http://file.kims.or.kr/peri183.pdf. 
162 Kang, “Han · Jung Gan Ieodo,” 2.  
163 December 2015, South Korea and China agreed to have a first meeting in order to set an EEZ. July 

2018, the two countries had the 4th meeting over the same issue.  
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Arguably, Kim’s diplomatic moves from the early 2018 to 2019 has influenced in Korea’s 

threat perception to a great extent both in politics and the society.  

The shared high threat perception between Korea and Japan towards the DPRK was 

highly likely to have emerged from the DPRK’s relentless military aggression and ambition to 

become a nuclear state. Upon ascendency, Kim increased tensions on the Korean Peninsula 

with military provocation, launched a long-range missile in 2012, carried out the 3
rd

 nuclear 

test, and withdrew from the Korean Armistice Agreement in 2013.
164

 Against this backdrop, 

as stated in the 2014 Defense White Paper, the Park administration made clear that the DPRK 

was threatening to international stability as well as Korea’s security, casted a doubt to the 

DPRK’s sincerity to building peace on the Korean Peninsula and described the DPRK’s 

Korea policy as “carrot-and-stick” and “camouflaged peace” strategy adopted by DPRK 

leaderships in order to have the upper hand in inter-Korean relations.
165

 Arguably, Korea’s 

threat perception perhaps reached its peak in the early 2016 when the Kim’s regime declared 

a nuclear state.
166

 A Gallup Research Report shows that the large majority (76%) of Korea’s 

public said the DPRK’s 4
th

 nuclear test was a threat to peace on the Korean Peninsula, more 

than a half (51%) said it was very threatening.
167

 But it should be noted that Korean public’s 

threat perception rests on the belief that the DPRK’s nuclear weapons hindered peacebuilding 

process rather than the potential use of the weapons against them. Put differently, Korea’s 

threat perception does not seem to have taken shape by the DPRK’s direct attack on Korean 

soil. In fact, Koreans are less likely to believe that there will be another Korean war under 

Kim since he came to power even in the aftermath of the DPRK’s declaration of a nuclear 

state and 6
th

 nuclear test.
168

 As such, it is safe to say that military aggression by Kim’s regime 

was a source of frustration towards the DPRK among the Korean, believing it prevented inter-

Korean peacebuilding dialogues from progressing rather than a physical threat with potential 

outbreak of war.   

As for Japan’s perception of the DPRK’s military aggression, the Abe government, 

unlike the Park administration, viewed the DPRK as a physical threat that put Japan’s security 
                                                        

164 “2014 Defense White Paper,” Ministry of National Defense of Republic of Korea, (2014):21, 

http://www.korea.kr/common/download.do?tblKey=EDN&fileId=209827.  
165 Ibid.  
166 “2016 Defense,” 18. 
167 “6 cha Haeksilheomgwa Daebuk Gwan-gye” 6 차 핵실험과 대북 관계 [6th North Korean 

Nuclear Test and Inter-Korean Relations], Gallup Korea Daily Opinion, no. 275, (2018):10, 

https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/fileDownload.asp.  
168 “6 cha Haeksilheomgwa,” 11; 53% said there would be no another Korean War in 2014, 58% said 

no possibility of war in 2017 after North Korea’s 6th nuclear test. 
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at risk. It is assumed that Japan has perceived the DPRK’s threat in three aspects: ballistic 

missile capability, nuclear weapons, and abduction of Japanese citizens. Considering the fact 

that the DPRK’s military aggression has escalated since Kim came to power, Japan’s high 

threat perception is highly likely to stem from the increasing missile capability and nuclear 

programs of the DPRK in the early 2010. Japan’s military officials have clearly stated in the 

annual report, Defense of Japan, the DPRK’s military activities are a “serious and imminent 

threat” to the security of Japan,
169

 worrying of the DPRK’s ballistic missiles with increased 

ranges that cover all the territory of Japan. Under Kim, the DPRK launched ballistic missiles, 

passing over the Japanese archipelago four times; Unha-3 flew over Okinawa in 2012 and 

2016, Hwasong-12 passed over Hokkaido twice in 2017.
170

 Japan’s government sent alert 

messages to the public in the region to inform them of the missile threat by its “J-Alert” 

system, established in 2007 to keep the public aware of the DPRK’s missiles.
171

   

As for the DPRK’s nuclear weapons, it is likely that Japan’s government views it as a 

threat to the stability and security environment surrounding Japan, rather than a direct threat 

to Japanese soil. It is believed that the centrality of Japan’s defense strategy is to prevent arm 

races and the proliferation of nuclear weapons in alignment of US security policy principles 

in East Asia, legitimizing Japan’s sensitivity for nuclear development and proliferation since 

it has been a non-nuclear state under the US nuclear umbrella.
172

 Thus, the DPRK’s ambition 

for nuclear development is a dire threat to Japan in a way to shake the fundamental principles 

of Japan’s defensive relations with the US, leaving Japan in much more vulnerable position 

than any other nations within the range of DPRK missiles due to the fact that Japan’s military 

buildup is limited by its constitution. 

In addition to the growing military aggression, Kim’s power grab in domestic politics 

may also have added to Korea’s threat perception towards the DPRK. In 2013, Kim executed 

Jang Song-thaek, a leading DPRK politician in the era of Kim Jong-il and the uncle of Kim 

                                                        
169  “Defense of Japan 2016,” Ministry of Defense of Japan. (2017):1-25.  
170 “Heisei 30 nen bouei hakusyodai 2 setsu chousen hantou” 平成 30 年防衛白書 第 2 節朝鮮半島 

[Defense of Japan 2018, Chapter 2, Korean Peninsula], Ministry of Defense of Japan, (2018), https://www.mod. 

go.jp/j/publication/wp/wp2018/html/n12201000.html. (accessed April 22, 2020)  
171 “Kitatyousen misairu hassya hokkaidou zyoukuu wo tuuka geigeki se zu”北朝鮮ミサイル発射 北

海道上空を通過、迎撃せず [North Korean Ballistic Missile Passing over Hokkaido, No Counter Moves from 

Japan], Nihonkeizai Shimbun 日本経済新聞, August 29, 2017, https://www.nikkei.com/article. (accessed April 

22, 2020) 
172 “Gunsyuku, hu kakusan ni okeru nihon gai kou” 軍縮・不拡散における日本外交 [Japan’s 

Diplomacy towards Arms Reduction and NPT], Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, (2016):8, https://www. 

mofa.go.jp/mofaj/files/000145534.pdf. 
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Jong-un, in the allegation of sexual promiscuity. Kim also purged other experienced officials 

in an effort to consolidate his domestic control.
173

 The Korean government saw Kim 

succeeded in strengthening his power through a number of purges and executions of officials, 

giving the regime momentum to push forwards its nuclear ambition.
174

 It is apparent that 

Kim’s cold-blooded purges have influence Korean public’s perception of DPRK leadership. 

The 2013 Gallup Poll found that, after the execution of Jang, nearly a half (48%) of the public 

said Kim Jong-un is more hostile than his father, Kim Jong-il, increased from 38% in the 

earlier survey in the same year.
175

 On a number of occasions, impressions of a leader do not 

always represent the whole images of a nation. But in the DPRK’s case, views of its supreme 

leader could determine the entire image of the nation since its political system is an absolute 

dictatorship.  

However, one can assume that threat perception towards Kim’s regime and leadership 

diverged between Korea and Japan from 2018. A peacebuilding process facilitated by 

historical events and summits is possibly a primary factor to the decline of Korea’s threat 

perception towards the DPRK and its leader Kim. In the early 2018, Kim’s DPRK radically 

changed its narrative, showed willingness to actively engage with Korea to restore inter-

Korean relations. Kim sent DPRK athletes to Korea-host Pyongchang Winter Olympic games, 

subsequently had inter-Korean summits with Moon and US-DPRK summit with Trump for 

the first time in history. There were meaningful statement and agreement such as the 

Panmunjum Declaration, promised by Kim to make concerted efforts to formally end the 

ceasefire of the Korean War and achieve nuclear-free Korean Peninsula.
176

 As part of the 

effort, Kim demolished Punggye-ri nuclear test site with the presence of foreign press in the 

same year. It is apparent that the peaceful mood on the Korean Peninsula shifted public 

perception towards the DPRK from bad to good. Kim’s favorability rate increased to 32% 

from 10% right after the 2018 inter-Korean summit, more than a half (58%) of Korea’s public 

                                                        
173 “2016 Defense: Part 1, Security Environment Surrounding Japan,” Ministry of Defense of Japan, 

(2016):3, https://www.mod.go.jp/e/publ/w_paper/pdf/2016.  
174 “2016 Defense,” 18-19. 
175 “Bukan Jangseongtaek Sukcheonggwa Daebuk Gwan-gye-e Daehan Uigyeon” 북한 장성택 

숙청과 대북 관계에 대한 의견 [Opinion of Purge of Jang Song-thaek and Inter-Korean Relations], Gallup 

Korea Daily Opinion, no. 97 (2013):11, https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb/fileDownload.asp. 
176 Ham Ji-ha 함지하, “'‘Nambukjeongsanghoedam’ Nambuk, Panmunjeom Seoneon 

Chaetaek...Wanjeonhan Bihaekwa Silhyeon, Olhae Pyeonghwahyeopjeong Jeonhwan Chujin” ‘남북정상회담’ 

남북, 판문점 선언 채택...완전한 비핵화 실현, 올해 평화협정 전환 추진 [‘Inter-Korean Summit’ The 

Panmunjum Declaration … Achieve Complete Nuclear-Free, Progress with Peace Treaty This Year], Voice of 

America, April 27, 2018, https://www.voakorea.com/korea/korea-politics/4367308. (accessed April 22, 2020) 
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trusted the DPRK in following the Panmunjum Declaration.
177

 Korean Public’s positive 

views of Kim reached to a controversial point. Welcome festivals for Kim’s visit to Seoul 

took place in the late 2018. Some even commented Kim changed the preconception of DPRK 

leaders, adding Kim is humane and polite.
178

  

In the meantime, the Moon’s government also has low threat perception towards 

Kim’s regime perhaps because of its bridging role between the US and DPRK. As with Japan, 

Moon’s Korea set resolution of the DPRK’s nuclear issue as the highest priority in order to 

bring permanent peace on the Korean Peninsula and in the entire East Asian region.
179

 That 

said, what might be different from Japan is the fact that Moon has based his DPRK policy on 

multilateralism, positioning itself a key middleman bridging between the DPRK and other 

stakeholders. Moon has come up with a policy called “Korea-led Initiative,” emphasizing that 

the Korean government should take the lead in promoting inter-Korean reconciliation and 

cooperation as the most concerned party.
180

 In fact, Moon’s bridging role was highly credited 

in western media for the historical summits to happen.
181

 Therefore, it is highly likely that 

the Moon administration has seen Kim’s cooperative attitudes towards peacebuilding as an 

opportunity to achieve its policy goal, necessary to view the DPRK as a negotiating partner 

rather than a threat. As pointed out in the 2019 annual report by the International Institute for 

Strategic Studies, “the risks of an ill-judged deal with the DPRK are far higher than they are 

for the US,”
182

 meaning the Moon administration has been cautious not to provoke the 

DPRK with mistreatment of it as an enemy for fear that inter-Korean détente would 

discontinue. Therefore, Korea under Moon has intentionally lowered its threat perception of 

the DPRK in order to continue the momentum of the peace talks.   

 

                                                        
177 “Jubyeon-guk Jeongsang,” 9; “Bukan, Daebuk,” 11.  
178 “Gimjeong-eun Dapbang' Imbak Bunwigie Seoulseo 'Hwanyeong Haengsa' Ittara” 김정은 답방' 

임박 분위기에 서울서 '환영 행사' 잇따라 [Continuous Welcome Events with High Expectation of Kim 

Jong-un’s Visit to Seoul], Yonhap News, December 8, 2018, 

https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20181208047800004?input=1195m. (accessed April 23, 2020) 
179 “Moon Jae-in’s Policy,” 21. 
180 Ibid., 35. 
181 “Moon: The masterful dealmaker,” CNN News, April 25, 2018, 

https://edition.cnn.com/videos/world/2018/04/25. (accessed April 23, 2020); CNN called Moon “the masterful 

dealmaker.”  
182 “Strategic Survey 2019 In Summary,” International Institute for Strategic Studies, (2019):7, 

https://www.iiss.org/-/media/files/publications/strategic-survey-2019. 
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On the other hand, Abe’s Japan has held high threat perception despite the peaceful 

mood on the Korean Peninsula. As stated in the 2018 Defense of Japan, Japan’s official view 

is that the DPRK showed its willingness to commit to working towards complete 

denuclearization but “there is no change in [Japan’s] basic recognition concerning the threat 

of the DPRK’s nuclear weapons and missile.”
183

 The reason why Japan’s threat perception 

towards the DPRK remained high amid peace talk is presumably due to Japan’s skepticism 

about the DPRK’s promise to disarm its nuclear weapons, viewed by Japan as an 

“indispensable deterrent for maintaining the existing regime.”
184

 The fact that Kim 

aggressively pushed with nuclear tests in the early 2010 only added to this skepticism. The 

skepticism regarding Kim’s peaceful gesture has been resonated with Japan’s public. More 

than a half (52.2%) predicted that Trump and Kim would not be able to reach an agreement 

over denuclearization of the DPRK’s nuclear at the first US-DPRK summit.
185

 Another 

reason why Japan’s threat perception remained high amid the peace talks over the DPRK 

issues was perhaps connected with Japan’s diplomatic isolation. As discussed earlier, one of 

the DPRK’s threats comes from the issue of the DPRK’s abduction of Japanese citizens took 

place in the 1970s to 1980s. Japan’s public even saw the DPRK’s abduction as a bigger threat 

than the DPRK’s ballistic missiles or nuclear weapons in 2016.
186

 Despite the seriousness of 

the issue in Japanese society, Abe has not been given an opportunity to negotiate the issue 

with Kim due to the fact that Japan has been left out of peace talks and the abduction issue 

has been marginalized by the resolution of the DPRK’s nuclear weapons. On top of that, Kim 

Jong-un dismissed the issue as a settled one, intensified a sense of fear within Japan that there 

would no opportunity to negotiate the issue.
187

   

 

 

                                                        
183 “2018 Defense,” 63. 
184 “2016 Defense,” 18.  
185 “Kitatyousen mondai no kai kimari wo nitibei no ryoukokumin ha dou kanga e te iru no ka” 

北朝鮮問題の解決を日米の両国民はどう考えているのか [How the Japanese and Americans Think of 

Resolution of North Korean Issues], Genron NPO 言論 NPO, June 8, 2018, http://www.genron-

npo.net/world/archives. (accessed April 23, 2020) 
186 “Overview of the Public Opinion Survey on Diplomacy,” Cabinet Office: the Government of Japan, 

(2017):19, https://www.gov-online.go.jp/eng/pdf/summaryg17.pdf.  
187 Makino Yoshihiro 牧野愛博 , “Kitatyousen ‘rati mondai sudeni kaiketu’ kokuei razio de nihon wo” 

北朝鮮「拉致問題すでに解決」 国営ラジオで日本を批判 [North Korea See ‘Abduction Issue Settled’ 

Criticized Japan in Its National Raido], Asahi Shimbum 朝日新聞, June 16, 2018, 

hihanhttps://www.asahi.com/articles/ASL6J2RZ8L6JUHBI00L. (accessed April 23, 2020) 
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From Obama to Trump 

In the meantime, the shifting dynamics of US politics arguably influenced in how its East 

Asian allies perceive Communist threats. There is no denying the fact that both of Korea and 

Japan’s threat perceptions are closely related to American politics since the US is the core 

actor of the UKJ security cooperation. Specifically, the overall decline of US global power as 

a world hegemon is thought to have shifted the way the US engages with its allies and 

adversaries, consequently influenced in how Korea and Japan perceive the Communist 

counterparts, China and the DPRK.  

One of the obvious global trends during the mid-2000 was perhaps the retrenchment 

of the US unipolarity as a global hegemon. Protracted wars in the Middle East and the 2008 

financial crisis were supposedly the main causes for the general decline of the nation.
188

 

Barack Obama, elected in 2009 against this backdrop, put forth “pivot to Asia” strategy, 

sharing the security burden with US allies on the basis of multilateralism and global 

governance.
189

 In addition to the internal factors, external factors related to international 

politics began to concern US-led global security. In East Asia, the rapid rise of China was 

viewed as part of Obama’s motivation to start to refocus on the security of Asia, encircling 

China with concerted military commitment with its allies. As part of this, Obama ordered a 

second FONOP around one of China’s new artificial islands, allegedly built for intensified 

PLA operations, in the South China Sea during his second term,
190

 as well as repositioned its 

marine forces in the Philippines.
191

 From the Japanese perspective, US counterbalance 

against China has cemented its high threat perception towards China given the fact that China 

has posed a dire security threat to Japan in association with maritime disputes in the region.  

The fact that the US shares the same threat perception with Japan has been particularly 

imperative for the Abe’s administration whose top political agenda has been to reform the 

article 9 of the Japanese Constitution in order to ultimately remilitarize Japan’s armed forces. 

In 2014, Abe stated multiple times that Japan’s current constitution should be revised because 
                                                        

188 Um Tae-am et al 엄태암 외 2 명, “Miguguiataejiyeok Jaegyunhyeongjeongchaekgwahanbando 

Anbo” 미국의아태지역 재균형정책과한반도 안보 [US Rebalancing in Asia Pacific and the Korean 

Peninsula], Korea Institute for Defense Analyses 한국국방연구원, (2015):36, http://www.kida.re.kr/cmm.  
189 Um et al, “Miguguiataejiyeok,” 38; Nakayama Toshihiro 中山 俊宏, “Toranpu zidai no nitibei 

kankei” トランプ時代の日米関係 [US-Japan Relations in the Era of Trump], International Issues 国際問題, 

no. 663 (2017):2 , http://www2.jiia.or.jp/kokusaimondai_archive. 
190 Jeff M. Smith, “An Innocent Mistake How a Fumbled Freedom of Navigation Operation Set Back 

U.S. Interests in the South China Sea,” Foreign Affairs, December 3, 2015, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/ 

articles/china/2015-12-03/innocent-mistake. (accessed April 24, 2020) 
191 Ibid, 47.  
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it was drafted under US occupation, unfit to the contemporary global politics.
192

 To achieve 

this goal, as pointed out by Park Young-jun, Abe seems to have established a road map on 

which Japan consolidates security ties with its allies, improving its profile as a nation with 

important international roles in the global security by sharing responsibilities with like-

minded countries, especially the US.
193

 In this regard, external threats are essential due to the 

fact that it is a precondition that facilitates the formation and upgrade of alliance.
194

 In other 

words, security threats should continue to exist for the Abe administration to normalize its 

military forces.  

