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Summary 

 
This dissertation examines South Korea as an emergent middle power in East Asia, and 

how this is being reflected on its diplomatic behavior in relation to the processes of 

regionalism. The literature of middle powers suggests that countries such as South 

Korea can play useful roles to promote cooperation in several specific areas. In East 

Asia, the need for regional institutionalization became evident since the Asian Financial 

Crisis (AFC) of 1997-98, yet the attempts of China and Japan for regional leadership 

are often viewed as problematic. Hence, this research confirmed its main hypothesis 

which points to South Korea as a capable middle power to lead East Asian regionalism. 

Thus, in those particular instances where Korea has chosen to display 

middlepowermanship – as a catalyst, facilitator and/or manager of regionalist projects – 

the advancement in the processes of regional institutionalization in East Asia was 

generally observed.  

 In doing so, this research looked into South Korea’s foreign policy behavior 

towards East Asian regional processes and towards Northeast Asia as a subregion. 

Regional institution-building attempts, as well as the creation of regional governance 

were the main aspects observed; hence this research falls within the theoretical 

boundaries of international political economy and international relations. Neoliberal 

theories related to neo-functionalism, institutionalism and especially inter-

governmentalism were considered to understand regionalism, while preferring a 

constructivist point of view to explain the relations among states. A qualitative type of 

methodology was favored, including interviews with policy-makers and experts, as 

well as archival research of primary and secondary sources. Ultimately, this study has 

both practical and theoretical contributions, since the literature on middle powers does 

not often consider applications to regionalism, a process which is usually advanced and 

led by great powers. Thus, study conclusions suggest several improved practical 

understandings of East Asian regionalism in general, recommendations for its 

continuing advancement and possible future strategies for South Korea’s role in it as 

the regional middle power.  

 

Keywords: Middle Power, Regionalism, East Asia, Northeast Asia, South Korea, 

Middlepowermanship, Regional Institutionalization. 
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Chapter I: Point of Departure and Main Perspectives 

 

1.1. Introduction: East Asian Institutional Gap 

         

The first decade of the 21st century witnessed the consolidation of regional integration 

as a major trend within the multiple processes of globalization. Certainly the economic 

and political maps of a post Cold War world have been redrawn. In this context, the 

booming economies of East Asia and the repeatedly voiced “Rise of China” have 

quickly transformed this region in the last three decades, making it today the most 

dynamic and fastest growing part of the world according to most economic indexes. 

But in contrast to Europe or The Americas, East Asia is a follower on institutional 

mechanisms to promote and channel regional cooperation and integration. The Asian 

Financial Crisis (AFC) in 1997-98 showed that East Asian economies are highly 

regionalized by market-driven forces, (Munakata, 2003; Peng, 2004) and also 

illustrated the necessity for building regional institutions to guarantee cooperation and 

further integration in order to face common problems and avoid other possible crises in 

the future by setting up stabilizing mechanisms among the East Asian countries. 

(Manukata, 2003; Stubbs, 2002) This in the long term has fostered closer relations 

between countries that continue to be suspicious of each other, mainly due to the 

creation of a nascent regional institutional architecture. In theory this allows reducing 

uncertainty while facilitating collective action and decision-making among member 

countries in order to assist each other, which in turn helps to maintain security and 

peace and thus promoting development. The long term strategy of community building 

in East Asia – framed under the theoretical underpinnings of regionalism – is 

understood in these terms by both scholars and policy makers throughout the region.    

Nevertheless, there are many aspects and implications of regionalism in East 

Asia that have yet to be studied and analyzed by scholars, especially regarding the 

region’s capacity of building a normative framework in order to constrain certain 

undesirable unilateral actions, or to coordinate responses to increasingly common 

problems. With regionalism becoming consolidated in the world as a major trend in the 

‘objective reality’, but also as a field of study within the disciplines of International 

Relations (IR) and International Political Economy (IPE); and especially after the AFC, 

the need for a more institutionalized regional processes to build that overarching 
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normative framework in East Asia became evident. Moreover, within some regional 

elite circles it is also increasingly seen as a way to counter the European and American 

blocs, particularly in economic but more and more in political aspects as well. The 

region has been lacking those mechanisms for cooperation based on geographic 

proximity and the de facto market-driven integration that has been in place since the 

late 1970s with the expansion of the Japanese business model to the rest of the region 

and the highly regionalized production networks and Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 

flows. Certainly, the process of institutionalization in East Asia constitutes a different 

experience from the process carried out in the West, particularly in Europe, where 

integration first began as a result of shared geographic, cultural and political concerns. 

(Munakata, 2002) In contrast, community-building in East Asia is still at a very 

preliminary stage, and its future remains uncertain. Indeed, East Asian countries 

continue to search for different ways to form a economic community as first step. Many 

in the region, however, go even further and recognize that “the cultural connection 

helps strengthen the community feeling among East Asian peoples and is very 

important for community building in East Asia.” (Zhang, 2006: 141)  

Regardless of its type or scope, community-building in East Asia has certainly 

been identified with having its own particular characteristics, governance and style of 

institutions; putting emphasis in the processes and consensus instead of binding 

commitments, and focusing in functional issue-specific areas or ad-hoc groupings 

instead of more comprehensive frameworks.. This makes the process of East Asian 

regionalism drastically different from the one taking place among Western countries.  

East Asia as a region is here understood as a combination of Southeast Asia, 

comprised by the ten countries involved in the process of institutionalization 

represented by the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN); and Northeast 

Asia (NEA), comprising China (including the territories of Hong Kong and Macau), 

Japan, the two Koreas and Taiwan. While the ASEAN framework for regional 

cooperation is to some extent more institutionalized as it was founded in 1967; due to 

historical and geopolitical issues, Northeast Asia has lagged behind and only recently 

begun to institutionalize the interactions between its main players. Institutions like 

ASEAN Plus Three (APT), involving the ten Southeast members and the three big 

economies of NEA (e.g. China-South Korea and Japan or the so called CKJ group); the 

Trilateral Cooperation Meetings, involving only the “plus three”; and the East Asia 

Summit (EAS), despite its inclusion of non-East Asian members; are considered to be 
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the most relevant institutional processes in the attempt to build a regional community in 

East Asia within the last decade, encompassing altogether the ASEAN countries and 

the big three NEA economies.1   

With the exception of the Trilateral Meetings process among the CKJ group in 

NEA, most of the regional frameworks revolve around  ASEAN and have the Southeast 

Asian countries as the hub for a possible East Asian Community. There is, therefore, a 

huge institutional gap between the most advanced and industrialized Northeast and the 

less developed Southeast. This fact remains a kind of paradox when it comes to the 

study of regionalism, which usually sees a higher level of institutionalization among the 

most developed members or bigger economies, which normally constitute the core of 

regional integration in its primary stages. As it has been the case elsewhere, the most 

industrialized countries with bigger economies - namely the regional powers - are 

usually considered to have the legitimacy, as well as the resources to drive the process 

forward; while the smaller economies accommodate to them and gradually jump on the 

bandwagon of a process that has been already started or partially consolidated. Clearly 

this has not been the case in East Asia, where the two regional powers that are 

concentrated in NEA have been very slow – for several reasons that are unique to this 

part of the world – in pushing for ways to institutionalize their interactions and 

cooperation. If a regional community is meant to be formed in East Asia this 

progression is necessary.   

 

1.1.1. The Issue of Regional Leadership and South Korea 

 

A lot has been written and theorized in regards to the question of regional leadership 

when it comes to East Asian regionalism, where many scholars initially wondered and 

expected China and/or Japan to play a similar role that Germany and France in the 

evolution of the EU had played; and still play today as recent events continue to 

demonstrate. However, because of historical and geopolitical circumstances, 

                     
1 The ten ASEAN states are: Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam. The APT forum took form in a more institutionalized way as an 
outcome of the AFC over a decade ago, and includes the ten ASEAN members plus China, Japan and 
South Korea. Since 2005, the EAS appeared as the most recent institutionalized attempt of regional 
cooperation; however its membership is not exclusively East Asian since besides the previous 13 
countries, India, Australia and New Zealand and most recently the US and Russia have also taken part of 
the meetings. In the meantime, Taiwan and North Korea remain isolated of all these processes due to 
political differences regarding their regional status.    
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competitive behaviour, mistrust and territorial disputes, the two regional powers have 

not been able to advance together the institutionalization process of their region. The 

objective conditions of this claim are clear and today are widely recognized: while the 

scars left by the war in Europe were as deep and severe as the ones left in Northeast 

Asia, in the last sixty years “European states have found ways to bury old animosities 

and work together to create a unified political order. Old adversaries have managed to 

move beyond their conflicts (…) The Asian experience, in contrast, suggests that 

political reconciliation is a far more elusive goal.” (Ikenberry and Mastanduno, 2003: 

11)  

Although from a Japanese point of view many argue the problem has already 

been solved, as Japan changed its constitution to prevent its future militarization and 

concentrated in promoting an image of a “civilian” great power; in reality suspicion is 

still prevalent among the Korean and Chinese elites and publics. Indeed, Ikenberry and 

Mastanduno (2003) emphasize on the importance of perceptions and how they often 

negatively affect the relationship between China, Japan and the two Koreas. There is a 

consensus among experts in this region that Chinese and Koreans are dissatisfied with 

the way Japanese have dealt with their wartime aggression and atrocities. As it will be 

exposed in this study, the particular issue of regional reconciliation remains the main 

obstacle for institutionalization of NEA in particular, differing from the European case 

and the way Germany dealt with the war guilt and its political engagement of the region, 

as well to the symbols of militarism that in the case of Japan have not been entirely 

removed. (Ikenberry and Mastanduno, 2003: 12) Moreover, another big obstacle in 

these processes has to do with the supremacy that the principle of sovereignty still has 

in this part of the world. This issue and how it affects regional institutionalization in 

this part of the world will be further exposed in the following chapters. Nevertheless, 

here it suffices to say that because of the rigid approach to sovereignty present in 

Northeast Asia, the institutionalization of regional cooperation and collective action 

between Beijing, Seoul and Tokyo is often regarded as very hard to achieve, posing big 

challenges if an East Asian Community is in sight. Adding up to the history issue, 

Timmermann addresses three of those challenges that are thought to be necessary to 

tackle by any kind of NEA institutionalization process: 1) solving a set of territorial and 

maritime disputes and conflicts over access to natural resources; 2) facing the shifting 

balance of power due to the rise of China and the de facto economic regionalization and 

interdependence; and 3) taking up the issue of leadership in the region, while managing 
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the United States involvement. It is evident these challenges for Northeast Asian 

institutionalization are deeply intertwined, and the possible ways in which these are 

tackled will determined the form of regional institutionalization that will take place in 

this region. (Timmermann, 2008) 

Clearly, in any process of regional integration and institutionalization the issue 

of leadership is a key element especially if the aim is to pursue a regional community, 

as it is assumed in this study. Higgott and Timmermann argue this will help the region 

to enhance their political leverage vis-à-vis the United States, for instance, which 

remains a major player in this region despite the fact it does not geographically belong 

to it. “For East Asia to narrow the asymmetry with the United States, it needs to 

enhance its collective institutional decision-making capabilities. For this to occur, 

endogenous regional leadership needs to strengthen. How this might be achieved is the 

most important regional policy for the future.” (Higgott and Timmermann, 2008: 54) In 

sum, because of the objective conditions just described, that have impeded the great 

regional powers to cooperate and lead a process of institutionalization, Korea2 appears 

as the most suitable legitimate candidate to take up this role in Northeast Asia, bridging 

between China and Japan. Rozman explains: “South Korea is the natural centre of 

Northeast Asia and is best positioned to draw others together. President Kim Dae-jung 

became the leading advocate of ASEAN+3 and also the EAS; and President Roh Moo-

hyun took office making a strong appeal for regionalism in NEA.” (2008: 85) This 

author adds that the future of regional arrangements like these depends more on the 

industrialized Northeast Asian countries than in the ASEAN 10 members. The 

Southeast Asia “bridge” for regionalism worked for a time, but it seems unlikely to 

carry it much further. (Rozman, 2008: 90)  

These are the kind of issues this dissertation will be dealing with. An East Asia-

wide regional framework requires the institutionalization of Northeast Asia with 

endogenous leadership driving the process. South Korea - which is in the following 

chapters characterized as the regional middle power - has shown clear signs of exerting 

a kind of regional leadership that both China and Japan have not being able to pursue in 

terms of advancing the processes associated to the institutionalization of regional 

frameworks for cooperation and institution-building. This study will show how Korea 

has positioned itself as an emergent middle power at the center of East Asian 

                     
2 The term 'South Korea', 'Korea' or 'ROK' will be used interchangeably hereafter to refer to the Republic 
of Korea. 
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regionalism. South Korea's capacity to display middle power behaviour, as it will be 

exposed, is widely recognized throughout the entire region, and Seoul has indeed 

achieved certain legitimacy to practice what will be described as intellectual and 

entrepreneurial leadership. In the last decade Seoul has had the opportunity to 

experiment with that kind of behaviour that middle powers usually display as foreign 

policy options, particularly within the APT framework in East Asia and the Northeast 

Asian Trilateral Cooperation Mechanism. Some of these initiatives that show Korean 

regional leadership to be exposed are the East Asian Vision Group (EAVG) and the 

East Asia Study Group (EASG), which set up the ideational foundation for an East 

Asian Community over a decade ago. Several other more recent initiatives and Seoul's 

long term commitment with the achievement of the goals stated for the APT framework 

are also presented as evidence in the following chapters. In addition, Korea's 

instrumental role within the Northeast Asian subregion to advance the 

institutionalization of the Trilateral Cooperation Mechanism among the CKJ countries 

is also analyzed in depth, as evidence supporting the hypothesized capacity of Korea to 

advance regional institutionalization among the three Northeast Asian countries and 

thus in East Asia as a whole. This has been done by exerting a kind of regional 

leadership as a middle power to push for the building of regional frameworks in a 

context when regional powers - China and Japan - are not in a legitimate position to 

lead. Furthermore, other cases will be presented as well in order to expose how and 

when, instead of consolidating or advancing regionalism towards the building of an 

East Asian Community, the disagreements among the two regional powers and Korea's 

lack of leadership did not serve well the regionalist process in East Asia. The EAS 

formation and the controversy over its membership, and the divisive issue of an East 

Asian FTA base on the ASEAN +3 or +6 formulas are some examples to be unfolded 

in the following chapters that illustrate how the Sino-Japanese rivalry has slowdown 

the process of regional integration in this part of the world. 

 

1.1.2. Outline of Dissertation 

 

This dissertation is divided in six chapters and each of them organized in subsections. 

This first chapter introduces to the topic in question and serves as the point of departure 

for this research, presenting the main assumptions, research questions and variables, as 

well as the main theoretical perspectives from which to look at the issues to study. A 
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review of the process of East Asian regionalism is also carried out throughout this first 

chapter as a way to contextualized the main problematic. In chapter two, the 

conceptualization of the main variables is the main focus, leading to their working 

definitions after discussing them and the way they interact, in what is intended to be 

multifaceted analytical framework. The purpose here is to clarify these main concepts 

and their interactions, as main variables, while the way regionalism and middle powers 

have been previously studied is also exposed in this chapter, by drawing parallels with 

other parts of the world. Also in this chapter, South Korea is clearly identified and 

conceptualized as a middle power, and its implications are discussed. 

 That discussion allows the methodological operationalization of variables in 

chapter three, where the building of the theory and the formulation of hypotheses for 

this research is also exposed. In a second part of chapter three, the actual methodology 

used in the process of fieldwork is presented and the different research stages are 

outlined in detail.  

 Chapters four and five constitute the core analysis of this dissertation, where the 

results of the research and fieldwork are discussed. While chapter four focuses mainly 

in Korea's role as an emergent middle power in the processes of regional 

institutionalization occurring at the East Asian-wide level - particularly in its early 

stages after the Asian Financial Crisis and throughout the following decade - the 

following chapter five highlights the role of Korea as a middle power and the 

diplomatic behavior it has displayed in the context of Northeast Asia particularly. From 

these two chapters onwards the results of this research are exposed and analyzed by a 

process of triangulation and cross-checking, combining especially the official data 

collected throughout the fieldwork with the outcomes of the interviews carried out 

which, as said, constitute the most significant results of this qualitative type of study. 

Hence, quotations or references to the sources consulted for this research - particularly 

the interviewees - are widely employed in these chapters, acknowledging their 

subjectivity, of course. This is in fact addressed as much as possible by contrasting 

them with facts from the 'objective reality' and other official statements and reports. 

Particularly official data from the Korean government and from other regional 

institutional frameworks are employed to support or contrast what the interviewees 

have stated in their opinions. These are mainly official reports of some of the initiatives 

analyzed, like the EAVG, EASG, EAVG II, APT process, Trilateral Cooperation 

Mechanism, and even recent Diplomatic White Papers from the Korean government 
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which help to provide that factual information to support or contrast the subjectivity 

that stems out of the interviews. Also, several seminars related to the topic during the 

fieldwork in Seoul attended by this author, as well as other academic work from other 

scholars that have written about some of the same issues are incorporated in these 

chapters, too, as secondary information. Ultimately, in order to achieve that process of 

triangulation, what the primary sources have said in the interviews is constantly 

contrasted with either those secondary sources, official data available or with different 

opinions from other interviewees on the same particular issue. Accordingly, the results 

of the interviews carried out to experts and foreign policy officials are not the only or 

exclusive source of information utilized in the following chapter, however they are 

indeed the most important and large part of the results and analysis, since it is believed 

by this author that this is exactly what helps distinguish this study from information and 

data already available, thus adding a new level - in which perceptions matter - to 

understand Korea's leadership role in advancing regionalism in East and Northeast Asia. 

This finally explain the emphasis given to what the interviewees say or think about the 

topics in question throughout these chapters.  

 Finally, chapter six is included with the intention of drawing some reflections 

and further analysis. In order to do so - and as the final outcomes for this dissertation - 

parallels with the paradigmatic integration and community building process carried out 

in Europe are drawn into attention throughout this chapter, as well as many of the 

thoughts given by the several primary sources consulted. This is done in the hope to 

better establish the prospects of East Asian regionalism in general; and the possible 

recommendations for South Korea's regional strategy of positioning itself as a confident 

and respectable middle power in East Asia and as a leader of its regionalist projects. 

Ultimately, these reflections and further discussion made within the different sections 

of this last chapter aim at giving response to the research questions, and thus allowing 

to finally prove or discard the hypotheses set up for this study, all which is finally 

addressed in the conclusions section. 

 

1.2. Research Point of Departure 

 

As mentioned, this research is grounded in IPE and IR. From the former it utilizes 

neoliberal theories close to the neo-functional, institutional and particularly the inter-

governmental approaches to understand regionalism. From the latter it incorporates the 
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literature of middle powers to portray the ROK's role in East Asia, and it opts for a 

constructivist point of view to the relations among states, where perceptions are highly 

relevant. Furthermore, from the discipline of IR it also adopts a qualitative type of 

methodology which includes interviews with policy makers and expert, in addition to 

archival research of primary and secondary sources and direct observation as the most 

appropriate techniques for empirical research.  

 As signaled in the introduction, the institutionalization of regional cooperation 

and collective action is considered to be a necessary step and precondition for the 

achievement of an East Asian Community, which is actually understood as one of those 

‘ideal types’ proposed by Max Weber. This means that this study acknowledges that a 

‘supranational regional type of community’ in East Asia may be difficult to observe in 

the empirical reality, but it works more as a conceptual model, which is composed by 

essential characteristics existing in people’s subjectivities. (Babbie, 2009: 357) Weber 

developed this conceptual tool of ideal types which have become a key element driving 

research in Social Sciences. Indeed, Weber argued that no scientific system is ever 

capable of reproducing all concrete reality, nor can any conceptual framework ever do 

full justice to the infinite diversity of a particular phenomena. (Coser, 1977: 223-224) 

Since all science involves selection as well as abstraction, the social scientist can easily 

be caught in a dilemma when he chooses his conceptual framework. Thus, an ideal type 

is a useful tool and analytical construct that serves the investigator as a measuring 

mechanism to ascertain similarities as well as deviations in concrete cases.  

 It is worth noting that an ideal type is not meant to refer to moral ideals in a 

literal sense, but it is more related to the notion of an accentuation of typical courses of 

conduct. (Coser, 1977: 223-224) This is why ideal types are good as models, also 

bearing in mind that models are supposed to simplify reality. Models are a feature 

sometimes complex, but they actually deliberately omit some things in order to focus 

on others, leaving out factors that cannot be modeled. Finally ideal types enable one to 

construct hypotheses linking them with the conditions that brought the phenomenon or 

event into prominence. This is why, as it will be exposed in the following sections, the 

conceptualization of variables chosen for this study also follows this logic of 'ideal 

types' as analytical constructs to reduce reality into a more understandable and 

manageable manner, considering that the ideal type offers that conceptual device to 

measure and to clarify those aspects of empirical reality we want to study. Moreover, a 

many of Weber's ideal types refer to collectivities rather than to the social actions of 
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individuals, it fits well the purposes of this research.  

As point of departure, then, this study builds on the following assumptions: 

• When great regional powers are not strongly committed to advance cooperation 

between them in order to promote regional institutionalization, the legitimate 

leadership of a third party – preferably a middle power – is necessary to fill in this 

gap and to bridge between the competing leadership of the regional rivals in order to 

advance regionalist projects.   

• The institutionalization of regional cooperation and collective action among the 

Northeast Asian great powers – namely China and Japan – remains a necessary 

precondition to advance the formation of an East Asian Community. However, this 

has not happened. Korea as a middle power appears as the most suitable candidate 

to fill in the gaps, bridging among the regional powers in Northeast Asia and 

between them with the states of Southeast Asia. 

 

This applies, of course, when such regional community has been stated as long term goal 

by the countries in the region in several occasions. These assumptions helped define the 

research questions presented in the next section. They also imply that a successful 

regionalist project cannot be realized in the absence of strong political will and 

leadership, which in the case of East Asia requires the commitment to the processes of 

regional institutionalization, particularly that of the two great regional powers and 

biggest economies. Due to their historical differences, rivalry and competition, South 

Korea – identified as the regional middle power located in NEA – appears to have the 

capacity or at least the potential to influence these processes and take up a proactive 

role to promote cooperation and institutionalization with its neighbours; helping thus to 

reduce the institutional gap between North and Southeast Asia.  

The first difficulty that also arises from these assumptions is why would China 

or Japan want South Korea to assume leadership responsibilities in terms of regional 

institutionalization? Economic pragmatism can perhaps help understand the importance 

of ending the regional stalemate that often marks the interactions between the Northeast 

Asian countries. China, Japan and Korea’s economic interdependence due to the 

increasing intraregional trade;3 plus a series of transnational common problems that 

                     
3 China has become the biggest trade partner for both Japan and South Korea. In the particular case of the 
ROK, already in 2010 China accounted for 26% of its exports and 16.8% of its imports; while Japan 
came second with 15% of its imports, and third after the U.S. when it comes to exports destination. 
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require collective action and coordinated response from regional governments make the 

construction of a normative framework for this region an objective necessity. However, 

economic pragmatism does not always prevail, and in face of the differences and 

mistrust that continue to exist among all the parties, Seoul appears as the counterpart 

which both Tokyo and Beijing feel more comfortable dealing with – or less 

uncomfortable perhaps. Perceptions matter a great deal. From a Chinese point of view, 

they too share with Koreans a conflictive relationship with the Japanese occupation in 

the past. On a citizen level the perception of Japan and the way it has dealt with the 

history remains mostly negative in both China and South Korea.4 From a Japanese 

perspective, the Republic of Korea (ROK) is considered to be part of the same aligned 

side in East Asia: both countries are close US allies and have benefitted from the 

security umbrella provided by the Americans to industrialize their economies by 

embracing a free market approach. Moreover, both countries have democratic systems 

more or less consolidated and they are suspicious of a rising and non-democratic China 

led by the Communist Party. Finally both Japan and South Korea have opted for a more 

open and pro-Western approach to regionalism - although more so Tokyo and Seoul, as 

we shall see. 