As such, Obama’s pivot to Asia reassured Japan’s high threat perception towards 

China to some degree in a way to align threat perception between the US and Japan, 

subsequently contributed to reinforcement of US-Japan alliance against a threat from China’s 

military buildup. While US-Japan alliance was consolidated through agreements such as the 

new Guidelines for Japan-US Defense Cooperation, allowing the JSDF responsibility to 

cooperate with the US beyond Japan’s territory,
195

 the 2014 Genron NPO found that 64.3% 

of the Japanese public says that China is a security threat and a vast majority of the people 

views that China’s increasing military force is a threat to Japan’s territory.
196

 This shows that 

the consolidation of US-Japan alliance has been counterintuitive among the Japanese, failed 

to mitigate threat perception towards China, rather contributed to the rise of it.   

In the interim, one could assume that Obama’s strategical rebalance to Asia caused 

Korea’s threat perception towards China to drastically decrease. It can be argued that Korea’s 

lowered threat perception goes hand in hand with its assessment of China in terms of 

strategical value in dealing with the DPRK issues while the America-led DPRK policies have 

been unsuccessful. As opposed to its active engagement in multilateral approaches against 

                                                        
192

 Lee In-ho 이인호, “Abejeongbuui Ugyeonghwawa Miildongmaeng Ganghwaga Hanbando 

Anbojeongse-e Michineun Yeonghyang” 아베정부의 우경화와 미일동맹 강화가 한반도 안보정세에 

미치는 영향 [The Impact of Nationalism of the Abe’s Government and the Consolidation of US-Japan 

Alliance on the Security of the Korean Peninsula], Sogang Institute for East Asian Studies 동아연구 34, no. 2 

(2015):87, https://www.kci.go.kr/kciportal.  
193 Park Young-jun 박영준, “Ilbon Abe Jeongbuui Anbojeongchaek Byeonhwawa Han-gugui Dae-

eungbang-an: Sujeongjuuijeok Naesyeoneollijeumgwa Botonggunsagukgahwa”일본 아베 정부의 안보정책 

변화와 한국의 대응방안: 수정주의적 내셔널리즘과 보통군사국가화 [Shifting Security Policy of the 

Abe’s Government and South Korean’s Responsive Policy: Revisionist Nationalism and Military Normalization], 

National Defense Policy Studies 국방정책연구 30, no. 1 (2014):102, http://policy.nl.go.kr/cmmn. 
194 Ibid. 
195 Lee, “Abejeongbuui,” 73.  
196 “Dai 10 kai nittyuu kyoudou yorontyousa” 第 10 回日中共同世論調査 [10th Japan-China Joint 

Public Opinion Survey], Genron NPO. (2014):29. http://www.genron-npo.net/pdf/2014forum.pdf.  
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China’s ascendency, Obama lacked effectiveness and flexibility in addressing DPRK issues. 

The centrality of Obama’s DPRK policy was “strategic patience,” meaning the US waits until 

the DPRK is ready to sincerely negotiate denuclearization of its nuclear weapons.
197

 

However, it was under criticism that Obama was running away from dealing with the issue, 

ignoring the DPRK.
198

 Obama’s strategic patience continued on his second term due to the 

fact that foreign affairs were marginalized by domestic affairs in the US. As America’s 

economic downturn had set in, Obama’s approval rates fell to below 10%, 40% of the 

American public were dissatisfied with Obama’s economic policy.
199

 Ultimately, US strategic 

patience failed, described by “waste of time” by Korean media, in light of the fact that the 

DPRK eventually became a nuclear state. Furthermore, the DPRK’s aggression were not 

prevented from escalating, resulted in the death of a number of Korean soldiers in Korean 

warship Cheonan sinking and Yeonpyeong bombing in 2010.
200

 Meanwhile, China’s leverage 

over the DPRK had increased over time as the DPRK has grown nearly 100% dependent 

upon China on the economic front because of the UN sanctions against its nuclear programs. 

One can conclude that Korean under Park started to lean towards China away from the US, 

hoping China could suggest an answer to the DPRK issues. 

In addition, it can be viewed that Obama’s East Asian policy further influenced the 

Moon administration’s threat perception towards China and the DPRK. As with Japan, the 

Obama administration enhanced security relations with Korea as part of its pivot to Asia 

strategy, brought back the “strategic alliance for the 21
st
 century” concept announced by Lee 

Myung-bak and George W. Bush, attempting to allocate more international roles and 

responsibilities to Korea.
201

 Furthermore, Obama, at the first summit with Park, even called 

US-ROK alliance as a “linchpin,” pointing out the bilateral ties had improved to 

“comprehensive global alliance.”
202

 This means, in other words, that Korea had been in 

                                                        
197 Kim Jang-ho et al 김장호 외 4 명, “Obama 2Gi Haengjeongbuui Daehanbando Jeongchaek 

Jeonmang” 오바마 2 기 행정부의 대한반도 정책 전망 [Prospect for Second Obama Administration’s 

Policy on the Korean Peninsula], Korea Institute for National Unification 통일연구원, Policy Study Series 

정책연구시리즈 12-04, (2013):3-4 , http://repo.kinu.or.kr/bitstream. 
198 Kim et al, “Obama 2Gi,” 4. 
199 Um et al, “Miguguiataejiyeok,” 428. 
200 Kim et al, “Obama 2Gi,” 64.  
201 Scott A. Snyder, “Excerpt: The US–South Korea Alliance,” Council on Foreign Relations, 2012, 

https://www.cfr.org/excerpt-us-south-korea-alliance. (accessed April 25, 2020) 
202 “Dai 2 ki obama seiken 、 kitatyousen to no taiwa ni zyuusin   kankoku no daitouryousen 

kekka ga syouten ni” 第２期オバマ政権、北朝鮮との対話に重心 韓国の大統領選結果が焦点に [The 

Second Obama Administration, Focusing on Talks with North Korea and Results of South Korean Presidential 
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strategical dilemma where it was expected to cooperate with the US in containing China 

while it sought to build up relations with China. Lee Sang-hyun argues that Korea is destined 

to be caught in a crossfire in power competition between the US and China, in worst case 

scenario, it was forced to choose one over the other.
203

 Lee added that, thus, Korea has no 

choice but to strike a balance between the two super powers based on a “hedging strategy,” 

appealing to its neighboring nations that US-ROK alliance does not development at the 

expense of Sino-ROK relations. In fact, Park’s Korea was stuck in US-China power struggle, 

sustained huge damage in Sino-Korea relations in terms of economy and security amid the 

heated debates amid the installation of US THAAD missile system, which were believed as 

part of America’s “China encirclement policy” by the Chinese side. As such, it can be argued 

that Moon’s “Korea-led initiative” may have emerged from a costly lesson from the previous 

diplomatic dilemma, increasingly shifting towards a “hedging strategy” among East Asian 

stakeholders rather than sharing high threat perception with the US and Japan.  

In the meantime, a new US leadership may have reassured Korea’s low threat 

perception of the DPRK. Donald Trump who was elected as a new US president, unlike 

Obama, showed his willingness to work with Korea and rolled out engagement policy on the 

Korean Peninsula to solve the DPRK issues, particularly trusted in Moon as a middleman 

connecting the US and the DPRK. A series of US summits produced peaceful atmosphere on 

the Korean Peninsula, lowered the level of threat perception within Korea.  

It is thought that there are three reasons for the shifts in US foreign policy from 

strategic patience to active engagement in the issue on the Korean Peninsula. First, a domestic 

power transition from Democrats to Republicans may have brought about a policy shift. 

Considering the fact that Obama’s strategic patience had been under heavy criticism that it 

allowed time for Kim’s regime to fully develop its nuclear weapons, it was already expected 

among experts that the Republican would do more actively engage in the DPRK’ nuclear 

issues.
204

 At a meeting with Moon in the White House in 2018, Trump denied Obama’s 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Election], Donga Ilbo 東亜日報, November 8, 2012, http://www.donga.com/jp/article. (accessed April 25, 

2020) 
203 Lee, Sang-hyun 이상현. “Migugui Dae-oejeollyak: Jeollyakjeok Jaegyunhyeong-eseo 

Miguguseonjuuiro” 미국의 대외전략: 전략적 재균형에서 미국 우선주의로 [US Foreign Strategy: from 

Strategical Balance to America First]. KDI North Korean Economy Review,(2017):71-99, 

https://kdi.re.kr/common.  
204 Um et al, “Miguguiataejiyeok,” 436.  
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strategic patience, saying “it was a failure and we ran out of patience.”
205

 Second, Trump 

bases US foreign policy on principles such as protectionism and isolationism. With these 

clear principles, the Trump administration rolled out a policy called “America First,” 

prioritizing US national interests over anything else. Alliance management was not an 

exception, Trump complained US-ROK joint drills are “waste of money” and stated that “[I] 

hope US forces in Korea will return home one day”
206

 Considering Trump’s foreign policy 

principles and his past remarks, as pointed out by Kang Liang, Trump contributed to 

producing peace on the Korean Peninsula to create a valid reason for the USFK to 

withdraw.
207

 In fact, Trump said he would suspend “war game,” US-ROK joint drills, in the 

aftermath of the first US-DPRK summit.
208

  

In addition, Trump’s personal traits may also have played a factor in the US policy 

shift in the DPRK issues. There is no denying the fact that Trump is a unique figure given his 

background and personality. Trump was a businessman and TV celebrity before his 

presidency, lacking experience in politics. Jeon Jae-sung views that Trump’s personal 

judgement seems to have a big say on a decision making process in that he does not take 

criticism from experienced government officials, ends up dismissing them.
209

 There is an 

analysis that Trump’s decision to have a summit with Kim is highly likely to be linked with 

his desire for personal accomplishment, developing his profile as a US president.
210

 In fact, 

Trump was pleased when people chanting “Nobel, Nobel!” during a rally in Michigan amid a 

                                                        
205 Jeon Su-jin 전수진, “Teureompeu ‘Jeollyakjeok Innae Silpae’ Radeoni…Obamaui Gil Ttaragana” 

‘트럼프 전략적 인내 실패’ 라더니…오바마의 길 따라가나 [Trump ‘Strategic Patience Failed’ Following 

Obama’s Path], Jooang Daily, December 17, 2020, https://news.joins.com/article/23216089. (accessed April 26, 

2020) 
206 “Teureompeu ‘Dongmaeng-eun Mae-u Swipda’… ‘Swiun Dongmaeng’ Wigie Cheohan Han-guk” 

트럼프 ‘동맹은 매우 쉽다’…‘쉬운 동맹’ 위기에 처한 한국 [Trump ‘Alliances Are Very Easy,’ South 

Korea Faces ‘Easy Alliance’ Challenge], Donga Daily, October 12, 2019, 

http://www.donga.com/news/article/all/20191011/97839651. (accessed April 26, 2020) 
207 Kang Liang 강량. “Bungmi Jeongsanghoedameul Tonghan Teureompeu Jeollyak Ilkki” 북미 

정상회담을 통한 트럼프 전략 읽기 [Reading Trump’s Strategy from the US-DPRK Summit], Issue 

Briefing 18-18, (2018):2, http://www.inss.re.kr/inss/attach.   
208 Ibid. 
209 Jeon Jae-sung 전재성, “Teureompeu Jeongbu Migugoegyo Jeonchaegui Hyeonhwanggwa Migugui 

Mirae” 트럼프 정부 미국외교 정책의 현황과 미국의 미래 [Trump’s Administration Foreign Policy and 

the Future of the US], EAI Working Paper, (2019):2, http://www.eai.or.kr/avanplus.  
210 Choe Sang-hun, “A Trump Nobel Peace Prize? South Korea’s Leader Likes the Idea,” New York 

Times, April 30, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/30/world. (accessed April 26, 2020) 
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claim that he should be nominated as a Nobel Peace Prize for his effort in producing peace on 

the Korean peninsula.
211

  

As such, with such support from the Trump administration, Moon’s Korea-led 

Initiative gained momentum, produced peace on the Korean Peninsula, eventually decreased 

the level of threat perception towards the DPRK among the Korean public. The 2018 Asan 

Report found that Korea’s favorability for the DPRK reached its highest point in June right 

after the first US-DPRK summit since 2010, favorability for Kim was also increased by a 

large margin.
212

  

Meanwhile, one can argue that the rise of Trump has helped the Abe administration 

reassured its threat perception towards China and the DPRK, but left Japan insecure in terms 

of the DPRK issues by adding uncertainty to the shared threat perception between the two 

countries. Even before his presidency, Trump was famous for his anti-Japanese sentiment in 

terms of the way the US engages with Japan both on the economic and security fronts. He 

criticized the unfairness of the US-Japan security pact to the US when first running for the 

presidency in the late 1980s, clearly expressed at a rally in Iowa during a campaign for his 

second presidency in 2016, “If we’re attacked, Japan doesn’t have to do anything. They can 

sit home and watch Sony television.”
213

 Considering his political conviction with regards to 

Japan, what America First seeks from the Abe administration is clear than ever, Trump’s 

America wishes to do less while expects Japan to “do more.” Along with his views of Japan, 

Trump’s opinion on China is not positive either. He verbally attacked China ten times during 

his campaign trail, blaming China for US-China trade imbalance which, in his view, has 

harmed US economy.
214

 Trump’s disapproval for China is not restricted to the trades but 

including China’s rapidly increasing military prowess. In the 2017 National Security Strategy 

of the United States of America, the White House describes China, along with Russia, a 

revisionist state challenging US global interest and influence, prioritizing the affairs in the 

Indo-Pacific over others.
215

 In order to meet the challenges, as with Obama, Trump 

                                                        
211 Ibid.  
212 Kim Ji-yoon et al 김지윤 등 3 명, “Bungmijeongsanghoedamgwa Han-guginui Jubyeon-guk Insik” 

북미정상회담과 한국인의 주변국 인식 [US-DPRK Summit and South Korean Public Perception towards 

Neighboring Countries], Asan Report, (2018)9-23, http://www.asaninst.org/wp-content/themes.  
213 Richard McGregor, Asia's Reckoning: The Struggle for Global Dominance (Viking, 2017), 14.   
214 Veronica Stracqualursi, “10 times Trump attacked China and its trade relations with the US,” ABC 

News, November 9, 2017, https://abcnews.go.com/Politics. (accessed April 27, 2020)  
215 Lee Sang-hyun, “Teureompeu Haengjeongbuui Gukga-anbojeollyak(NSS)” 트럼프 행정부의 

국가안보전략 (NSS) [National Security Strategy of the Trump Administration], Sejong Institute 세종연구소 
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administration turns to sharing the security burden with countries sharing the same threat 

perception. As depicted in the 2019 Indo-Pacific Strategy Report: Preparedness, Partnerships, 

and Promoting a Networked Region, forging a partnership with concerning nations were 

considered a key pillar of US strategy to contain China’s growth.
216

   

The rise of Trump, thus, has given the Abe administration an opportunity to raise its 

profile as an important player in the global security, sharing security burdens with its allies, 

aligned its interests with the US against China. Nakayama Toshihiro points out that America’s 

retrenchment in the era of Trump in the international security provides Japan with more 

options on the security end, America is no longer viewed as “the best and only option,” for 

Japan’s ally,
217

 particularly when it can take a leading role to form an alliance with like-

minded nations to response to China’s military aggression. In the 2017 US National Security 

Strategy, the Trump administration officially stated that “US allies are critical to responding 

to mutual threats … and preserving our mutual interests in the Indo-Pacific region … We 

welcome and support the strong leadership role of our critical ally, Japan.”
218

 In response to 

US expectation, encouraged with Abe’s political goal to normalize the JSDF, Quadrilateral 

Security Dialogue (QUAD) coalition, suggested by Abe and combined with the joint security 

concept of “Democratic Security Diamond,” has taken shape since 2017, joined by the US, 

Japan, India, and Australia.
219

 Therefore, it can be concluded that Japan’s threat perception 

towards China has been reassured by expectations from the Trump administration to share 

security burdens and take an active role in responding to China’s rise.  

On the other hand, one could claim that Japan’s high threat perception towards the 

DPRK was challenged amid peace dialogue on the Korean Peninsula. In denial of Obama’s 

strategic patience, Trump actively engaged in inter-Koran issues, had historical summits with 

the DPRK chairman Kim Jong-un. However, this has seemed to have given rise to Japan’s 

concern over its diplomatic isolation due to the fact that it was out of place to some degree 

with its high threat perception towards the DPRK. Japanese media expressed concerned, in 

                                                                                                                                                                             

24, no. 2 (2018):39, http://sejong.org/boad; Lee Jae-hyun et al 이재현 등 4 명, “Kwodeu Gukgaui Indo-

Taepyeong-yang Jeollyakgwa Han-gugui Dae-eung” 쿼드 국가의 인도-태평양 전략과 한국의 대응 

[Indo-Pacific Strategies by QUAD Nations and South Korea’s Response], Asan Report, (2019):16, 

https://www.asaninst.org/wp-content/themes.  
216 Lee, “Kwodeu,” 19.  
217 Toshihiro, “Toranpu Zidai,” 3-4.  
218 Matake Kamiya and James J. Przystup, “Stronger than ever but more challenged than ever: the US-

Japan Alliance in the Trump-Abe Era,” US-Japan Joint Policy Report 2018, (2018):10, 

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content. 
219 Lee, “Kwodeu,” 34-37.  
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the run-up to the 2019 US-DPRK Hanoi summit, that since Japan has pushed economic 

sanctions against the DPRK to a maximum degree, it would be isolated from the summit in 

negotiating the alleviation of the sanctions.
220

 The fear is highly likely to originate from the 

view that Japan would miss a chance to raise its voice regarding the Japanese citizens 

abducted by the DPRK. In response to domestic pressure, Abe signaled that he wished to have 

a summit with Kim, to align security interests with the US as peace dialogue improves.
221

 

However, with no diplomatic results, the Abe administration has retained high threat 

perception of the DPRK, supporting continuous UN sanctions and CVID of the DPRK’s 

nuclear weapons since the summits failed to make further progress in negotiations for 

denuclearization. Therefore, the evidence shows that Trump's active engagement in the inter-

Korean affairs has added great uncertainty to Japan's threat perception of the DPRK, 

increased a chance to lower a sense of threat by the DPRK as the negotiations reach a certain 

resolution. 

 

 

3.3.2 Political transition and one-party dominance: domestic politics 

of Korea and Japan  

 

Political transition of Korea  

One of the key features of Korean politics is party divisions based on political views, 

particularly in relation to inter-Korean affairs, and the division has been accelerated by 

peaceful political transitions since 1987.
222

 Lee Chung-min argues that since then “Korea’s 

threat perceptions began to diverge depending on which government was in power in Seoul,” 

the conservative leaders favor a hardline policy on the DPRK while the progressives 

champion intensive engagement with the DPRK.
223

 Thus, it is believe that contrasting threat 

perception towards the DPRK between the Park and Moon administrations can be partly 

explained by the dividing nature of Korean domestic politics.  