In this context, within the last decade the ROK has – discretely at first and more 

proactively later on – taken a new role in regional and even global affairs. Foreign 

policy makers in Seoul have been very keen in recent years on trying to position Korea 

as the hub for Northeast Asian regional integration and a responsible country in the 

world. Even though it was badly hit by the 1997-98 crisis, thanks to an in depth reform 

today South Korea has taken up the place Japan had a few decades ago in East Asia: as 

the most innovative, internationally active and technologically advanced country within 

the region. The Korean model of development, its forward-looking "Green-Growth" 

strategy, its hosting and active membership in regional and global institutions; and its 

contribution to regional governance are altogether helping to set up a solid image for 

this country which once was one of the poorest in the world. This activism, as this 

                                                            
(Official data obtained at http://keri.koreaexim.go.kr/)   
4  Perceptions matter, as Berger argues in the relationship with its neighbors, Japan’s soft power 
constitutes that of a hard case, and its image suffers from severe liabilities. Berger exposes a study in 
which 71 percent of Chinese have a negative view of Japan. Also, Kim shows how over 72 percent of the 
people in South Korea perceived Japan with distrust. See Thomas Berger, “Japan in Asia: A Hard Case 
for Soft Power,” Orbis, vol. 54, issue 4 (Fall 2010): 565-582; and Byung-kook Kim, “Between China, 
America, and North Korea: South Korea’s Hedging,” in China’s Ascent: Power, Security, and the Future 
of International Politics, ed. Robert S. Ross and Zhu Feng (New York: Cornell University, 2008): 191-
217.  
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dissertation will try to argue, is also helping to lay down the foundations for the 

construction of a regional institutional framework in East Asia. For instance, the new 

permanent Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat (TCS) in Seoul, as one of the several 

initiatives put forward by Korea within the CKJ group, points exactly in that direction; 

thus it will  be considered – among other initiatives – as one valuable empirical aspect 

for this research project.  

 

Figure 1: Research Main Proposal 

 

 

 

 

1.2.1. Research Questions and Variables 

 

Before introducing the main research questions and selected variables in order to guide 

the discussion in the following chapters, Figure 1 depicts what has been described 
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above as point of departure and main theoretical proposal of this research project. The 

ascending arrows show the processes this project pays attention to, while the big 

feedback arrows are included to show both how they reinforce and help to consolidate 

institutionalization in the region - particularly in NEA - as well as the roles of the 

different actors involved.  

 Accordingly, this study tries to respond two sets of research questions. The first 

one attempts to build new theory by a process of inference, while the second set of 

questions looks into the particular empirical case of South Korea and its influence on 

regional institutionalization as a middle power. 

• In the absence of consensus among great regional powers, can the process of 

regional institutionalization be driven by a middle power? Does East Asian 

regionalism illustrate this situation through the behaviour displayed by South 

Korea?  

• Has the ROK manifested a leadership role in its approach to the processes of 

regional institutionalization in East Asia? How has this role affected or influenced 

regionalism in this part of the world?  

Seoul’s efforts to coordinate, manage and/or promote initiatives that in turn help to 

advance regionalism in East Asia are expected to serve as the evidence to give answer 

to these questions. It is plausible that different information will point in almost opposite 

directions. Indeed, it is highly probable that some answers will show affirmative 

information, some others negative information, and some other unknown information. 

In this sense, there are 2 possible scenarios this study pays special attention to. 

Information indicating South Korea’s activism in cases where regional cooperation has 

been achieved in order to advance the institutionalization of the region as a whole will 

be considered to support an affirmative responses to these research questions. Of course, 

to observe the opposite will entail a negative response to the research questions. 

A) ROK Leadership Role ���� + Regional Institutionalization = Affirmative 

 Answer 

B) ROK Leadership Role ���� -  Regional Institutionalization  =   Negative  

 Answer  
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These two scenarios - A and B - offer a good standard of evidence as the relationship to 

study is clearly distinguishable. However, many other possible situations with much 

more nuanced inputs and outputs are also expected, providing perhaps less direct 

evidence, nevertheless those situations are considered in the hope they can also help to 

bring supporting evidence. For instance, information indicating both a lack activism or 

marginal role displayed by Korea and a lack of advancement in regional cooperation 

and institutionalization can help to support and bring additional evidence for an 

affirmative response to the research questions; although in such situations the outcomes 

may also be attributable to other intervening variables, in which cases it will be 

acknowledged. A situation in which there is no variation is possible as well, and this 

will be considered as equal to the idea of little or negative advancement of regional 

cooperation and institutionalization. These two scenarios established above are 

important as standards of evidence, since they also help to elaborate this research 

hypotheses, which formulation is made clear in chapter III, point 3.2.2; this is done 

following the same logic of possible scenarios stated above that will allow confirming 

or rejecting the two hypotheses for this research.  

 Also worth noting - as it is implied in the possibility of Korea not always 

displaying any kind of active role - that Seoul's middle power behavior will not be 

taken for granted, but on the contrary, it is considered to vary according to different 

contexts and situations and it basically responds to one among several foreign policy 

options that Korea considers based on its regional strategy. Eventually, a mixed 

outcome is expected, as in any qualitative type of methodology, and thus the responses 

will be ultimately of a mixed and nuanced nature. 

The main theoretical relationship to be addressed by this research is the one 

between the explanatory variable of ‘middlepowermanship’ – term borrowed from 

Cooper, Higgott and Nossal (1993) to be conceptualized in chapter II and 

operationalized in chapter III – and the dependent variable determined as 'regional 

institutionalization' in terms of promoting cooperation and collective action in order to 

create a normative framework in the region. As it will be explained, the emphasis will 

be on the building of regional institutions and the creation of regional governance, as 

the most observable aspects of regionalism. 

• Explanatory Variable: Middlepowermanship 

Empirically observed through the foreign policy behavior of South Korea as one of 

the regional middle powers in East Asia. 
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• Dependent Variable: Regional Institutionalization  

Empirically observed through institution-building efforts and creation of regional 
governance in East Asia. 

 

Understood as 'ideal types' as well, the conceptualization and operationalization of both 

variables follows King, Keohane and Verba’s (1994) approach to qualitative research. 

They suggest using specific indicators when an abstract concept cannot be measured 

directly. These indicators shall be more observable and for which data are available. 

These authors have set up the most important foundations for qualitative research 

following a scientific approach for the field of IR and IPE. Indeed, they propose using a 

similar approach to scientific inquiry as in quantitative research. Hence, they insist in 

the use of terminology such as 'variables,' although instead of independent variable they 

prefer the term 'explanatory' since in qualitative research everything is related, and thus 

there is no real independent variables. This is how they put forward their methodology 

for qualitative types of research that allows the operationalization of these often 

'intangible variables' into more observables indicators. Indeed, King, Keohane and 

Verba's approach for qualitative research is the most valid and commonly used for this 

type of research. Accordingly, the analytical conceptualization of the two main 

variables is carried out in chapter II, where several aspects that are related to these main 

concepts are also taken into consideration to better understand their relationship and the 

processes embedded in them. Their discussion allows later – in chapter III – their 

operationalization as variables, the building of the theory and the formulation of 

hypotheses for this research.   

 

1.3. Research Contributions 

 
This study hopes to make both practical and theoretical contributions. Considering the 

main purpose of this project is to determine to what extent South Korea’s foreign 

policy behavior towards the region has shown a leadership role as a middle power; and 

how this has affected the processes oriented towards the institutionalization of regional 

cooperation in order de build a normative framework and ultimately an East Asian 

Community; the outcomes of this dissertation suggest improved practical understanding 

of regionalism in this part of the world, and more specifically the strategies for a 

country like Korea in these processes. In addition, the literature on middle powers does 
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not often consider direct and specific applications to regionalism, a process which is 

usually advanced and led by great regional powers and where middle size countries 

normally have a less relevant role. Thus, as most of scientific research, through a 

process of inference from a particular case - the experience of South Korea in East 

Asian regionalism - this project is expected to contribute to the building of new theory 

by assessing the real impact a middle power can have when displaying a role of 

leadership in the processes associated to regionalism in a context in which the great 

regional powers are often unable to cooperate in order to move regional institution-

building forwards.  

Indeed, this research expects to show how and why a middle power like South 

Korea should be considered as a key player in the processes of regional 

institutionalization in East Asia. The practical significance to study this case of active 

commitment with regional institution and community-building, while determining its 

actual contributions can serve as learning process for other countries in this region and 

middle powers in other parts of the world. In particular for East Asian countries, to 

learn from this experience could help them better manage the several regional trends 

occurring and the challenges for the future – like the so called ‘Rise of China’ or the 

North Korea issue – not just in economic terms but especially in political ones. In turn, 

this work hopes to shed some light on the pursuing of an ideal that prevails in policy-

makers and regional elites: that of an East Asian Community as ultimate goal where 

norms, values, a sense of common destiny and possibly a common identity are all 

elements agreed upon amongst its members. Ultimately, this research hopes to become 

not just an analysis of South Korea’s role in East Asian regionalism in the last decade - 

although this is its main focus - but also a policy recommendation for the future 

challenges the region as a whole faces in regards to the institutionalization of regional 

cooperation.   

On the theoretical side, there are some specific variables in the processes of East 

Asian regionalism that are unique and which have not been studied elsewhere. The 

issue of leadership, as described in the previous sections, is one such variable that has 

been identified for this project as a key element affecting regional institutionalization 

and the role a middle power like South Korea has within it. As it is detailed in section 

2.3. and 2.4., where the main relationship between regionalism and middle powers is 

revised from the literature available, this research is certainly not the first one trying to 

link these two concepts. To be sure, regionalism is often considered as a terrain in 
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which middle powers can manoeuvre and display its typical behaviour. However, this 

study uses a novel and distinctive approach when it argues that in the particular and 

unique case of East Asian regional institution and community building - especially in 

the context of Northeast Asia as a subregion - the capacity of a middle power to take 

the lead can become the missing piece of the jigsaw puzzle in order to advance the 

regionalist projects, due to the contentious relations among regional powers.  

This is different from the traditional sources of regional leadership and 

commitment that the process of regionalism has shown elsewhere, where the great 

regional powers normally serve as the axis for the advancement of regional 

institutionalization (e.g. France and Germany in Europe, Argentina - Brazil in South 

America or the U.S. in North America). Hence, from the particular and unique vantage 

point that the geopolitical situation in NEA provides, this study attempts to study the 

plausible leadership role of a middle power in a case where regionalism has not been 

driven by the most powerful countries in the region. As pointed out, East Asia indeed 

offers the exceptional regional scenario for doing so. In this process, a theoretical and 

conceptual framework is built, which can serve as one of those models mentioned 

earlier that work as analytical constructs to reduce the aspects of empirical reality we 

want to study into more understandable and manageable ways. 

To understand all these specific aspects in the long term contributes to the 

improvement of theoretical understanding of middle powers and regionalism in general, 

and the theoretical implications they may have for the study of IR and IPE as 

disciplines. Consequently, this research intends to advance the study of IR and IPE by 

specifically adding to the literature of middle powers in its relationship with 

regionalism by understanding the role Korea has played in East Asian regionalism. As 

said, the literature on middle powers abundant within IR studies focuses mainly in 

issues related to human rights, development cooperation and peace keeping operations, 

and does not often consider middle power activism in regionalism, which is a field that 

is mainly studied by IPE scholars as it is frequently related to economic integration. By 

looking at this plausible and particular relationship this research expects to broaden the 

study of middle powers and regionalism, and in doing so helping to elaborate new 

theory within these two disciplines by assessing the many possible ways a middle 

power can assume leadership in regional processes.  

Additionally this project also advances East Asian and Asia-Pacific as 

interdisciplinary area studies, by specifically adding the new perspective of South 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

18 
 

Korea’s plausible leadership role as a middle power in order to facilitate and manage 

regional institutionalization in this part of the world. For the area study of East Asia in 

particular, this research helps to underscore the ways regionalism is occurring. Theories 

trying to explain the different regional processes in the world are often based on 

Western ideals, in response to the European experience of integration as the 

paradigmatic example of regional institution-building, where the two regional powers 

of Germany and France co-led the process of regional integration. Thus, most of these 

Western-based theories find it difficult to explain East Asian regional trends, while 

research in this region often focuses entirely on economic integration and Free Trade 

Agreements (FTAs), leaning towards a more economic level of analysis, forgetting the 

institutional side. This research hopes to go one step further in the study of regionalism 

in East Asia, now that its countries have for over a decade begun to institutionalize their 

deep market-driven regional integration.  

Indeed, many implications of regionalism that have commonly been studied in 

other regions, like institution-building, governance creation, identity and sovereignty 

issues are still unexplored in East Asia. To understand these aspects in the long term 

contributes to the improvement of the relations between the countries in East Asia, 

given by an institutional architecture and normative framework they lack today, in 

order to promote cooperation, maintaining security and peace and thus promoting 

development. Academic research can certainly have a positive effect on policy-makers 

and the ruling elites that make the decisions. This research hopes to do just that.  

While the outcome of this study will certainly help to elaborate on the possible 

scenarios for regionalism in East Asia; it is the particular treatment of the theories this 

research project possesses what adds the most value to this dissertation. The issue of 

how this research builds new theory is further developed in following chapters where it 

will become clearer, particularly in the last section of chapter II and throughout chapter 

III. 

To sum up, the special focus on the relationship among the alleged leadership of 

a middle power and the regional institutionalization processes as the two main variables 

of this study serves as novel contribution to the theories that usually dealt with these 

issues but that have been mainly based on Western experiences, where the countries 

leading the processes of regionalism are usually the preeminent great regional powers 

and not small or middle size countries. When this is compared to previous analyses or 

applied to different settings further creation of new theories is possible, setting a 
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precedent that may differ with the traditional explanations based on regional leadership 

exerted by great powers. It is clear the processes of regional institutionalization are not 

happening in the same way in East Asia as it is in Europe or The Americas, but how? 

and how does this influence the prospects of regionalism both as a field of study and in 

the objective reality? The relevance of testing the hypotheses put forward by this study 

arises when trying to give answers to this type of questions that can suggest future 

prospects for research in less developed parts of the world where regionalism is at an 

even earlier stage, like Central Asia, the Middle East or Africa. This is how this 

research expects to push the boundary of existing knowledge about both, regionalism 

and middle powers.  

 

1.4. Theoretical Standpoint of this Study 

 

Having the main research questions, variables and research contributions as referent, 

the following sections of this chapter I aim to provide the vantage point from which this 

research project looks into the phenomena it deals with. In so doing several different 

approaches that are considered helpful, mainly from IPE and IR theories have been 

integrated, to allow a comprehensive understanding of regionalism and the issue of 

cooperation and collective action among states. Later on, in chapter II the specific 

discussion of the main concepts identified as variables is carried out for analytical 

purposes, while the following sections below provide the general theoretical context 

and the standpoint of this dissertation. 

 

1.4.1. The Neoliberal Perspective 

 

The study of International Political Economy and its several theories helps us to draw 

attention to the increasingly transnational nature of economic activity and the 

disjuncture between national boundaries as the limits of political space, characterizing 

the current global system and its regions. Robert Gilpin in his 2001 book “Global 

Political Economy: Understanding the International Economic Order” reviews the 

different approaches that scholars use to understand regionalism, among other 

processes related to globalization. Since the emphasis here is on regional 

institutionalization, the main approaches taken into account from IPE all lean towards 

the so called “neo-liberal” strand which is more likely to emphasize cooperation, as 
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opposed to realism and Neorealism which focus more on conflict. As the main 

approach that somehow counters the neoliberal option of this study, the neorealist 

perspective sees interests in security issues as almost the only ones prevalent and thus 

its insistence in conflictual rather than cooperative behavior among states, as 

Yoshimatsu explains:    

“Even when the neorealists consider interstate cooperation, they posit that such 
cooperation is generally difficult because cooperation under anarchy is similar to a 
prisoner’s dilemma in which the dominant strategy will be to defect, making states 
worry about cheating. However, this approach is weak in grasping the evolving 
nature of interstate cooperation, which has gradually changed largely as a response 
to intensive trends towards economic globalization. Furthermore, the neorealist 
perspective has limitations in taking into account the meaningful influence of 
specific characteristics embedded in the political economy of a region and the 
states in the region.” (Yoshimatsu, 2010: 229)  

 

Initially, Neofunctionalism appears to be one of the most influential neoliberal 

prospective to explain regionalism, associated to the thoughts of Ernst Haas. This 

approach is the most important effort by political scientists to explain regional 

integration and cooperation in general and the European case in particular. It argues 

that economic, technological and other developments during the 20th century have 

driven peoples and nation-states toward peaceful economic and political integration at 

both, regional and global levels. The problem of war can be solved and the war-prone 

system of nation-states can be escaped through international agreements in specific and 

functional areas, with an important “spillover”  effect from one area of integration to 

others, which a key element in this approach to cooperation. This process would lead to 

political cooperation and a transnational political community. (Gilpin, 2001) Economic 

interdependence is understood under these terms. In their co-written work on Power 

and Interdependence, Keohane and Nye5  expose what they denominate ‘complex 

interdependence’ as an ideal type that – in contrast to Neorealism – better represents the 

new world order, and thus it is more capable to grasp reality in a closer and more 

accurate way than Realpolitik. These authors indentify their interdependence as having 

three main characteristics: 1) multiple channels to connect societies, consisting of 

informal ties between governmental and nongovernmental elites, formal ties between 

foreign offices and transnational organization in the form of interstate, trans-

                     
5 Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye expose their theses about these issues in Power and Interdependence: 
World Politics in Transition (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1977, 1989, 2001), chapter 2; and in “Power 
and Interdependence Revisited,” (International Organization, 1987. 41(4): 725-753). 
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governmental and transnational relations; 2) absence of a hierarchical setting of 

agenda within the interstate relationships, which means other issues than 

military/security may arise to the top of the agenda, and when the distinction between 

domestic and foreign policy becomes blurred; and 3) no use of military force within the 

same region, which highlights the importance of regionalism as a trend in a world 

where a complex interdependence prevails. (Keohane and Nye, 1987) These three main 

conditions are much more approximated to a better interpretation of some global issues 

today, like those of economic or environmental nature, and even help to characterize 

the entire relationship between some countries in this new world order.  

 Since this research deals with regional institution-building, another key 

approach taken into account is the so called Neoliberal Institutionalism or 

Neoinstitutionalism, with – again – Robert Keohane as the most prominent scholar; 

emphasizing the role of institutions in solving economic and other more political 

problems. International organizations matter as important actors and regional 

institutions are relevant since they can increase incentives for states to solve their 

disputes and cooperate. (Gilpin, 2001) Neoinstitutionalists often cite cooperation in 

trade, human rights and collective security, among other issues, as the basis upon which 

institutions are built in the current international order. These instances of cooperation 

have been labeled as “regimes”, and the most commonly cited definition of regimes 

comes from Stephen Krasner, who, although mostly recognized as a Neorealist, defines 

regimes as those institutions that possess a set of explicit and implicit norms, rules and 

decision-making procedures which can facilitate the convergence of actors’ 

expectations in a given area. (Krasner, 1983) Institutionalists like Keohane point out 

that the increasing visibility and specificity of international institutions, such as the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, World Trade Organization (WTO), 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the European Community (now the 

European Union or EU); became the evidence for their theory. (Keohane, 1993)  

 Institutions rose in a context of interdependence to help states to overcome 

collective action problems. Hegemony, Keohane explains, “was not essential to the 

maintenance of regimes based on mutual interest, although American hegemony had 

been an important factor in establishing many of them in the first place.” (1993:284) 

Indeed, this author argues that institutionalists do not elevate regimes to “positions of 

authority over states: on the contrary, such regimes are established by states to achieve 

their purposes.” (Keohane, 1993: 271) This is why the Neoinstitutionalist paradigm has 
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become one of the most prevalent to study institutions as intervening variables where 

people’s values and culture are embedded, especially because it includes the invisible 

connotation of implicit norms. The setting of an efficient process of decision-making 

and procedures through the building of institutions allows reducing uncertainty in 

certain areas, as well as lowering the transaction costs of information through the 

channels established for communication and interaction. Thus practices become 

institutionalized. Indeed, as Peters emphasizes, this new version of classic 

institutionalism goes beyond the description of institutions and it “seeks to explain 

them as a ‘dependent variable’ and, more importantly, to explain other phenomena with 

institutions as the ‘independent variables’ shaping policy and administrative behavior.” 

(Peters, 1998: 206)  

 Subsequently this neoliberal perspective, although optimistic in nature, it also 

possesses a much more “realist” point of view as it remains aware of the vested 

interests behind institutions. For instance, Neoinstitutionalism recognized the accurate 

realist emphasis that the strongest international regimes of the 20th century were 

actually constructed in the shadow of U.S. hegemony, and thus they followed its 

hegemonic logics. However, when it comes to the issue of institutions it is the 

Neoinstutionalist approach – and not the realist – the one that can offer a more 

comprehensive understanding the international system that appeared after the collapse 

of the Soviet Union: the consolidation of regionalism as a global trend with the 

European Union’s and other regional frameworks, the increased globalization of the 

economy and the rise of large emergent developing countries in Asia and elsewhere. 

Today neoliberal institutionalist predictions appear to be more accurate. They saw 

economic and ecological interdependence as secular trends, according to Keohane, and 

therefore expected a continuing increase in the number and complexity of international 

institutions, and in the scope of their regulation. In sum, “International institutions exist 

largely because they facilitate self-interested cooperation by reducing uncertainty, thus 

stabilizing expectations. It follows that the expectations of states will depend in part on 

the nature and strength of international institutions.” (Keohane, 1993: 288) When we 

see at the way the world is organized today, is not difficult to concur with these 

propositions. Almost twenty years ago Keohane took a stand when he predicted that the 

European Community (today the EU) will be larger and have greater impact on its 

members’ policies in the year 2000 than it was when the Berlin Wall came down. In the 

year 2012 this prediction can be not just confirmed to be true, but it also stimulates the 
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creation of new theory based on the current events. 

 Finally, a third and most recent point of view from is the so called Inter-

governmentalist posture. According to Gilpin, this approach derives from both 

Neofunctionalism and Neoinstitutionalism. It shares with the former the emphasis on 

economic interests as the principal driving force of regional integration, while coincides 

with the latter on stressing the importance of regional institutions as the means to 

achieve and secure integration. However, it differs from these approaches as it gives a 

central role to national governments and nation-states as main actors; aspect that makes 

it coincide with Neorealism only to that extent, while it remains a more liberal strand as 

it focuses more in cooperation and collective action. (Gilpin, 2001) Inter-

governmentalism will be further characterized in following sections, as it fits well the 

East Asian case and thus becomes a central theoretical consideration for this study 

which focuses on governmental policies that have helped foster regional cooperation 

and the processes of regional institutionalization.  

 The main neoliberal perspectives described above help to connect or bridge 

between the world of politics and economics to understand cooperation and institution-

building; and to apply it to the East Asian regional setting in particular. This bridging 

becomes necessary due to the characteristics of this study, which takes into account the 

Neofunctionalist idea of spillover effect, seeing economic and functional integration as 

the first steps to promote cooperation in other areas, advancing further towards the 

creation of a regional community where regional institutions and governance become 

increasingly influential in regional affairs, as Neoinstituionalism proposes. This ideas, 

however, derives from the way the European integrative process has been carried out 

and studied so far, where supranational entities have taken up tasks formerly performed 

but national governments and where a strong regional identity has been built. It remains 

to be seen how this can be transplanted to other parts of the world like East Asia. (Peng, 

2004: 427) Thus the Inter-governmentalist approach is integrated as it rests in between 

the other two and it pays also more attention to national governments and their 

leadership role in promoting cooperation and creating regional governance. This also 

may be more helpful for studying those many aspects of the integration processes in 

East Asia that do not fall into any conventional means of regional arrangements like the 

ones carried out in other parts of the world, where more institutionalized mechanisms 

were applied first to guide and regulate a process of regional economic integration that 

came gradually, as many experts convey. (Kasahara, 2004) In East Asia things have 
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unfolded differently. Nevertheless, regional cooperation and integration processes in 

East Asia and the building of institutions as an outcome of them, although initially 

based only on the economic ground, are slowly moving towards other issue-areas, often 

unspoken ones, which certainly will influence the formation of a collectivity more or 

less defined, which may become visible at first in the discourse of governments and 

their officials, serving as the based for a regional community in the future. 

 

1.4.2. The Social Constructivist Approach  

 

The issue of collective action and institutional cooperation to tackle the increasing 

transnational nature of common problems and the sense of community that these 

actions may imply deserve here some attention from a theoretical point of view. In 

order to do so, the so called Social Constructivist approach drawn from International 

Relations theory will be considered. During the late 80’s and especially the 90’s, after 

the collapse of the USSR and the end of the Cold War as the main scenario for world 

politics, efforts to bring culture, ideas and identity, as an individual and collective level 

of analysis materialized within the IR field. Such attempt was first systematized by 

Alexander Wendt, although the term “Constructivism” was first coined by Nicholas 

Onuf in 1989 since this prospective builds upon the theoretical approach from 

Sociology put forward by authors like Berger and Luckmann in 1966.  

This approach helps to understand how cultural aspects can affect – and be 

affected by – globalization and regional processes of integration. When applied to an 

international setting, Social Constructivism emphasizes the identity formation, the 

perception of ‘other’ actors and the influence of the ‘culture’ present in that particular 

international instance. Wendt’s view essentially argues that shared ideas and culture - 

not the realist material power structures - is what constitute and determine relations 

between states, as collective subjects. Indeed, Constructivists put the emphasis on the 

social construction of subjectivity, involving a socio-psychological way of 

understanding the interactions among different states as social subjects. Shared ideas in 

any given inter-state relationship, especially regarding the nature of the ‘Self’ and the 

‘Other’ are what constitute the “political culture” proposed by Wendt, and what 

determine the character of the relation, for example as friend or foe. This in turn will 

influence the kind of political culture institutionalized within this relationship, and it 
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may also determine the interests of the actors involved in the process of interaction.6 

In a 1994 article Wendt shows how broadening Systemic Theory beyond the 

rationalist concerns can help to explain structural change in world politics. The 

collective action problem that dominates international politics today needs to be 

understood as influenced by state interests and identities which are endogenous and not 

exogenous to their historically contingent interactions. Wendt explains that “how a state 

satisfies its corporate interests depends on how it defines the self in relation to the other, 

which is a function of social identities at both domestic and systemic levels of 

analysis.” (Wendt, 1994: 385) Hence the idea of national interest is seeing here as 

something flexible and not rigid. The emphasis is on the processes of interaction where 

social identities, as Wendt clarifies, evolve as sets of meanings that an actor attributes 

to itself while taking the perspective of others. Therefore actors normally have multiple 

social identities that vary in salience, and thus their interests may vary too. These social 

identities and interests are always in process of interaction and although sometimes 

they may seem as relatively stable, it is important to point out that this is an ongoing 

achievement of practices, something always in flux. Roles vary, rivals become 

competitors in one area but that doesn’t mean they can have friendly relations and even 

cooperate in other functional areas where their interest converge and there is need for 

collective action.  

This is a very important contribution to take into account for this research, since 

Wendt links these two terms (identity and interests) in regards to the issue of collective 

action problems, which is essential as starting point for regional cooperation and 

institution-building. Collective action, he argues, will depend on whether the actors’ 

social identities generate self-interests or collective interests. Wendt explains this 

process as “the extent to which and manner in which social identities involve an 

identification with the fate of the other.  (…) Identification is a continuum from 

negative to positive – from conceiving the other as anathema to the self to conceiving it 

as an extension of the self. It also varies by issue (…) in any given situation; however, 

it is the nature of identification that determines how the boundaries of the self are 

drawn.” (Wendt, 1994: 386) Indeed, this process of identification with the other shapes 

the interests of the participants in a continuum along which the actors in world politics 

                     
6 Alexander Wendt first explained his holistic perspective in his famous article published in 1992, 
“Anarchy is what states make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics,” in the Journal 
International Organization 46(2): 391-425. 
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normally fall, between the extremes of egoistic or solidaristic behavior. This, according 

to Wendt, allows treating identities and interests as dependent and endogenous 

variables to the interactions among states, which also means that collective action and 

the institutions that may stem from them shall be understood as way of creating new 

definitions of the self.  

These processes can be divided in two. First is the rising interdependence due to 

economic interactions and also due to the emergence of a “common other.” Second is 

the transnational convergence of domestic values, also related to the previous process. 

Only when we treat identities and interests as intertwined processes, as Wendt argues, it 

is possible to see how the evolution of cooperation can lead to the evolution of a 

community. Clearly, this could be the result of an unintended or conscious strategy of 

self-transformation. In their interactions, actors are actually trying to project and sustain 

presentations of the self, but at the same time learning to identify with each other, to 

“see themselves as a ‘we’ bound by certain norms.” (Wendt, 1994: 390) Hence, for 

Wendt the international system is not entirely anarchical as it has been the constant 

point of departure in IR theory for several decades. Instead, the current world system is 

better characterized as constellation of “particles” of governance. If state is defined “as 

a structure of political authority that performs governance functions over a people or 

space,” this author suggests that this political authority could be also international in 

principle, and more importantly, decentralized. (Wendt, 1994: 391-2) This is what he 

calls the “international state” coining Robert Cox’s terminology to refer to the new 

transnational structures of political authority that have appeared at both global and 

regional levels. Wendt explains that the concept of authority implies legitimacy (or 

shared purpose) and coercion (or enforcement), which also suggests that the 

internationalization of the state requires the development of two qualities: identification 

and a collective capacity to sanction actors. “The result of such developments would be 

an institutionalization of collective action, such that state actors would regard it as 

normal or routine that certain problems will be handled on an international basis.” 

(Wendt, 1994: 392)  

Most importantly for this research is that these regimes also embody a degree of 

collective identity, routinized discussions of collective policy and networks of 

interorganizational linkages, as Wendt clarifies. Finally, Wendt emphasizes how this 

“international state” formation as product of collective action is indeed a very slow 

process in its initial stage. It is also issue-specific and although it may have great 
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spillover effects into other areas, it is mostly regional in nature. In addition, Wendt 

emphasizes that this kind of political authority does not need to be centralized; that way 

decentralized governance arrangements will pose less threat to states’ sovereignty. 

Wendt’s constructivist approach has indeed help to socialize the debate within IR 

theory, bringing a perspective that sees variables as endogenous to the structural 

interactions occurring among states. Thus, it has become a central approach when 

trying to build a framework for the study of regionalism in general. In Cox’s terms, 

Constructivism can be considered as a critical and historical type of theory for 

understanding world politics (Cox, 1996) since it does not see structures and systems as 

permanent or fixed, but recognizes the possibility of institutional change in the 

international system, as it is socially constructed and stems from a historical context. 

Because of this last point especially, Constructivism has had a good reception in Asia, 

matching well the views and values of this region, which is an interesting fact to take 

into account for this research project. In 2000, for instance, Alexander Went’s newly 

published book was quickly translated into Chinese, making this approach to 

international relations the preferred framework among Chinese policy-makers and 

scholars, since it emphasizes the importance of the processes, shared norms, values and 

institutions, and allows understanding changes in the international system where the 

rise of China can be safely labeled as peaceful.  

Following this line of thought the Chinese author Qin Yanqing (2010) explains 

how human and thus international society can be seeing as a process instead of as an 

entity like it is often done in the West. This is based on the traditional Chinese way of 

thinking or worldview, which originate in the Chinese philosophical and intellectual 

traditions. Society is an open process of complex social relations in motion, not a self-

enclosed entity, argues Qin. “Rules, regimes, and institutions are not established to 

govern or restrain the behavior of individual actors in society, but to harmonize 

relations among members of society.” (Qin, 2010: 138) Hence, relational networks are 

what transform the form (behavior) and nature (identity) of individual objects or agents. 

According to Qin, these processes are the most important feature of society, because 

they define and redefine the relational identity of the actor.  

This Chinese perspective is introduced here under the framework of 

Constructivism since it helps explain how China can be socialized into the regional 

architecture prevalent in East Asia through interactions that help institutionalize 

regional cooperation. This happens because this view “stresses constant movement, 
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change, and transformation through interactive relationships and inter-subjective 

practices.” (Qin, 2010: 138) Because everything is ultimately form and transform in the 

relationship, where roles are also in constant flux, this view also helps understanding 

China’s approach to regionalism and the processes of regional institutionalization of 

East Asia in particular, and its plausible acceptance of South Korea’s leadership role in 

it, which remains a necessary factor considering China’s position in the regional 

hierarchy. Since this study deals with Asian states, this non-western view to 

interactions is essential. 

 

1.5. Regionalism and East Asian Regional Integration 

 

The issue of regionalism and community building in the case of East Asia is necessary 

to be reviewed in this first chapter, as it is the empirical context for this research. 

Indeed, together with globalization, the parallel phenomena of regionalism and regional 

integration have brought about new tensions between the appearance of regional 

institutions and the traditional configuration of the world under the nation-state system 

and its principle of national sovereignty. East Asia has not escaped to these trends. 

These tensions become more evident when trying to understand the manner governance 

is been created not just at a global level, but also at a regional one, with increasing 

significance for governmental action and policy options.  

To begin with the issue of regional integration in general, Shaun Breslin 

account serves for this purpose. This scholar argues that the study of regionalism as a 

sub-set of IPE has been heavily influenced by the European experience, and in many 

respects too heavily influenced. “Regionalism will entail at least some of the 

institutionalization exhibited in the European model, and there is often an implicit 

understanding that ‘something like the European Union’ will be the end point of 

integrative processes.” (Breslin, 2004: 8) This emphasis on intergovernmentalism as 

the main dynamic behind recent interpretations of regional integration, this author 

explains, frustrated those who argued that real economic integration was occurring 

across national political boundaries where there was no formal intergovernmental 

agreement or institutionalization, as is the East Asian case in its early stages. 

Consequently, Breslin and several other authors have proposed the need to distinguish 

between the different types of regional processes. Thus, ‘regionalism’ will be 

understood by this study as the conscious and deliberate attempts by national states to 
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create formal mechanisms – like institutions – for dealing with common transnational 

issues through intergovernmental dialogue and treaty, and the creation of regional 

governance as an outcome of this. This definition is close to the most widely accepted 

notions of regionalism in academia, which distinguish it from ‘regionalization’ as “an 

undirected process of growing interdependence which originates in the actions of 

individuals, groups and corporations rather than through the deliberate actions of 

national governments.” (Breslin, 2004: 9) These two types of processes are not 

necessarily mutually exclusive, as this author clarifies. Indeed, some theorists see 

regionalism as a response to regionalization. “If regionalization is the expression of 

increased commercial and human transactions in a defined geographical space, 

regionalism is the expression of a common sense of identity and destiny combined with 

the creation of institutions that express that identity and shape collective action.” 

(Evans, 2005: 196) 

Indeed, the possible formation of a regional community in East Asia is being 

influenced by many other simultaneous processes that occur as a consequence of 

globalization and regionalization, like the increasing commercial and cultural 

intraregional exchanges. These are processes that do not necessarily relate to the 

building of regional institutions and creation of governance, but that are more related to 

the way regional integration developed in East Asia, as a market-driven process of 

regionalization at least until the AFC broke out in 1997, as it has been stated in one of 

the hypothesis. Here the approach proposed by Soesastro (2006) to understand the 

phases of regional integration becomes a useful illustration. This author recognizes 

three of these phases: 1) Market integration, which happen almost spontaneously, it is 

less controversial and it is mainly seen as an effect of the increasing intraregional trade, 

as occurred in East Asia for decades until the 1997-98 crisis; 2) Functional integration, 

which is related to the adoption of mechanisms for trade liberalization and facilitation, 

as well as development cooperation, referring especially to the creation of governance 

through agreements between the countries in the region. This process began at an East 

Asia-wide framework after the AFC with the establishment of the APT grouping; and 

3) Institutional integration, which involves the setting up of organizations in order to 

move and deepen the process of integration. The key aspect here is the search for 

institutional identity, shared norms and the formation of a community. (Soesastro, 

2006)  
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In contrast to Europe or The Americas, East Asia is a follower on institutional 

mechanisms for integration through harmonization of practices and establishment of 

regional governance. It was not until the outbreak of the Asian Financial Crisis, as it 

has been stressed, that leaders in East Asia realized how highly regionalized by market-

driven forces their economies were. (Peng, 2004) This event also illustrated the 

necessity for building regional institutions to guarantee cooperation and further 

integration in order to face common problems and avoid other possible crises in the 

future. (Manukata, 2003; Stubbs, 2002) The way this has been carried out so far is 

through the making of a particular regional governance to serve as a stabilizing 

mechanism among the East Asian economies. The creation of the Chiang Mai Initiative 

after the AFC is the most recalled example as the first steps of institutionalization in 

East Asia as a whole.7 Similar logics of regional governance and policy making have 

been followed before in other parts of the world, with different levels of success. Of 

course North America and Europe are the forerunners in these regards. In the long term 

this is believed to contribute to closer relations between neighboring countries thanks to 

the creation of a regional architecture where they can assist each other, maintaining 

security and peace and thus promoting development for all its members.  

This study’s main assumptions follow this logic, where East Asia is slowly 

moving from the second to the third stage of regional integration, thus it becomes 

necessary to build a theoretical and methodological approach for the study of this 

process in this particular regional setting. Although the focus here is on the last two 

phases of regional integration proposed by Soesastro, it is important not to neglect the 

fact that the advanced process of market-driven regionalization in this region remains 

as a key factor in the possible formation of a regional community. The “latecomer” 

nature of East Asia in terms of regional institutionalization means that there are many 

aspects and implications of regionalism in this part of the world that have yet to be 

studied and analyzed by scholars, especially regarding the implications of regional 

institution building. Indeed, with regionalism gaining momentum in the rest of the 

world, and especially after the AFC, the need for a more institutionalized integration 

process in this region and other emerging ones is also increasingly seen as a way to 
                     
7 Signed in May, 2000 in the City of Chiang Mai, Thailand, this initiative created a network of bilateral 
arrangements among China, Japan and the Republic of Korea with the ASEAN countries. This pact 
provided financing for members which may encounter liquidity problems. In 2009 an agreement was 
reached to replace the complicated bilateral swap agreements for a comprehensive multilateral 
arrangement that created a single fund to help with managing regional financial crises which represents 
the first successful regionalist project of the ASEAN+3 grouping.   
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balance against the European and American economic and even political blocs 

particularly when dealing with the flagship institutions of globalization, the World 

Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Thus, it can be said that the search 

for a regional community in East Asia has been somehow launched in the last decade; 

but this quest implies that the market-driven economic integration needs to be followed 

by a process of institutionalization in which there is some recognition of certain 

common values among the countries in the region, particularly among the most 

developed economies of NEA, as Rozman warns: “ignoring values in order to 

concentrate on economic integration does not offer a way forward. Instead a joint effort 

in Northeast Asia should seek consensus on essential values for regionalism.” (Rozman, 

2008: 96)     

 

1.5.1. East Asian Community: Chasing an Ideal 

 

That last point brings the issue of community building to the fore. Regional 

institutionalization is understood as the most appropriate means that can help 

consolidate an East Asian Community as a projected goal for the countries of this 

region, understanding this as one of those ‘ideal types’ proposed by Weber. As noted in 

a previous section, this means that it is acknowledged that a supranational and regional 

type of community in East Asia may be hard to measure in the empirical reality, but the 

conceptualization of it can certainly serve as an analytical construct or model, because 

an ideal type more than referring to moral ideals in a literal sense, it involved the 

accentuation of typical courses of conduct. (Coser, 1977: 223-224) This kind of logic 

helps justify the collective set up of goals such as that of community building, 

especially considering that most of Weber's ideal types refer to collectivities rather than 

to the social actions of individuals. 

 Rozman (2008) illustrates that goal for East Asia in the establishment of an 

institutionalized community that signifies regionalism in this part of the world, taking 

China, Japan and South Korea as the core, as this study also proposes. This author 

stresses that this group of countries are bound together since they share five attributes: 

strong and increasing economic ties; substantial and growing political ties; advancing 

social integration; shared consciousness of regional identity; and a broad security 

agenda. (Rozman, 2008: 84) Although these previous attributes are already in place, 

there is a long way to go before an East Asian regional community can be identified. 
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Indeed, “a community of nations exists when there is agreement on a mixture of 

universal values, shared historical understandings and cultural priorities that promise to 

draw people closer together and avoid exacerbating their most sensitive concerns.” 

(Rozman, 2008: 84)   

As explained in the previous section, the several analyses of East Asian 

regionalism initially showed that there was a lack of mechanisms for cooperation based 

on geographic proximity and the de facto market-driven integration. This fact 

constitutes a different experience from the process of European integration, which 

began as a result of shared geographic, cultural and political concerns. (Munakata, 2002) 

After more than a decade of institutional efforts to bring East Asia together after the 

AFC, community building in the region is still at a preliminary stage, and its future is 

uncertain, according to many authors, among them Zhang (2006). However difficult 

this may appear, East Asian countries continue to search for ways to form a community. 

Perhaps the strong sense of community embedded in Asian culture, as many authors 

have pointed out, could serve to speed up this process. “The cultural connection helps 

strengthen the community feeling among East Asian peoples and is very important for 

community building in East Asia.” (Zhang, 2006: 141) To be sure, community building 

in East Asia has been identified with having its own particular characteristics, putting 

emphasis in the processes and consensus, instead of binding commitments, since East 

Asian identity and values praise social order and harmony, respect for elders, 

paternalistic state and communitarianism rather than individualism (Zhang, 2006). For 

this author, it is obvious that “community building in East Asia should be based on a 

regional cultural consciousness or regional identity.” (Zhang, 2006: 141)  

Amitav Acharya has explored in depth the notion of community and 

institutionalization in East Asia, focusing primarily in Southeast Asia.8 He argues the 

development of multilateral institutions in this region may be viewed as an exercise in 

identity-building. Influenced by Went’s Constructivism and by Anderson’s “Imagined 

Communities” (1983) Acharya’s main theoretical argument is that “ideas and cultural 

norms provide a crucial inter-subjective framework for interactions and socialization 

leading to the creation and maintenance of multilateral institutions even in areas which 

previously had no experience of such institution-building. But the impact of ideas and 

norms, especially if they originate from outside given regional socio-political context, 

                     
8 Amitav Acharya, The Quest for Identity: International Relations of Southeast Asia (Singapore: Oxford 
University Press, 2000) 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Jose Guerra Vio 

33 
 

depends to a great extent on the self-defined identity of the local actors.” (Acharya, 

1997: 320) Thanks to this point of view, this author is able to construct a theoretical 

framework that allows understanding East Asian regionalism and the prospect of an 

East Asian Community: 

“The proposed East Asian Community is an imagined community. (…) Many 
great transformations in history start with a vision, which is essentially an 
imagined outcome. Some acts of imagination carry a strong dose of wishful 
thinking that remains unfulfilled. The East Asian Community could turn out to be 
just that. But some imaginations can and do find their cherished outcome. The 
East Asian Community could usher in a genuine sense of regional community, 
backed by collective action to address the region’s common problems. As an idea 
or a vision, the East Asian Community is hardly absurd. The key to success or 
failure lies not in its imaginary beginning, but in the process of translating it into 
reality.” (Acharya, 2007: 1)  

 

Acharya’s approach and previous research is valuable for this study because this author 

proposes first that regions, like nation-states, can become those ‘imagined 

communities’ described by Anderson (1983) since they are increasingly viewed as 

‘social constructs.’ Second, imagined regional communities often begin with a 

psychological impulse that reflects long-term historical processes, such as the 

integrative forces of internationalization and globalization. And third, there can be no 

community without a sense of collective identity and interests underpinned by common 

institutions and norms in the form of regional governance. (Acharya 2007) In this sense, 

many analyses agree that institution-building in East Asia responds to an emphasis on 

process-driven and not outcome oriented organizations, unlike the ones formed in the 

West. Often known as the “ASEAN Way” since it was first coined by the Association 

of South East Asian Nations as the main regional regime, it has now evolved to what 

Acharya identifies as the “Asian Way” or “Asia-Pacific Way,” associated with Asian 

values. Research in recent years has been developed to try to understand the impact of 

these processes and the arrival of East Asian countries as major players for regional 

integration across the Pacific; and how these new ways of constructing regional blocs 

and building institutions come to alter the traditional way international relations are 

conducted. In trying to define this process this author identifies the principle of 

consensus as one of the most important aspects to bear in mind. Cultural exchanges and 

social interactions among countries and peoples are also essential, as Zhang points out, 

for the formation of an East Asian Community to make sense in the long term. (Zhang, 

2006: 141) Among scholars, Amitav Acharya is undoubtedly the author who has paid 
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more attention to the issue of constructing an East Asian Community, and already in 

the wake of the AFC over a decade ago he pointed out: 

(… ) “institution-building in the Asia-Pacific region is a sociological and 
intersubjective dynamic, rather than a legalistic and formalistic one. It is an 
attempt to contrive and construct a regional identity through the development of a 
long-term habit of consultations. Creating and sustaining ‘the process’ has been 
more important than the realization of specific or concrete goals such as an 
economic community or a security community (although this will become 
important in the long term).” (Acharya, 1997: 324)  

 

Although other authors, like Hidetaka Yoshimatsu, stress informality and political 

leadership as key factors in East Asian institution-building processes, the presence of a 

strong or weak regional collective identity remains as a significant factor affecting the 

pace of regional institutionalization. This is highlighted again from a Constructivist 

perspective to the issue, where shared norms and guiding principles exist among the 

states in developing inter-state regional cooperation. Although the Constructivist 

approach has been criticized as “empirically too thin and analytically too malleable to 

be linked as an independent variable,” (Jacobsen in Yoshimatsu, 2005: 207) it still has 

notable importance when applied to the model of regional cooperation in East Asia 

since the countries in this part of the world have developed particular sets of norms 

according to their common understanding of what institutionalization means, as noted 

previously. Hence, future studies should pay attention to the possibility of a new level 

of collective identity as a form of representation of those shared norms and its role in 

advancing regional institutionalization, following for instance Yoshimatsu’s proposal to 

‘informality’ as one of the main characteristics of the consensual decision-making 

system through flexible consultation that prevails in the nascent East Asian regional 

architecture. (Yoshimatsu, 2005) 

To sum up what has been exposed in this section as analytical framework to 

understand not just East Asian dynamics but regionalism in general, a matrix based on 

Rodney Bruce Hall’s proposal (1999) is presented in the following page. This author 

centers his approach on the evolution and creation of nation-states in Europe, and how 

institutional forms were transformed, together with the creation of new norms, rules 

and principles to give legitimacy to the changing social systems. His main argument is 

that changes in the organizational structures of the society give birth to different 

legitimating principles of global and domestic order, and consequent changes in the 

institutional forms of collective action, through which a certain collective identity is 
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expressed. (Hall, 1999: 29) Table 1 illustrates how those forms of collective action are 

historically contingent modes of social organization; therefore society in the world has 

been historically organized into different institutional forms.  

 As Hall points out “different forms serve, at different times, the needs of 

different societies which construct them.” (Hall, 1999: 30) These norms, rules and 

principles of interaction, are later developed in practice, creating domestic and 

international social orders. (Hall, 1999: 31) This author’s approach provides a good 

illustration of how the process of institutional change helped to produce the historically 

distinct international systems until the end of the 20th Century. However, the emphasis 

of this research plan is on the formation of a new international system of global and 

regional entities that is currently in the making; where collective action is based upon 

supranational loyalties. In the wake of the 21st Century these elements have taken the 

form of global and regional institutions and governance, thus an extra column has been 

added to Hall’s original design so include those variables that this study considers must 

be taken into consideration to understand regional institution and community-building. 

The increasing need to face common regional problems due to the advanced 

interdependence and the ‘de facto’ economic integration among countries make 

necessary the creation of new norms and practices in the form of governance and 

institutions to serve a different global society. These new norms and institutions create 

a supranational-state system based on the formation of regional groupings in which a 

shared culture due to geographic proximity and common history serves as one of the 

main constituent elements, but not the only one; where collective action takes place; 

and collective identity and community are constructed. 
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Table 1: Changes in International System and its Institutional Forms 

 
Source: adapted by this author, from Rodney Bruce Hall (1999: 29) 

 Dynastic-Sovereign Territorial-Sovereign National-Sovereign Supranational-Sovereign 

Collective Identity 1.Religious Community 
2.Subjects of a Lord 

1. Member of a Social 
Class 

2. Subjects of a Crown 

1. Member of National 
Community 

2. National citizen 

1. Member of a Regional Community 
2. Cultural Citizenship 

Legitimating 
Principle 

Dynastic Authority Territorial Authority National self-
determination and popular 

authority 

Common Interests in response to 
Interdependence 

Institutional Forms 
of Collective Action 

Kingdom and Realm Territorial-State Nation-State Regional Institutions and Regional 
Governance 

 
 
 

 
Norms-Rules-Principles 

 
Norms-Rules-Principles 

 
Norms-Rules-Principles 

      
     Norms-Rules-Principles   

 (socio-political) Allegiance to Prince-
creed 

Allegiance to Sovereign 
in service of the state 

Allegiance to imagined 
community of shared 
ancestry and history 

Allegiance to culture and civilization, 
broader imagined community 

(socio-economic) Limited international 
trade 

Expansion of international 
trade 

Global division of labour. 
International economic 

interdependence 

Global and Intra-Regional division of 
labour. Global and Intra-Regional 

economic interdependence 
(inter-societal) Legal anarchy Inception of idea of 

international law 
Limited international law International Law, Global and 

Regional Governance 

(security) Dynastic-Confessional 
Conflicts 

Wars over territory and 
resources 

Wars over creation, 
unification or separation 

of nations 

Union of nation-states in Regional 
Community. Non-traditional security 
conflicts and/or trade and currency 

issues 

Resulting System Dynastic System Westphalian System National-State System Global/Regional System 
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1.6. Expectations of Research 

 

This research project takes on the regional level of analysis to explore the contributions 

and the possible effects of South Korea’s regional leadership – conceptualized as a 

middle power – on the regionalist projects in East Asia. Certainly it is very difficult to 

accurately measure a country’s leadership role in these types of processes. According 

some authors, South Korea as a middle power has yet to fully consolidate itself as a 

regional leader. (Choo, 2009) This might be especially true when it comes to the 

recognition as such by other players in the region. It is still not fairly clear how much 

can Seoul really achieve as a leader in the context of East Asian regionalism without 

the legitimate support and consensus of the other two regional powers, regardless of 

whether this is manifested ultimately as a purely coordinating role or also in the 

agenda-setting.  