                                                        
220 Cho Ki-won, “Kai me no tyoubei syunou kaidan bika e ‘nihon koritu ron’ hutata bi” 

２回目の朝米首脳会談控え「日本孤立論」再び [Japan’s Isolation Again In the Run-up To the 2nd US-

DPRK Summit], Hankyoreh, http://japan.hani.co.kr/arti. (accessed April 27, 2020) 
221 Mary Yamaguchi, “Abe wants summit with North Korea, keeps distance from South,” ABC News, 

October 4, 2019, https://abcnews.go.com/International. (accessed April 27, 2020) 
222 Lee Chung-min, “Prospects for US-South Korean-Japanese Trilateral Security Cooperation: in An 

Era of Unprecedented Threats and Evolving Political Forces,” Atlantic Council, (2018):4, 

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content.  
223 Ibid.  
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As for Park, she was a politician from the Saenuri Party, which is now called Liberty 

Korea Party, generally considered a conservative far-right party. Park’s political conviction 

was arguably influenced by her family background as well. Park is a daughter of the former 

Korean president Park Chung-hee, who is a controversial figure for dictatorship justified by 

then anti-Communist ruling system. There is a claim that Park followed the path of his father 

in counterbalancing the Communist threat. Kim Dong-Chun points out that Park tapped into 

National Intelligence Service to do so-called a “mental game against the DPRK,” ordered to 

censor pro-DPRK posts and comments online as though Park Chung-hee gave absolute 

authority to Korean Central Intelligence Agency to destroy freedom of speech in the name of 

anti-Communism.
224

 More personally, Park, in her early days, lost her mother, Yuk Young-

Soo, in a gunshot by Moon Se-gwang who attempted to assassinate Park Chung-hee. Even 

though a politician’s personal background does not always suggest strong evidence for a 

certain policy adopted by them, the case of Park may have strong influence in her view of the 

DPRK given the fact that Park showed tendency to personalize political affairs.
225

  

On the contrary, Moon came to power from Democratic Party of Korea, which is 

considered a centralist and liberal political party in Korea. There is little doubt that Moon’s 

DPRK policy has been driven by previous liberalist leaders. He served as the Head of Office 

of President under a liberalist president Roh Moo-hyun whose policy was largely based on his 

predecessor Kim Dae-jung, who dramatically shifted the whole paradigm of inter-Korean 

relations with his Sunshine Policy. Lee Chung-min views that, as the Sunshine Policy 

suggested the value of engagement with the DPRK, Korea has started to be more flexible on 

the DPRK’s strategical goals, forging closer ties with China, downgrading the significance of 

UKJ trilateral security cooperation against Communist nations.
226

 The Wall Street Journal 

even called Moon’s DPRK diplomacy “Moonshine” policy, a coined term combined Moon’s 

surname and Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Policy, describing that Moon continues with the 

                                                        
224 Kim Dong-Chun, “Park Geun Hye Government's Politics led by Nation Intelligence Service (NIS) - 

The Resurgence of Statism on the terrain of the 'Structural Fascism'” Economy and Society 101, (2014):28-40, 

http://www.dbpia.co.kr/journal. 
225 Park Geun-hye was impeached over allegations of political manipulation by Choi Soon-sil, a 

daughter of a pseudo-Christian cult leader, Choi Tae-min. Park Geun-hye had been close to the Choi family 

since the dead of her mother because Choi Tae-min fooled Park about her family for years.   
226 Lee, “Prospects for US-South Korean-Japanese,” 5.  
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DPRK policies from previous liberal Korean administrations and approaches the DPRK 

problems in a peaceful manner.
227

 

Coupled with Moon’s political stance, a historical transition in Korean leaderships in 

2017 may have benefited the Moon administration to push its policy, which views both China 

and the DPRK in a much more friendly way than before. 2017 was a monumental year for 

Korea due to the fact that the public succeeded in impeaching then President Park in the 

accusation of corruption. Moon, who was defeated to Park marginally in the 2012 presidential 

election, was elected in a landslide winning by a snap election in 2017.
228

 By the time Moon 

finished one year of his term, public approval rates for the Moon administration reached 83%, 

the highest point in the Korean history.
229

 With the huge support from majority the public, 

one can assume that Moon was given a domestic political environment conducive to pushing 

his policies towards China and the DPRK with little opposition. While Park was remembered 

as one of the least favored presidents for Koreans, Moon has attempted to engage with the 

issues that were mishandled by Park such as inter-Korean tensions and the THAAD disputes 

with China. Moon’s political moves have seen positively among the large proportion of public 

supports. A public opinion poll in the late 2017, conducted by Realmeter, found that nearly 

70% of the public positively rated the Moon administration due in part to its effort to restore 

the relations with China.
230

 Plus, the 2018 Gallup Report showed that the top three reasons 

chosen by the pubic for approval for the Moon administration were all related to the 

DPRK,
231

 concluding that the solid domestic political supports has given momentum to the 

Moon government to continue with peaceful dialogues with China and the DPRK, 

                                                        
227 Lee Ji-sang 이지상, “Mi Oesin ‘Han-guk, Dalbitjeongchaek(Moonshine)Euro 

Haetbyeotjeongchaek Gyeseunghal Geot’” 美 외신 "한국, 달빛정책(Moonshine)으로 햇볕정책 계승할 

것" [US Media Says South Korea Continues Sunshine Policy with Moonshine Policy], Jooang Daily, May 10, 

2017, https://news.joins.com/article/21559081. (accessed April 29, 2020) 
228 Moon Jae-in won 41.08% of the votes in contrast to 24.03% won the runner-up candidate Hong Jun-

pyo. The gap between the winner and the runner-up was the largest since South Korea first started a presidential 

election on a first-past-the-post basis in 1987.  
229 “Yeokdae Daetongnyeong Jingmu Suhaeng Pyeongga” 대통령 직무 수행평가 [Assessment for 

President’s Work So Far], Gallup Korea Daily Opinion, no. 305, (2018):10, https://panel.gallup.co.kr/Contents. 
230 Kim Nam-gwon 김남권,“Moon Daetongnyeong Gukjeongjijiyul 70%Seon 

Geunjeop…’Hanjunghaebing·Sijeong-yeonseol Hyogwa’” 文대통령 국정지지율 70%선 

근접…"한중해빙·시정연설 효과' [President Moon Approval Rate Almost 70%, The Effect of Restoration of 

Sino-ROK Relations, Public Annual Budget Speech], Yonhap News, November 2, 2017, 

https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20171102037300001. (accessed 29 April, 2020) 
231 According to the 2018 Public survey by Gallup Research, regarding a question asking “In what area 

do you think President Moon has been doing good?” The top three answers were inter-Korean summits (35%), 

Resumed inter-Korean dialogue (14%), and North Korean policy/security (9%). 
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contributing to legitimizing government’s low threat perception and decreasing the overall 

threat perception in society.  

 

Dominance of the LDP in Japanese politics 

In the meantime, it is believed that Japan’s domestic politics are one of the significant factors 

that have influenced the way Japan perceives threats posed by China and the DPRK. There 

are shared views among experts in the politics of Japan that strong political conviction of 

Japan’s Prime Minister Abe Shinzo has given shape to Japan’s high threat perception 

regarding China and the DPRK. Arguably, the dominance of the Liberal Democratic Party 

(LDP) as the ruling party and Japan’s national hardship have provided the Abe administration 

with an ideal environment to push its political agenda which requires critical security threats 

to Japan.  

It is apparent that the LDP has risen to dominate Japan’s domestic politics, arguably 

giving rise to conservatism in Japan. The ruling party of Japan under Abe, the LDP which is 

considered the conservative, has mostly dominated Japan’s political history since 1955 with 

characteristics of anti-Communism and a close alliance with the US, resisted the idea that 

Japan should apology for its wrongdoings during World War II.
232

 Although, in coalition with 

the Japan Socialist Party (JSP), the progressive, the LDP leaders made an effort to reconcile 

with China in the mid-1990s, acknowledged Japan’s war crimes during the war,
233

 LDP 

leaders generally seem unapologetic. For example, Koizumi Junichiro, Prime Minster from 

the LDP in the early 2000, created diplomatic tensions with China and triggered nationwide 

protests among the Chinese with his unapologetic attitude towards wartime history.
234

 Abe 

Shinzo, one of the LDP successors to Koizumi, is no different in terms of historical views. 

Abe denied the Kono statement in 2012,
235

 and more importantly, attempting to reform 

constitution to normalize Japan’s military.  

Additionally, there is Abe’s family background worth taking into consideration. Lee 

In-ho claims that Abe’s conservatism has also been driven from his background. Abe’s 

grandfather on his mother side is a former Prime Minister of Japan, Kishi Nobusuke, who was 

Class-A war criminal during World War II, and his father, Abe Shintaro, was a politician, a 

                                                        
232 Sheila A. Smith, “Intimate Rivals: Japanese Domestic Politics and a Rising China,” Columbia 

University Press, (2015):49, https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7312.  
233 Ibid.  
234 Ibid., 50. 
235 See footnote 148 for more details. 
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leading member of the LDP.
236

 As in the case of former Korean President Park, there is no 

concrete evidence for a claim that a politician’s personal background shapes their political 

convictions but it may be the case that Abe’s political views has been influenced by his family 

to a certain extent given the fact that his old family members were high-profile government 

officials.  

Combined with the fact that Abe is a characteristic conservative LDP leader, perhaps 

his conservative attitude towards the Communist regimes may have been legitimized by huge 

public support for the dominance of the LDP. According to NHK survey, the public approval 

rates for the Abe administration has stood at above 40% by and large since the survey first 

conducted in 2013.
237

 Abe even became the longest-serving Prime Minister of Japan in 2019. 

As such, with the LDP’s dominance in Japan’s domestic politics, it can be argued that Abe’s 

conservative attitudes and policy towards China and the DPRK, viewed as more of a threat 

than reconciling with them, seem less likely to be challenged by substantial opposition neither 

from society or opposition parties than any other eras.  

 In addition to consolidated domestic political basis, domestic hardships caused by 

economic downturn and natural disasters has been a source of the rise of nationalism on 

which Abe bases his policy in order to ultimately achieve constitutional reform for military 

normalization of the JSDF. Domestic situations did not seem bright when Abe started his 

second term as Prime Minister in 2012. While the nation were grappling with the “lost 20 

year” of economic stagnation, its economy was hit by the Fukushima earthquake in 2011, and 

its position as world’s second-largest economy was overtaken by China a year after, 

presumably inflicted great damage to Japan’s national confidence. Against this background, 

as viewed by some scholars, Abe rolled out “Abe doctrine,” boosting national pride to build a 

stronger nation. In doing so, he insists that Japan should be less apologetic about its history 

regarding World War II and not be limited by constitutional bars on its military force.
238

 In 

short, Abe’s grand plan to normalize the JSDF and hostility towards China and the DPRK has 

been justified in the name of nationalism.  

 

 

                                                        
236 Lee In-ho, “Abejeongbuui,” 84.   
237 “Naikaku sizi ritu,”, NHK Public Survey. 
238 “Strategic Survey 2018: Summaries,” International Institute for Strategic Studies, (2019):5, 

https://www.tandfonline.com/toc.  
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3.4 Social Factors 
 

3.4.1 Korean public perception of China and the DPRK 

 

Korean perception of China 

It is thought that Korean public opinions about China have shifted significantly. As some 

scholars proved with quantitative researches on the basis of public surveys, a row over 

THAAD is considered a turning point where more Korean people started to view China 

negatively than before, threatened by China’s influence on their nation.
239

 With that said, 

Korean public seem to view China as a partner rather than an enemy, highly valuing China’s 

strategical importance on the Korean Peninsula in engaging with the DPRK.   

In the early days of Xi’s presidency, China was positively viewed by the Korean. 

According to a survey results from the East Asia Institute, the favorability rates for China 

among Koreans increased steady from 2012, and reached the highest points, 56 points out of 

100 points, since 2004.
240

 Xi Jinping was the second most favored leader behind Obama for 

Koreans in 2014 when he paid his first state visit to Seoul. A Gallup Poll showed that his 

favorability rates reached 59% while the favorability rates of Japan’s Prime Minister Abe 

were only 3% in the same year.
241

 However, the favorability of Xi had fallen to a great 

degree since then amid the disputes over the installation of THAAD, down to 25% in 2017 

when China started to retaliate to the THAAD by means to target Korean economy.
242

 

Knowing the growing influence in the nation, Korean public began feeling wary of China’s 

rise and US-China power struggles. Some even viewed Korea-China confrontation has been 

more worrying than Korea-Japan conflicts.
243

 The 2017 Pew Research also found that 

Korean public sees China (83%) and US (70%) power is a major threat to their country 

among the listed nations.
244

 In other words, it is likely that Koreans perceive the China threat 

in the context of US-China power struggle rather than understand China as a dire security 

                                                        
239 Lee Shin-hwa and Jeong Han-wool 이신화, 정한울, “Han-guginui ‘Sinanbo’ Insik: Byeonhwawa 

Jisokseong” 한국인의 ‘신안보’ 인식: 변화와 지속성 [South Korean Public ‘New Security’ Perception: 

Shifts and Continuity], 21st Century Public Policy Institute: Research Project 29, no. 2 (2019):89, 

https://doi.org/10.17937/topsr.29.2.201906.73. 
240 Lee and Jeong, “Han-guginui,” 80. 
241 “Jubyeon-guk,” 9.  
242 Ibid. 
243 Lee and Jeong, “Han-guginui,” 89. 
244 Jacob Poushter and Dorothy Manevich, “Globally, People Point to ISIS and Climate Change as 

Leading Security Threats,” Pew Research Center, (2017):5, https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2017/08/01.  
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threat to the nation. Lee Shin-hwa and Jeong Han-wool categorized the China threat as 

“geopolitical threat,” against the concept of “security threat,” posed by the DPRK, and proved 

that the Koreans feel geopolitical threat more seriously than security threat from DPRK 

attacks.
245

 Korean’s view of China as the geopolitical threat is clearly shown in the 2019 

Korea Research public opinion survey, vast majority of Korean public (69.9%) says Korea 

should stay on the middle ground amidst US-China power competition and many believe that 

an equal development in relations with the US and China is important to cope with the threat 

the nation is facing now.
246

 As an old Korean proverb exactly describes the situation where 

Korea has been trapped in: ‘when caught in a fight between whales, a shrimp gets his back 

broken,’ China appears to be a threat to the Koreans when their nation is caught in crossfire 

between two of the world's most powerful nations.  

On the other hand, US-China competition aside, as with their government, Korean 

public seems to value the significance of China especially in relation to inter-Korean affairs 

and denuclearization, approving the increasing leverage of China when it is used over the 

DPRK in order to change Kim’s regime. The 2019 Korea Research Poll found that great 

majority of Korean public (80%) views China’s influence is important in the process of 

denuclearization of the DPRK.
247

 Apart from economic relations, the public believes China’s 

cooperation in efforts to denuclearization of the DPRK should be prioritized over other issues 

in engaging with China (23.8%).
248

 This result can be seen striking, implying the significance 

of China’s role to disarm the DPRK nuclear weapons, considering the fact that US 

cooperation to denuclearize of the DPRK is less prioritized than other issues.
249

 Put it 

differently, Korean public’s expectation for China’s role in inter-Korean relations has grown 

high, perhaps complementing, if not replacing, US policy on the DPRK. According to the 

2018 Pew Poll represents that most Korean public (92%) sees that China plays a more 

important role in the world today compared to 10 years ago, but less than half (42%) of the 

                                                        
245 Lee and Jeong, “Han-guginui,” 88. 
246 “Munjaein Jeongbu Oegyoakbo Jeongchaek Junggak Pyeongga Mit Gungmin Insikjosa” 2019 년 

문재인 정부 외교안보 정책 중간 평가 및 국민 인식조사 2019 [The 2019 Interim Assessment And 

Public Opinions of Security Policy of the Moon Administration], East Asia Institute, (2019):37, 

http://www.eai.or.kr/documents/191105_2.pdf; The three most imperative tasks for the current South Korean 

government in order to cope with outside threats: An equal development in relations with the US and China 

(31.6%), Enhancement of US-ROK relations (30.4%), and Rapprochement of Inter-Korean relations (27.1%). 
247 Ibid., 34. 
248 Ibid., 23. 
249 Ibid., 22; higher priorities than cooperation for denuclearization of the DPRK, enhancement of US-

ROK relations, negotiations for annual defense budget, and establishment of horizontal US-ROK relations. 
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public believes the same is the case for the US.
250

 Furthermore, Korea shows the highest 

percentage among all the nations listed in the survey, perhaps indicating that Korea values the 

China option as its strategic plan vis-à-vis the DPRK, expecting China to play a decisive role 

in changing the dynamics of the process of denuclearization of the DPRK as previous 

American policies failed to draw desired outcome.  

For the Korean public, consequently, China’s rise appears to be sort of a double-edged 

sword. Even though China has been perceived as a geopolitical threat by the Koreans as 

Korean economy took damage from China’s economic retaliation, at the same time, it is 

apparent that China also has been seen as a “geopolitical opportunity” because the public, as 

much as viewed by the officials, value China’s role and leverage in shifting DPRK politics in 

a way to produce a resolution about the DPRK’s nuclear issue.    

 

Korean perception of the DPRK 

As for Korean public threat perception of the DPRK, it can be claimed that it has lowered 

over time since the Kim ascended to the supreme leader of the DPRK. The DPRK under the 

rule of its third leader, Kim Jong-un, made all-out effort to acquire nuclear weapons. It 

conducted four nuclear tests out of the total of six under Kim, succeeded in developing the 

Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM) in 2017, enabling the nation to target anywhere in 

the world.
251

 In spite of escalating military aggression from the DPRK, ironically, Korean 

public perception towards the DPRK related to security threat has gradually lowered. 

According to the 2016 Gallup Poll carried out right after the DPRK’s 4
th
 nuclear test, 61% of 

Koreans said “the test is a threat to peace on the Korean Peninsula,” decreased from 76% in 

the previous survey which was conducted just after the 3
rd

 nuclear test in 2013.
252

 Similarly, 

the percentage of Koreans who said the nuclear tests are not a threat (31%) up from 21% in 

the 2013 survey.
253

 There might be multiple reasons for this trend. One may see that Korean 

public has confidence in the idea that the DPRK is not using the weapon against them, ruling 

out the possibility of another war on the Korean Peninsula. As found in the 2016 Gallup Poll, 

there was a downward trend displaying the fact that Koreans are less likely to believe there 

will be another Korean War. Almost 70% of them said that “there will be no inter-Korean 
                                                        

250 Richard Wike et al, “Trump’s International Ratings Remain Low, Especially Among Key Allies,” 

Pew Research Center, (2018):38, https://www.pewresearch.org/global/wp-content. 
251 “North Korea Nuclear Timeline Fast Facts,” CNN Editorial Research, March 22, 2020, 

https://edition.cnn.com/2013/10/29/world/asia. (accessed May 4, 2020) 
252 4cha Bukaeksilheomgwa,” 11. 
253 Ibid. 
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war” in 2016, and the belief for outbreak of war on the Korean Peninsula has steadily 

declined over time since 1994.
254

  

Demographic shifts in Korean population also appear to play a factor. It is viewed that 

memories of the Korean War gradually disappears in society as time passes, and decreases the 

threat perception of the Communism. Now vast majority of Korean people were born after the 

Korean War and even younger generation has not experienced dictatorships during the 1960s 

and 1970s when the whole nation banded together in order to fight the Communist threat. 