 The above justifies, as we shall see in the hypotheses formulation of this study, 

why the role of the ROK is thought to be that of a harmonizing one, and never as a 

dominant one over those played by China or Japan in their position as great regional 

powers. In turn, as this project wants to suggest, middle power behavior can elevate the 

ROK’s regional status by allowing it to exert leadership and eventually certain leverage 

over the process. This status can bring positive gains to South Korea, especially in 

terms of security – considering the geopolitical reality in NEA – but also in economic 

ones. There lies the intention of this study to serve eventually as policy 

recommendation for South Korea’s future strategy in the region. In so doing, ROK’s 

leadership as a middle power should, therefore, be judge on whether or not it has 

successfully advanced the common interests of a group of states, as a Korean author 

strongly suggests. (Choo, 2009: 107) In the carrying on of this dissertation this is also 

addressed, bearing in mind, however, that this task remains unfortunately an extremely 

hard one to fulfill for Seoul, in presence of strong rivalry and mistrust between the two 

great regional powers.  

 Nevertheless, as we shall see in the following chapters, those common interests 

just mentioned are increasingly being successfully pursued in several functional areas 

in which South Korea has constructively contributed to the building of institutional 

regional frameworks for governance at an intergovernmental level.  

 Those efforts should not be underestimated and, as this research project hopes 

to show, South Korea has not but increased its commitment to serve as a bridge for 
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Northeast Asian cooperation and East Asian community building. From here, 

observations are expected to focus more precisely in those instances when South Korea 

– by actively supporting and promoting regional initiatives through its foreign policy – has 

displayed a kind of middlepowermanship acting as a catalyst, facilitator and/or manager of 

processes related to the institutionalization of cooperation among its neighbors and in the 

rest of the region. As anticipated in the beginning of this first chapter, findings are 

expected to signal Korea as an emergent regional middle power which has served as an 

important driving force for the institutionalization of East Asia since the current process 

began in the late 90's.   
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Chapter II: Analytical Framework 

 

In this chapter the conceptualization of main variables is carried out, leading to their 

working definitions after discussing them in order to establish their clear understanding 

and treatment in what is intended to be multifaceted analytical framework that can 

serve as a model in the way 'ideal types' work. As signalled before, ideal types are good 

as models, also bearing in mind that models are supposed to simplify reality. Models 

are a feature sometimes complex, but they actually deliberately omit some things in 

order to focus on others, leaving out factors that cannot be modelled. This is why the 

conceptualization of variables chosen for this study also follows this logic of 'ideal 

types' as analytical constructs to reduce reality into a more understandable and 

manageable manner, considering that the ideal type offers that conceptual device to 

measure and to clarify those aspects of empirical reality we want to study. 

 The purpose here is to clarify these main concepts bearing in mind the 

previously laid out theoretical approaches this research is built on. The step made here 

is necessary to validate later the operationalization of these somehow intangible 

variables that will follow in chapter III. Regional institutionalization – as the most 

visible aspect of regionalism – is here conceptualized first; while the concepts of 

middle power and middlepowermanship are discussed after. The interactions between 

them, as main variables, and how regionalism and middle powers have been previously 

studied is also exposed in this chapter, by drawing parallels with other parts of the 

world as well, like the European and American integration processes. Finally in this 

chapter South Korea is clearly identified and conceptualized as a middle power, and its 

implications are discussed. 

 

2.1. Regional Institutionalization: Three Embedded Processes  

 

According to the theoretical considerations exposed in the previous chapter, the 

increasing need to face common problems that transcend borders and the advanced 

interdependence that exists today among countries within the same geographic part of 

the world make the construction of new institutions, creation of new norms, rules and a 

set of values a necessity to serve a different global society. This is a complex challenge 

to tackle, however these new circumstances are undoubtedly helping to create a 
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supranational-state system often regional-based in which common threats, economic 

exchanges and a certain shared history and culture due to geographic proximity; all 

serve as constitutive elements on which a new ‘Imagined Community’ may start to be 

constructed, coining Anderson’s terminology (1983). The institutionalization of these 

trends is the first step in the direction of regional construction. 

This study focuses in the process of regional institutionalization as the 

precondition for an East Asian Community to be formed, as the dependent variable. 

Regional institutionalization is here considered to be a process in constant 

transformation, thus it is understood as a construct, according to Babbie’s classification 

of what can be measured by Social Sciences. As the third kind of thing a scientist can 

measure, following direct observables and indirect observables, a construct is a 

“theoretical creation that is based on observations but that cannot be observed directly 

or indirectly.” (Babbie, 2009: 129) Concepts are then constructs derived by mutual 

agreement from mental images or conceptions, notes Babbie. The conceptualization 

developed here goes along those same lines, and it presents a subjective understanding 

of the theoretical construct of ‘regional institutionalization’ chosen specifically for this 

study by gathering different aspects and definitions of what are considered to be – in 

one way or another – the elements embedded in this process. In so doing and for the 

purpose of its definition and observation as variable the concept of 'regional 

institutionalization' is divided in three aspects: Regional Institutions, Regional 

Governance and Regional Identity. The use of the term ‘regional’ refers directly to the 

scope of these aspects, as processes inserted within the theoretical boundaries of 

‘regionalism’ that are considered to be embedded in the larger process of regional 

institutionalization, or the process in which a region comes into being.  

In the following sections further details are provided paying attention to the 

contents these three categories have when establishing their working definition. This is 

done by following Babbie’s (2009: 153-155) methodological approach to validity in 

social sciences, since they include those external and internal aspects or range of 

meaning that a process of regional institutionalization is considered to have in order to 

advance the regionalist projects. Basically, these three embedded aspects of regional 

institutionalization that are identified for this study will help guiding the process of 

research in a methodological manner and decision related to this process that will be 

explained in chapter III. Of course, they are also expected to serve analytical purposes 

when trying to distinguish the different possible ways in which South Korea has been 
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contributing to the process of regional institutionalization East Asia, since they make 

this abstract concept more observable.  

It is also relevant to stress the unique and distinct emphasis on institutions as 

instances for dialogue and exchange of ideas that this study has. To clarify, this is in 

contrast to other approaches to regional institutions and regional governance that 

usually overlap these two terms, since they are indeed and most commonly observed in 

the real world as simultaneous and co-dependent processes, as we shall see. This study 

does not deny that fact, but here a conceptual and theoretical distinction between 

regional institutions and regional governance is made. The overlapping conceptual 

trend in their study, as Komori explains, does not happen because of the way 

institutions are conceptualized but it occurs due to the way governance in particular is 

considered by some scholars; namely as a process-oriented conception or as a structure-

oriented one. (Komori, 2009: 324) In this study the approach to regional 

institutionalization is one that emphasizes the dynamic processes rather than static 

institutional arrangements or structures. Hence the observations of this dependent 

variable follow a logic that regards the embedded processes of regional institutions as 

the ‘social venue’ where regionalism is discussed; regional governance as the process 

of building a ‘system of rule’ for the region; and regional identity as a complementary 

process occurring within and also parallel to the other two that is considered to be 

necessary for the consolidation of regional institutionalization and the eventual 

formation of a regional community. 

 

2.1.1. Regional Institutions: The Social Venue 

 

Debates on globalization raise questions regarding the appropriate political response to 

deal with both its negative and positive effects, explain Van Langenhove and Macovei 

(2009). These authors argue that one of the fundamental questions is at what level 

action should be situated, especially since national and local authorities are often not 

capable to respond alone and tackle global or trans-national problems; while on the 

other hand world-wide institutions sometimes are ineffective due to their large scale. 

(Van Langenhove and Macovei, 2009: 10) Regional institutions, they stress, appear in 

between these levels as a successful approach to deal with the effects of globalization, 

where “regions should not be seen as formal institutions but rather as (re)constructed 

organizations in the process of global transformation” following a more constructivist 
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approach. (Van Langenhove and Macovei, 2009: 13) Other authors, like Timmermann 

(2008) for instance, refer to the term “regional institutionalism” to highlight how 

institutions are understood as “persistent and connected set of rules (formal and 

informal) that prescribe behavioural roles, constrain activity, and shape expectations,” 

using Keohane (1989: 3) classical Neoinstitutionalist point of view. Timmermann goes 

on to explain that these institutional arrangements may take the form of agreements, 

organizations or treaties, and even some less formal practices that states and non-state 

actors agree to abide by. Higgott joins this author by arguing that the debate about 

building institutions should not be really global versus regional, since “it is a multilevel 

enterprise in which the limits of institutionalism at the global level are likely to enhance 

institutional thinking at the regional level and make problem-solving here more 

attractive.” (Higgott and Timmermann, 2008: 43) 

In broader terms, within social sciences it is widely acknowledged the practical 

contributions of institutions as they reduce uncertainty and transaction costs; facilitate 

learning and socialization; shape identities and as deal-makers can ensure credible 

promises; referring here again to Keohane’s Neoinstitutionalist approach. (Keohane, 

2002) However Higgott and Timmermann add to this the crucial aspect of institutions 

as they can act as “social venues,” rather than just places where rational action occurs. 

“Institutions are increasingly understood as instances for dialogue and exchange of 

ideas.” (Higgott and Timmermann 2008: 45)  

If we consider the way East Asian elites think of regional institutions and the 

way they have been built and function, which often criticized by westerners as mere 

‘talk shows,’ then the importance of understanding the value that in this part of the 

world is given to institutions as 'social venues' becomes central to their study. Moreover, 

when trying to understand regional institutions in East Asia it is necessary to 

contextualize them within the so called ‘new regionalism.’ In contrast to the traditional 

forms of regionalism of the 20th Century that appeared as responsive measure to 

globalization in order to reduce the dependence on the international economy, this more 

recent form of regionalism that has taken place in different parts of the world is more 

outwards looking and proactive in the search for greater access to global markets 

instead of isolation. (Higgott and Timmermann, 2008) Close to the idea of “open 

regionalism”, in this way regionalism and its institutions can certainly be considered as 

a pathway to globalization and not as a resistance, giving especially developing 

countries “a chance to continue and enhance their participation in the global economy 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Jose Guerra Vio 

43 
 

but with a ‘meso-level comfort zone.’” (Higgott and Timmermann, 2008: 46) Hence, 

this research opts to define regional institutions as 'social venues' where ideas are 

exposed and exchanged through dialogue and where decisions are finally reached, 

albeit slowly, implying a process of socialization.  

 

2.1.2. Regional Governance: The System of Rule 

 

Many authors, among them the Japanese expert Hidetaka Yoshimatsu (2010), explain 

how the concept of governance has primarily been traditionally used at the domestic or 

national level, but also increasingly at a global level. This author refers to the definition 

of governance stated by the Commission on Global Governance in 1995 that identifies 

it as “the sum of the many ways individuals and institutions, public and private, 

manage their common affairs. It is a continuing process through which conflicting or 

diverse interests may be accommodated and cooperative action may be taken.” 9 

(Yoshimatsu, 2010: 4) In very general terms, the two great IR and IPE scholars Joseph 

Nye and Robert Keohane define governance as “the processes and institutions both 

formal and informal that guide and restrain the collective activities of a group.” 

(Keohane and Nye, 2000) However in the last decade, a new level of governance has 

emerged. Van Langenhove and Macovei explain how this concept “has evolved from 

essentially a state-led preoccupation into a complex phenomenon that involves many 

other actors and that is characterized by inter-linkages between different (geographical) 

levels of policy-making. This signifies a transition from a single world of states to a 

multiple world of states and regions.” (Van Langenhove and Macovei, 2009: 9) In this 

context, regional organizations and arrangements become more relevant actors in a new 

world order where the new regional level of governance is adding to the local, national 

and global levels, and it is also becoming a level of governance actively involved in 

policy implementation and elaboration. “Multilevel governance” is the new paradigm to 

explain this phenomenon – e.g. sub-national, national and supranational. As a result of 

these trends it is often argued that the weakening of the state appears to shift towards 

new sub-national and/or supranational levels of government, as the European case of 

integration has shown. (Van Langenhove and Macovei, 2009: 11) Yet, others like 

Timmermann (2008) also argue that these same aspects that give birth to regional 

                     
9 Commission on Global Governance. 1995. Our Global Neighborhood. New York: Oxford University 
Press.  
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governance, like regional cooperation and institution-building, are actually perceived 

today as the right recipe for nation-states to deal with the progressive erosion of their 

regulatory and policy-making capacities in the context of globalization. (Timmermann 

2008: 2) 

A Japanese point of view to the issue is here integrated. While Yoshimatsu opts 

for defining regional governance in his own terms, as “a set of processes that manage 

common regional affairs and draw cooperative action through formal institutions and 

informal mechanisms created at the regional level,” (Yoshimatsu, 2009: 68) scholar 

Yasumasa Komori (2009) use the concept of regional governance as an analytical tool 

for exploring the relationship between the state, markets, and society; trying to bridge 

the gap between the two distinctive processes of regionalization and regionalism. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, regionalism is defined as a state-led project to 

promote intergovernmental collaboration within a geographically defined area, 

(Komori, 2009: 322) which coincides with the intergovenrnentalist approach of this 

dissertation. This author stresses how the term regional governance referred initially to 

the decision making and policy implementation processes within the EU, and it was not 

until the last decade when the concept started to be applied to the study of Asian 

regional processes. “The concept of governance implies the existence of a ‘system of 

rule,’” argues Komori.  (2009: 323) For this research purposes, regional governance is 

defined as that “system of rule” or regulatory framework described above, which in the 

East Asian region is following the intergovernmental approach since the issue of 

national sovereignty among countries remains a contentious point in this region.  

Indeed, several other models of regional institutionalism, particularly those 

followed by European nations, implied a considerable amount of sovereignty 

delegation onto supranational entities. This has created, as Higgott and Timmermann 

explain, a quasi-integrated governance system. The so called Euro Crisis and its 

possible outcomes are an empirical example of the tensions this can produce among 

different states when their sovereignty is pooled onto supranational organisms. 

Nevertheless, in East Asia that “intellectual leap over more bounded notions of 

sovereignty” (Higgott and Timmermann, 2008: 52) has not occurred despite the high 

degree of economic interdependence, and indeed most scholars agree that it is unlikely 

that East Asia will follow the European model of ‘sovereignty pooling.’ Instead a kind 

of ‘regulatory regionalism’ based upon intergovernmental efforts to create regional 

governance is appearing in this part of the world. The hypotheses and main assumption 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Jose Guerra Vio 

45 
 

put forward by this study are positioned under this alternative scenario that builds upon 

regulatory regionalism. Higgott and Timmermann argue that “the key to regulatory 

regionalism is closer integration through the development of common, but nationally 

driven, ‘regulatory’ action. This carries fewer negative connotations for sovereignty 

and regime autonomy than regional institution building.” This happens because 

‘institution building’ in the most traditional sense implied some sovereignty pooling 

aspects of the European model that alarmed Asian regional leaders, thus the ‘loose’ of 

informal functioning of institutions in East Asia. In this part of the world regionalism 

does not mean giving up national sovereignty, and East Asian countries have opted for 

delegating to the state – and not independent supranational institutions – whatever 

policy coordination necessary, where “leadership in and for this process will be 

essential.” (Higgott and Timmermann, 2008: 52) This is how regionalism can act as a 

sovereignty enhancing mechanism, creating a regional “meso” level to link national and 

global understandings of regulations. (Higgott and Timmermann, 2008: 56)  

For analytical purposes the above can be theoretically supported by the inter-

governmentalist approach considered for this study, hence it becomes a key approach to 

understand East Asian regionalism where supranational institutions are seeing with 

caution or even suspicion. Yoshimatsu (2008), an expert in East Asian regionalism, 

explains how intergovernmentalism fits well the East Asian, and particularly Northeast 

Asian case. Similarly to this research project, Yoshimatsu examines some tangible 

moves towards political and economic cooperation among the major Northeast Asian 

countries since the late 1990’s using what he calls ‘multilayered intergovernmentalism’ 

to understand regional cooperation. This means two things: First, that regional 

cooperation between China, Japan and South Korea has been mainly advanced by talks 

and bargains among government leaders who strengthened preferences for closer 

cooperation. Second, that various frameworks formed at the ASEAN+3 level, through 

Track II mechanisms and in issue-specific areas have also greatly contributed to 

promote initiatives for cooperation. (Yoshimatsu, 2008: 62) The first aspect shows the 

strong intergovernmentalist tendency in East Asia, since this approach to regionalism 

“regards heads of state and government as central and ultimate players; and argues that 

regional integration can best be understood as a series of bargains between heads of 

government backed by small group of ministers and advisers in a region (…) Thus, 

intergovernmentalism is consistent with realist’s basic ideas about the centrality of 

states and the importance of national interests.” (Yoshimatsu, 2008: 63) The second 
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aspect refers to the idea of a multilayered approach, which means both, that regional 

cooperation in East Asia comprises supra-regional institutions, trans-regional 

institutions, regional forums and sub-regional economic cooperation; and also more 

narrowly since it is organized around specific issue-areas. Hence, Yoshimatsu clarifies 

how “the concept of multilayered intergovernmentalism differs from ‘multilevel 

governance’ in which the national governments in a given region have become one 

among a broad range of actors operating at different levels from local to international 

and supranational” – as it happens in Europe – however the East Asian case differs 

since “multilayered intergovernmentalism is a state-centric terminology, positing that 

national governments create and manage multilayered frameworks in order to achieve a 

set of consistently ordered national goals.” (Yoshimatsu, 2008: 64) 

 

2.1.3. Regional Identity: A Bond for the Community 

 

To be sure, there cannot be a regional community without a common identity more or 

less defined. This has to be shared and agreed upon its members. P.W. Preston (1997) 

refers to Mills (1970) to point out that social scientific inquiry begins when private 

concerns coincide with public issues. This coincidence, this author goes on, becomes 

more evident and “it opens up” when it comes to the issue of collective political and 

cultural identities. If we come to think of ourselves as members of a political 

community, Preston wonders then “how does this happen, what is involved in such an 

identity and how does it come to change, by what means and at what costs?” (Preston, 

1997: 2)  

While Anna Krasteva emphasizes transition, movement and change are 

fundamental to the understanding of identities; (Krasteva, 2005: 140) Stuart Hall 

proposes there are two kinds of identity, identity as being, which offers a sense of unity 

and commonality, and identity as becoming, or a process of identification, which shows 

the discontinuity in our identity formation. (Hall, 2003: 225) Hall also understands the 

concept of culture in similar terms and links it with the idea of collective identity. This 

research plan adheres to this line of thought. However it recognizes at the same time the 

difficulties of trying to apply it to the case of East Asian regionalism, in search for a 

collective identity that might be based on a supranational notion of shared norms and 

values among the countries in this region. Thus, the emphasis here is only in its 

theoretical conceptualization, understood as an important process embedded in the 
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institutionalization of regional practices, in order to highlight its relevance and 

implications. However, in practical terms, because the complexity of its observation, 

during the research field and the posterior analysis the issue of regional identity will be 

marginalized and the focus will remain in the previous two aspects of regional 

institutionalization that are more observable, namely regional institutions as social 

venue and regional governance as a system or rule for East Asia. The issue of regional 

identity, however, is here exposed and conceptualized because it is something that is 

expected to surface during this study, thus the necessity of its understanding and 

theoretical discussion.  

In the case of East Asia particularly, regional identity remains a contentious 

point when it comes to regionalism and community building. Social Identity Theory 

serves here to understand how grand cultural and political forces like those implied in 

regionalism may influence the individual and how national/supranational issues affect 

individual structuring of social identity. (Robyn, 2005: 18) An example of this would 

be the formation of the European identity as a consequence of the integration process 

and the creation of the European Union. Indeed, among scholars and practitioners of 

regionalism, shared norms and values with a collective identity as vital component are 

regarded as essential for a successful and sustainable regional institution-building. 

(Timmermann, 2008: 3)  

There is an important component of regional integration in building a 

geopolitical identity and actorness. (Van Langenhove and Macovei, 2009) This happens 

when a trans-national region acts in the international arena in a more or less unified 

way, as it is increasingly occurring. The implication of this phenomenon is the 

(conscious or unconscious) process towards the formation of a regional identity at the 

geopolitical level, while achieving regional coherence in how to address global issues. 

Such a form of regional integration is difficult to achieve as it goes against one of the 

main pillars of state sovereignty, which is its foreign policy. (Van Langenhove and 

Macovei, 2009: 17) This aspect is a key factor when it comes to the formation of a 

regional community. Again the European case is the most recognizable, but more and 

more other regions are showing common united position in certain specific issues. 

The AFC, as noted, triggered a more or less unified front in East Asian 

countries as they resented the IMF’s handling of the crisis while China showed itself – 

for the first time – as a responsible and financially strong regional power. However, 

most experts in the region have acknowledged that it is difficult to speak of a regional 
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identity particularly in Northeast Asia, at least in this moment in time. (Oshimura, 2008: 

118) This Japanese scholar clarifies that the unwillingness to tackle the issue of 

regional identity in this part of the world, in contrast to other regions, has been based 

on a simplistic logic that has prevailed among East Asian leaders which gives 

functional economic cooperation the priority, and tries to avoid sensitive topics like 

identity or values. Oshimura goes on to argue that unless the three major players in 

Northeast Asia, that is the CKJ group, “turn their attention to ideational variables such 

as norms, culture and identity – in search of a common awareness of geography, values 

and a way of life – further regionalization, or regional institutionalization, is less likely 

to be successful even in the economic sphere.” (Oshimura, 2008: 119-120)  

Therefore a regional collective identity can be considered as an embedded 

process within regional institutionalization and a necessary aspect to be taken into 

account if a regional community is meant to be formed. Again, and similarly to the 

concept of community, identity is understood as one of those ‘ideal types’ as it is clear 

that a supranational collective identity in East Asia does not exist in objective or 

empirical reality, but instead it is a conceptual model composed by essential 

characteristics existing in people’s subjectivities, (Babbie, 2009: 357) and perhaps goal 

to aim for if regional institutionalization is to succeed. Indeed the Constructivist 

approach becomes helpful here since regions may not be based only upon geographical 

proximity, but they may also require a social and political construction, as IR scholar 

Peter Katzenstein (2005) argues. Hence, collective identity is here understood as a 

“bond” in the process of institutionalization; however there is yet no unanimous 

definition. As a working definition this study accepts Higgott and Timmermann’s 

conceptualization of collective identity as “the rational and/or emotional (self-) 

attachment/reference of a person or collective to a group such as a nation or a region 

that is being demarcated from others (by the person/collective, a third person/collective 

or the nation or region itself) because of its ideas/ or goals, values, activities, physical 

looks, language and/or historical experiences.” (Higgott and Timmermann, 2008: 49-50)  

This concept becomes relevant due to the influential effects and functions it 

possesses when it comes to institution-building processes and the establishment of 

shared norms and rules in the form of regional governance. Thus it is actually 

intertwined with these two other processes identified within regional institutionalization. 

The issue of identity can certainly influence actions, decisions and policy-making. 