One media report in 2013 showing that a third of adults and more than a half of teenagers in 

Korea were unable to remember the correct year of the outbreak of the Korean War supports 

this claim.
255

 Another convincing argument is that Korean public has come to realization that 

the DPRK has tendency to turn to military aggression in order to raise its geopolitical profile, 

instead of physically attack its neighbors. When the DPRK provokes the US with its possible 

attack on Guam in 2017, Koreans showed little fear, seeing the provocation as a “repetition of 

past episodes,”
256

 meaning it is a typical DPRK strategy to put pressure on the US to 

negotiate with them. In the same vein, Korean public seems to view the DPRK’s nuclear 

weapons as a nuclear deterrence for the regime’s survival rather than offensive military tools. 

However, the most decisive factor to the low threat perception of the DPRK in Korean 

society is arguably the peace talks that Kim engaged in with Moon and Trump. A series of 

historical summits, inter-Korean summits and US-DPRK summits in Singapore 2018 raised 

expectation among Koreans that the DPRK under Kim might be cooperative with the 

international community to finally denuclearize its nuclear weapons. The 2019 Gallup public 

opinion survey, conducted right after the April 2018 inter-Korean summit, found that about 

60% of Koreans said they are confident that the DPRK will abide by the inter-Korean 

agreement.
257

 And even more people said that “the DPRK will abandon its nuclear weapons 

                                                        
254 Ibid., 12; South Korean public viewed that “there will be no war” after the dead of Kim Il-sung in 

1994 (23%), the death of Kim Jong-il in 2011 (42%), the purge of Jang Song-thaek in 2013 (62%), and North 

Korea’s 4th nuclear test in 2016 (69%). 
255 Lee Hyo-yong 이효용, “Gungmin Sangdangsu ‘6·25 Jeonjaeng Balbal Yeondo Molla’” 국민 

상당수 “6·25 전쟁 발발 연도 몰라”[Majority of South Koreans ‘Does Not Remember The Year of The 

Outbreak of the Korean War], KBS News, June 24, 2013, http://news.kbs.co.kr/news/view.do?ncd=2679777. 

(accessed May 3, 2020) 
256 Chery Kang, “Kim Jong Un is trying hard to frighten two places in particular, and he’s not fazing 

either one,” CNBC News, August 11, 2017, https://www.cnbc.com/2017/08/11. (accessed May 3, 2020) 
257 “Gallup Korea Daily Opinion,” Gallup Report, no. 373, (2019):11, 

https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb. 
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in the end” while less people said “the DPRK will never abandon its nuclear weapons” 

between the first inter-Korean summit and the 2019 US-DPRK Hanoi summit.
258

  

Public perception of Kim also shifted to a great degree after the summits. The 

favorability rates for Kim among Korean public increased from 10% to 31% in the aftermath 

of the 2018 inter-Korean summit as survey in the 2019 Gallup Poll.
259

 An online survey 

conducted by MBC shows that large majority (77.5%) of Koreans say they trust Kim’s 

remarks and behaviors at the April summit.
260

 As a matter of fact, it is not new that inter-

Korean summits help a DPRK leader to refresh its image among the Korean people. Prior to 

the 2000 summit, about 34% of Koreans saw Kim Jong-il as a dictator; that figure fell 

dramatically to below 10% immediately after the summit, and more than 97% said that they 

would welcome Kim Jong-il’s visit to Seoul.
261

 But what is different in the case of Kim Jong-

un is that, as described by Lee Shin-hwa and Jeong Han-wool, Korean public has been 

swayed by Kim’s “charm offensive,” with peaceful gestures.
262

 Indeed, Kim’s joke about 

cold noodles at the April summit quickly circulated online, encouraged online users to give 

Kim nicknames, and raised the number of young customers eating in cold noodle restaurants 

by 99%.
263

  

Finally, Koreans have grown accustomed to people from the DPRK with the 

increasing exposure to defectors from the DPRK in society, accepting them as members of 

Korean society, supposedly contributed to the declining trend of threat perception towards the 

DPRK. As of 2019, a data from Ministry of Unification of Korea indicates that there were 

more than 33,000 defectors from the DPRK reside in Korea.
264

 It is thought that the image of 

people from the DPRK has gradually changed in a positive way, added with the increasing 

number of DPRK defectors in Korea, with the emergence of popular TV entertainment 

                                                        
258 Ibid., 12. 
259 “Gallup Korea Daily Opinion,” 11. 
260 Lee Jeong-en 이정은, “MBC Yeoronjosa ‘Gimjeong-eun Silloe 77.5%’” MBC 여론조사 "김정은 

신뢰 77.5%" [MBC Opinion Poll ’77.5% Trust Kim Jong-un], MBC News, April 30, 2018, 

https://imnews.imbc.com/replay/2018. (accessed May 4, 2020) 
261 Glosserman and Snyder, Japan-South Korea Identity, 79.  
262 Lee and Jeong, “Han-guginui,” 75.  
263 Lee Saenuri 이새누리, “Pyeong-yang Naengmyeon 'Gimjeong-eun Meokbang' Teuksu 20Dae Sobi 

99% Chisosa” 평양 냉면 '김정은 먹방' 특수 20 대 소비 99% 치솟아 [Pyongyang Cold Noodle ‘Kim Jong-

un Food Porn’ Effect Spending Among the 20s Increased by 99%], Jooang Daily, May 1, 2018, 

https://news.joins.com/article/22585213. (accessed May 4, 2020)  
264 “Bukanitaljumin Ipguginwon Hyeonhwang” 북한이탈주민 입국인원 현황 [A Data for North 

Korean Defectors Entered South Korea], Ministry of Unification of South Korea, December 2019, 

https://www.unikorea.go.kr/unikorea. (accessed May 4, 2020) 
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programs and videos on social media that feature DPRK defectors,
265

 presumably 

contributing to narrowing emotional distance between with people from the North especially 

among the Korean public. A detailed report regarding public perception of the DPRK 

defectors living in Korea, carried out by National Human Rights Commission of Korea in 

2014, indicates how close Koreans feel about people from the DPRK. Although 65.9% of 

Koreans viewed that there was a sense of discrimination against the defectors particularly 

when seeking a job, they said they felt closer to the defectors (19.6%) than other immigrant 

groups in society such as, foreign brides (18.5%), ethnic Korean-Chinese (15.6%) and 

migrant workers (9.2%).
266

 The report concludes that a sense of intimacy towards the 

defectors among Koreans may have emerged from public perception that vast majority of 

them (70.7%) saw that the defectors were Korean nationals. On a personal level, emotional 

distance was not particularly significant. More than a half of Koreans said they were willing 

to accept the defectors as their colleagues (57.9%), neighbors (56.7%), or friends (51.4%).
267

 

As evidence suggests, despite the fact that great majority of the current Korean population has 

no direct connection of the DPRK, they feel positively about people from the DPRK and 

welcome them as part of society, supposedly representing lowered threat perception the 

DPRK on a social level.  

 

 

3.4.2 Japanese public threat perception of China and the DPRK 

 

Japanese perception of China 

Under the leadership of Abe, threat perception of China has remained high, arguably deeply 

linked to the rise of China to a global power, stereotypes of Chinese among the Japanese, and 

a new wave of nationalism in Japanese society. As for the rise of China, it can be roughly 

divided into two categories, economic rise and military rise, albeit they are mutually 

influential. In connection to a threat, one may assume that Japanese public separate economic 

threat and security threat from each other exactly like Japanese politicians’ conventional 

                                                        
265 Park Hyun-sun, an expert in North Korea Studies, says that there are at least 15 North Korea-related 

TV programs in South Korea as of 2017.  
266 Yoon Yin-jin et al 윤인진 외 7 명 “Bukanitaljumine Daehan Gungmininsik Mit 

Chabyeolsiltaejosa” 북한이탈주민에 대한 국민인식 및 차별실태조사 [Reports of Public Opinions of 

North Korean Defectors And Discrimination], National Human Rights Commission of Korea, (2014):112, 

https://www.humanrights.go.kr/site/inc/file.  
267 Ibid., 120.  
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approach towards Sino-Japan relations, based on “Cold politics, hot economics (政冷経熱)” 

as discussed earlier in this chapter. Although there had long been words, widely used by 

Japanese to describe Chinese tourists such as Bakugai (explosive buying), Waruimana (bad 

public manner), and osawagi (loud noise), 40% of Japanese who holds positive view of 

Chinese said they “feel closer than before as Chinese tourists have increased,”
268

 as surveyed 

in 2019 Genron NPO Public Poll. Japanese tend not to be threatened by China’s economic 

growth, rather viewing it as an opportunity for their economy, expected to help to lift Japan 

out of its decade-long economic slump. The 2019 Pew Poll shows that great majority (92%) 

of Japanese said “China has a great deal of economic influence on their domestic 

economy,”
269

 but believing that it is more of a “boon (55%) than a bane” (34%) while 

Koreans felt ambivalent about the strengthening Chinese economy.
270

  

In spite of Japanese positive opinions of the Chinese economy, in general, Japanese 

public views of the Chinese have gradually grown more negative than the last decade. The 

2016 Pew Research Survey indicates that the Japanese had already held largely negative 

stereotypes of the Chinese even before China’s military aggression became more obvious in 

the early 2010, proven to be worsened since the rise of Xi. On the negative points, in 2016, 

large majority of Japanese said the Chinese were arrogant (81%) and violent (71%), up from 

66% and 50% in 2006 respectively.
271

 On the positive points, more than six-in-ten Japanese 

viewed the Chinese were hardworking (42%), down from 64%. Only a small percentage of 

them believed the Chinese were honest (12%), down from 23%.
272

 Considering the fact that 

the downward trend of the favorability of the Chinese among the Japanese is corresponding to 

increasing China’s military aggression from the early 2010, it can be argued that China’s 

geopolitical hostility perhaps played a role in shaping Japanese public perception of the 

Chinese. 

Indeed, Japanese public has been wary of China’s military rise, resonating with 

Japan’s official views, reckoning China’s increasing military buildup is intended to impose a 

threat to Japan’s security surrounding the disputed island between the two nations in the East 

                                                        
268 “‘Dai 15 kai nittyuu kyoudou yorontyousa’ kekka”「第 15 回日中共同世論調査」結果 [The 15th 

Japan-China Joint Public Opinion Survey], Genron NPO, October 23, 2019, http://www.genron-

npo.net/world/archives/7379.html. (accessed May 5, 2020) 
269 Silver et al, “China’s Economic Growth”, 16. 
270 Ibid., 32.  
271 Bruce Stokes, “Hostile Neighbors: China vs. Japan,” September 13, 2016, Pew Research Center, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2016/09/13. (accessed May 5, 2020) 
272 Ibid.  
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China Sea. According to the 2018 Cabinet Survey in relations to security, almost a half of 

Japanese (48.6%) said “China’s military modernization and marine activities are the pressing 

security concerns for Japan.”
273

 The similar results were found in the 2019 Genron NPO Poll, 

more a half of Japanese (51.4%) said they disapproved China due to China’s military 

aggression around the Senkaku/Diaoyutai islands.
274

 In fact, according to the trajectory of 

Japan’s view of China from 2005 to 2019 shown in the same Genron NPO poll, Japanese 

public opinions of China hit the worst point in 2014 (93%) in the era of Xi,
275

 during which 

China began to step up its maritime activity in the South and East China Seas. However, it 

should be noted that Japanese public’s disapproval of China was already on the rise from the 

late 2000s with an incident that escalated security tensions such as the 2010 boat collision in 

which a Chinese fishing vessel collided with Japanese patrol boats near the 

Senkaku/Diaoyutai islands. It is, therefore, assumed that the rise of Xi jinping only assured 

and intensified Japan’s negative view of China.  

Lastly, a new wave of nationalism that spread within Japanese society cannot be 

understated. As argued by Park Young-jun, there has been rising neo-nationalism since the 

Abe took office, basing its policy on neo-nationalism in Japanese society in order to gain 

supports and legitimacy for constitutional reform and the ultimate goal to normalize the 

JSDF.
276

 Boosting nationalism has perhaps not been a difficult task for the Abe 

administration due to the fact that Japanese public confidence in their country plummeted to 

its lowest point possible as they experienced the Fukushima earthquake in 2011 and an 

economic slump that has lasted for decades.
277

 A public opinion survey, conducted the 

Cabinet of Japan in 2014, shows that Japanese public has been highly pessimistic and 

concerned about the future of Japan. 60% of the public said the future of Japan looked dark. 

Even more people (69%) were concerned of the future of their nation while only 7.5% were 

confident that the future of Japan is bright.
278

 The domestic situation has been ideal for 

nationalism to grow, as claimed by Glosserman and Synder, Japan’s citizens have tried to 

                                                        
273 “‘Zieitai, bouei,” 20.  
274 “‘Dai 15 kai nittyuu.” Genron NPO. 
275 Ibid. 
276 Park, “Ilbon Abe,” 88-89.  
277 Ibid.  
278 “Zinkou, keizai syakai nado no nihon no syouraizou ni kan suru yorontyousa no gaiyou”人口, 

経済社会等の日本の将来像に関する世論調査の概要 [The Overview of Public Survey of The Future of 

Japan Regarding Demography, Economy, and So Forth], Cabinet of Japan, (2014):1-3, https://survey.gov-

online.go.jp/h26/h26-shourai.  
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compensate their frustration and dissatisfaction with the nation by boosting national 

sentiment.
279

  

Additionally, it can be claimed that a demographic shift in Japan’s population has also 

given rise to nationalism. Now that majority of the Japanese born after the end of World War 

II, the younger generations are more likely than the older ones to share increasingly 

nationalist sentiment, perhaps because they have no direct experience and memory of the war, 

lacking of correct historical knowledge due to controversial history textbooks. It can be 

claimed that Japan’s nationalism appears in the form of irresponsibility regarding Japan’s 

colonial legacy. There is a growing trend towards the number of the Japanese takes 

unapologetic attitude towards Japan’s past wrongdoings. According to a Pew Poll conducted 

in 2016, more than a half (53%) of the Japanese believes that “Japan has apologized 

sufficiently for its military actions during the 1930s and 1940s,” and 17% even said “it is not 

necessary to apologize,” which has increased since 2008.
280

 Meanwhile, the same survey 

found that majorities (80%) of the Japanese were concerned about territorial disputes with 

China.
281

 In particular, given the fact that the Abe administration’s core support base is 

younger age groups,
282

 it can be argued that nationalistic views have been effectively 

channeled into politics of Japan under the leadership of Abe. In short, Japan’s society since 

the early 2010s has provided the Abe administration with an environment conducive to a rise 

of neo-nationalism to some degree in which the Abe administration can push for its ultimate 

political goal, military normalization of the JSDF.  

 

Japanese perception of the DPRK 

In the meantime, in terms of Japan’s public threat perception of the DPRK, as with Japan’s 

officials, Japan’s public has also viewed the DPRK as a dire security threat to Japan. The 

2014 Joint Public Survey conducted by Genron NPO and East Asia Institute found that the 

72.5% of the Japanese believed that the DPRK poses a critical threat to their nation, even 

                                                        
279 Glosserman and Snyder, Japan-South Korea Identity, 32. 
280 Stokes, “Hostile Neighbors,” Pew Research Center.  
281 Ibid. 
282 Kaneko Tomoki 金子智樹, “Abe sizi no tyuusin ha zyakunen danseisou” 

安倍支持の中心は若年男性層 [Abe’s Core Support Base is A Younger Age Groups], Ronza Asahi Journal, 

December 21, 2018, https://webronza.asahi.com/journalism/articles/2018121100002.html. (accessed June 13, 

2020); the 4th supporting rate for the Abe administration surveyed in 2018 showed that a group aged under 30 

(57.4%) and a group aged under 40 (52.8%) turned out to be the most supportive groups of the administration.   
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more threatening than China (71.4%).
283

 That figure can be striking in light of the fact that 

the percentage was not different to a great degree from the level of threat perception that 

Korean public feels with regards to the DPRK (83.4%).
284

 Japan’s public threat perception 

arguably stems from the DPRK’s military forces in relation to missiles and nuclear weapons. 

According to the 2017 Cabinet Office of Japan public poll, majorities of the Japanese are 

concerned about the DPRK’s missiles (83%) and nuclear weapons (75.3%).
285

 Another 

survey by TBS News also found that 80% of the Japanese felt threatened by the DPRK’s 

military provocation in a public survey which was carried out immediately after the DPRK 

launched its missiles over Japan three times in July and August of 2019.
286

  

One may claim that Japan’s threat perception of the DPRK’s military weapons is 

deeply linked to Japan’s hypersensitivity to nuclear weapons. As the first and only country in 

history that was bombed by atomic bombs, Japan’s public awareness of nuclear weapons 

appears to be higher than others. Thomas Doyle argues that the Japanese people share so-

called “nuclear allergy,” a sentiment of antinuclearism which was formed by collective 

memory of atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, intensified by atomic 

victimhood as shown in the word hibakusha (bomb-affected people) and the Hiroshima Peace 

Memorial, which is also called genbakudomu (atomic bomb dome) by locals.
287

 The 

victimhood of atomic bombs and public awareness of risks of nuclear weapons were perhaps 

raised in the era of Abe in Japan with Obama’s visit to Hiroshima Memorial Peace Park for 

the first time as a sitting US president in 2016.  

Added to the DPRK’s nuclear threat, it can be also argued that incidents of the 

DPRK’s abductions of Japanese citizens have intensified the DPRK’s threat to the Japanese. 

The DPRK’s abductions of Japanese are cases related to the 17 Japanese people who were 

abducted by the DPRK’s government form 1970s to 1980s.
288

 Among them, 5 people 

returned after the former Japan’s Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi had a summit with then 

                                                        
283 “Dai ２ kai nikkan kyoudou yorontyousa nikkan seron hikaku kekka” 第２回日韓共同世論調査 

日韓世論比較結果 [The Results of Comparative Research of The 2nd Japan-South Korea Joint Public Survey], 

Genron NPO & East Asia Institute, (2014):22, http://www.genron-npo.net/pdf/forum_1407.pdf. 
284 Ibid. 
285 “Overview of the Public Opinion Survey on Diplomacy,” 19.  
286 “JNN Public Survey,” TBS News, August 3-4, 2019, https://news.tbs.co.jp/newsi_sp/yoron. 

(accessed May 7, 2020) 
287 Thomas E. Doyle II, “Hiroshima and two paradoxes of Japanese nuclear perplexity,” Critical 

Military Studies 1, no. 2 (2015):160-161, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/23337486.2015.1050266.  
288 “Abductions of Japanese Citizens by North Korea,” Secretariat of the Headquarters for the 

Abduction Issue, (2018):2, https://www.mofa.go.jp/mofaj/files/000433596.pdf. 
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DPRK supreme leader Kim Jong-il, but whereabouts of the rest are unknown until now.
289

 

Even though the abductions took place decades ago and only lasted for about ten years, 

Japan’s public still deeply relate their threat perception of the DPRK to the abduction issue. 