Moreover, the identity approach should be “of particular value for any analysis of the 
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future perspectives of Northeast Asian regionalization and institutionalism,” especially 

due to the relationship between the PRC, Japan and the ROK which carries many 

unresolved conflicts as its stigma. (Higgott and Timmermann, 2008: 51-52)   

 

2.2. Conceptualizing Middle Powers 

 

Also understood as a conceptual construct based on the notion of an 'ideal type', the 

term ‘middle power,’ as well as superpower or great power has been around for several 

decades. To some extent, it can be argued that middle powers have always thrive to be 

recognized and considered as an important part in the formation of the world order. The 

term was introduced for the first time in the negotiations for the establishment of the 

League of Nations and later on after World War II in the creation of United Nations; 

where the concept of middle power was employed by self-professed middle powers to 

gain official recognition and positions in these new international organizations. During 

the Cold War period, the term was mainly associated to the image of contributors to 

Peace Keeping Operations or mediators in international conflicts like Canada, Australia 

or the Scandinavian countries, who became the first self-professed middle powers. This 

label meant high recognition of diplomatic achievements for these states, and that 

positive image associated to the concept of middle power signified later that other 

countries made similar efforts to describe themselves as such and enter into this 

selective club in order to obtain that status and positive reputation. 

 The use of the concept of ‘middle power’ in academia, however, is more or less 

recent and it seems to have emerged as a valid analytical tool in the field of IR only in a 

post Cold War world. In order to first understand this concept, a quick mention to 

Power Transition Theory is necessary. Created by A.F.K. Organski, and originally 

published in his famous book, World Politics (1958),10 this theory has become one of 

the most influential theories in international relations studies. The so called ‘Rise of 

China’ as a challenge for U.S. supremacy has brought this approach back to a 

preeminent position in the field. Employing the metaphor of a pyramid, Organski 

illustrates how there are many weak but few strong states. The very strongest of states 

is called the ‘dominant power’ at the top of the pyramid. This is the one with the largest 

                     
10 Organski defined his theory in World Politics (1958). More of his recent work on Power Transition 
Theory is found in The War Ledger (1980), and also Power Transitions - Strategies for the 21st Century 
(2000). 
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proportion of power resources, which according to this author are “population size, 

political efficiency, and degree of industrialization.” (Organski, 1958: 300) It is within 

this pyramid where for the first time middle powers became visible, as those states with 

some regional significance but unable to challenge the dominant state or the system 

structure. Jacek Kugler (1999), another big advocate of this way to understand the 

international order, describes this hierarchical system: “all nations recognize the 

presence of this hierarchy and understand their relative position within this power 

terrain. The distribution of power is uneven and concentrated in the hands of a few. A 

dominant nation, that controls the largest proportion of resources within the system, sits 

at the top.” (Kugler, 1999: 2)  

 Today that hegemonic position is unquestionably occupied by the United States, 

while the great powers below the dominant nation are usually identified as China, 

Japan, India or the European Union. Kugler also assumes that most great powers are 

satisfied with the regime’s rules, thus, they help maintain it. However, some great 

powers may be dissatisfied, such as China is today, since they are not fully integrated 

into the dominant power’s regime. (Kugler, 1999) China and Japan are often considered 

to be major powers; which for this research also means that they are the regional great 

powers. The pyramid on Figure 2 illustrates clearly the position of middle powers in the 

international hierarchy, which according to Organski also entails that power is not 

absolute but relative. “It is not a characteristic of the nation itself, but a characteristic of 

its relationships with other nations.” (Organski, 1958: 305)  

 

Figure 2: Classic Pyramid of Power and Hierarchies 
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With the end of the Cold War and the changes in the international situation brought 

about with it added new meanings to the concept of middle powers, both in world 

politics and also in academia. To be sure, the interpretations of the idea of middle 

power in academia and in politics are not always the same. Different academic research 

assumes the concept of middle power based on different approaches that will be 

exposed below. However, the various usages and ambiguous definitions of the term in 

political contexts sometimes can be confusing, since a great power within a geographic 

region can be sometimes identified – at the same time – as a “global middle power.” 

This is the case of countries like Japan, Germany or Brazil, for instance, which are 

often considered middle powers by some, as well as great regional powers. Thus, 

before conceptualizing in depth what characterizes a middle power, a brief description 

of the concept of 'regional power' is relevant, although as noted, its literature is indeed 

plagued with multiple and diverse definitions and notions that overlap and intersect in 

regards to their meaning and scope. Actually, it seems that only the term 'superpower', 

also often identified as hegemonic power, is not to be debatable. (Huntington, 1999) 

 Regional powers are often refer to as the major powers or great powers within a 

specific region. Indeed, some countries are easily and consensually identified as 

regional powers, like Brazil, Germany, China, India, Russia or South Africa. Others 

like Japan, Mexico, Nigeria, Argentina or Indonesia are subject to more debate, as they 

sometimes are considered both great regional powers as well as middle powers. (Buzan 

and Waever, 2003; Huntington, 1999; Pastor, 1999) The particular case of Japan is the 

most relevant for this research, of course. The mixing of the concepts of middle power 

and regional power becomes evident when trying to classify Japan. For instance authors 

like Buzan and Waever (2003) argue that Japan represents a great power because it has 

given up to the claim of superpower status, while others like Cooper, Higgott and 

Nossal’s (1993) - who actually have made a career focusing in the study of middle 

powers, as we shall see - refer to Japan as a middle power in the world due to its 

tendency to pursue multilateral cooperation and practice a good international 

citizenship. Although this is indeed debatable in the case of Japan, those aspects are 

considered to be some characteristics used to identify middle powers. Nevertheless, 

within its own region, Japan is considered to be a great power, as well as China, which 

is unquestionably identified as a great power both in East Asia and the world today. 

Therefore, these two East Asian countries, located specifically in the Northeast Asian 

subregion, are to be considered the regional (great) powers for the purposes of this 
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research. This is done following Osterud (1992) criteria of four conditions: a state that 

is geographically part of a determined region, which is able to stand up against other 

states within that same region, which is also highly influential in regional affairs, and 

finally a country that might also be regarded as a great or major power in the world at 

large, as opposed to middle powers which are not. (Osterud, 1992: 12) 

 Now onto the concept of middle powers, the authors Cooper, Higgott and 

Nossal’s (1993) work on middle powers set up the theoretical framework necessary for 

understanding the issue of leadership and followership in a new international order. 

They noted that during the second half of the 20th century, a period of two superpowers 

domination and competition, there was little room for other actors trying to pursue 

independent international behavior in a world divided in two camps and where high 

politics prevailed. Things started to change in the early 90's, and these authors' attempt 

was the first and most influential when it comes to the understanding of middle powers. 

 The emergence of new actors both at the regional and global levels; plus the 

increasing relevance of the so called ‘low politics’ (e.g. economic, cultural, social or 

even environmental issues) in international relations have signified the end of a bipolar 

system ruled by ideologies, giving birth to a new world order marked by multilateral 

and bilateral arrangements in different functional areas that have created a complex 

web of norms, rules and loyalties. This has empowered smaller or medium size 

countries, giving them more room and opportunities to pursue an active participation in 

the international community, allowing them to exert a more influential role, and a 

stronger voice in the world vis-à-vis other actors. (Cooper, Higgott and Nossal, 1993) 

For these authors, the issue of leadership is central, as it was often mistaken by 

hegemony during most part of the 20th century in the field of IR. For them, leadership 

and hegemony are not the same, as it will be exposed in the following sections. Their 

approach is quite different and valuable for this research. These authors based their 

studies particularly in the cases of Canada and Australia, which have provided the 

ideational foundations for the literature of middle powers, although it soon had to be 

broaden to include new emergent actors. 

 Thus, in order to conceptualize middle powers Edward Jordaan’s definition is 

also taken into account, understood as those “states that are neither great nor small in 

terms of international power, capacity and influence, and demonstrate a propensity to 

promote cohesion and stability in the world system.” (Jordaan, 2003: 165) This author 

explains that usually when trying to identify a middle power several characteristics are 
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taken into consideration, like state capabilities, position in world order or the role and 

influence of its foreign policy. Moreover, depending on the approach some may choose 

to focus in different aspects, thus liberals often emphasize the agency capacity in 

middle powers foreign policy – which is the approach chosen by this research – while 

realists concentrate in the state capabilities and material conditions of a power. Others 

with a more Marxist prospective decide to focus on the position of middle powers in 

the global hierarchical system and their commitment to the neo-liberal project. (Jordaan, 

2003: 166) Cooper, Higgott and Nossal argue that the common approach to middle 

powers through position in the international hierarchy has its problems as it relies too 

heavily on quantifiable measures of power, although it is useful to differentiate between 

those states that are neither great powers nor minor powers. (Cooper, Higgott and 

Nossal, 1993: 17)  

 A comprehensive understanding of middle powers is the favored option to 

understand South Korea’s middle power capacity and in their display of regional 

leadership. First, a geographic approach to this issue is also considered, which suggests 

that a middle power state is a state physically located ‘in the middle’ between other 

great powers. (Cooper, Higgott and Nossal, 1993: 17) This obviously has a strong 

regional component and fits well the case of South Korea. A second approach is the so 

called normative view of middle powers, which sees them as somewhat “wiser or more 

virtuous” countries as compared to the rest, and thus they are considered to be more 

“trustworthy because they can exert diplomatic influence without the likelihood of 

recourse to force.” (Cooper, Higgott and Nossal, 1993: 18) This idea is more closely 

related to the reputation or status that a certain country may have, and it also serves the 

argument of positive public image that Seoul has been trying to pursue internationally 

by hosting various events and by supporting certain causes in order to gain a certain 

status in the world. The idea of being a ‘more virtuous’ and ‘trustworthy’ state is 

something that can indeed be considered a quality to aim for as a middle size country 

like the ROK.  

 Finally there is the behavioral approach promoted by Cooper, Higgott and 

Nossal, which for this study is a central analytical tool as it emphasizes the agency 

capacity in middle powers foreign policy. In this understanding of middle power, the 

observations of international diplomatic behavior underlie the definition of middle 

power. (Cooper, 1997) Indeed, as its label suggests, this approach focuses on the 

particular style of behavior that the so called middle powers often display in the 
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international arena. This is characterized by their preference for multilateralism, their 

ability to embrace compromise in certain disputes and the implicit notion of “good 

international citizenship” in their diplomacy. Following this point of view towards 

policy behavior, Laura Neack identifies middle powers as states that commit their 

relative affluence, managerial skills, and international prestige to the preservation of the 

international order and peace.” (Neack, 1995: 224) Accordingly, middle powers can 

help to maintain the international order and peace through coalition-building, by 

serving as mediators and “go-betweens,” and through international conflict 

management and resolution activities. (Neack, 1995) The particular ways in which 

middle powers can display certain leadership – which are often very different from 

those of big or more powerful states as it will be explain below – are under this 

approach perceived as the essence of the so called ‘middlepowermanship’, or the sort of 

behavioral tendency a middle power usually has.  

 The term middlepowermanship appeared in Canada for the first time, as this 

country self proclaimed a middle power in the context of the Cold War. It is said that a 

Canadian diplomat and academic, John W. Holmes, was the first using the concept of 

middlepowermanship to refer to the approach to diplomacy that the Canadian 

government was trying to implement to reduce tensions between the two rivals - e.g. 

the US and the USSR - in a bipolar world system. The term has now become widely 

accepted as the behavioral activity and diplomatic options chosen by a middle power, 

as suggested by Cooper, Higgott and Nossal's 1993 work.  

 Within this notion of middlepowermanship – which, as hinted previously, in 

this study will be used as our explanatory variable – the concept of leadership becomes 

the foundation for this behavioral model to understand middle powers. Certainly, the 

idea of “international leadership” can be found in a great number of studies within a 

vast variety of issues in political science that do not relate directly to middle powers, 

however, because of the theoretical and analytical choices of this research, the concept 

of leadership will be treated as intertwined with the idea of middlepowermanship 

following this behavioral approach, and this justify the selection of this term to become 

the explanatory variable. This emphasis on behavior implies that middlepowermanship 

is not a static feature but instead it is modified overtime according to the changes in the 

international system. “Over time, there is the possibility that followers may adopt 

leadership roles.” (Cooper, Higgott and Nossal, 1993: 19-21) As we shall see, this is 

indeed applicable to the case of the ROK. 
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2.2.1. South Korea as a Middle Power 

       

Although today it is possible to see South Korea is well positioned to be considered as 

a middle power; this remains a recent development in its international status and as we 

shall discover, it is still quite contested among both the academic and  foreign policy-

makers circles.  

 To understand Korea as a middle power, Jordaan’s differentiation into a 

‘traditional’ and an ‘emerging’ middle power is helpful here, as it gives the concept 

greater clarity. As noted, scholars accept today a wide and diverse range of countries 

into the middle power category due to their status both at the regional and global levels, 

which sometimes overlap with the idea of regional power. The number sometimes goes 

up to thirty one states. It is clear, nonetheless, that countries that have for a long time 

been considered as middle powers, for instance Australia, Canada or Sweden; do not 

posses the same structural characteristics than more developing countries with 

increasing influence like Brazil, South Africa, India or Mexico. This is why Jordaan 

(2003) opts for distinguishing between two - traditional and emerging - types of middle 

powers. In general, this author argues, middle power states often present an activist 

style in that they interfere in global issues beyond their immediate geographical or 

functional concern, focusing particularly in conflict resolution and usually grouping 

themselves with other like-minded states making use of multilateralism and institutions. 

(Jordaan, 2003: 167) Nevertheless, a key aspect of emerging middle powers is that they 

are commonly leading participants in regional structures while traditional middle 

powers are not. This is indeed one initial and important aspect linking the so called 

'emerging middle powers' to regionalism.: 

“Constitutively, traditional middle powers are wealthy, stable, egalitarian, social 
democratic and not regionally influential. Behaviorally they exhibit a weak and 
ambivalent regional orientation, constructing identities distinct from powerful 
states in their regions and offer appeasing concessions to pressures for global 
reforms. Emerging middle powers by contrast are semi-peripheral, materially 
inegalitarian and recently democratized states that demonstrate much regional 
influence and self-association. Behaviorally, they opt for reformist and not 
radical global change, exhibit a strong regional orientation favoring regional 
integration but seek also to construct identities distinct from those of the weak 
states in their region.” (Jordaan, 2003: 165) 

 

South Korea in particular represents well this dichotomy between two kinds of middle 

powers, Robertson (2007) argues. This Korea expert explains how the ROK due to its 
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physical, economic and military capabilities is often placed in a higher position 

according to most traditional measurements of material power in comparison to other 

states in the global hierarchy. (Robertson, 2007: 153) Indeed, Seoul’s account to the 

United Nations in 2007 of 48 million citizens ranked the ROK 23rd in the world, and it 

is said to have reached the 50 million citizens in June 2012. This population is highly 

educated and competitive as human capital, which makes Korea rank high in the 15th 

place within the UN's Human Development Index. In terms of endowment, the OECD 

ranked South Korea as the 15th economy in terms of GDP in 2010, equivalent to some 

$USD 1,417 billion; moving to the 12th position in this same category in 2011, 

according to the CIA World Factbook. Moreover, according to this American 

intelligence agency, in 2005 South Korea's military expenditure of $USD 21 billions a 

year gave it the 8th position in the world in terms of military budget. Today, it is also 

unquestionable the leadership position that Korea occupies in terms of technological 

innovation and in the industries related to it. The country's total investment in research 

and development (R&D) is among the highest in the world, with 3.74 percent of its 

GDP in 2010 according to the OECD statistics; surpassing countries like Germany, 

France, and even the US and Japan. 11 In addition Korea is today widely recognized for 

being home to some of the most successful companies in the planet, like Samsung, 

Hyundai, Posco and LG.   

 All these are, of course, indicators that relate to the more material aspects of 

power, while the success of the so called "Korean Wave," which refers to the popular 

culture stemming from South Korea, is a good example of its influence in terms of 'soft 

power'. This has become a huge phenomenon within East Asia and beyond through the 

influence of pop music or K-pop, television dramas and fashion industry, and it is now 

being explicitly recognized by the Korean government as an important source of 'soft 

power'; according to the 2011 Diplomatic White Paper.12 Thus, Korea also attempts to 

become a sort of 'cultural leader' within East Asia, and governments policies have been 

oriented to benefit from the popularity of this "Korean Wave" in order to also promote 

the image of a modern and dynamic Korea.    

  

                     
11  Official data obtained from UN Human Development indicators, 
(http://hdr.undp.org/en/data/profiles/); OECD’s country statistics and profiles (www.oecd.org/home) and 
CIA Factbook (https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/).  
12  Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic of Korea, Diplomatic White Paper 2011: 
http://www.mofat.go.kr 
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 Even so, this study has chosen to pay more attention to other aspects that are 

perhaps more relevant when trying to identify middle powers and that relate to the 

perceptions of its foreign policy behavior. Cooper, Higgott and Nossal explain how 

middle power leadership and initiative-taking is often based on non-structural forms of 

power and it is more associated to an imaginative and energetic use of their diplomatic 

capabilities. (1993: 23-24)  Moreover, since these types of states usually opt for one or 

many possible roles as a regional leader they frequently can serve as a bridge or 

mediator, and/or as a manager for institution-building. In these regards Robertson 

points out that certainly “South Korea’s foreign policy behavior has not historically 

reflected the internationalist tendencies we associate with middle powers such as 

Sweden, Norway, Canada, and Australia;” (Robertson, 2007: 153) which remains a true 

statement perhaps up until the last decade, and as this author stresses it has a lot to do 

with the special security threat and geopolitical reality the country has had to face as a 

divided nation, which - as it shall be exposed - will be confirmed by the primary 

sources consulted during the fieldwork of this research.   

 However, in the wake of a new century the ROK’s approach to foreign policy 

and the region has shifted and it is increasingly pursuing and engaging in middle power 

initiatives. At the global stage, Korea is increasingly active in the kind of diplomatic 

endeavors that characterized the so called traditional middle powers, like peace keeping 

operations or PKOs and official development assistance or ODA. These two aspects, as 

foreign policy options, are often used as indicators to indentify middle power behavior, 

and thus it is worth to make a brief reference to Korea's standing on them. Indeed, as 

of  December 2012 the deployment status of South Korea in PKOs around the world 

accounted for a total of 379 military officers in 8 different missions, among them the 

Lebanon operation is the most significant. (See Table 2) The issue of ODA is even 

more outstanding in the case of Korea, which went from being a receiving nation, to 

become an important donor country. The ROK's story of development is one of the 

most successful in the history of international development. From 1945 to the late 

1990s, Korea received $USD 12 billion in foreign assistance and effectively used it as a 

catalyst for development. This is the most paradigmatic example in which Korea has 

been trying to raise its credential as a middle power, presenting itself as a model and 

leading example, particularly in the region. Since President Lee Myung-bak 

inauguration in 2008, the ODA expenditure increased by about 65 percent. In 2012, 

Korea's ODA amounted to a total of $USD 1,550.9 million, which comprised of $USD 
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1162.2 million in bilateral aid, and $USD 388.3 million in multilateral aid. In addition, 

the Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA), a leading implementing agency 

of grant aid, provided another $USD 444.5 million in that same year.13 It is worth 

noting that most than 50 percent of this developments funds are being directed to Asian 

developing nations; which is an indicator of Seoul's region leadership intentions.  

 Indeed, as a recipient-turned-donor, Korea is in a very good position to lead in 

the area of development cooperation. Its success story is being studied and adapted by 

other countries, especially in Southeast Asia. Seoul has taken this issue as a good 

opportunity to gain notoriety and build up a good image, thus, in recent years it has 

shown great activism and leadership in the issue of development cooperation. In 2010, 

Korea took the lead in adopting the "Seoul Development Consensus for Shared 

Growth" and its "Multi-Year Action Plan on Development" during the G20 Seoul 

Summit. In 2011, assuming co-Chairs of the G20 Development Working Group, Korea 

played a leading role in implementing the G20 development agenda. Also in 2011, 

Korea hosted the Fourth High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness.14 As the host country 

of many of these initiatives, Korea played a key role in shaping the agenda and 

providing logistical support. 

 All these are examples of a kind of behavior that is usually associated to middle 

powers and that Seoul is increasingly more confident to engage with. Accordingly, 

Robertson proposes that the ROK’s case constitutes that of an evolution, from 

emerging middle power to a more traditional middle power, coining Jordaan’s previous 

distinction. This evolution or change from the position of a follower into a leadership 

type of behavior is also consistent with Cooper, Higgott and Nossal behavioral 

approach to middle powers, which in this case would manifest particularly in Seoul’s 

shift and new endeavors in foreign policy; and the role that it has assumed both at the 

regional and global levels. The active participation of South Korea in the G20 process 

and what the government of Lee Myung-bak called the “Global Korea Strategy” – 

which will be exposed in the coming sections – are some examples of this seek for 

recognition.  

 

 

 

                     
13 From Korea's MOFAT official website. (http://www.mofat.go.kr/ENG/main/index.jsp) 
14 From Korea's MOFAT official website. (http://www.mofat.go.kr/ENG/main/index.jsp) 
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Table 2: South Korea's Involvement in PKOs 

 

Country Mission Size 

India, Pakistan Surveillance on Kashmir 
region's cease-fire 

7 Military 
Observers 

Liberia Surveillance on cease-fire 1 Military 
Observers,  
1 Staff Officer 

Lebanon Establishment of peace and aiding 
reconstruction 

348 Military 
Officers,  
4 Staff Officers 

South Sudan Establishment of peace 6 Military 
Officers 
2 Liaison 
Officers 

Sudan/Darfur Aiding implementation of 
peace settlement 

2 Military 
Observers 

Cote d'Ivoire Surveillance on cease-fire 2 Military 
Observers 

West Sahara Aiding implementation of 
peace settlement 

4 Military 
Observers 

Haiti Aiding reconstruction & 
recovery from Haiti 
earthquake 

2 Military 
Observers 

Total  379 Officers 

          Source: Korea's MOFAT official website. 

 

The issue of recognition will become a key aspect to determine for this research, 

however difficult it may prove to be, since it concerns mainly with the intersubjective 

character of interpersonal and interstate relations, as seeing from a Constructivist point 

of view. It is not always clear or easy to establish how others view the role of Korea 

and its capacity to exert regional leadership in the process of regionalism and 

institutionalization of East Asia, or if it is even acknowledged as a middle power. This 

occurs because the idea of middle power status and the notion of leadership are all 

social constructions that ultimately depend on the shared and intersubjective 

understanding of the different players involved in the interactive processes of 

regionalism, in this case. This occurs even if a country like Korea self proclaims itself 

as such, the recognition of it coming from others is ultimately essential for its 

realization. Thus, this dissertation makes a conscious effort to try to determine whether 
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South Korea is accepted by others in this self-defined role as a bridge and leader in the 

region, acknowledging this task is extremely hard and the results will be only partial 

and subjective, however it is believed that this can certainly help to give better answer 

to the main questions set for this research project.    

 

2.2.2. Middlepowermanship: About Leadership, Public Goods and Status 

 

As mentioned above, the original motivations of using the concept of middle power in 

political contexts by certain countries is indeed to obtain international recognition as an 

influential actor in the world and also to identify themselves as bigger contributors, as 

opposed to other minor countries in the international society, particularly within certain 

organizations or alliances. Clearly, this category and the status that brings along with it 

are linked to much more than the classical attributes of material power, as noted. That 

is why some scholars often prefer to use the term “middle state” instead of “middle 

power” to define this type of actors in the international system. (Belanger and Mace, 

1999) In this section the particular kind of leadership and the sort of status that middle 

powers often seek are explained. 

 While most studies on international leadership focus mainly on hegemon or 

great powers, this research tries to explain the involvement and leadership of an 

intermediate country in the case of regional institutionalization in a particular 

geographic setting, by looking at its diplomatic behavior. When it comes to the issue of 

behavior in the international stage, the basic assumption that relative state capabilities 

and hierarchy of countries affect their patterns of international behavior is widely 

shared in international relations theory and practice. Under IR theory’s logic, each 

category of countries has rough behavioral patterns, due to their state capabilities. Great 

powers are indeed more prone to act unilaterally because they possess lager capabilities, 

while middle and small powers usually seek to form coalitions and opt for 

multilateralism in order to achieve their goals. As noted, with the end of the Cold War, 

those skills displayed by middle of smaller countries have become particularly 

significant as the weight of structural leadership given by ranking or state capabilities 

diminishes, and the international agenda broadens the spectrum for middle states 

maneuvering. (Higgott, Cooper, and Nossal, 1993: 21-22) This shift gives middle states 

the opportunity to exercise a particularly active form of leadership and exert influence 

at the systemic level by effectively contributing to coalition and institution building, 
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agenda setting, and policy coordination. (Cooper, Higgott, and Nossal, 1993: 26) These 

authors argue indeed that the particular kind of behavior middle powers often display 

requires technical skills as specialists and entrepreneurs. This, in turn, is the essence of 

middlepowermanship. 

Indeed, the traditional source of influence for intermediate countries stems from 

their active presence in international institutions and coalitions. (Hurrell et al., 2000: 8) 

As Hurrell explains, for small powers with very limited capabilities, it is more practical 

to be a follower to other countries leadership. In the case of middle powers that seek to 

show certain influence and leadership capacity, because of their limited diplomatic 

resources, if they want to accomplish their goals they must make a conscious and 

deliberated decision in order to select certain issues in the right timing. This has come 

to be known as “Niche Diplomacy,” which is widely exposed in Cooper’s edited book 

of 1997.15 Because middle powers have relatively larger capabilities than small powers, 

middle powers theoretically have more policy options than small powers. Middle 

powers could become followers in multilateral cooperation led by other actors, but at 

the same time, they can become a leading actor in some cases. To be sure, the kind of 

leadership available for middle powers is always in the context of multilateralism and 

institution-building processes, in contrast to the kind of leadership often associated to 

great powers. The hegemons can impose their will on others if they wish on any given 

issue. Middle powers, in contrast, can only focus on certain issue-specific areas in 

which they can excel. Thus, for instance, a middle power may act as a world leader in 

one or two issues, while it becomes a follower in other global aspects, by joining 

multilateral alliances or supporting a particular international system.  

In simple terms, the concept of leadership can be defined as “the power of one 

or a few individuals to induce a group to adopt a particular line of policy.”16 However, 

there is much more to the concept of leadership when it comes to international relations, 

and particularly to the issue of institution-building, since it is not always and not 

necessarily backed up by the absolute power of the hegemon country, and as suggested 

above it can take several forms and be manifested in different manners. In IR literature 

Oran R. Young has set up the foundations for understanding how leadership plays a 

critical but poorly understood role in determining the success or failure of the processes 

of institutional bargaining embedded in the creation of international regimes or 

                     
15 Cooper, Andrew. 1997. Niche Diplomacy: Middle Powers After the Cold War. London: Macmillan. 
16 The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Political Science, official definition of “Leadership.” Page 321. 
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institutional arrangements in the international society. (Young, 1991) This is why he 

differentiates among three forms of leadership that regularly come into play in efforts 

to establish international institutions, which have been labeled as structural leadership, 

entrepreneurial leadership and intellectual leadership. These are the definitions of 

leadership incorporated to this research as well, following Young's distinction. (1991) 

This approach to leadership is key in terms of what this dissertation is trying to convey, 

particular the last two types.   

As its name signals, structural leadership is based on material resources given 

by the structure of the international hierarchy. It is often associated with the realist 

approach and attached to superpowers or the hegemony, considering their structural 

power and overwhelming state capabilities to exercise that power, which can take the 

form of leadership; however it is not uncommon that in this case followership may be 

based on coercion. Indeed, structural leadership is often coterminous with superpowers, 

great powers or hegemony in international relations studies because they can take 

advantage of structural power and/or their overwhelming capabilities to exercise 

leadership in international issues. Moreover, until recently, most of the early studies on 

international leadership focused on the hegemonic or great powers based on this kind of 

structural leadership. This research follows the most recent trend and focuses on the 

other two types of leadership proposed by Young (1991) which can be more 

attributable to middle or smaller powers. 

Entrepreneurial leadership, in contrast, rests on the basis of negotiation skills or 

“cognitive resources,” (Malnes, 1995: 98) such as technological innovation and 

knowledge, hence, this type of leadership does not necessarily require structural power. 

The role as an entrepreneurial leader, can take the form of a coordinator of the 

bargaining processes and it is based more on persuasion rather than coercion or threats. 

(Young, 1991: 293) Because of these characteristics, entrepreneurial leadership is 

available for less powerful countries, like middle powers. This entrepreneurship 

involves a combination of imagination in inventing institutional options and skill in 

brokering the interests of numerous actors to line up support for such options. A leader 

in this context is an actor who undertakes efforts to craft attractive intuitional 

arrangements and persuades others to come on board as supporters of such 

arrangements. (Young, 1989: 355)  

Lastly, there is the so called intellectual leadership, which involves the 

production of fresh ideas, new perspectives and creative ways of conceptualizing 
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problems. (Riddell-Dixon, 2005: 1068) This means that various actors can take up this 

kind of leadership role, making it available not only to great powers but also other 

powers and even non-state actors, such as international organizations, non- 

governmental organizations and epistemic communities. Others, like Evans and Grant 

(1991), linked this kind of intellectual leadership to a capacity for creativity that in the 

case of middle powers is the most important factor that can enable these type of 

countries to exert certain leadership. These authors suggest that middle powers cannot 

act creatively on anything, but quick and thoughtful diplomatic footwork is key. (Evans 

and Grant, 1991: 325) This is the essence of intellectual leadership, as an injection of 

ideas in order to build coalitions around a certain cause. These are also related to the "5 

C's" that, according to Ravenhill (1998), constitute the main attributes defining middle 

power status: capacity, concentration, creativity, coalition-building, and credibility.    

Therefore, it is clear that despite the often over-estimated US leadership in the 

world - which, when pointed out usually refers to the first kind of structural leadership - 

not only great powers but also middle and sometimes small powers can display some 

type of leadership in international relations under certain conditions. Indeed, in the case 

of middle or smaller powers, the agreement and support from other international actors, 

states and international organizations, becomes essential to succeed in the promotion of 

their international initiatives. This does not mean that in the case of failing to achieve 

their objectives the attempts to fill in a leadership role did not occur – or that the 

plausible display of leadership cannot be studied – but instead it means that in such a 

case those attempts did not obtain the legitimacy necessary to achieve whatever 

purposes they had. This is why less powerful countries have to use wisely their 

diplomatic resources in order to persuade others to give support and to cooperate with 

them, an this process will partly determine if their leadership can gain that legitimacy. 

Hence, the kind of diplomatic behavior displayed by middle powers, or 

'middlepowermanship' for this research theoretical and conceptual purposes has several 

features. First, middlepowermanship means certain leadership through cooperation with 

other actors, which can be countries, international organizations and/or institutions, 

rather than its own national power as it is usually attributed to the kind of leadership 

exerted by great or superpowers. Second, this kind of middle power leadership leans 

towards the entrepreneurial and/or intellectual kind of leadership, which again does not 

necessarily require absolute material power and massive resources. Third, this 

diplomatic option is basically that, a policy option. Thus, some countries applying this 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

64 
 

middlepowermanship may not always opt for, and some countries that are traditionally 

described as middle powers may not choose this kind of behavior for every single of 

their diplomatic endeavors. Indeed, only under certain conditions this policy is chosen 

and successfully practiced.  

One of the measures normally used in the IR and IPE fields for determining 

successfully practiced leadership - particularly the first structural type of leadership - is 

related to the provision of public goods. Indeed, according to author David Lake (1993), 

this happens because leadership theory builds upon public goods models and seeks to 

explain the production of the international economic infrastructure. The problem is that 

concepts like hegemony, dominance and leadership are often confounded, and so when 

talking about leadership most approaches just decide to focus only in the kind of 

structural leadership that is more closely related to the idea of dominance and 

hegemony based on the international hierarchy explained in previous sections. Already 

in 1981, prominent scholar Charles Kindleberger wrote about this issue in his article 

'Dominance and Leadership in the International Economy: Exploitation, Public Goods, 

and Free Rides;' where he pointed out how it is often difficult to distinguish dominance 

from leadership in international relations. He emphasized there that the latter concept of 

leadership is, however, very different from dominance as it rejects exploitation and 

implies an often critical function in the provision of public goods. (Kindleberger, 1981) 

Thus, dominance, hegemony and leadership are for the purposes of this research 

distinguished. In addition, public goods are an important element to consider within the 

notion of leadership. Generally, public goods are considered as a commodity or service 

that is provided without profit to all members of a society, either by the government or 

a private individual or organization. This common conceptualization is credited to Paul 

A. Samuelson, who is known to be the first economist to develop the theory of public 

goods in his classic 1954 article. This author set a precedent for the definition of a 

public good, or as he called it a "collective consumption goods." This particular goods 

are those "which all enjoy in common in the sense that each individual's consumption 

of such a good leads to no subtractions from any other individual's consumption of that 

good." (Samuelson, 1954) 

 The context on which this theory of public goods was built upon was largely 

limited to a national level and therefore emphasized the role of state in providing public 

goods. Today, however, the rapid spread of globalization and regionalization means 

that public goods have also trespassed national boundaries. In the realm of international 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Jose Guerra Vio 

65 
 

affairs, the society is the so called international community, and the often understood as 

public goods are things such security, but also other aspects like the governance and 

institutions that regulate the myriad of interactions among states in different areas 

ranging from finance and trade, to environmental protection, movement of capital and 

labor or even territorial disputes. At a more narrowly defined regional setting, public 

goods are also important elements of the processes of institutionalization and 

community building of any regional project, like it has occurred in the European case 

where the provision of public goods for all its members has been at the center of EU 

construction. Even the only economic or commercial blocs based on regional free trade 

agreements mean, to some extent, the provision of public goods for its members and 

signatories, as these kinds of agreements and blocs guarantee special and exclusive 

commercial advantages. Regionalized public goods may imply the changing nature of 

some national public goods - for instance financial stability, infectious diseases control, 

or environmental protection - as they move towards a wider international setting. 

Nowadays, it is certain that the provision of many types of public goods should not be 

the sole responsibility of individual states. Regional cooperation, the creation of 

regional governance and regional institution-building efforts are all processes founded 

in this new reality. As we shall see, East Asian regionalism has a long way to go in this 

sense, as countries have yet to move on from a logic of public goods provided uniquely 

within the national borders to a more regional mentality of public goods, as well as 

common good in general. Still, the establishment of the APT process and the Chiang 

Mai Initiative centered on enhancing financial cooperation and stability after the 1997-

98 crisis is a good example of regional public goods provision and serves as a 

precedent for East Asian regionalism. More is certainly needed, and leadership for this 

is essential. 

 But what accounts for Seoul to want to take up this role? In order to understand 

this David Kang’s approach to the issue of status and leadership is helpful, since it tries 

to explain some of the dynamics in East Asia by exploring other forms of power and 

not just the material capabilities of states. According to Kang while it seems obvious 

that “states value material gains such as economic wealth or military power, it is just as 

plausible that states, publics, and individuals value their status and seek social 

recognition and prestige.” (2010: 547) This is why this author wonders about what role 

status plays in the region and what status East Asian countries seek. Kang defines status 

as “an individual’s standing in the hierarchy of a group based on criteria such as 
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prestige, honor, and deference.” (2010: 547) Here the individual is considered to be 

collective subject like a state in this case, following the Constructivist logic, and thus 

the key to this definition, as Kang points out, is the social nature of it.  

 “Status is different than military power or economic wealth because it must be 

given by other states.” (Kang, 2010: 548) This valuable insight helps to understand why 

South Korea would be so keen to exert regional leadership as a middle power in East 

Asia to promote regional institutionalization, which in turn would reinforce that status 

and also would preserve stability and security with its neighbors. To be sure, as Kang 

explains, status is more relational than the material notions of traditional power, and 

one can only have status as a member of a group. (2010: 548) Thus, engagement with 

and membership in groupings or organizations becomes a good vehicle when a country 

is seeking to upgrade its status, whereas at a global or regional stages.  

 But membership is not always enough to guarantee a certain status. As Sung-

han Kim, South Korea’s Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade, emphasized when 

speaking at a conference; while the ROK strived for becoming part of many 

international institutions in the late part of 20th Century, soon it became clear for 

foreign policy-makers in Seoul that joining them just for the sake of it was not 

sufficient, and that a more proactive role was necessary in order to build up capacity. 

The challenge for South Korea then shifted towards a new goal: being able to 

contribute to agenda-setting and/or in managing functional areas.17 Here it is possible to 

see how leadership can serve as the most obvious manifestation of status in 

international relations, which coincides with Kang’s proposal. “After all, leadership 

necessarily implies that there are followers, which places the social rank-order of 

leaders above followers. (...) Thus, debate about the future of ‘U.S. leadership’ in East 

Asia, or questions about Japanese or Chinese competition for leadership, all imply a 

different status among states.” (Kang, 2010: 548)  

 Indeed, as an aspect of status, leadership is also a social phenomenon and when 

the latter is seeing as a means to achieve the former, then it is possible to understand 

why some states are keen to assume this role. Hence, bringing the issue of status into 

the complexity of this conceptualization helps comprehend the case of South Korea’s 

intentions, as a middle power in East Asia, when promoting regionalism. Similar to the 

                     
17 This comment was extracted from Sung-han Kim’s opening remarks at the conference “Beyond the 
New Millennium: The End of Western Hegemony.” June 5th, 2012. Yonsei University, Graduate School 
of International Studies. 
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notion of its accession to the middle powers club, this is undoubtedly a recent 

development for Korea, which makes its incorporation to this study even more valuable. 

Kang suggests the year of 1997 as a good mark for the emergence of the issue of status 

in the ROK’s foreign policy. This coincides with the AFC, which also triggers 

institutional regionalism in East Asia. As it will be exposed in following chapters, there 

is no coincidence there: it was because of the Asian crisis that Seoul’s commitment to 

regional institutionalization became evident.  

 Kang explains that today leaders in the ROK are well aware of the importance 

of status in international relations, however there is not consensus yet as on what status 

should South Korea seek, and how it should proceed. This research expect to shed 

some light in these regards, at least on a regional level, by looking at East Asian 

regional institutionalization in the last decade and whether or how Seoul’s leadership 

has had an effect on it. Important is to note that, while Kang assumes leadership in a 

comprehensive and structural way – and thus he sees China and Japan as the regional 

leaders – in this case “leadership” is seeing as something that varies depending on the 

particular issue in question and putting the emphasis on entrepreneurial and intellectual 

leadership. This means that while a country may perform certain leadership role in one 

functional area, it may not do so in all other areas. This does not contradict Kang’s 

approach, and certainly some countries are in general and structural terms “leaders.” 

However, with the complex regional environment in East Asia, where the “U.S. 

leadership” seems holistic and omnipresent, and the two regional great powers – China 

and Japan – are competing for “leadership” in most fronts within their neighborhood; at 

least when it comes to regional institutionalization - as this dissertation wants to convey 

- it seems plausible to observe certain entrepreneurial and intellectual "leadership” 

displayed in South Korea’s approach to regionalism through its middle power behavior. 

Certainly, East Asian dynamism poses both challenges and opportunities for Seoul, 

where its relations with Beijing and Tokyo are today much more important than before 

in the regional context. In this new world, Kang explains, it is not clear what the role of 

the ROK might be. “South Korean society is in flux, and there is intense debate about 

Korea’s values, identity, and place in the world.” (Kang, 2010: 550)  

 This research project follows this line of inquiry, and with the building of its 

main proposal and analytical framework it attempts to provide some elements to help 

understand both South Korea’s place in East Asia and regionalism in this part of the 

world. Ultimately, as Robert W. Cox has remarked, the role of middle powers is 
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inextricably linked to the configuration of the international system during a given 

period and to the conception of the international order that is dominant at the time. 

(Cox, 1989) In the case of East Asia, the regional configuration is determined by a 

rising China with the prospects of becoming a global superpower and its relationship 

with its neighbors, particularly with Japan as the other regional power. In this regional 

setting, South Korea as a middle power has no other option but to maneuver within this 

configuration by taking strategic advantage of it, when possible, of course. 

 To sum up, in the case of middle powers, their diplomatic behavior implies a 

leadership role by promoting cooperation with other actors – states and non-state actors 

like international organizations and institutions – rather than relying uniquely on their 

own national power. Because of this, middle power leadership tends to be 

entrepreneurial or intellectual in kind, as noted. This is understood as 

middlepowermanship. To be sure, middle powers do not always have to or intend to 

take a leadership role. Foreign policy decision-makers consider and examine several 

available options at a time and the policy choice of leadership for middle powers is 

only one such option among many. Following a similar logic, regionalism is also one of 

several policy options that a middle power can explore, albeit an increasingly important 

one in the context of globalization, as explained in previous sections. The next section 

revises the relationship between the two main concepts of regionalism and middle 

powers, as the main relationship this study focuses on. 

 

2.3. Middle Powers and Regionalism in the World 

 

Based on the approaches exposed above, for the purpose of this study middle powers 

are defined as those states that often – albeit not always – occupy a geopolitical 

position in between bigger powers in a regional setting, and that possess at the same 

time the ability to display active diplomatic behavior and leadership in order to promote 

cooperation in certain issue-specific areas in both the international and particularly the 

regional arenas. Indeed, today middle powers are countries actively involved in the 

international community, particularly in non-traditional security issues, such as 

environmental issues, arms control, and human security. Increasingly, the various 

frameworks that the processes associated to regionalism provide have also become 

good terrain for middle power activity.  
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To be sure, there have been previous studies that embraced a similar view to 

that of this dissertation, studying middle powers behavior in the context of regional 

institutionalization. Some have compared several case studies of different countries 

with theoretical orientations to understand the general characteristics of middle powers 

from a behavioral point of view. For instance, Cooper, Higgott and Nossal (1993) 

conducted case studies of Canada and Australia in Relocating Middle Powers18 where 

they touched upon the issue of regionalism – albeit only marginally - and the important 

role of Australia in particular, for the creation of APEC. Their main focus, however, is 

not exploring the role of middle powers in regional projects. Indeed, despite many 

studies on middle powers - especially the ones following a behavioral approach - often 

cite regionalism as one of the areas in which this type of countries can display an 

activist role; the truth is that few studies look into the relationship of middle power 

policy choices in order to advance regional institutionalization. In the following 

subsections different cases and studies will be exposed, as part of the literature review 

necessary for this research.  

 

2.3.1. The European Process: Small Powers Coalition under Great Powers Leadership 

 

The most paradigmatic of all regionalist processes in the world is, of course, the 

European one, which serves both as an empirical model and academic referent for the 

study of regionalism. The need to build an institutional framework that could guarantee 

the stability of the relationship between Europe's great regional powers - e.g. France 

and Germany - served as the main driving force for European regionalism in the first 

decades after WWII. Indeed, as it is widely acknowledged, the European construction 

would not have been possible in the absence of close cooperation between Paris and 

Berlin, and their joint leadership over the rest of Europe. The establishment of the 

European Monetary System, for instance, was put forwards by the German chancellor, 

Helmut Schmitt and the French president, Valerie Giscard d’Estaing in the late 70's. 

Similarly, the Treaty of Maastricht that gave birth to the European Union (EU) would 

not have been introduced without the Franco-German leadership, and despite British 

reticence. The treaty came into being in 1992, in the context of - and as a response to - 

the collapse of the East. It was the French president Mitterand and German chancellor 

                     
18 Cooper, Andrew; Richard A. Higgott and Kim R. Nossal. 1993. Relocating middle powers: Australia 
and Canada in a changing world order. University of British Columbia Press. Vancouver. 
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Kohl who first proposed to their European colleagues two years before the necessity of 

extending the scope of the European Community beyond mere economics and into the 

political and diplomatic arenas. However, in all these processes the important role 

played by the Benelux countries19 is often signaled as key for performing tasks of 

bridging among and mediating between the two regional powers. Indeed, their role was 

determinant for the building of European institutions, which ultimately transform the 

city of Brussels in Belgium the actual center of European institutionalism and 

governance creation.    

The role of the Benelux countries in the European integration process has been 

studied in detailed, however with no direct links to the middle power literature, since it 

is a case of small countries forming a union to act as a coalition particularly in terms of 

financial and monetary policies, rather than one single middle size country. Hence, 

their case is in a way different from the one this dissertation wants to explore. In terms 

of research questions the key idea here is that of a middle power exerting a much 

needed entrepreneurial and intellectual leadership - in the context of great power rivalry 

and lack of cooperation - to ultimately advance regional institutionalization. In contrast, 

Europe witnessed the great regional powers exerting that leadership and although 

certain small countries like the Benelux had an important role, it wasn't a central. 

Nonetheless, the Benelux's role in Europe and its implications are often considered to 

give some valuable lessons for those working on East Asian regional institution and 

community-building, as it is acknowledged by many, including some of the people 

interviewed for this research. Some authors in particular have drawn some parallels in 

the study of the role of the Benelux and the possible role Korea can play between China 

and Japan.20 Indeed, since these three small European countries helped to cushion and 

minimize the differences among France and Germany that inevitably appeared in the 

process of European construction, Murase (2004) suggests that the ROK could fulfill a 

similar role to that played by Benelux countries in Europe, particularly regarding the 

creation of the European Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) which ultimately 

                     
19 Benelux is a union of states comprising three small neighbouring countries in north-western Europe: 
Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg. Its name is formed from joining the first syllable of each 
country's name – Belgium Netherlands Luxembourg – and was first used to name the customs agreement 
that initiated the union (signed in 1944). It is now used in a more general way to refer to the geographic, 
economic and cultural grouping of the three countries. 
20 See Murase (2004), The East Asian Monetary Zone and the Roles of Japan, China and Korea; Verdun 
(2011), The Role of the Benelux in the European Integration Process: Implications for East Asia; Kim, 
(2009); The Political Economy of European Economic and Monetary Union Negotiation and Implication 
for East Asia; and Kim and Wang (2007), Financial integration in East Asia : which role for Korea? 
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meant the introduction of the Euro as common currency. Amy Verdun (2011) 

emphasizes how the three-country initiative offered a first attempt at regional 

integration in the realm of economic affairs in the immediate post WWII period in 

Europe. It also offered a good opportunity of early collaboration to see what kinds of 

problems may occur when countries seek to integrate economic policies more closely. 

(Verdun, 2011) But it was actually in the financial and monetary realm, within the 

EMU negotiation process, where the three small Benelux played a more important role 

in the European integration process, trying to bridge and mediate between the two big 

regional powers of Germany and France. It is in this particular aspect that some - like 

Murase (2004) - see the utility to draw a parallel the situation in Northeast Asia, 

however not considering the literature of middle powers, since the Benelux are not 

identified as such.   

This potential role that Korea could play in East Asian integration - in relation 

to that of Benelux within the issue of financial and monetary cooperation is explored by 

Heungchong Kim. This Korean expert in European economy - who is also the Director 

of Research Planning and Coordination at the Korea Institute for International 

Economic Policy (KIEP), and the former Head of European Studies in that same 

institute - has studied in detail the role of Benelux in the context of the EMU 

negotiations, paying special attention to the functions of mediation the three small 

European countries played within the emergent financial and monetary institutionalism 

in that part of the world; and comparing it to the situation in East Asia. Kim's 

perspective is interesting for this study, even though the focus is on financial and 

monetary cooperation only, and not institution and community-building as it is the 

emphasis of this research.  

Indeed, it was in the process of monetary integration that the Benelux countries 

achieved a more important role, together with France, Germany and the reluctant 

United Kingdom. Still, the study of the Benelux's role in this process is again not linked 

to the notion of middle powers since the three small countries do not fit into such 

category. Moreover, despite the fact that they often acted in a united front, they also 

displayed diverse postures, as Kim (2009) points out. Indeed, Belgium on the one side 

and Netherlands and Luxembourg on the other, showed competing views at times. 