As surveyed by the Cabinet Office of Japan, large majority (81.2%) of the Japanese are 

concerned of the issue of the abduction of Japanese citizens by the DPRK, even more so than 

missile issues (71.5%) and nuclear issues (72.1%) in 2016.
290

 The reason why the Japanese is 

highly conscious of the abduction issue is presumably connected to governmental efforts 

made in order to raise public awareness of the incident under the leadership of Abe. For 

example, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan established Secretariat of the Headquarters for 

the Abduction Issue in 2013, sending out up-to-date news about the abduction issue to the 

public. Furthermore, Ministry of Education of Japan shares online links and information 

regarding the issue such as an animation video, “Megumi,” featuring Megumi Yokota who 

was supposedly kidnapped by a DPRK spy in 1977, promoted by the Abe government to be 

widely used at school in an effort to raise awareness of the DPRK abduction issue among the 

youth.
291

 

As such, it is safe to say that Japan’s pubic threat perception of the DPRK stems 

primarily from the DPRK’s nuclear weapons and abduction issues. More specifically, their 

threat perception of the DPRK is rather complicatedly tied to distant memories and 

experience of atomic bombings and kidnappings that undermined Japan’s security. Arguably, 

the Japanese people retain high threat perception of the DPRK because those incidents still 

can remain as a vivid memory with the political efforts from the Abe administration to 

promote the victimhood of Japan by the nuclear bombing and raise awareness of the DPRK’s 

abductions. Obviously, this has fed Japan’s public perception of the DPRK as a security threat 

so far.   

 

 

 

 

                                                        
289 Ibid. 
290 “Overview of the Public Opinion Survey on Diplomacy,” 19.  
291 “Kyouiku genba de no ‘rati mondai’ keihatu susumazu anime ‘megumi’ sityou heikin 8% mitazu 

zyugyou zikan no kakuho ni naya mu” 教育現場での「拉致問題」啓発進まず アニメ「めぐみ」視聴平

均８％満たず 授業時間の確保に悩む [‘Abduction Issue’ In The Domain of Education Not Promote 

Animation ‘Megumi’ View Rate Under 8% Struggle With Class Time For The Video], Sankei News, June 10, 

2018, https://www.sankei.com/west/news/180610. (accessed May 7, 2020) 
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CHAPTER 4:  

US MEDIATION 
 

 

4.1 The Concept of US Mediation in East Asia 
 

 

4.1.1 The definition of mediation in international conflicts 

 

As suggested by the school of international conflict studies, there are numerous tools to 

manage conflicts including avoidance, track two negotiations, peacebuilding, mediation, 

adjudication, and arbitration.
292

 Among these, mediation is one of the oldest and most 

widely-used conflict resolution mechanism, even practiced in ancient China and the Greek 

city-states.
293

 Mediation is a peaceful way of dealing with international conflicts, involving a 

third party who is not a disputant, seeks various forms of assistance and facilitation to help 

the disputants to reach acceptable compromise and concession.
294

 Thus, mediation is 

distinguishable from binding types of conflict management such as arbitration and 

adjudication with which a third party is required to hand down ruling or judgement for 

disputants to abide by.
295

 Jacob Bercovitch claims that mediation is a “voluntary process,” 

with no authority over conflict parties for third parties, disputants’ willingness and motivation 

to seek a resolution of the conflict with the involvement of a mediator is the prerequisite for 

mediation and the a key factor to decide whether the mediation succeeds or fails.
296

 Another 

crucial factor for mediation to take place and produce an acceptable outcome for disputants is 

“the context and circumstances of the dispute.” Bercovitch views that there are no fixed roles 

and behaviors that are applicable for mediators in all kinds of situations, meaning mediators 
                                                        

292 Anthony Wanis - St. John and Suzanne Ghais, “International Conflict Resolution: From Knowledge 

to Practice and Back Again,” The Handbook of Conflict Resolution, (2014):13, 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication; Jacob Bercovitch and Su–Mi Lee, “Mediating International Conflicts: 

Examining The Effectiveness of Directive Strategies,” The International Journal of Peace Studies 8, no. 1 

(2001):2, https://www.gmu.edu/programs/icar/ijps/vol8_1/Bercovitch.html.  
293 Jacob Bercovitch, “The Structure and Diversity of Mediation in International Relations,” New 

York: St. Martin’s Press, (1992):1, https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9780230374690_1; Bercovitch and 

Lee, , “Mediating International Conflicts,” 1.  
294 Jacob Bercovitch, “International Mediation,” Journal of Peace Research 28, no. 1 (1991):3, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343391028001002. 
295 Ibid.  
296 Bercovitch and Lee, , “Mediating International Conflicts,” 2.  
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are required to undergo a process of choosing a suitable role and responsibility for the 

conflict.
297

 Deborah Kolb further specifies this claim that the actions taken by mediators are 

determined after the process of the interpretation of the parties’ needs and what they do to 

meet that needs,
298

 In addition to disputants’ commitment and mediator’s search for a role, 

the identity and characteristics of the mediator is considered a significant precondition for 

mediation. Bercovitch and Houston argue that the mediator holds higher rankings over 

conflict parties because of their legitimacy and resources that are possibly utilized to facilitate 

mediation. Plus, the mediator is likely to be chosen by parties in conflicts not due to 

neutrality, but how much they share their interests with the mediator, the past/present/future 

relationship with them are crucial criteria to determine the ability of the mediator to reflect 

and protect the interests of them.   

 

 

4.1.2 US mediation in conflicts between Korea and Japan  

 

Based on the characteristics of the mediator in international conflicts described above, the 

United States is arguably the one and only third party that is able to facilitate the process 

towards the resolution of conflicts between Korea and Japan given the fact that the US is the 

only ally to Korea and Japan as well as resource and leverage as the most powerful nation in 

the world. As discussed in the previous chapter, US mediating role has been pivotal in Korea-

Japan relations. There is no denying the fact that the 1965 Treaty was reached and the 

normalization of Japan and Korea was achieved with mediation of the US,
299

and there were a 

number of cases where the US engagement helped to cease the further escalation of tension 

between the two nations. Taking the most recent case an example, the Obama administration 

worked behind-the-scene in order for Korea and Japan to sign the 2015 Sex Slave Agreement 

to settle a sensitive historical issue between the two nations. Still, the current US 

administration led by Donald Trump remains uninvolved in the conflict between the recent 

conflict between Korea and Japan, which has escalated into trade disputes, further developed 

                                                        
297 Jacob Bercovitch, “International Mediation,” 4. 
298 Deborah M. Kolb, “Strategy and the Tactics of Mediation,” Human Relations 36, no 3 (1983):248,  

https://doi.org/10.1177/001872678303600303. 
299 Nakanishi Hiroshi, “Hanilgwan-gye-ui Gujobyeonhwawa Mirae: Ilbonui Sigak” 한일관계의 

구조변화와 미래: 일본의 시각 [Structural Shifts and Future Dynamics of South Korea-Japan Relations: 

Japan’s Perspective], East Asia Foundation 34, (2015):1, http://keaf.org/book. 
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into possible termination of the GSOMIA, putting the UKJ trilateral security cooperation at 

risk. Then why does the Trump administration avoid playing its expected roles? It can be 

argued that the fundamentals of mediation may suggest possible explanation for the reluctant 

attitude taken by the Trump Administration towards mediation in the conflict between Korea 

and Japan. 

As learned from the prerequisites for mediation in international conflict, disputants’ 

willingness and commitment are a crucial condition for a mediator to involve in a conflict. 

When requested by Korean President Moon for mediation, Trump attached a condition that he 

is willing to mediate to de-escalate the tensions if Japanese Prime Minister Abe asks him to so 

as Korean President Moon did.
300

 Thus, it is likely that the Trump administration has not 

been fully motivated to mediate without guaranteed commitment from both Korean and 

Japanese sides. Another condition suggested by Bercovitch and Kolb is a mediator seeks its 

roles and responsibilities contingent on the context and circumstances of a conflict. In terms 

of the case of the Trump administration, it is logically understood that it may have failed to 

find out what it can do as a mediator, perhaps in the belief that the assessment of 

circumstance has proved to be disadvantageous to itself. Arguably, there are risks in involving 

in the mediation but high returns are not expected. Plus, there may not be clear strategic 

benefits for the Trump administration can enjoy from the outcome of its mediation.  

All in all, the current US administration has been unmotivated to play a mediating role 

to stop the further escalation of tensions between Korea and Japan albeit deteriorating UKJ 

security cooperation. In the next part, this dissertation further discusses what discourages the 

Trump administration to play such role on the basis of both disputants and mediator factors 

on the three different domains: economy, politics, and society.  

 

4.2 Economic Factors 

 

4.2.1 Japan’s trade restrictions on Korea 

 

As viewed by scholars in studies of international conflict management, Conflict parties’ 

commitment in resolving the dispute is one of the key conditions for mediation to take place. 

                                                        
300 Kim Ji-yeon, “Trump to help resolve tensions if Seoul, Tokyo request mediation,” Arirang News, 

July 20, 2019, http://www.arirang.com/News/News_View.asp?nseq=241096. (accessed May 11, 2020) 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202000736

 

 

79 

 

In thinking about the absence of US mediation in the Korea-Japan conflict, the fact that Abe 

is not willing to resolve the conflict may have discouraged the Trump administration to play 

their mediating role. Trump clearly stated that he will involve in the dispute if Abe asks him 

to do so as Korean President Moon did. 

Arguably, one of the main reasons why the Abe administration does not wish US 

mediation in the conflict with Korea is that it may have set a certain goal in relation to Korea, 

which is achievable when there is a bilateral tension between the two countries. It is widely 

viewed that the disputes between the two nations regarding wartime historical issues started 

to take their toll on the economic front with Japan-initiated trade restrictions on its exports to 

Korea. Japan’s government placed controls on the exports of important chemicals for Korean 

manufacturers on the suspicion that the DPRK may import them from Korea for the purpose 

to develop them into chemical weapons, denying Seoul’s claim that Japan’s trade restrictions 

are imposed in order to retaliate the Korean economy on Korean Supreme Court ruling on the 

compensation of wartime forced labors against Japan’s Mistubishi Heavy Industries.
301

 

However, Japan’s trade restrictions appear to be counterintuitive in a sense that it not only 

caused Japan's chemical importers to lose markets but triggered nationwide boycott of 

Japanese products and tourism among the Korean public. Lee Joo-wan argues that Japan’s 

export restrictions are against commonsense in light of the fact that Japan has been enjoying 

trade surplus in exchanges with Korea.
302

  

Thus, it can be logically deduced that there are hidden intentions behind Japan’s 

export restrictions, beyond retaliation for Korean Court ruling with regards to wartime forced 

labors, perhaps targeting growing Korean economy by putting the brakes on high-tech 

industries which are considered the engine of the Korean economy. The 2019 Issue Report by 

Chemical Industrial Skills Council, referred to the data from International Monetary Fund, 

analyzed the background of Japan’s trade restriction that the Abe government started to feel 

threatened by narrowed economic gap between Korea and Japan. Korea reached 80% of 

Japan’s total GDP in 2018, expected to overshadow Japan in terms of Purchasing Power 

                                                        
301 “Kankoku he no yusyutu kisei mondai to ha? kuwa siku si ru kizi 5hon nabi” 韓国への輸出規制

問題とは? 詳しく知る記事 5 本ナビ [Problems of Trade Restrictions on South Korea? 5 Detailed Points], 

Asahi Shimbun, July 26, 2019, https://www.asahi.com/articles. (accessed May 11, 2020)  
302 Lee Joo-wan 이주완, “Ilbon Suchulgyuje-e TtareunBandoche Sijang Jeonmanggwa Gwaje” 일본 

수출규제에 따른 반도체 시장 전망과 과제 [The Prospect and Future Tasks for Semiconductor Market 

with Japan’s Trade Restrictions], Korea Economic Research Institute, (2019):9, http://www.keri.org/web/www.  
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Parity in 2023.
303

 In terms of Per Capita GDP (see Figure 4), Korea already overtook Japan, 

ranked 20
th

 on the list of 36 OECD member nations in 2019, presumably increased a sense of 

fear within the Abe administration that the Korean economy would continue to develop to 

replace Japan as the second largest economy in East Asia. In this context, it can be argued that 

the Abe government might have been pressured to take action against fast-growing Korean 

economy. This argument can be evidenced by the fact that Japan imposed controls of 

chemical materials such as fluorinated polyamids, photoresists, and hydrogen fluoride, 

essential for making computer chips, display panels and semiconductors for Korean high-tech 

industries.
304

 Japan’s curbs on those chemicals seem to a highly calculated political move to 

target the weakness of the Korean economy given the fact that Korea has imported those 

chemical materials nearly 70% to 100% from Japan.  

In short, Japan under Abe seems unwilling to commit to resolution of the conflicts 

with Korea given its intention to slow down the growth of Korean high-tech industry. 

Therefore, the Korea-Japan conflict should remain unsettled for Tokyo in a sense, and 

therefore, US mediation has not been taken into consideration by the Abe administration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: OECD/The Korea Herald, http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=2020 

0428000253#:~:text=In%20the%202019%20per%20capita,Switzerland%20(3rd)% 

20with%20%2470%2C485. (accessed June 28, 2020) 

                                                        
303 “Ilbonui Suchulgyuje, Geugilgwa Gyeongjaengnyeok Ganghwareul Wihan Sojae‧Bupumbunya 

R&D Illyeogyangseong Bang-an” 일본의 수출규제, 극일과 경쟁력 강화를 위한 소재‧부품분야 R&D 

인력양성 방안 [Japan’s Trade Restrictions, The Agenda for the Enhancement of Competitiveness for 

Chemicals Materials and R&D], ISC Issue Report, (2019):5, 

https://www.bioin.or.kr/board.do?cmd=view&bid=industry&num=291104. 
304 Lee, “Ilbon Suchulgyuje-e,” 9.  
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4.2.2 Transactional US alliance management under Trump  

 

Another factor that can be taken into consideration in discussing the absence of US mediation 

in the bilateral conflict between Korean and Japan is that the way the Trump administration 

manages its alliance with its allies around the world. One could argue that President Trump’s 

transactional alliance management approach suggests that US has lack of interest in its usual 

role to mend a rupture between Korea and Japan. At the 2019 Shangri-La Dialogue, 

Singapore Minister for Defense Ng Eng Hen mentioned that the Trump administration takes 

transactional foreign and security approach, likely to affect “the outlook of other nation-

states, friends and even allies towards the US.
305

   

As discussed earlier in the previous chapters, the Trump administration embraces a 

foreign policy so called “America First,” prioritizing US national interests over those of its 

alliances. In fact, as viewed by scholars in international politics, this approach to alliance 

management was expected to some degree given the fact that America sought global burden 

sharing for international security after the Cold War, especially 9/11.
306

 In that sense, Trump 

is hardly new in his approach towards alliance management to a certain degree. However, 

what is unique in the Trump administration is that its reductionist approach is largely based 

on the increase of defense spending, depicted as “number-based management” by Peter 

Layton.
307

 As much as Trump denounced America’s allies as “free-riders” who unfairly take 

advantage of alliance with the US on his presidential campaign, he dropped unrealistic 

demands for increases in military expenses for US forces stationed in Korea, raising a five-

fold increase to $5 billion a year, highly likely to demand a similar to the Abe government for 

the cost of US troops based in Japan.
308

 In addition, Trump suspended US-ROK annual 

military drills, saying that it is a waste of money.
309

 Trump’s number-based management is 

not limited to Asia. In Europe, NATO countries has been under pressure to increase their 

                                                        
305 “Strategic Survey 2019,” 77.  
306 Peter Layton, “America’s New Alliance Management,” Australian Institute of International Affairs, 

March 8, 2017, http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook. (accessed May 13, 2020)  
307 Ibid.  
308 Bruce Klingner et al, “Trump shakedowns are threatening two key US alliances in Asia.” 

BROOKINGS, December 18, 2019, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos. (accessed May 13, 2020) 
309 Joshua Axelrod, “Trump administration to end major military exercises with South Korea: report,” 

Military Times, March 1, 2019, https://www.militarytimes.com/news. (accessed May 13, 2020) 
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defense budget by 2 per cent of GDP. Otherwise, as the US Secretary of Defense, James 

Mattis, stated “America will moderate its commitment.”
310

  

Thus, considering America’s heterodox alliance management, increasingly based on 

monetary demands, one may conclude that the Trump administration undervalues the 

significance of its allies around the world, and the UKJ tripartite security partnership may not 

be an exception. With no instant financial benefits, President Trump has not been driven to 

come in as a mediator to prevent further escalation of the conflict between Korea and Japan. 

Theoretically, from the perspective of mediators, as the mediator is expected to search for 

suitable roles and responsibilities for itself by weighing needs from disputants and further 

looking for ways to meet the needs, it can be believed, Trump’s America with the 

characteristics of prioritized self-interest is unlikely to fully comprehend and try to protect the 

interests of Korea and Japan, lacking motivation to find a middle ground to narrow down the 

difference.  

 

 

4.3 Political Factors 
 

 

4.3.1 Risks of US mediation in Korea-Japan conflicts 

 

A number of experts in the UKJ tripartite relations view that US officials tend to reluctant to 

involve in wartime history problems and territorial disputes between Korea and Japan, fearing 

that it may end up siding with one party at the expense of the other, highly likely to hurt its 

role as an impartial mediator and further escalate the situation rather than resolve it.
311

 Daniel 

Sneider maintains that historically the US has only made efforts into strengthening the 

trilateral cooperation on the security domain in the expectation that the historical and 

territorial issues would diminish over time.
312

 However, as opposed to its expectation, 

animosity between the two nations runs deep both in politics and society, remaining strong 

even after 60 years of active interactions in a variety of levels such as economy, security, and 

society since the normalization of relations between the two nations in 1965. Mark Manyin 

                                                        
310 Layton, “America’s New Alliance.”  
311 Sneider, “Advancing US-Japan-ROK,” 3; Park Cheol Hee, “Strategic Estrangement Between South 

Korea and Japan as a Barrier to Trilateral Cooperation,” Atlantic Council, (2019):8, 

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports. 
312 Sneider, “Advancing US-Japan-ROK,” 3 

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/strategic-estrangement-between-south-korea-and-japan-as-a-barrier-to-trilateral-cooperation/
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argues that Korea and Japan may be able to expand their cooperation, but disputes regarding 

history and territory will never disappear, reasoning “if the past [fifty] years have not repaired 

the wounds in this relationship, there is no guarantee that the next few decades will.”
313

  

In that sense, it can be argued that it may be the case that the resolution of historical 

and territorial issues between Korean and Japan is hardly likely to be reached in the 

foreseeable future. US efforts in mediating between Korea and Japan in conflicts may 

temporarily deescalate the tension but would not be an ultimate way to settle the conflicts for 

good. As claimed by Park Hee Cheol, US role is pivotal in drawing two allies closer; however 

such “external pressure” is no more than a “convenient excuse” for temporary cooperation, 

and without self-realization of the importance of the Korea-Japan security partnership, the US 

cannot fundamentally prevent the tension between the two nations from growing.
314

 Taking 

the most recent case of US mediation as an example, public opinions in the two countries 

diverged in terms of the 2015 Wartime Sex Slave Agreement, supposedly facilitated by the 

Obama administration’s mediation, signed by then Korean President Park and Japanese Prime 

Minister Abe. Public polls conducted in 2015 by Yomiuri Shimbun and Gallup Research 

Korea respectively show that while about a half of Japanese (49%) approved the agreement, 

only 26% of Koreans were willing to accept the deal.
315

 Gallup Korea further found that 63% 

of Koreans said the agreement should be renegotiated and huge majority (84%) did not see 

that the sign of the agreement means Japan’s government apologized for its crime against 

wartime sex slaves.
316

 Even some experts in Japan stated that the deal was unfair to Seoul 

considering the fact that there were no follow-up measures imposed to Tokyo, calling the deal 

“complete [diplomatic] defeat” of Korea.
317

  

Met by harsh disapproval from Korean public, the agreement was revoked by the 

Moon administration at a domestic political transition in 2017, facing harsh backlash from 

Tokyo. Since then, the agreement has taken center stage in Korea-Japan conflicts, triggering 

                                                        
313 Mark E. Manyin, “Managing Japan- South Korea Tensions,” Council on Foreign Relations, 

(2015):7, https://www.cfr.org/content/publications/attachments. 
314 Park Cheol Hee, “Asia’s Alliance Triangle: Korea-Japan Relations under Deep Stress,” (2015):93, 

Palgrave Macmillan US, doi: 10.1057/9781137541710.  
315 Kil Yoon-hyung 길윤형, “Han-Il Wianbu Habui Yeoronjosa…‘Han-gugui Wanpae’” 한-일 

위안부 합의 여론조사… ‘한국의 완패’ [South Korea-Japan Sex Slave Agreement Public Opinions … 

Complete Defeat of South Korea], Hankyoreh, January 11, 2016, 

http://www.hani.co.kr/arti/international/japan/725606.html. (accessed May 16, 2020) 
316 “Gallup Korea Daily Opinion: Regarding Sex Slave Agreement,” Gallup Korea, no 226 (2016):9-10, 

https://www.gallup.co.kr/gallupdb.   
317 Kil, “Han-Il Wianbu.” 
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other disputes such as wartime forced labor issues which led to a mini trade war between the 

two countries in the mid-2018. In fact, a joint public opinion survey conducted in 2018 

between Korean East Asia Institute and Japan’s Genron NPO found that historical issues have 

been the main causes for animosity among the publics between the two nations for the recent 

years. 70% of the Korean felt negatively of Japan because they said the Japanese does not 

reflect on its wartime crimes.
318

 On the other hand, 69.3% of the Japanese had negative 

opinions of Korea because Koreans make criticism of them about the historical issues, 

especially regarding sex slaves (30.5%).
319

 The cancellation of the agreement over wartime 

sex slaves even spread to a matter of national credibility, Yomiuri Shimbun telephone poll 

found that 74% of the Japanese said they do not trust Korea, which was the highest since 

1996 when the first survey with the same question conducted.
320

  

As such, it can be argued that US mediation in the conflicts between Korea and Japan 

may help to manage the relations between the two nations in the short term, but is hardly 

likely to resolve the bilateral disputes fundamentally due to the fact that they are usually 

deeply associated with animosity from historical and territorial issues. Even if the US came 

up with a concession for settlement, it may only serve the interest of one party at the expense 

of the other, harming US credibility as a balanced mediator as clearly shown in Obama’s 

engagement with the conflicts in 2015. However, the greatest risk of US engagement would 

be perhaps that US active involvement in the sensitive historical issues between the two 

countries can be counterproductive, further escalates bilateral tensions instead of reducing 

them. Looking at the fact that the efforts from the previous US government have been to no 

avail, presumably the Trump administration has been reluctant to involve in the bilateral 

disputes.  

 

 

 

                                                        
318 “Je7Hoe Hanil Gungminsanghoinsikjosa” 제 7 회 한일 국민상호인식조사 [the 7th South 

Korea-Japan Mutual Public Opinions], East Asia Institute, (2019):4, 

http://www.eai.or.kr/documents/190612_1.pdf. 
319 Ibid. 
320 “kankoku ‘sinrai deki zu’ 74% ‘nikkan kankei waru i’ souhou 8 wari … yomiuri yorontyousa  韓

国「信頼できず」７４％、「日韓関係悪い」双方８割…読売世論調査 [‘Do Not Trust’ Koreans, 74%, 80% 

View ‘South Korea-Japan Relations Are Bad’ Shared by Publics of The Two Nations … Yomiuri Public Poll], 

June 10, 2019, Yomiuri Shimbun, yomiuri.co.jp/election/yoron-chosa. (accessed May 17, 2020)  
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4.3.2 Democracy policy under Obama 

 

Now that there are risks of playing a mediator role in the conflicts between Korea and Japan, 

a question can be raised about the Obama administration’s active engagement with the 

bilateral disputes. What motivated the Obama government to take diplomatic risks then why 

the Trump administration has not been driven by the same motivation? One may assume that 

it is linked with democratic values that the Obama administration based its policy on.  

As argued by experts in the studies of US alliance management, democracy is the core 

value of American alliance system. During the Cold War, democratic values were the key 

element that brought American allies together to counterbalance the USSR.
321

 In the 

aftermath of the collapse of the USSR, as Park Cheol Hee puts, the UKJ tripartite cooperation 

has survived post-Cold War era with shared democratic values and market economies that 

bond the US and its East Asian allies together.
322

 Kubo Fumiaki added that American allies 

under the liberal democratic system have economically prospered, as evidenced by NATO 

countries, Japan, Korea, and Australia while serving the security interests of the US. Kubo, 

thus, argues that democracy has long been the core of American identity with which the US 

assesses its allies.  

It is thought that the US under Obama particularly promoted democracy around the 

world due in part to a widespread democratic recession caused by forcible regime changes by 

the Bush administration in the Middle East, contributing to the decline in America’s 

reputation as a global icon of democracy and human rights.
323

 Plus, the fact that Obama was 

the first African-American President of the US might have driven his “democracy policy,” as 

put by Thomas Carothers, presumably enabled Obama’s America to find a mediator role 

commensurate with its human rights-oriented policy principles in dealing with the bilateral 

conflicts between Korea and Japan. While Obama criticized Japan’s historical revisionism, 

stating “wartime sex slaves are horrible human rights violation” during his state visit to Korea 

                                                        
321 Kubo Fumiaki 久保文明, “Amerika gaikou ni toxtu te no doumei to nitibei doumei” アメリカ外

交にとっての同盟と日米同盟—一つの見取り図 [Alliance and US-Japan alliance in US Diplomacy – The 

General Concept], The Japan Institute of International Affairs, no. 1 (2013):12, http://www2.jiia.or.jp/pdf.  
322 Park Cheol Hee, “Strategic Estrangement,” 8.  
323 Thomas Carothers, “Democracy Policy under Obama—Revitalization or Retreat?” Carnegie 

Endowment: Executive Summary, (2012):1, https://carnegieendowment.org/2012/02/07.  
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in 2014,
324

 he also paid a visit to the Hiroshima Peace Park Memorial where the US dropped 

an atomic bomb towards the end of the WWII to force Japan to surrender as a sitting US 

president for the first time in history despite criticism he faced by the Korean side. This 

shows that a great balancing act by the Obama administration in handling sensitive historical 

issues between Korea and Japan, promoting human rights as a universal value, perhaps giving 

itself legitimacy and credibility as an impartial mediator to suggest the 2015 Wartime Sex 

Slave Agreement to deescalate the tensions in association of ugly history between Korea and 

Japan. It can be assumed that Obama might have found it easy to utilize the idea of the 

promotion of universal rights in the conflict management considering Abe’s corresponding 

foreign policy, Kachikangaiko (democracy diplomacy), with which Japan promoted the 

universal values of freedom, democracy, and basic human rights as part of effort to improve 

its global image.
325

 

Yet, even though the Abe administration still continues the same foreign policy 

principle, the Trump administration is unlikely to take up such role given the promotion of 

democratic values does not appear to be the centrality of Trump’s foreign policy. Apparently, 

Trump, on a personal level, is skeptical of human rights issues especially in association with 

women considering the fact that he dismissed an allegation of his sexual comments of women 

as a “locker room talk” during his campaign trail and strongly defended Supreme Court 

nominee David Kavanaugh, who had been accused of sexual assaults in the beginning of 

Trump's presidential term, and downplayed the #MeToo movement surrounding the 

accusation by calling it “dangerous for powerful men.”
326

 In the meantime, on the foreign 

policy front, democratic values also have been undervalued in the era of Trump. The US 

under Trump has rolled out a foreign policy that shakes the liberal world order, pulled out of a 

number of multilateral agreements or organizations such as the TPP, North American Free 

Trade Agreement (NAFTA), Paris Agreement, and United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO), further escalated a trade war against China on the basis of 

                                                        
324 “Ilbon-gun ‘Wianbu’ Pihaeja Munje-e Gwanhan Bogoseo” 일본군‘위안부’피해자 문제에 관한 

보고서 [Report for The Issue of Wartime Sex Slaves by Imperial Japanese Army], Ministry of Gender Equality 

and Family of South Korea, (2017):187, http://www.mogef.go.kr/mp/pcd.  
325 “Sekai to no taiwa ‘katikan gaikou’ no kanousei” 世界との対話「価値観外交」の可能性 

[Communication With The World: The Probability of ‘Democracy Diplomacy’], Report: The Global Forum of 

Japan 日本国際フォーラム, (2013):1, http://www.gfj.jp/j/dialogue/20131029.pdf. 
326 Philip Rucker, Robert Costa, Josh Dawsey and Ashley Parker, “Defending Kavanaugh, Trump 

laments #MeToo as ‘very dangerous’ for powerful men,” The Washington Post, September 27, 2018, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics. (accessed May 18, 2020)  
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“protectionism” of the American economy rather than fair and free trades valued in the liberal 

market order.
327

 The protection of universal rights has been sidelined in alliance management 

as well. The Trump administration decided to withdraw US troops from Syria, possibly 

leaving a huge number of war refugees at danger, and also agreed with Israel to move its 

capital to Jerusalem, escalated tensions between Israel and Palestine without considering 

potential military confrontation between the two countries.  

Still, one could argue that the Trump administration made significant efforts to 

protecting democratic rights by The Human Rights and Democracy Act in 2019 when Hong 

Kong’s democracy protest movement spread widely. Indeed, the bill was intended to ensure 

fundamental democratic values as stipulated in the very first part of the statement of the law:  

 

“This bill addresses Hong Kong's status under U.S. law and imposes sanctions on those 

responsible for human rights violations in Hong Kong. (Hong Kong is part of China but 

has a largely separate legal and economic system)” (Hong Kong Human Rights and 

Democracy Act of 2019)
328

 

 

But what cannot be overlooked is the fact that the bill was proposed in the midst of Hong 

Kong's democracy movement against the CCP, who has aggressively implemented "once-

China policy" on Hong Kong. In other words, it can be assumed that the issue of the bill is 

more tactically motivated to target the CCP rather than the sheer promotion of democratic 

values. This claim also makes sense considering the bill was signed amid the US-China trade 

war where the Trump administration has struggled to hold the upper hands in negotiations 

with China.
329

 More evidence from its relations with Taiwan—Trump made a phone call to 

Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen to celebrate her victory in election and issued Taiwan 

Insurance Act in 2019—just show that the Trump administration utilizes Hong Kong and 

Taiwan cards to pressure China rather than promote democracy. 

It can be, therefore, argued that the fact that the Trump administration has been 

reluctant to mediate in the Korean-Japanese conflict is linked with its perception towards 

liberal democratic values on which the previous Obama administration based its foreign 

                                                        
327 Choi Kang et al, “Neo Geopolitics,” The Prospect for World Affairs: The Asan Institute for Policy 

Studies, (2019):8, http://www.asaninst.org/contents. 
328 “H.R.3289 - Hong Kong Human Rights and Democracy Act of 2019,” Congress.gov, September 25, 

2019, https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/3289. (accessed May 26, 2020) 
329 “Hong Kong protests: Trump signs Human Rights and Democracy Act into law,” BBC News, 

November 28, 2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-50581862. (accessed May 26, 2020) 
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policy and successfully engaged with the sensitive historical row in the name of the 

protection and promotion of universal rights. On the contrary, the Trump administration is not 

expected to play such role considering the fact that liberal democratic values are hardly likely 

to be the cornerstone of its foreign policy, instead the opposite seems to be the case.    

 

 

4.3.3 Multilateralism to unilateralism: shifts in US alliance 

management  

 

Lee Soo-hyung argues that a stronger partner’s foreign policy shift is one of the significant 

variables to the changing dynamics of alliance system.
330

 Since the UKJ tripartite security 

partnership is based on the US-led hub-and-spoke system, needless to say, how the US 

assesses its critical East Asian allies is a decisive factor to the dynamics of the partnership. 

Arguably, there have been shifts in US alliance management at the political leadership 

transition from Obama to Trump, perhaps from multilateralism to unilateralism, either 

encouraged or discouraged the US to involve in the bilateral conflicts between Korea and 

Japan.   

Barack Obama was supported by advocates of multilateralism in US foreign policy, 

expected to “lead a new chapter of American engagement” to international affairs in the face 

of the global challenges in the beginning of his first term.
331

 Upon the bestowal of the 2009 

Nobel Peace Prize on Obama, the Norwegian Nobel Committees stated its rationale in a press 

conference:  

 

“Obama has as President created a new climate in international politics. Multilateral 

diplomacy has regained a central position, with emphasis on the role that the United 

Nations and other international institutions can play. Dialog and negotiations are 

preferred as instruments for resolving even the most difficult international conflicts.”
332

  

                                                        
330 Lee Soo-hyung 이수형, “Heundeullineun Gukjejilseo, Dongmaenggwa Dongmaengcheje-ui 

Byeonhwa Moseubeun?” 흔들리는 국제질서, 동맹과 동맹체제의 변화 모습은? [Shaking World Order, 

Shifting Alliance and Alliance Structure], Institute for National Security Strategy, no. 123 (2017):113, 

http://inss.re.kr/contents/academic_ou_view.htm?boardId=406072. 
331 David Skidmore, “The Obama Presidency and US Foreign Policy: Where’s the Multilateralism?” 

International Studies Perspectives, (2011):42, 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/230538723_The_Obama_Presidency_and_US_Foreign_Policy_Where'

s_the_Multilateralism.  
332 Ibid. 
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James M. McCormick calls Obama’s multilateralism a “liberal internationalist 

approach,” arguing the US under Obama called for international cooperation and 

interdependence in various ways as a means to address global problems and manage the risk 

of conflict, intended to improve US global images and leadership status which were on the 

decline since the George W. Bush administration. In this context, the Obama administration 

promoted a cooperative leadership or partnership in alliance management, contrasting to the 

Bush administration pushed an assertive leadership as manifested in President Bush’s 

announcement “either you are with us or you are with the terrorists” in the event of 

September 11.
333

 A number of experts also point out that Obama’s multilateral approach was 

increasingly driven by the fact that US unipolarity was no longer sustainable as the US 

suffered in protracted wars in the Middle East and global financial crisis throughout the 

2000s.
334

 Against this background, Chris J. Dolan argues, President Obama sought multipolar 

world order, and burden sharing was a key process to achieve the objective as evidenced by 

Obama’s comment on US allies: “Free riders aggravate me.”
335

 Nakayama Toshihiro also 

claims that Obama turned to “interstate cooperation” and “global governance” in the hope to 

minimize the impact of the dwindling US hegemonic power around the globe, calling it 

“smart retrenchment” as the best option for the weakening US.
336

 Especially, in order to 

share the global burden, the Obama administration did not limit itself to democratic values in 

forming alliance unlike its predecessors, further extended to value strategic alignment as well. 

Kubo argues that the US under Obama broadened the definition of American allies, 

conventionally democratic nations, to non-democratic nations such as Saudi Arabia and 

Bahrain, prioritizing strategical values when forming alliance.
337

 Obama also surprised the 

world by normalizing US relations with Cuba and Vietnam who have long been considered 

Communist enemies.  

In relation to Korea and Japan, it is highly likely that Obama pushed the same foreign 

and security policy framework, promoting multilateral approach and burden sharing in 

dealing with East Asian security issues. Obama attempted multiple times to encourage Korea 

and Japan equally to step up their security cooperation with the US, seeking the fuller form of 

                                                        
333 James M. McCormick, “The Obama Presidency: A Foreign Policy of Change?” Rowman & 

Littlefield, (2011):236-237, https://lib.dr.iastate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1018&context=pols_pubs. 
334 Um et al, “Miguguiataejiyeok,” 36.  
335 Chris J. Dolan, “Obama and the Emergence of a Multipolar World Order: Redefining U.S. Foreign 

Policy,” Rowman & Littlefield, (2018):85, https://books.google.com.tw/books?id=t9BwDwAAQBAJ. 
336 ; Nakayama, “Toranpu zidai” 3.  
337 Kubo, “Amerika gaikou,” 12 
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the UKJ tripartite alliance, calling the US-ROK alliance the “linchpin” of peace and security 

at the same time as describing the US-Japan alliance the “cornerstone” of peace and 

prosperity, highlighted the equal partnership among the three nations. Furthermore, Obama 

held a trilateral meeting with Park and Abe on the sideline of the Nuclear Security Summit in 

The Hague, emphasizing the importance of close coordination between the three countries 

with regards to the DPRK’s nuclear issues.
338

   

As such, the Obama administration’s active engagement in mediation between Korea 

and Japan in association with bilateral tensions was, albeit risks because the disputes 

stemmed from historical issues, arguably driven by its multilateral foreign policy principle to 

a large extent. If that is the case, however, the question remains as to who the burden sharing 

was intended against. Ostensibly, Obama seemed to highlight the shared responsibilities and 

efforts in addressing the DPRK’s nuclear issues. But in fact, it would be more logical to say 

that the Obama administration intended the burden sharing with Korea to counterbalance not 

only the DPRK but also China as part of its “China encirclement policy” in light of the fact 

that the US installed THAAD on Korean soil in the face of heavy criticism by China.
339

 In 

that respect, it is safe to say that the Obama administration’s mediation in Korea-Japan 

conflicts emerged from its multilateral alliance management as part of its geopolitical strategy 

against traditional security threats.  