Belgium's view was closer to that of France while the other two small countries went 

hand in hand with Germany's approach, as Kim's point out. While Belgium was seeing 

as to have displayed a kind pace-setting role, keeping the issue of monetary integration 
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always high on the agenda, the Netherlands and Luxembourg, together with Germany, 

took on a harder line regarding the criteria for entry and were seeing more as gate-

keepers. All in all, as Kim explains, the three small Benelux did help to promote and 

advance the discussions concerning the EMU process. (Kim, 2009: 54)  

The emphasis must be put here in that the Benelux mediating role was done in a 

context where a strong tradition of institutionalism was in place, and under the manifest 

commitment with the integration process stemming from the regional powers, which is 

clearly not the case in East Asia. As Kim clarifies, in the course of European 

integration and especially in the process of EMU, we cannot deny the important role of 

big member states such as France and Germany. However, it would be misguided to 

attribute the formation of the EMU exclusively to the Franco-German alliance. Rather, 

the construction of the EMU was a collective, multilateral achievement, in which all 

members, including the smaller ones, played a part. (Kim, 2009: 53) In this regard, the 

Benelux countries occupied a central position, since they already had formed a customs 

union before, so they were indeed regarded as a model or blueprint for European 

project, a kind of "testing bed" for future Europe-wide integration, Kim argues. The 

three small countries had long realized that as smaller nations they would be better off 

if they fused their strengths to guarantee peace and prosperity for themselves as well as 

for Europe. (Kim, 2009: 53)  

Therefore, the Benelux union was indeed a forerunner of economic integration, 

as both Verdun (2011) and Kim (2009) highlight, but the pan-European process was 

only possible thanks to the co-leadership of the two regional and continental powers 

and former enemies, France and Germany, as part of a reconciliation process to bring 

stability and prosperity to the region. Nevertheless, the Benelux countries case is an 

important precedent for this study which deals with regionalism, considering that the 

European project is seeing as the most paradigmatic in this field of study. Ultimately, 

the three small countries that formed the Benelux were strong supporters of the 

monetary integration throughout the whole EMU negotiation process, providing a 

mediating and bridging role that can be extrapolated to the role Korea hopes and could 

play particularly in Northeast Asia. "Benelux diplomats were famous for being 

mediators competent at reaching consensus among seemingly conflicting views and 

contributed greatly to the success of the negotiation." (Kim, 2009: 53) 

The most important lesson for this study to be drawn from the Benelux case is, 

in turn, the important task of mediating and/or bridging within a process of regional 
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institutionalization. To be sure, even though these three European states are not 

considered to be middle powers, the role of mediator or bridge is, nevertheless, often 

attributed to that of a middle power in all areas of international affairs, not just 

regionalism. The issue of mediation in relation to middle power behavior is treated by 

Henrikson (1997) within Niche Diplomacy: Middle Powers after the Cold War, a very 

influential edited volume for the study of middle powers.21 Henrikson argues that the 

functions that reflect the kind of mediating role of middle powers usually are to 

conciliate, to interconnect, and to integrate. This can certainly take place within 

institutions, across them, or entirely outside them.22 However, middle powers can be 

more effective in their role as mediators in the context of a strong institutional structure, 

where there is a organization with historical continuity and legal as well as moral 

authority, thus diplomatic solutions usually prevail. (Henrikson, 1997: 47) This is why 

middle powers are active multilateralists and they often seek membership in 

institutional frameworks.   

Moreover, in the case of mediation or bridging among great powers, which can 

sometimes occur in the absence of strong institutional norms - as it occurs in East Asia 

- middle powers usually find more room for maneuvering and can be more effective in 

their diplomatic role when the great powers engage in 'moderate rivalry', as Holbraad 

(1984) suggests. This point is key, as it clearly identify the conditions in which 

middlepowermanship most commonly takes place. As Holbraad explains, when two 

great powers act in concert, either in regional or global affairs, then the outcomes end 

up being highly determined by their joint decision, like it has happened in most 

regional processes in the world that have had the commitment of the major powers. On 

the contrary, if there is direct conflict and confrontation between two great powers, then 

middle powers are put into the dilemma of having to choose sides. (Holbraad, 1984) Of 

course, neutrality is also an option, however, it is in the context of moderate rivalry 

among great powers - that is neither open confrontation, nor total agreement - where 

middle powers behavior can flourish. 

 

 

 

                     
21 Cooper, Andrew. 1997. Niche Diplomacy: Middle Powers After the Cold War. London: Macmillan. 
22 Henrikson work is Chapter 3 in Cooper’s edited volume, Niche Diplomacy. Middle Powers as 
Managers: International Mediation within, across and outside Institutions. 1997: 46-72. 
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2.3.2. Regionalism in the Americas: Great and Middle Powers Association 

 

Another part of the world in which regionalism has thrived is North and South America. 

The North American Free Trade Agreement or NAFTA is mainly designed for 

economic and trade purposes and has not reached other non-economic areas of 

integration yet; while the Mercado Comun del Sur (Southern Cone Common Market) - 

or Mercosur - goes beyond just trade and it fully integrates its South American 

members in a political and social manner, allowing for example the free movement of 

people and labor, following the European example. 

Within Niche Diplomacy: Middle Powers after the Cold War – the influential 

edited volume by Cooper (1997) – there is one chapter in particular that pays attention 

to regionalism in the Americas by focusing on the regional middle powers. In Middle 

powers and regionalism in the Americas, the cases of Argentina and Mexico,23 Louis 

Bélanger and Gordon Mace explore a very similar relationship this dissertation does: 

the one between middle powers and regionalism. As noted, the European case did not 

provide the context to study this particular relationship since the ones acting as 

mediators where small powers, while the leadership of the regional institutional process 

was a product of the great regional powers joint effort. Regionalism in the Americas, in 

contrast, provided a different scenario where there are several clearly identifiable 

middle powers involved in the regionalist processes, thus providing the kind 

environment that was not present in Europe. This allowed Belanger and Mace (1997 

and 1999) to direct a study that, for the first time, looked into middle power activism 

within the context of regional institutionalization.  

These authors witnessed the nascent regionalism in the Americas in the 1990’s, 

and used it as their empirical setting to understand the role of specific countries 

considered to be the emergent regional middle powers, e.g. Argentina and Mexico. 

Later in 1999, Belanger and Mace further developed this same study in order to include 

Canada, which is of course a traditional middle power in the world but it was new to 

the regional processes occurring in its own hemisphere at the time.24 They basically 

                     
23 These two authors title corresponds to Chapter 9 in Cooper’s edited volume, Niche Diplomacy. 1997: 
164-183. 
24 This work is exposed in Building Role and Region: Middle States and Regionalism in the Americas, 
which correspond to Chapter 8 in the edited volume The Americas In Transition: The Contours of 
Regionalism, by the same authors, Louis Bélanger and Gordon Mace. 1999: 111-126. 
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wonder whether there is room in the Americas for middle states – as they prefer to call 

middle powers – and who the candidates for middle statehood are.  

This previous study of regionalism and middle powers in the Americas is very 

relevant for its theoretical contributions, which will be exposed in a following section. 

Nevertheless, there are outstanding differences – besides the obvious geographic one – 

that show again the uniqueness and value of studying these two concepts in the case of 

East and Northeast Asia. Indeed, in the Americas, similarly to the case in Europe, the 

great regional powers displayed an evident commitment to advance the process of 

regional integration, which was ultimately the most important driving force. In the 

Americas' context the two regional powers – e.g. the US in North America and Brazil 

in South America – established a kind of partnership with their respective neighbors 

and middle powers, and basically joined forces in order to advance regionalism. 

As it is widely acknowledged, the Mercosur came into being thanks to the 

rapprochement of historical rivals in South America, Argentina and Brazil, and their 

co-leadership to build a regional community. "Starting in 1979 under military 

governments, Argentina and Brazil managed to carry out a rapprochement process that 

bore concrete fruits within six years, changed mutual perceptions, and finally set up a 

durable, 'strategic alliance': Mercosur." (Oelsner, 2003: 192) Thus, Mercosur was 

finally created in 1991, thanks to those previous agreements between Argentina and 

Brazil, that served as the foundation for further integration, and then expanded to other 

South American countries. Of this, the turning point was the historical Argentine-

Brazilian Integration Act, endorsed in July 1986 in Buenos Aires, which established the 

Integration and Cooperation Program for the two former rivals and it is widely seeing 

as the embryo of Mercosur. (Malamud, 2003: 56) 

In this South American initiative, the high profile of national presidents played 

an essential role, argues Malamud, and it has become one permanent element in 

Mercosur since the two main countries returned to democracy in the 80's. The role of 

presidents is one outstanding characteristic of Mercosur that goes beyond inter-

governmentalism and some have even dubbed inter-presidentialism (Malamud, 2003: 

63) This highlights the importance of strong and visionary statesmen and women to 

push for regionalist processes, which was to some extent also witnessed in the 

European case with successive French presidents and German chancellors. Moreover, 

from the outset, Mercosur was envisaged as more than just a trade agreement. Oelsner 

(2003) points out that it was, rather, a political alliance aimed at strengthening 
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democracy, increasing international leverage, and overcoming common political and 

economic problems. Mercosur was only possible because there was a security 

community under construction between the two biggest countries of South America, 

which underpinned the Argentine-Brazilian alliance. In this aspect, however, there is a 

difference with the way in which the European Community evolved, where the 

agreement was established initially with the aim of overcoming the rivalry between 

France and German, as Oelsner, explains. (2003: 192-193) In South America old 

rivalries were first overcome and that allowed the full integration and the community 

building to happen. There is a strong sense of mutualism in the Argentine-Brazilian 

relationship as the core of Mercosur. Interestingly, although, is the fact that the 

secretariat of Mercosur is located in Montevideo, Uruguay's capital, a small country 

sandwiched between the two South American giants of Argentina and Brazil. Although 

its level of institutionalization has not reached the supranational characteristics that the 

Brussels-based organisms have in Europe, it reflects a similar tendency of having a 

smaller and less influential actor managing certain affairs and bridging among the main 

and bigger players in a region. These are indeed valuable lessons for Northeast Asia in 

particular. 

Regionalism in North America took the form of NAFTA, which is the 

agreement signed by Canada, Mexico, and the United States, creating the well known 

trilateral trade bloc in that part of the world. The agreement came into force in 1994 

after it was finally ratified by all three countries legislative houses. This particular 

trilateral FTA came to replace an already existing one between Canada and the US. 

Although initially proposed by the American government, it was Canadian Prime 

Minister Mulroney who agreed with President Reagan to begin the negotiations for  a 

bilateral FTA that was finally signed in 1988, and went into effect in 1989. In the late 

80's Mexican President Salinas and President Bush also decided to begin negotiations 

for a liberalized trade agreement between the two countries, which was very important 

for Washington and the interest of American businesses and industry.  

Indeed, prior to NAFTA, Mexican tariffs on US imports were 250% higher than 

US tariffs on Mexican imports.25 This meant that for the Americans, a regional FTA 

was a kind of economic statecraft strategic choice. This is how NAFTA ultimately 

became an US government initiative, although its signing was highly controversial 

                     
25 From official NAFTA website: http://www.nafta-sec-alena.org/ 
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among the domestic public. The roles of Mexico and Canada was, however, pivotal for 

the creation of the trilateral trade bloc. While the US served as the axis and main 

driving force of the processes through its negotiation of bilateral agreements - first with 

Canada and then with Mexico - it was actually Canada who, in 1991, requested to be 

included in the negotiation between the US and Mexico in order to achieve a trilateral 

agreement. This injection of ideas and purpose motivated by the Canadian request is 

what finally led to NAFTA, under the strong US leadership and commitment with the 

process.  

 In their study of regionalism and middle powers in the Americas, Belanger and 

Mace (1997; 1999) focus ultimately on trying to determine whether Argentina, Canada 

and Mexico effectively display a middle power role in the Americas; identifying the US 

and Brazil as the regional great powers. Certainly, Argentina is presented as middle 

power in relation to the dominant Brazilian power in the southern cone; while Canada 

and Mexico are in a similar position vis-à-vis the US. Canada in particular is identified 

as the archetypical traditional middle power in general terms and by most measures, 

especially when considering that it was the study of Canadian foreign policy behavior 

what helped shape to a great extent the literature of middle powers. As we shall see, 

Belanger and Mace 1999 work appears to be the only deliberate effort to link and point 

to the relationship between middle powers and regionalism in an exclusive and detailed 

way, although this is done as part of their larger project to study regionalism in the 

Americas. Albeit an important precedent, as noted the circumstances of these author's 

work are in many ways different to the ones of this dissertation. By looking at the roles 

of middle powers like Argentina, Mexico or Canada within the regionalist processes in 

the Americas, Belanger and Mace findings are insightful.  

 To be sure, these countries did display middle power behavior within their 

region and they did join and actively supported the nascent regional frameworks in the 

Americas during the 90s, and their role was very significant indeed. However, as 

middle powers they did not have to maneuver in a context of regional powers rivalry 

like it happens in East Asia, and particularly in Northeast Asia as a subregion. 

Although they might have taken a proactive role in the processes of regionalism, 

neither in North America where the US showed its early commitment to the NAFTA; 

nor in South America, where both Argentina and Brazil seemed to have co-led and 

push forward for the MERCOSUR process - similarly as it occurred in Europe with the 

Franco-German leadership when building the European Community; did the middle 
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powers encounter reluctance or even opposition stemming from the great regional 

powers to integration and institution-building. (See Figure 3) The scenario in East Asia 

is dramatically different, where the major regional powers are suspicious of each other 

and show evident rivalry and disagreement in regards to the path and forms the 

regionalist process should take. 

 

 

Figure 3: Regionalism and Leadership in the World 
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2.3.3. East Asian Regionalism: Great Powers Awkwardness, Middle Powers 

Opportunity 

 

When looking into the East Asian region and the processes of regionalism going on in 

it, the literature has not directly looked at middle power activism in this context. Until 

now there have only been some efforts to try to identify middle power behavior in some 

regional actors, particularly in South East Asia, within the ASEAN countries. In Niche 

Diplomacy, the same volume about middle powers edited by Cooper, authors Kim 

Nossal and Richard Stubbs (1997) wonder about Malaysia as an emerging middle 

power under the rule of Mahathir.26 In another study, Middle Power Statecraft, written 

by Jonathan Ping the cases of Indonesia and Malaysia as possible middle powers within 

Southeast Asia are analyzed.27 Indeed, in both these studies the construction of ASEAN 

as the primary form of regional institutionalization in this part of the world is evaluated 

under the strong leadership of Indonesia in cooperation with Malaysia, as the emerging 

middle powers of Southeast Asia. In that particular sub-regional setting, however, the 

geopolitical landscape in which regionalism started to take form resembles more to the 

one in South America or Western Europe, where relations among countries were more 

balanced and equal in nature, allowing cooperation and shared leadership among 

middle powers, which were indeed acting more like the regional powers in their 

specific Southeast Asian geographical setting. Indeed, Malaysia and Indonesia are 

widely acknowledged as the leaders of the ASEAN process and, which has served as 

the center of regional institution building for the East Asian wide process.  

Yet, there has not been a study linking middle power behavior to regionalism, 

neither uniquely to a Northeast Asian nor to an East Asia-wide level. Although ASEAN 

leadership is often cited and widely studied as the phenomenon that has driven the 

institutionalization of East Asia, this type of loose leadership does not fit in the 

category of middlepowermanship. Moreover, the regionalist project taking place in 

Northeast Asia - were the regional powers are concentrated - has yet to identify a clear 

leader to drive the process of institutionalization forwards. Thus, this study argues that 

due to the geopolitical realities of East Asia, a capable middle power instead of the 

great powers is in this case the best suited to take up that role. Today, most specialists 

                     
26 Kim Nossal and Richard Stubbs title is Mahathir's Malaysia: An Emerging Middle Power? Also in 
Cooper's edited volume, Niche Diplomacy: 147-163. 
27 Ping, Jonathan.  2005. Middle Power Statecraft: Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Asia Pacific. Ashgate.  
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agree that the only plausible candidate to do so is South Korea due to its strategic 

position, and as we shall discover, many recognize Korea gradually assuming that role 

with increasing confidence.  

Some authors, however, have also identified Japan as a middle power. (Cox 

1989) As mentioned earlier, similarly to the case of Brazil in South America, the 

Japanese is a case in which a country is considered a middle power in the world stage, 

due to its behavior and responsible attitude and commitment with the international 

system; but within its own region it acts – and more importantly it is perceived by its 

neighbors – as a great regional power. This is a key point that has created a kind of 

stalemate in Northeast Asian regional institutionalization. Yoshihide Soeya is a 

respected scholar from Keio University, specializing in Japanese and Asia-Pacific 

political and security issues. In Japan, he is one of the most prominent proponents of 

Japan as a middle power and as a policy option in its process of becoming a normal 

state.28 This author point of view coincides with that of this research when he explains 

the difference between South Korea and Japan as middle powers. “Some middle 

powers, such as Japan, possess the capacity to lead the counter-balancing coalition to 

compete against a great power whereas other middle powers do not. In this sense, as 

noted earlier, Japan may be a middle power in the global stage, but is a great power in 

the Asian battle ground as it has the capacity to compete against China by leading a 

counter-balancing coalition within the region.” (Soeya and Lee, 2012: 17) Soeya argues 

that instead of attempting to become a major power, Japan must adopt a viable grand 

strategy for the future; one that makes sense not only for Japan but also for the 

countries it interacts with, especially in East Asia, where Japan is often viewed as a 

great power akin to the US, China and Russia (Soeya, 2011). This argument serves well 

to depict how and why Japan, in the context of East Asian regionalism, does not fit the 

category of a middle power; while South Korea is better poised to do so.   

 It is clear, nevertheless, that East Asia lacks the kind of leadership and 

commitment from the regional powers seeing in other part of the world. Many reckon 

that, following the same logic regionalism presented in Europe or the Americas, then 

the countries to form a core leader group in East Asia should be China and Japan. Their 

awkward bilateral relationship, however, makes it very improbable to see them joining 

                     
28 Soeya, Yoshihide. 2011. Japan As A 'Normal Country?: A Nation in Search of Its Place in the World. 
University of Toronto Press. A couple of personal talks with the author in Seoul also helped to clarify his 
posture. 
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forces to lead the processes of regional integration. For instance, when Japan proposed 

the establishment of an Asian Monetary Fund, China opposed it. In a similar way, when 

China pushed for an East Asia Summit (EAS) based only on the ASEAN+3 countries, 

Japan opposed it and pushed for the inclusion of extra-regional partners. These two 

episodes are just an example of how far are the two regional powers of overcoming 

their mutual suspicion and rivalry for regional hegemony.   

 There are clear barriers that impede a close cooperation between the two East 

Asian powers on the regional affairs, as highlighted in the first chapter. On the one 

hand, Japan is often viewed by China and Korea in particular as too attached to its 

hegemonic past in the region. The recurrent visits to the controversial Yaskuni shrine - 

that commemorates war criminals considered heroes in Japan - supply a constant 

negative image to other countries in the region about the sincerity of Japan’s apology 

for the past aggressions and makes it hard to believe its real intention to commit itself 

to regional community-building. On the other hand, China is not really prepared to lead 

and further progress the regional integration. It is true that in the last few decades the 

country has achieved a spectacular transformation towards a market economy, however 

its political system remains an issue that makes many uncomfortable in the region, in 

addition to the several territorial claims and disputes it has with many of its neighbors. 

In these circumstances, today China is clearly not in the position of enjoying the 

leadership of East Asian regionalism.  

 Needless to say that China would prefer to keep the status quo rather than to 

follow the Japanese leadership in regional institution-building, and vice versa. In this 

context, it is worth reminding Holbraad's (1984) proposal which argues that middle 

powers usually find more room for maneuvering and can be more effective in their 

diplomatic role when the great powers engage in moderate rivalry. This point is key for 

this case study in East Asian regionalism. As long as there is no direct confrontation or 

conflict, the Sino-Japanese rivalry ultimately provides the right conditions for middle 

power activism in regional affairs. The awkward relationship between the two regional 

powers becomes then the perfect opportunity for South Korea to show its capabilities as 

a middle powers and display the kind of behavior associated to middlepowermanship in 

order to advance regionalism in East Asia.  
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2.4. Main Relationship to Observe: Regionalism and Middle Powers 

 

Accordingly to what has been exposed so far, it is clear that the circumstances under 

which this study is carried out differ from the usual characteristics regionalism has 

shown elsewhere. As said, this happens thanks to the reality of geopolitics in East Asia, 

where there is a unique situation in which the major regional powers are reluctant to 

move on past their rivalry and suspicion in order to push together for a regional 

institutional framework to bring lasting stability to the region. This reluctance has 

meant that the regional powers in East Asia - e.g. China and Japan - have implicitly 

delegated the role of pushing for regionalism to other actors in the region, which is 

illustrated in the emphasis on the ASEAN centrality, for instance. In the case of 

Northeast Asia, the plausible leadership of a middle power like South Korea is seen as a 

key actor to bridge between the great powers’ rivalry and their somehow diverging 

views regarding East Asian regionalism, filling in that leadership vacancy. Despite this 

complex and unique scenario, the work carried out by Louis Bélanger and Gordon 

Mace (1997; 1999) in the case of regionalism in the Americas is nevertheless, very 

illuminating to take into account for this project, since these authors look at that same 

relationship this study focuses on: Regionalism and Middle Powers. 

More important for this research, these authors wonder how middle power 

behavior affects the construction of regionalism. (Belanger and Mace, 1999: 111) 

Certainly, their findings serve a precedent, becoming tremendously helpful to shed 

some light on the main relationship in question. This is why in this section a review of 

their propositions is made to help characterize this relationship in a theoretical and 

analytical way. The main problem Belanger and Mace initially encounter when trying 

to give answer to their question has to do with the characteristics of these two concepts. 

These authors recognize that middle stateness and regionalism are both complex and 

problematic international realities, which makes them particularly hard to study 

together. They explain how the two concepts do not possess the same kind of empirical 

weight and conceptual clarity that scholars and practitioners have invested in other 

features of the international system. Middle stateness – or middlepowermanship as it 

has been labeled in this dissertation – “is not characterized by a clearly determined 

position in the international hierarchy of power but by sometimes vague parameters and 

role conceptions.” (Belanger and Mace, 1999: 111) And regionalism, they argue, had 
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“yet to inscribe its logic in the deep structure of international society, especially outside 

Europe.” (Belanger and Mace, 1999: 112) 

This is indeed a challenge faced by this dissertation as well, but it is important 

to remember that Belanger and Mace were writing at the end of the 90s, as they looked 

back to that decade in order to study the case of middle powers within the nascent 

regionalism in the Americas at the time. Certainly that decade witnessed the most 

intense regional integration efforts in that part of the world, besides Europe, of course. 

But since then, regionalism has been widely studied in other regions and it is a lot more 

advanced and developed today as a field of study, including in East Asia. Interestingly, 

though, for the particular case in point here it can be argued that today East Asian 

regionalism is at a similar stage to that observed by Belanger and Mace in the Americas 

by the end of the 90s. As it has been noted, it was only within the last decade and after 

the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997/98 when regionalism in East Asia started to take 

shape. Hence, to look at today’s East Asia and the role of a middle power in the 

regionalist projects currently in process in this part of the world could be considered to 

be a similar exercise to the one Belanger and Mace performed by the end of the 90s in 

the Americas. 

These authors begin by acknowledging that the study of the relationship 

between middle states and the regionalist projects taking place in the Americas is an 

adventurous endeavor, as it is today for the case of East Asia. But rather than rejecting 

the plausible relationship between the concept of middlepowermanship and regionalism 

for being too ambiguous, they adopted the opposite attitude and asked themselves 

“what these ambiguities can teach us about the interaction between the two 

phenomena.” (Belanger and Mace, 1999: 112) As mentioned in the previous section, 

these two experts also argue that for some states, middlepowermanship – as well as 

regionalism – is a policy option, but they add that when chosen, it also becomes a 

framework for action. “It is therefore possible, using a foreign policy approach, to look 

at how the two phenomena influence each other.” (Belanger and Mace, 1999: 112) This 

is exactly what this research project attempts to do when looking at South Korea’s 

foreign policy options, identifying first those policies in which middle power activism 

is displayed from a behavioral point of view, in the context of regionalism, and that are 

ultimately oriented to promote or advance the institutionalization of regional 

cooperation.  
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Belanger and Mace also argue that in these processes of “acting upon and 

reacting to regionalism middle states attempt to reproduce an existing middle-state 

status and role or develop a new model. This agent/structure kind of affirmation may 

seem simplistic and tautological in the sense that middle-state behavior is considered 

both a criterion to identify middle stateness and a predicted path of action.” (Belanger 

and Mace, 1999: 113) This means that for scholars studying the development of 

regionalism, the issue should be trying to determine the impact that those middle power 

goals may have on regionalism. According to these authors, that is reflected in middle 

power actions towards producing or reproducing regional institutional forms of 

cooperation for their own status-seeking. This correlates with what was just exposed in 

the previous section, following Kang's logic of status seeking for Korea (2010). Hence, 

Belanger and Mace hypothesize that, considering that middle powers attempt to 

reproduce or acquire middle-state status within a regional framework, thus the 

particular three countries in their case study seek to increase the social and technical 

capabilities of the regional system under construction in the Americas. (Belanger and 

Mace, 1999: 113) In concrete terms, they explain, states “take action by initiating and 

supporting efforts aimed at institutionalizing regional cooperation, placing problems 

with high technical content on the cooperative agenda, and developing the normative 

content of the new regional reality.” (Belanger and Mace, 1999: 113) Moreover, they 

acknowledge that their proposition takes for granted that the regionalist projects are 

often initiated and promoted by great power action. However, they present an 

optimistic approach to face that issue not as a source of constraint for middle powers 

but as a source of opportunity. In this respect, they echo the hypothesis put forward by 

Cooper, Higgott, and Nossal. (1993) 

“Even in cases where regionalism is imposed upon rather than initiated by a 
middle state, the middle state will try to orient regional construction in the 
direction of multilateral cooperation, a more appropriate terrain for middle-state 
activity. By acting to promote a higher level of societal interactive capability 
within the regional system, the middle state reproduces on a regional scale the 
level of systemic action that will allow it to put its particular capabilities to use.” 
(Belanger and Mace, 1999: 113)  

 

This last point is the most central for the study of the particular relationship between 

middle powers and regionalism, and it becomes even more relevant in the case of East 

Asia were regional powers disagree on the forms and functions a comprehensive 

regional institutional framework should have. 
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In their study, Belanger and Mace also try to limit tautological reasoning about 

middle powers behavior being both a way to identify these states and at the same time a 

framework for action when it comes to regionalism. These authors do so by partially 

bringing the domestic level of analysis into their work. They explain that usually in the 

absence of strong external determinants, domestic influences are a key element in 

explaining the willingness to shape foreign policy behavior in accordance with the so 

called middlepowermanship. (Belanger and Mace, 199: 113) In our case in point, this 

will also be addressed and considered as one of the determinant when deem appropriate. 