Conversely, as opposed to the Obama administration, it can be argued that President 

Trump has shown tendency to take a unilateral approach to global issues and alliance 

management, presumably viewing multilateralism failed to serve America’s interests. As 

discussed above, the Obama administration’s choice of multilateralism was seen as a response 

to its declining hegemonic power, sharing its security burden and global roles not only by 

means of security budget but also strategical alignment. Still, it appears that Obama’s 

multilateralism-oriented foreign policy failed to draw intended outcomes in international 

politics, rather it added extra burden to the already deteriorating American economy. While a 

number of international issues—the US was still fighting a war in the Middle East and the 

DPRK continued to develop its nuclear weapons—remained unsolved, other issues had 

                                                        
338 Thomas Escritt and Steve Holland, “Obama brings U.S. allies South Korea and Japan together for 

talks,” Reuters, March 26, 2014, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-japan-korea-trilateral. (accessed May 20, 

2020) 
339 Koo Ja-ryong and Lee Seung-heon, “Sijinping, Obama Myeonjeonseo ‘Sadeu Andwae’… Mi ‘Buk 

Dobal Daebi Bang-eoyong’”시진핑, 오바마 면전서 ‘사드 안돼’… 美 ‘北도발 대비 방어용’ [Xi Jinping, 

‘No THAAD’ Right In Front Of Obama, US Says Against North Korean Provocation], Dong-A Daily, April 2, 

2016, http://www.donga.com/news/article/all/20160402/. (accessed May 21, 2020) 
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aggravated such as China’s growing challenge to US hegemony prior to the onset of the 

Trump administration, US economy continuously struggled from a slump.  

As the 2014 survey data by Ipsos MORI shows, around 67% of the American said that 

US economy was on the wrong track and about 40% said that they were not happy with the 

way Obama managed the economy.
340

 The 2014 US Gallup Poll also shows that, among 

other things, economy (14%) was considered one of the most pressing issues the US faced by 

the American public, and only 7% said that diplomacy and international affairs were 

important.
341

 According to Gallup’s US Economic Confidence Index released in 2017, Public 

economic confidence index improved slightly during the second term of Obama’s presidency, 

but eventually fell to -11 which was the worst figure since 2015.
342

 Put it differently, the long 

economic downturn began to take its toll in American politics, possibly influenced the new 

leadership of the country to shift a focus from multilateral global governance to a priority 

domestic economy, by extension, burden sharing with allies in terms of security budget rather 

than strategic alignment.  

One could assume that it is Trump that has upended the multilateral commitment to 

global issues and alliance management, reasoning he is from the world of business. But Lee 

Seung-hyon points out that the way the Trump administration deals with foreign affairs is not 

a “sudden product,” but the “result” of the declining US global leadership, representing the 

psyche of the current American society.
343

 With a focus on economy, arguably, the Trump 

administration bases its foreign and security policy on unilateralism, denying the previous 

administration’s multilateralism, with the purpose to prioritize its own economic interest. 

Therefore, strategic alignment within American alliance system has been marginalized, and 

consequently, burden sharing has rested increasingly on the defense spending.  

Harold Hongju Koh defines Trump’s unilateralism either “trade unilateralism” or 

“disengage unilateralism” depending on what domain it takes place. Hongju Koh quotes 

Trump’s remark: “[bilateral] trade wars are good and easy to win,” arguing that the Trump 

                                                        
340 Um et al, “Miguguiataejiyeok,” 428.  
341 Rebecca Riffkin, “Government, Economy, Immigration Are Top U.S. Problems,” Gallup, August 13, 

2014, http://www.gallup.com/poll/174809/government-economy-immigration-top-problems. (accessed May 23, 

2020); Lack of leadership from politicians (18%), immigration related problems (15%), and economy (14%) 

were considered the three most pressing issues by the US public. 
342 Andrew Dugan, “U.S. Economic Confidence Falls in April, but Still Positive,” Gallup, May 2, 2017,  

https://news.gallup.com/poll/209444/economic-confidence-falls-april-positive.aspx. (accessed May 23, 2020)  
343 Lee Seung-hyon, “The Shift of Security Environment in Northeast Asia: The US–China Conflict 

and its Implications for Korea,” Journal for Peace and Nuclear Disarmament 1, no.2 (2018):357, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/25751654.2018.1542655. 
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administration shakes its trading partners, disrupting the relations with them.
344

 In East Asia, 

Japan and China are perhaps the most influenced by the trade unilateralism, possibly 

negatively affected the UJK relations to a certain degree. The Trump administration directly 

targets Japanese economy in order to make up for trade deficit in US-Japan trades. Trump 

criticized that the US-Japan trade deal has been unfair, only benefited Japan, and the trade 

deal needs to be negotiated. In an effort to reset the trade relations with Japan, the Trump 

administration withdrew from the TPP which joined by Japan. Furthermore, the Trump 

administration imposed tariffs on multiple Japanese imports such as steels, continued to 

threaten Japan with additional tariffs on automobiles in the name of security protection.
345

 

Trump’s attack on Japan’s economy with no consideration for the fact that Japan is the most 

critical and loyal US ally was met by shock and disappointment among the Japanese officials, 

attempted to persuade the Trump government multiple times that imports of Japanese 

products has no implication on the US security.
346

 This is probably a strong case that shows 

the Trump administration is indifferent to alliance management and lack of respect for its 

allies. Arguably, it caused ill-feelings in the Abe administration towards the Trump 

administration, questioning the credibility of the US as a sincere mediator to save the 

precarious UKJ tripartite cooperation.   

In relation to China, Trump’s trade unilateralism has taken a more assertive form with 

a declared trade war against China compared to its unilateral tariffs on Japanese products. The 

Trump administration imposed tariffs on $34 billion worth of Chinese products in 2018, 

accusing China of unfair trade practices and theft of US intellectual property. The US-China 

trade war further escalated with China’s tit-for-that tariffs on American goods.
347

 Seemingly, 

the trade war between the world first and second largest economies appears to be an 

economic conflict, but it can be argued that it is a calculated strategy by the Trump 

                                                        
344 Harold Hongju Koh, “Trump Change: Unilateralism and the “Disruption Myth” in International 

Trade,” The Yale Journal of International Law Online, (2019):96, https://cpb-us-

w2.wpmucdn.com/campuspress.yale.edu/dist/8/1581/files.  
345 “Toranpu si nihonsya kanzei ‘ima ha kanga e zu’ kousyou wo hyouka”トランプ氏、日本車関税

「今は考えず」 交渉を評価 [Trump, Tariffs on Japanese Auto Imports ‘Not Considering At Present’ 

Approve the Negotiation], Nihonkeizai Shimbun, August 27, 2019, 

https://www.nikkei.com/article/DGXMZO49031270X20C19A8EA2000. (accessed May 23, 2020) 
346 “Il Teureompeu Gwansebugwa Daesang Pohame Danghok…‘Ilbonje-oe Jisok Seoldeuk’” 日, 

트럼프 관세부과 대상 포함에 당혹…"일본제외 지속 설득" [Japan Perplexed by Trump’s Tariff List with 

Japan … Continue Persuading to Remove It], Yonhap News, 

https://www.yna.co.kr/view/AKR20180309030400073. (accessed May 23, 2020) 
347 Ana Swanson, “Trump’s Trade War With China Is Officially Underway,” New York Times, July 5, 

2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/05/business/china-us-trade-war-trump-tariffs. (accessed May 24, 2020) 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202000736

 

 

93 

 

administration to limit the rise of China. Robert D. Blackwill and Ashley J. Tellis pointed out 

in the 2015 Council Special Report by the Council on Foreign Relations that the US 

government needs a “new grand strategy” towards China’s rise, arguing America’s effort to 

integrate China into the liberal international order has failed, rather assisted China’s 

ascendancy to a degree that it poses new threats to US primacy in Asia. Therefore, China’s 

aggregated power is derived from its economic success, enabling it to dominate its Asian 

neighbors and thus undermine the US objectives and interests in Asia.
348

  

Against this backdrop, it can be assumed that the Trump administration admitted the 

fact that the US has been the primary source of China’s economic prowess, came to 

realization that it would be essential to limit China’s economic expansion in order to protect 

its own interests and security. The behind-the-scenes logic for the US-initiated trade war 

seems conspicuous to the CCP. Its state run media People’s daily said the Trump 

administration waged a war in the hope to “reshape China’s development in America’s 

image,” and the war is “never just about narrowing trade deficits, but to contain China in 

much broader areas.”
349

 To achieve its strategic goal towards China, perhaps the Trump 

administration needs to go against globalization as the existing liberal market order only 

benefits China from the American perspective and thus multilateral cooperation has been 

overshadowed by unilateralism. In terms of US alliance management, it might be the case that 

the revive of the UKJ trilateralism has been sidelined since Korea and Japan, due to their 

heavy economic dependence on Chinese economy, are hardly expected to fully align with the 

US strategically to put a strain on the development of Chinese economy. With lack of 

strategic benefits, it can be believed that the Trump government has been unmotivated to step 

up to manage the conflict between Korea and Japan.    

Another form of American unilateralism is, as Hongju Koh puts, disengage 

unilateralism with which Trump’s America tends to disengage from global alliances and 

eschew cooperative diplomatic approaches in views that they constrain US power.
350

 In other 

words, the Trump administration is unwilling to fulfil its responsibilities on the international 

stage. Undoubtedly, the US gradually has come to terms with the fact that its responsibilities 

                                                        
348 Robert D. Blackwill and Ashley J. Tellis, “Revising U.S. Grand Strategy Toward China.” Council 

Special Report: Council on Foreign Relations, no. 72 (2015):4, 

https://carnegieendowment.org/files/Tellis_Blackwill.pdf.  
349 Shi Jiangtao, “More than tariffs: China sees trade war as a new US containment tactic,” South China 

Morning Post, 19 August, 2018, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2160375/more-

tariffs-china-sees-trade-war-new-us-containment. (accessed 24 May 2020) 
350 Hongju Koh, “Trump Change,” 97. 
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as the unipolar power are burdensome. While the Obama administration attempted to 

shoulder that burden with the multilateral framework in the form of “burden sharing,” the 

Trump administration seems to adopt, arguably “burden shifting” with the disengage 

unilateralism characteristic. There have been a variety of examples that show Trump’s 

disengage unilateralism is the case in the current dynamics of US foreign and security 

policies. Trump’s American has already withdrawn from a number of multilateral agreements 

and institutions such as NAFTA, TPP, Paris Agreement, and UNESCO, and continued to shift 

its burden to others on the security front. Trump decided to withdraw US troops in the Syria, 

stating “the US is not a policing agent ... it is time for us to go home.” Trump also said the US 

should not be intervening in Turkey’s military operation in Syria, irresponsibly saying “it is 

not our border.”
351

 As such, the absence of mediation from the Trump administration in the 

Korea-Japan conflicts can be interpreted by the extension of US disengage policy with the 

purpose of its burden shifting to the rest of the world. It can be concluded that the US under 

Trump denies its traditional responsibilities in order to protect its own interests to the 

maximum degree, and thus US mediation has been neglected.   

Taking all into consideration, there has been a striking shift in US foreign and security 

policies from the Obama to Trump administration. With little doubt, both governments have 

been burdened by American hegemonic roles and responsibilities that the US has shouldered 

for decades. That said, the two administrations took contrasting approaches—while Obama 

adopted a multilateral framework, Trump favors unilateralism—in order to reduce their 

burdens. Arguably, the Obama administration chose multilateralism to share its burden with 

global cooperation whereas the Trump administration avoids multilateralism so as not to be 

restrained by global cooperation, shift its burden to others. Perhaps, the failure of Obama’s 

multilateral policy design might have expedited Trump’s unilateralism.  

The Trump administration’s unilateral approaches have clearly appeared in the 

economic and political domain. US trade unilateralism has targeted Japanese and Chinese 

economy, perhaps causing Japan to doubt the credibility of the US as an ally and the UKJ 

security partnership to have lack of strategic alignment against China. On the other hand, US 

disengage unilateralism in international politics clearly show that Trump’s negligence for 

America’s traditional roles and responsibilities in global issues and alliance system. Thus, 

with its unilateral foreign and security policy design, the Trump administration has eschewed 

                                                        
351 “Turkey-Syria offensive: Not our border, says Donald Trump,” BBC News, 17 October, 2019, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-50075703. (accessed May 25, 2020) 
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its mediation in the conflict between Korea and Japan, believing there is lack of strategic 

interest in reviving the tripartite partnership and generally disengagement has been a key part 

of US security policy in the era of Trump.  

 

 

4.4 Social Factors 
 

4.4.1 American public views of US engagement in the era of 

retrenchment   

 

As discussed earlier, US leadership has been challenged in international politics both in the 

eras of Obama and Trump as the US has faced reality of a retrenchment since the era of Bush. 

Against this backdrop, China’s sustained success as a leading economy raised China’s 

international profile, adding to a grave challenge that the US has faced. Although both Obama 

and Trump has confronted the same reality, arguably the two administrations have taken 

measures and approaches contrary to each other and the differences have been obvious in 

their alliance management. It can be argued that the Obama administration opted for a 

multilateral approach, emphasizing “burden sharing” on the security end, the Trump 

administration has adopted foreign policies on the unilateral principle, seeking “burden 

shifting” to its allies. In the previous part, as evidence shows, the absence of mediation from 

the Trump administration in the Korea-Japan conflict can be interpreted along these lines of 

thought. In other words, the way the Trump administration engages or disengages with its 

allies is part of the equation to sustain its global status in the face of retrenchment of US 

global leadership.   

In this context, it is significant to consider how American public views of the 

declining US global leadership since the US is undoubtedly a full-blown democratic nation 

where public voices are heard and reflected in politics, shaping a foreign policy of the nation. 

As such, it can be assumed that there have been differences in public views of US roles in 

global politics in transition between Obama and Trump administrations; presumably there 

have been lack of public support for US engagement in international affairs and alliance 

commitment since Trump took office, discouraging the nation’s mediation in Korea-Japan 

relations. To examine this, annual reports of US public opinion survey from 2014 to 2019, 

published by the CCGA, are reviewed and analyzed in great detail.  
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According to the public opinions surveyed by the CCGA from the abovementioned 

period of time, it is found that public views over US roles in global politics have not changed 

drastically. Even though there have been shifts in American views of foreign policy priorities, 

public opinions of US engagement in global affairs and commitment in alliance remained 

roughly the same even at the political transition in the US politics. On the contrary to Trump’s 

America First policy and transactional approaches to US allies, American public think the US 

should engage in world affairs and value its East Asian allies. However, there has been lack of 

consensus among the different political affiliations as to whether the US engagement should 

be prioritized. According to the 2016 survey, there were sharp contrasts between Democrats 

and Republicans in terms of US policy priorities. While only 31% of the Democrats viewed 

illegal immigration was a threat to US security, 68% of Republicans saw it as a threat. Core 

Trump supporters’ view was even more extreme, 83% of them thought controlling and 

reducing illegal immigration is a very important policy goal.
352

 When asked the top five 

critical threats to the US, core Trump supporters picked the DPRK’s nuclear program as the 

fifth critical issue, which is considered the second most critical threat by Democrats.
353

 As 

such, partisan divide on US policy priorities is perhaps a case of point whereby Trump’s 

reluctance to engage in alliance management in East Asia has been supported by the public to 

a certain degree.  

That said, regardless of the partisan difference in the policy priorities, results of direct 

survey questions regarding US engagement in global affairs and alliance clearly manifest that 

public views do not resonate with the Trump administration’s approach to global issues and 

its allies. The 2017 survey results show that 63% of the American said the US should play 

active role in world affairs.
354

 The views have remained steady from 2014 at which Obama 

was serving his second term. Political transition from Democrats to Republicans seem to have 

little influence given the fact that there is almost no difference in the US public views 

believing the US should take an active part in global affairs.
355

 Meanwhile, nearly a half 

(49%) of the American believed mainlining existing alliances is important for the US to 

                                                        
352 Dina Smeltz et al, “2016 Chicago Council Survey: America in the Age of Uncertainty,” Chicago 

Council on Global Affairs, (2016):3, https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/blog/running-numbers/2016-chicago-

council-survey-america-age-uncertainty.  
353 Ibid.  
354 Dina Smeltz et al, “2017 Chicago Council Survey: What Americans Think about America First,” the 

Chicago Council on Global Affairs, (2017):3, https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/publication/what-americans-

think-about-america-first.  
355 The figures from 2014 to 2017: Democrats, 64%, 67%, 70%, and 66%. Republicans, 60%, 69%, 

64%, and 65%.    
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achieve its foreign policy goals as surveyed in the 2017 poll.
356

 More specifically, as shown 

in the 2019 public opinion survey, the majority of the American viewed building strong 

relationships with Korea (70%) and Japan (78%) is significant so as to strengthen US national 

security. In addition, contrasting with Trump’s skepticism, only a small fraction of the US 

public thought the US should withdraw its military from Korea (13%) and Japan (17%).
357

 

Trump’s perspective that the US allies are free riding on US security architecture has also 

been challenged by public opinions. The 2017 survey found that, although Republicans (31%) 

and core Trump supporters (32%) are more likely to see that US security alliances in East 

Asia mostly benefit Korea and Japan than Democrats (14%), but in general, Americans 

believed that the alliance system benefit both the US and its allies.
358

 More surprisingly, it is 

also found in figures of confidence in other nations comparing 2015 and 2017, Americans 

have more confidence in Korea and Japan under the leadership of Trump than Obama, even 

the figures of confidence among Democrat supporters increased by a slight margin.
359

  

In conclusion, public views show that Americans have been positive about US global 

leadership roles, expecting to continue with an active engagement in international affairs, and 

alliance system in East Asia throughout the two leaderships between Obama and Trump. Put 

it differently, as opposed to the assumption proposed in the beginning of this part, there is no 

significant shifts in public views in the political transition of the US. In reality, the majority 

American views do not resonate with Trump’s foreign policy with the characteristics of 

isolationism and unilateralism. As such, it can be argued that Trump’s avoidance to play a 

mediating role in the Korean-Japanese conflicts has largely driven by his own political 

principles and beliefs, underrepresenting the whole American opinions.   

 

 

4.4.2 Korean and Japanese views of the US mediation 

 

As with the American public views, Korean and Japanese public opinions can be worth of 

attention in discussing the dynamics of the politics of the two countries vis-à-vis their critical 

ally, the US. As put by Glosserman and Snyder in their in-depth book: Japan-South Korea 

                                                        
356 Ibid.  
357 Dina Smeltz et al, “2019 Chicago Council Survey: Rejecting Retreat,” Chicago Council on Global 

Affairs, (2019):33-35, https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/publication/lcc/rejecting-retreat.  
358 Smeltz et al, “2017 Chicago, 12.  
359 Ibid., 15. 
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Identity Clash, “[South] Korea and Japan are mature democracies, public opinion directly 

influences the parameters of foreign policy making in each country. It shapes, constrains, and 

potentially enlarges alliance-based cooperation with the US.” Specifically, it is expected that 

Korean and Japanese public views give insight into the prospects for conflicts, and 

implications for US management of relations with the two allies.
360

 With the significance of 

public opinions of the two countries, public poll results from a wide range of sources not only 

from English sources: CCGA reports and Pew Polls but also Korean sources: Asan Reports, 

Gallup Korea Research, and Realmeter, Japanese sources: Nikkei survey and Cabinet of 

Japan’s polls were analyzed in this section.   

As depicted in Kolb and Bercovitch’s theoretical explanations for mediation in the 

beginning of this chapter,
361

 disputants’ willingness and commitment to seeking a resolution 

to a concerning issue is one of the key driving factors that motivates a mediator to involve in 

a dispute. Therefore, one can assume that there has been lack of willingness to address the 

dispute in either both Korean and Japanese public or one of the two parties. Arguably, the 

Korean is more willing to resolve the conflict than the Japanese, and thus they failed to 

achieve consensual agreement for US mediation in the disputes.  

The 2018 7
th
 joint public survey report by the Korean East Asia Institute and the 

Japanese Genron NPO shows that vast majority of Koreans (70.8%) said “efforts should be 

made to restore Korea-Japan relations,” but far less than a half of Japanese (40.2%) were in 

agreement with the majority views of Koreans. 14.6% of Japanese even said the tension in the 

relations should continue for now.
362

 Japanese public’s skepticism of the effort into restoring 

the relations with Korea grew further as the tension between the nations escalated into a 

serious of events of a mini-trade war, boycott movements, and subsequently the possible 

termination of the GSOMIA. According to the 2019 Nikkei public survey results, large 

majority of Japanese (75%) said “there is no need to rush into resolving the conflict,” and the 

similar amount of Japanese (69%) viewed “Japan does not need to compromise to facilitate 

the process of the resolution.”
363

 In contrast to the Japanese public view, as found by the 

2019 Realmeter polls, Koreans were more likely to think the relations should be restored with 

                                                        
360 Glosserman and Snyder, Japan-South Korea Identity Clash, 5-6. 
361 See 4.1.1 in this chapter for theories of conditions for mediation.  
362 “Je7Hoe,” 11. 
363 “Nikkan kankei ‘kaizen iso gu hituyou nai’ 69 % nikkei yorontyousa” 日韓関係「改善急ぐ必要

ない」69% 日経世論調査 [Japan-Korea Relations ‘No Need to Rush’ 69% Nikkei Survey], Nihonkeizai 

Shimbun, October 27, 2019, https://www.nikkei.com/article/DGXMZO51464370X21C19A0PE8000. (accessed 

June 7, 2020) 
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concerted efforts with the US and Japan such as Korea-Japan summits (25.4%) or US 

mediation (24.9%), less likely to approve boycott movements (19.1%) or tit-for-that measures 

against Japan’s exports restrictions (13.9%) despite the fact that the widespread public 

participation in NO Japan boycott movement across the nation.
364

 As such, public views 

from the two countries represent their governments’ approach to the conflict to the extent that 

the Moon administration has turned to the Trump administration for mediation while Abe’s 

government has not made the same request of the US so far.  

Another dimension of explanations for the absence of US mediation would be related 

to America’s credibility as a mediator. Theoretically, Bercovitch and Houston argue that 

disputants evaluate whether a mediator holds higher authority than them and ability to serve 

the interests of them in the process of considering third-party mediation. Put differently, how 

much Koreans and Japanese trust the US as a reliable partner would be one indicator that 

possibly gives insight into the absence of US engagement in the conflict.  

Even though the retrenchment of the US has been obvious over the last couple 

decades, the 2018 Pew Research polls found that both Korea (73%) and Japan (81%) were the 

among the highest nations regarding confidence in US global leadership.
365

 As for alliance 

relations, the 2019 CCGA survey found that a large majority (92%) of the Korean public 

supported their country’s alliance with the US, and the view has long been positive since 

2014 when the same poll found support for the alliance at 96%.
366

 As with the Korean public, 

the majority of Japanese remains positive to US-Japan alliance. The 2018 Cabinet of Japan’s 

poll shows that the great majority (77.5%) of the Japanese public viewed the alliance 

contributed to security and peace of their nation, and the figure has not changed much from 

82.9% since the last survey conducted in 2015 during the era of Obama.
367

    

While the Korean and Japanese public opinions about the US as an ally and its global 

leadership remains highly positive, their views of US leaderships has changed drastically. 

                                                        
364 ‘Ilbon Suchulgyuje’ Gajang Hyogwajeok Dae-eungbang-an, Mun Daetongnyeong-Abe Dampan 

25.4% ≒ Miguk·WTOReul Tonghan Jungjae 24.9% > Bulmae-undong 19.1% ‘일본 수출규제’ 가장 

효과적 대응방안, 문 대통령-아베 담판 25.4% ≒ 미국·WTO 를 통한 중재 24.9% > 불매운동 

19.1% [The Most Effective Response to ‘Japan’s Exports Restrations’ Moon-Abe Summit 25.4% ≒ US 

Mediation 24.9% > Boycott movements 19.1%], Realmeter, July 22, 2019, http://www.realmeter.net. (accessed 

June 7, 2020) 
365 Richard Wike et al, “Trump’s International, 12. 
366 Karl Friedhoff, “While Positive toward US Alliance, South Koreans Want to Counter Trump’s 

Demands on Host-Nation Support,” Chicago Council on Global Affairs, (2019):1, https://www.thechicagocoun 

cil.org/sites/default/files/191214_korean_attitudes_on_host_nation_support_final_.pdf.  
367 “Zieitai, bouei,” 15.  

http://www.realmeter.net/%ec%9d%bc%eb%b3%b8-%ec%88%98%ec%b6%9c%ea%b7%9c%ec%a0%9c-%ea%b0%80%ec%9e%a5-%ed%9a%a8%ea%b3%bc%ec%a0%81-%eb%8c%80%ec%9d%91%eb%b0%a9%ec%95%88-%eb%ac%b8-%eb%8c%80%ed%86%b5%eb%a0%b9-%ec%95%84/
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According to the 2018 Gallup Korea survey, Korean public favorability rate for President 

Trump started from 9% when he started his term in 2017, increased to 24% in the run-up to 

US-DPRK summit, which is sharply contrasted with Obama whose favorability reached 71% 

in 2013. Trump was even less favored by Japanese public than Korean. The 2020 NHK polls 

found that Trump’s favorability rate among the Japanese was only at 1.6%, showing a huge 

gap with Obama whose favorability rate (54.4%) was the highest on the list of American 

Presidents from 1945 to present. More than a half (57%) of the Japanese public was even 

unsupportive of Trump’s second presidential term, believing it would have a detrimental 

impact on their nation. It is likely that Trump’s image among the Japanese public has 

influenced their views on the US as an alliance, albeit their approval of US contribution in 

security and peace of their nation as found in the 2018 Cabinet of Japan’s poll, the Japanese 

public was almost evenly divided on a question whether the US can be trusted; 52.6% said the 

US can be trusted while 45.9% said it cannot.
368

   

All in all, US alliance and global leadership have remained positive among the Korean 

and Japanese public in the face of US retrenchment on the international stage and shifting 

alliance management such as transactional approaches and unilateralism under the leadership 

of Trump. On the other hand, there has been a contrasting image gap between Obama and 

Trump. In particular, the gap is larger among the Japanese public than the Korean public; 

Japanese are more likely to negatively perceive Trump than Koreans. Presumably, Trump’s 

active engagement in inter-Korean affairs helped to create positive image of himself among 

the Koreans. As such, without positive experience in relations with Trump, the Japanese 

public opinion of Trump has remained steadily negative, continuously hurt America’s 

credibility as a reliable ally. Along this line of thinking, it may be the case that the Japanese 

public has found Trump’s America unreliable as a mediator, discouraged to seek mediation 

from the US in the conflict with Korea.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
368 “‘Nihon to amerika ni kan suru yorontyousa’ tanzyun syuukei kekka” 「日本とアメリカに関す

る世論調査」単純集計結果 [‘Public Survey Regarding Japan and America’ Simple Calculation Results], 

NHK, (2020):1-5, https://www.nhk.or.jp/senkyo/opinion-polls/01/opinion-polls.pdf. 
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CHAPTER 5:  

CONCLUSION 
 

 

5.1 Research Findings: The Significance of the Political Factor in 

the UKJ Partnership 
 

This dissertation was to examine possible contributing factors to the precarious trend of the 

UKJ tripartite security partnership. The research focused largely on the relations between 

Korea and Japan, one of the three dyadic relations in the partnership, because the bilateral 

security cooperation between the two nations has shown a great deal of instability with a 

dispute over termination of the GSOMIA. While the previous works were primarily 

concentrated on a historical factor to explain Korean-Japanese conflicts, this dissertation 

suggested novel research angles of ‘threat perception’ and ‘US mediation’ in order to provide 

alternative perspectives that might better explain the current dynamics of the UKJ security 

partnership in relation to Communist counterparts and global trends. With those specific 

angles, this dissertation hypothesized that security cooperation between Korea and Japan has 

suffered due to threat perception gap between the two nations under the leadership of Park 

Geun-hye, Moon Jae-in, and Abe Shinzo, and the absence of mediation from the Trump 

administration in the bilateral conflicts. It further conducted an in-depth analysis in possible 

contributing factors: economy, politics, and society as independent variables to find out which 

factor played the most significant part in increasing the threat perception gap between Korea 

and Japan, and discouraging the Trump administration to engage in mediation. 

According to findings from Chapter 3, there has been clear threat perception gap 

between Korea and Japan vis-à-vis China and the DPRK. While Japan retained high threat 

perception of both China and the DPRK, Korea’s threat perception has fluctuated; its threat 

perception of China rose among the public especially in relation to economic relations, but 

general threat perception of China has been low arguably because of China’s increasing 

leverage over the DPRK. For the same period of time, Korea’s threat perception of the DPRK 

has drastically decreased. Although all the assumed contributing factors: economy, politics, 

and society have influenced in shaping the two countries’ threat perception, among them, 

political factors appear to be playing the most significant role. East Asian politics seem to 
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have undergone rare geopolitical shifts by political power transitions in four related nations: 

the US, China, Korea, and the DPRK. The phenomenon can be seen even rarer due to the fact 

that Communist leaders are not easily subject to leadership changes, perhaps adding to the 

significance of the political factors in East Asian security. A rise of new leaders has given rise 

to new foreign policy goals and interests, consequently influenced politics of Korea and Japan 

to the extent they reshaped and reformed their threat perception of traditional Communist 

counterparts.  

In addition to geopolitical shifts, domestic political factors have also influenced the 

way Korea and Japan perceive of China and the DPRK. In case of Korea, while partisan 

differences between Conservatives and Liberalists can explain Korea’s shifting threat 

perception of the DPRK, they failed to explain its low threat perception of China throughout 

the recent two leaderships. It is viewed that how aligned China’s DPRK policy with that of 

Korea is appears to be a decisive factor in Korea’s threat perception of China. On the other 

hand, the dominance of the LDP in Japan’s political arena has increased Japan’s threat 

perception of China and the DPRK. More precisely, the Abe administration’s political agenda 

of military normalization requires constant threat to Japan’s security so that the agenda is 

given justification.  

As for the economic factors, it has proved that economy in itself cannot be considered 

influential. But combined with the political factors, economy can become a significant factor 

that has shaped Korea and Japan’s threat perception of China and the DPRK. As for China’s 

economic growth, it is clearly an opportunity both for Korea and Japan due to the fact that 

their economic dependence on the Chinese market and economic performance. But 

simultaneously, the Chinese economy can be considered a threat when it has political 

influence in Korea and Japan. While Koreans felt threatened by China when its economy was 

damaged by China’s economic retaliation over THAAD disputes, Japan has seen China’s 

rising economy as a security threat because they believe China’s military has grown larger 

and maritime activities near the Senkaku/Diaoyutai have increased as the Chinese economy 

rapidly developed. Therefore, unlike Japan, the fact that Korea has no serious territorial issue 

with China can explain why Korea’s threat perception of China has been obviously lower 

than Japan.  

Conversely, China’s geopolitical leverages emerging from its economic prowess has 

been highly valued by the Korean side for political reasons. Especially, Korea seems to have 

thought China is a critical partner in achieving its goal in inter-Korean affairs due to the fact 
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that China has been the largest economic influencer in the DPRK. As for Korea’s economic 

interest in the DPRK economy, it has also been politically driven. Transforming the DPRK 

economy to a market economy has been considered a way to produce peace on the Korean 

Peninsula under both Park and Moon. To this end, Korean officials believe China should be 

part of this strategic plan with its economic means and influence in the region.  

In terms of the social factors, in general, Korean and Japanese social opinions are in 

accordance with their official views with regard to threat perception. Both countries are 

largely democratic, meaning that public views are highly reflected in foreign policies. 

However, the findings show that the opposite way by which politics influence public opinions 

has been more noticeable in the two countries for the particular period of time set by this 

dissertation. Especially, Korean public views of China and the DPRK have been more likely 

to be influenced by politics than Japanese, increasingly susceptible to political events. On the 

other hand, Japan’s public perception of China and the DPRK has shown less fluctuation, 

shaped and formed for a longer period of time compared to Korea’s. However, Japan’s public 

threat perception has not been immune from political influence. Japan’s public threat 

perception of the DPRK has grown higher in spite of the fact that their perception is often 

related to past experience as evidenced by Japan’s nuclear allergy and DPRK abduction 

incidents. Arguably, those past incidents were able to leave as a vivid memory with the Abe 

administration’s political decision to raise awareness of the incidents in order to increase a 

sense of security threat in the Japanese society.  

Continuously, this dissertation continued to discuss the role of US mediation in the 

UKJ security partnership in the Chapter 4. In theory, the initiation of mediation can be 

explained from disputants and mediators’ positions. In this chapter, this dissertation primarily 

referred to Jacob Bercovitch’s mediation theory to suggest preconditions for mediation to 

happen such as a disputant’s willingness to solve conflicts, and a mediator’s credibility and 

role seeking. On the basis of the theoretical evidence, the analysis was focused on questions: 

why Japan, as a disputant, does not seek US mediation and what has discouraged the US to 

involve in the conflict. 

According to the findings, as in the analysis on threat perception, political factors 

seem to have played the most significant role in discouraging the Trump administration to 

involve in the conflicts between Korea and Japan. First of all, the Trump administration 

seems to have viewed that there would be no desired outcome from its mediation in the 

conflicts due do the fact that Korea and Japan usually argue over sensitive issues related to 
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history and territory, which have never been fully resolved even with intense engagement 

from the US in 1965. Furthermore, the Trump administration appears to be aware of risks of 

mediation, hardly likely to be on the neutral ground, perhaps ending up favoring one side over 

the other because of the nature of the issue. The fact that the Obama supported 2016 Sex 

Slave agreement has faced public backlash in Korea and ended up being revoked by the 

Moon administration seems to have increased Trump’s awareness of the risks.  

As with the threat perception part, political power transition has also had significant 

influence in the way the US engaged with the international community, particularly its allies. 

While Obama’s democracy policy enabled him to mediate between Korea and Japan to reach 

a compromise regarding historical issues in the name of the promotion and protection of 

human rights, Trump has been unable to seek such role due to the fact that his foreign policy 

has not been centered on liberal democratic values and Trump himself seems far from a 

supporter for basic human rights.  

But more importantly, the US under Trump has attempted to take the opposite 

approach to the Obama administration in the face of global retrenchment, seeking 

unilateralism rather than multilateralism; alliance management has been no exception from 

Trump’s foreign policy principle. Strategic alignment within the alliance system has been 

overshadowed by US unilateral approach to counterbalance a security threat to allies such as 

China. With declining importance of allies, the Trump administration seems to have lack of 

interest in maintaining the integrity level of the UKJ partnership.  

Meanwhile, economic factors appear to be more influential in Japan as one of the 

disputants than the US. It seems that Japan has its own economic interests in the bilateral 

conflicts with Korea. Japan initiated a mini trade war against Korea in order to slow down 

Korea’s economy which has been largely catching up with the Japanese economy. In this 

sense, US mediation has been discouraged by Japan’s lack of willingness and motivation to 

solve the issue. On the mediator’s point, the Trump administration’s transactional approach to 

US allies can be seen as part of the economic factors given the fact that Trump, who has 

business background, views that maintaining alliance is costly, even unfair to the US.  

Finally, social views from the US, Korea, and Japan showed that a great deal of 

disparities between US politics under the leadership of Trump and social opinions. When 

confronted retrenchment, as opposed to Trump’s unilateralism and disengagement political 

principles, the majority of American public has demanded more engagement of their 

government in global affairs. In terms of Korean and Japanese public opinions, while Trump 
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has been skeptical of its East Asian alliance system, Korean and Japanese public have been 

largely supportive of US global leadership and remaining loyal to bilateral ties with the US. 

However, both of the Korean and Japanese public have been generally negative about Trump 

as US President. Japan’s disapproval of Trump turned out to be higher than Korean’s, perhaps 

partly explaining why the Abe administration have not motivated to seek mediation from the 

Trump administration.  

Combined all the public views, it shows that Trump’s America has not been able to 

represent the majority American view, meaning the absence of US mediation has been made 

by political decision. Additionally, the fact that the Korean and Japanese public have 

disapproved Trump’s way of alliance management and held low favorability of Trump 

manifests that US leadership transition has affected the credibility of the US presumably as a 

mediator to some degree, particularly discouraged Japan to seek mediation from the Trump 

administration because the US has been headed by Trump. The very last point that may 

explain the lack of Japan’s request for US mediation is simply that, as shown in public survey, 

the large majority of the Japanese no longer see the value of restoring Korea-Japan relations.  

 In conclusion, this dissertation conducted an in-depth analysis of the precarious trend 

of the UKJ tripartite security partnership from the angles of threat perception and US 

mediation in order to investigate the most significant factors to the issue. Even though this 

dissertation set two separate hypotheses and divided findings mainly into two chapters, those 

two hypotheses are hardly competing, rather share the similar findings. In addition, this 

dissertation also set three different variables: economy, politics, and society. However, it is 

found that those variables are so mutually connected that separating the variables is hardly 

likely to provide a full picture of the on-going issue. In general, political influence emerging 

from leadership transitions, one-party dominance in Japan’s case, and characteristics of 

political leaders have strongly affected the dynamics of East Asian politics and further shifted 

the way the UKJ partnership cooperates. On the other hand, economic factors and social 

factors have also been significant. However, its significance as independent variables has 

occasionally been increased particularly when combined with political factors. Thus, this 

implies that how strong the political influence been in causing the precarious trend of the UKJ 

tripartite security cooperation.  
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5.2 Limitations and Future Research   
 

This dissertation focused primarily on relations between Korea and Japan, which are one of 

the three relations composed of the UKJ security partnership. With no doubt, the research 

focus on Korea-Japan relations is academically worthwhile in discussing the dynamics of the 

UKJ partnership given the fact that they show a great deal of instability in terms of security 

cooperation as evidence by a diplomatic row over the GSOMIA. But on the other hand, this 

dissertation failed to conduct a holistic research in a way by excluding the other two sets of 

relations: US-Korea and US-Japan relations. Therefore, it is suggested that future researches 

include those two relations to gain more comprehensive views of the issue.  

Furthermore, a threat defined and limited by this dissertation in the ‘threat perception’ 

part can also be broadened to a larger scope. For example, this dissertation mainly discussed 

security threats from China and the DPRK, excluded Russia who has traditionally been one of 

the top security threats to the UKJ security partnership and one of the stakeholders with its 

own interests in East Asia. Besides, the definition of a threat is not necessarily restricted to a 

security threat in future researches. There are emerging threats that has boosted global 

cooperation such as cyber threats, energy threats, and environmental threats. It would be 

worth academic discussions in future researches on how the UKJ partnership can cooperate in 

the face of those newly growing threats beyond its major purpose to counter a security threat.  
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