However, the case of South Korea is not absent of external determinants to promote 

regional institutionalization and, on the contrary, these external determinants are 

actually so powerful that often can influence domestic politics in Seoul to a great extent. 

Again, this is due to the geopolitical reality in NEA: the North Korean threat, the 

suspicion of the rise of China, the historic problems with Japan, and the pressure 

exerted by the US as ally and security grantor. Thus, in the case of Korea, external 

issues often determine domestic politics - which ultimately influence foreign policy - 

and not the other way around. 

 Nevertheless, the relationship between domestic politics and foreign policy can 

be tackled from a constructivist point of view. As Neack suggests, (Neack 1995: 226) 

middle-state foreign policy is not just the external manifestation of domestic political 

culture and experience but an integral part of that culture and experience that is often 

internalized by foreign policy agents. In the case of South Korea –considered here an 

emergent middle power transitioning into becoming a more traditional one – it would 

be interesting to explore how this process is occurring, and how the idea of middle 

power status and thus its expected behavior is becoming embedded in Seoul’s foreign 

policy, like it has occurred with other more traditional middle powers. When linking 

this to regionalism, Belanger and Mace hypothesize that:  

“… middle-state foreign policy is particularly embedded in the political culture 
of the societies concerned. Knowing this, we can posit that in behaving as 
middle states, diplomatic agents are simultaneously constrained and empowered 
by their specific domestic political identity and culture and by the links that 
bind that identity and culture to middle-state role conceptions and role modeling. 
In using the regional context to reproduce, transform, or acquire middle-state 
status, state agents draw upon symbols, practices, and modes of state 
intervention that have resonance on the domestic scene. This resonance may 
limit their external action, but it may also push them to develop regional 
policies for domestic consumption. In both cases, political culture and identity 
can explain how regionalist foreign policies may be affected by the local 
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reappropriation of the initial regionalist project.” (Belanger and Mace, 1999: 
114) 

 

Thus, there are important aspects to the foreign policy option of acting as a middle 

power that are linked to socio-cultural elements among the general public of that 

country. Furthermore, these authors writing by the end of the 90s also acknowledged 

the identity aspect as an important component of regionalism. They add an ‘identitary 

dimension’ to their analysis in order to take into account the fact that – as they point out 

– being a regional middle state in the world is not exactly the same as being a middle 

state acting regionally. “We want to consider how a regional identity can be 

superimposed on a middle-state identity.” (Belanger and Mace, 1999: 114) In doing so, 

they argue that in developing a regionally oriented foreign policy, states taking an 

active role in the development of regional systems necessarily participate in what 

Alexander Wendt (1994) calls “collective identity formation.” 

 In addition, up until the end of the 90s the literature on middle powers had 

failed to propose an operational concept useful for comparative analysis, and the main 

focus remained almost exclusively on the behavior of industrialized traditional middle 

powers like Australia, Canada or Sweden (Belanger and Mace, 1999: 125) and uniquely 

in the context of global politics, neglecting the increasing trend of regionalism. Since 

then scholars studying middle powers in a world system that is shifting have tried to 

follow those suggestions put forward by Cooper, Higgott and Nossal (1993) and by 

Belanger and Mace (1999). Many studies have tried to examine the behavior of states 

that were not traditionally referred as middle powers, but that are increasingly playing 

that role today, following Jordaan’s (2003) categorization of traditional and emerging 

middle powers already exposed. However, this has been only marginally related to the 

issue of regionalism. Nevertheless, regionalism is usually used as a framework that 

provides good evidence for the identification of emerging middle powers. This shows 

how the two concepts are intrinsically codependent if considered together as variables 

of study. Ultimately, Belanger and Mace work serves as a great contribution to the 

analysis of middle power behavior in regional politics at both theoretical and empirical 

levels. This research project points in that same direction and expects to further push 

the boundary of knowledge on this specific issue in the context of East Asia.  

To sum up, in regards to the literature of middle powers, in order to be 

identified as such, these kind of states must possess certain material capabilities and 
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positional power that  allow them to engage in their active diplomacy. Indeed, middle 

powers must possess certain resources, although not unlimited but with certain 

economic strength, and also they must be willing to assume middlepowermanship as a 

foreign policy option considering their diplomatic capabilities. They also must work on 

building up capacity and acquiring the necessary skills to achieve middle power status 

and recognition. This is what ultimately characterizes a capable middle power. In 

addition to this capacity, the international landscape - and in this particular case the 

regional one - must be favorable to provide the right circumstances for middle powers 

to engage in middlepowermanship. If there is too much tension among great powers, or 

direct conflict, then there is little room for middle power activism. On the contrary, less 

tension and 'moderate rivalry' usually provides a better scenario for middle powers 

mediation and bridging roles. In this context middle powers must act strategically to 

promote cooperation among great powers. 

 Even though regionalism is often considered as a terrain in which middle 

powers can maneuver and display its typical behavior, this dissertation novel and 

distinctive contribution lies on its approach when it argues that in the particular and 

unique case of East Asian regional institution and community building - especially in 

the context of Northeast Asia as a subregion - the capacity of a middle power to take 

the lead can become the missing piece of the jigsaw puzzle in order to advance the 

regionalism. As it has been exposed in the last sections, the relevance of studying this 

becomes clear when drawing parallels or comparisons to the processes of regionalism 

elsewhere in the world, where the great regional powers normally serve as the axis for 

the advancement of regional institutionalization and where there was an alliance and 

commitment in place to build a regional institutional framework. The cases of France 

and Germany in Europe, Argentina and Brazil in South America or the US, Canada and 

Mexico in North America serve to illustrate that progression and the sources of 

leadership that regionalism has traditionally shown. This realization has not happened 

yet in East Asia, and from the particular and unique vantage point that the geopolitical 

situation in this region provides, this dissertation attempts to study the plausible 

leadership role of a middle power in a case where regionalism has not been driven by 

the most powerful countries in the region. East Asia indeed offers the exceptional 

regional scenario for doing so.  
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Chapter III: Research Design 

 

3.1. Operationalization of Variables 

 

This first section of chapter III outlines the process of operationalization of variables, 

after their theoretical discussion and conceptualization in the previous chapter. This is a 

necessary step before moving on to the building of theory and the formulation of 

specific hypotheses. As noted, the conceptualization and operationalization of both 

variables follows King, Keohane and Verba’s (1994) approach to qualitative research. 

They suggest using specific indicators when an abstract concept cannot be measured 

directly. These indicators shall be more observable and for which data are available. 

 

3.1.1. Explanatory Variable: Middlepowermanship 

 

The explanatory variable – also often referred to as independent variable – is closely 

related to the behavioral notion to understand middle powers described in the previous 

chapter. In this case it will be empirically observed through the alleged regional 

leadership exerted by South Korea when it comes to regionalism. Indeed, this study 

focuses on the regional level by using the conceptualization of South Korea as a middle 

power to focus on its ability to influence the dependent variable; in other words, the 

effects of Seoul’s diplomatic behavior on the process of institutionalization of regional 

cooperation in East Asia.  

 The use of the concept of middlepowermanship allows understanding the many 

ways regional leadership can be exerted by a medium size country like the ROK in this 

case, where leadership clearly is distinguished from hegemony; as Higgott and 

Timmermann put it, “leadership is not just economic and military preponderance. 

Leadership can be intellectual and inspirational;” (2008: 52-53) following the approach 

to leadership described in the previous chapter. This set a clear distinction with the 

realist approach to ‘state capabilities’ that it is often employed in IR theory to refer to 

those material notions of power, like military or economic might, for instance. This 

proposal considers the idea of middlepowermanship displayed through the - 

entrepreneurial and intellectual - leadership of South Korea manifested in regionalist 

projects, where the term is used to imply the ability to accomplish goals effective and 
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efficiently, and thus providing a way to subjectively measure it.  

 This concept however, remains a very abstract one, thus it is important to give it 

some concreteness following King, Keohane and Verba’s (1994) approach to variables. 

They suggest using specific indicators when an abstract concept cannot be measured 

directly. This choice is justified on the grounds that these indicators are more 

observable, and sometimes they are the only thing that is observable, or for which data 

are available. (King, Keohane and Verba, 1994: 110) Thus, when looking at Seoul’s 

diplomatic activities on certain issue-specific agendas related to regional cooperation, 

regional institution-building and creation of regional governance within East Asia; the 

emphasis will be put on the patterns of middle power behavior presented by the ROK, 

according to the approach to middle powers preferred by this study. Cooper, Higgott 

and Nossal’s proposal helps to identify these middlepowermanship behavioral patterns 

in three phases: first as catalyst; where middle powers take the lead by providing the 

intellectual and political energy to promote certain initiatives. Second as facilitator; 

where middle powers focus on coalition-building in order to support issue-specific 

agenda-setting efforts. According to these authors, this type of work is relevant as it 

entails aspects like the planning and hosting of formative meetings and the setting of 

priorities for future collective action. Finally, the third behavioral stage in which a 

middle power can exert some leadership is as manager. In here a heavy emphasis is put 

on institution and confidence-building, the development of norms and the use of formal 

and informal fora. (Cooper, Higgott and Nossal, 1993: 24-25)  

 Basically, thanks to its middle power condition in the region, South Korea is 

expected to display one or all of these three behavioral patterns of foreign policy - as 

catalyst, facilitator and/or manager - that middlepowermanship entails. These are also 

considered to be the plausible ways in which the kind of regional leadership this study 

tries to understand is manifested in objective reality. Hence, these three are considered 

to be the specific observable indicators for the explanatory variable. When elaborating 

on the influence of the ROK through one or all of the three roles above, special 

attention should be put on how decisive these roles are in advancing regional 

institutionalization, particularly in the cases in which simultaneous actions undertaken 

by China or Japan might be at play. The following matrix depicts the above. 
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Table 3: Operationalization of Explanatory Variable 

 

Observable Indicators of 
Middlepowermanship 

Empirical Manifestations 

Catalyst of regional initiatives / of 
governance creation 

Initiatives proposed and/or 
launched successfully 

Facilitator for regional coalition-building 
/ for cooperation 

Issues/areas of cooperation actively 
supported 

Manager of regional institution-building Hosting and/or administrative 
functions performed 

 

 

3.1.2. Dependent Variable: Regional Institutionalization  

 

As the dependent variable, regional institutionalization and the processes it entails will 

be empirically applied to the case of regionalist projects in East Asia in the last decade 

and in which South Korea has participated. To be sure, this dependent variable is 

indeed not only dependent but at the same time it serves as explanatory variable for 

other phenomenon, including the possible reinforcement or loss of South Korea’s 

regional position as a middle power or their ability to display regional leadership, thus 

it is important to acknowledge the co-dependent nature of the two variables, although 

this study only pays attention to the relationship in one direction. In order to do so, the 

challenge is to “design a study that selects on the basis of the explanatory variable 

suggested by our theory and let the dependent variable vary.” (King, Keohane and 

Verba, 1994: 149) Thus, attention will be put to instances that show a variation going 

from conflict to cooperation and/or collective action, in the context of regional 

institutionalization and its embedded processes in East Asia.   

 As it was explained in the previous chapter, this variable has been subdivided 

for their analytical treatment. Accordingly, the institutionalization of regional 

cooperation and/or collective action is considered to be embedded with the three 

simultaneous processes of building regional institutions, the creation of regional 

governance and the formation of a regional identity. This three can also be considered 
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as specific indicators of the more abstract concept of regional institutionalization, 

following King, Keohane and Verba’s suggestions for operationalization of variables in 

qualitative research (1994: 110). These three indicators have been identified with a 

clear purpose. Regional institutions will help focusing the process of research and its 

analysis on those aspects in which the ROK has exerted an entrepreneurial kind of 

leadership as a middle power in order to build, support and sustain instances for 

dialogue and exchange of ideas in East Asia; understanding them particularly as ‘social 

venues’ that provide a framework for the institutionalization of cooperation and 

collective action. Regional governance will help focusing the process of research and 

its analysis on those aspects in which Seoul has exerted a more intellectual kind of 

leadership as a middle power in order to create and promote the implementation of a 

‘system of rule’ in East Asia, perhaps as guidelines for collective action, as well as the 

possible ideational and normative foundations for the process of institution-building.  

As noted in the previous chapter, this research project acknowledges the 

difficulties of trying to measure and determine objectively how regional identity can be 

manifested, however its inclusion is deemed necessary. This occurs because its debate 

can contribute to a more holistic understanding of the institutionalization of a region 

through the previous two processes. For instance, the focus could be on those aspects in 

which South Korea has compromise certain nationalistic impetus, or when and how it 

has contributed to the promotion of a shared vision and values among East Asian 

countries; in the search for a regional community as a future-oriented goal. 

Nevertheless, here a methodological decision was necessary, considering the fact that 

this indicator is hard to observe and measure. Thus, this study has chosen to direct its 

focus mainly to the first two aspects which are more empirically observable – e.g. 

regional institutions and regional governance – while the regional identity issue is 

conceptualized only in a theoretical way to contribute the to the understanding of the 

regionalist projects in a more holistic manner. This does not mean the issue of regional 

identity will be completely neglected during the process of research and analysis, but 

findings regarding this matter, if any, are expected to be entirely subjective and 

impossible to verify in the objective reality.  

 Additionally, it is also acknowledged that the two indicators to observe - 

regional institutions and regional governance - certainly overlap as processes 

associated to regionalism, and it may be sometimes difficult to considered separately 

when proceeding with their observation and analysis. It is for the sake of clarity that 
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they have been defined in the conceptualization and operationalization of the dependent 

variable as individual aspects. This was indeed done under the premise that these are 

actually simultaneous and complementary processes, however different in nature. 

Therefore, for the actual research process and posterior analysis, these two indicators 

will be observed and discussed together under the umbrella of regional 

institutionalization and what this processes entail for the East Asian region. When 

possible, though, it will be point out clearly when they are easily recognizable as 

independent elements in the sections of the analysis that discuss the cases taken into 

consideration for this study. For instance, to clearly identify some here, when looking 

at regional institutions as 'social venues'; processes like the ASEAN Plus Three (APT), 

the East Asia Summit (EAS), or the Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat (TCS) for the 

CKJ meetings, are considered for observation and analysis. Similarly, when looking 

into the creation of regional governance as a 'system or rule' for the region, some trade 

agreements (FTA), environmental or financial cooperation, to name some, are the kind 

of elements to pay attention to. The following diagram depicts the operationalization 

process of the dependent variable through its indicators and the way it varies from a 

lack of institutionalization, when conflict prevails, towards more institutionalization 

where collective action becomes the norm. It is expected that the empirical evidence 

will provide the explicit distinction in reality among the different stages that imply the 

advancement of regional institutionalization from dialogue to cooperation, into 

collective action; although this last stage may not be found or observed. 

  

Figure 4: Operationalization of Dependent Variable 

 

+ Regional 
Institutionalization 

in East Asia 

Observable Indicators:  

 

-  Regional Institutions 

-  Regional Governance 

 

(These processes imply eventually the 

formation of a Regional Identity) 
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3.2. Theoretical Relationship among Variables 

 

As highlighted since the first chapter, the main theoretical relationship to be addressed 

in this study is the one between the explanatory variable of middlepowermanship and 

the dependent variable of regional institutionalization. The goal is to infer something 

broader that is not directly observable from this relationship, and as in most scientific 

research, it is the main purpose of this project. That something, King, Keohane and 

Verba argue, “may involve descriptive inference – using observations from the world to 

learn about other unobserved facts. Or that something may involve causal inference – 

learning about causal effects from the data observed.” (King, Keohane and Verba, 

1994: 8) This does not imply that all research in social science aims at making casual 

inferences, as these authors explain, and often the contribution of a single project will 

be just descriptive. However, as noted in the first chapter, the aim of this research is not 

just descriptive, but it also attempts to build new theory in the field of IR and IPE, and 

the study of regionalism more specifically, based on the study of a particular case from 

which to infer certain causality. Since “inference is the process of using the facts we 

know to learn about facts we do not know,” (King, Keohane and Verba, 1994: 46) this 

research hopes to learn about that “something broader” by looking at the interaction 

among the two main variables operationalized above in the specific case of South 

Korea's role in East Asian regionalism. 

 

3.2.1. Building up Theory: Causality and Validity 

 

King, Keohane and Verba define causality “as a theoretical concept independent of the 

data used to learn about it.” (1994: 76) Indeed, since the point of departure of this 

project is the assumption that a third party – more accurately a middle power – needs to 

take up the leadership role to promote and facilitate regional institutionalization when 

there is an evident rivalry and divergence between the regional powers, this case 

constitutes that of a causal relationship. South Korea’s ability to lead the processes of 

regional institutionalization is thought to be given by its middle power status and 

capacity, allowing Seoul to become a bridge among the regional powers. This implies 

that other regional actors lacking this characteristics – smaller powers for instance – do 

not posses such capacity to display a leadership role in regionalism.  
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 In this sense, in the initial inductive process of theory construction a set of 

causal hypotheses is conceived. In general, the logic that follows is that “each 

hypothesis specifies a posited relationship between variables that creates observable 

implications: if the specified explanatory variables take on certain values, other 

specified values are predicted for the dependent variables.” (King, Keohane and Verba, 

1994: 99-100) This is how the construction of theory is meant to be internally 

consistent. Therefore, theoretically it is expected that in those cases of regionalist 

projects in which South Korea did display middlepowermanship, then regional 

institutionalization in East Asia, in one way or another, was advanced. Consequently, in 

the cases in which South Korea was not able – for whatever reasons – to assume such a 

position, the process of regional institutionalization was slowed and/or it became more 

difficult. This does not imply that without Seoul’s commitment or participation there is 

zero regional cooperation occurring and that any regionalist project would fail. What 

this study is expecting to observe, however, is that – because of the particular 

geopolitical landscape in East Asia – when the regional leadership was somehow 

associated to either great regional power, then regional institutionalization becomes 

more difficult. This happens due to the rivalry and suspicion existent between China 

and Japan, and the perception of them prevailing among the rest of the smaller actors in 

the region. This means that any regionalist project potentially led by Beijing or led by 

Tokyo is indeed more controversial.    

 Although not immediately visible, there is also a plausible logical relationship 

between the suggested contents or indicators of the process of ‘regional 

institutionalization’ to be observed by this analysis – regional institutions and regional 

governance – and the different ways leadership is considered to manifest through the 

idea of middlepowermanship. Certainly this will become more evident after further 

research. However, theoretically speaking the findings are expected to demonstrate how, 

when acting as a catalyst by promoting regional initiatives; a middle power is exerting 

a kind of intellectual leadership to advance regionalism, particularly the aspects related 

to the creation of regional governance, for instance. In addition, it is plausible that 

when being a facilitator of regional cooperation and when acting as manager by 

administrating, hosting and/or financing meetings; a middle power is showing a kind of 

entrepreneurial leadership that helps furthering the process of regional institution-

building. 
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 In reality this is eventually translated into aspects like successful consensus-

building, the setting up of norms and the constitution of the collectivity, which often 

includes the issue of membership and their expected behavior. The embedded processes 

of building institutions, creation of governance and even the certain degree of collective 

identity formation – whether deliberated or not – are all major aspects to be affected by 

the ability of a particular state to exercise that leadership. It is unlikely that a small 

power could show such capacity, and as noted, in the case of East Asia the great powers 

are not seeing as the best candidates for such role, despite the fact that they do possess 

the capabilities for doing so. Indeed, as Cooper, Higott and Nossal conclude, there is “a 

potentially important role for capable middle powers, with appropriate skill levels, to 

build transgovernmental and transnational coalitions to facilitate policy coordination in 

important issue areas on the international agenda.” (Cooper, Higgott and Nossal, 1993: 

26) The theoretical bet of this research is that such capable middle power in the case of 

East Asian regionalism is South Korea. This, nevertheless, always takes place within 

the hegemonic logics to which it may be subject of, considering its influence will be 

ultimately constrained by structural pressures and it will vary issue by issue, depending 

on the receptivity to those initiatives from other sources, as these authors point out too. 

(Cooper, Higgott and Nossal, 1993: 26)  

 In addition, when building up the theory to understand the causal relationship 

among the variables in place, a falsifiable approach was considered too. According to 

King, Keohane and Verba, this means that theories should be design so that they can be 

shown to be wrong as easily and quickly as possible, because an incorrect theory is in 

turn better than a statement that is neither wrong nor right. Theories, these authors 

explain, must be treated as tentative and not let them become dogma. Hence we should 

always be prepared to reject them if necessary. (King, Keohane and Verba, 1994: 100) 

More importantly, the issue is not so much whether a theory is false or not, since 

everything in social science theory can have at least one implication that disproves it. 

The real question then is “how much of the world the theory can help us explain.” 

(King, Keohane and Verba, 1994: 99-101) Ultimately, this process helps to set the 

boundaries of a theory and its applicability.  

 As mentioned in chapter I, while the outcome of this study will certainly help to 

elaborate on the possible scenarios for regionalism in East Asia; it is the particular 

treatment of the theories this research project possesses what adds the most value to 

this dissertation. To focus on the relationship among the alleged leadership of a middle 
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power and the regional institutionalization processes as the two main variables serves 

as novel contribution to the theories that have not dealt with these issues in such way. 

Moreover, as explained in the last section of chapter II, previous studies were based 

mainly on Western experiences, where the countries leading the processes of 

regionalism were usually the preeminent regional great powers and not middle size 

countries. Therefore, this analysis expects to be applicable not only to the 

understanding of South Korea’s role in East Asian regional processes, but – through the 

construction of the theory carried out to understand this particular case – it also hopes 

to be generally applicable to other similar cases when regional great powers are not 

committed to push for regional cooperation between them in order to build a normative 

framework among them, or where their leadership is considered to be somehow 

problematic. 

 To be sure, this contribution to theory based on the study of the particular causal 

relationship in place for this research depends on assumptions that might be considered 

oversimplified, and thus it could be argued it does not posses much empirical value. 

However, simplifications are necessary and even essential in order to build up models, 

according to King, Keohane and Verba. Acknowledging this, it is important to remain 

cautious about the inferences about reality drawn from these models. (King, Keohane and 

Verba, 1994: 106) As exposed in the initial sections, this study’s point of departure based 

on the assumptions stated imply that a successful East Asian regional process cannot be 

realized in the absence of strong political will and leadership which must stem from the 

institutionalization of cooperation among the regional powers and biggest economies of 

Northeast Asia. However, due to historical differences, rivalry and competition among 

them, South Korea – understood as a middle power – appears to possess that ability to 

influence these processes and take up that leadership vacancy. These assumptions need 

not be correct, according to King, Keohane and Verba; for the formal model to be useful, 

but the theory must be generally supplemented with additional features to make it suitable 

for an empirical study. (King, Keohane and Verba, 1994: 106) The previous processes of 

conceptualization and operationalization of variables were both intended to accomplish 

that purpose.    

 Finally, it is relevant to acknowledge here a multiple approach to causality. This 

means that, despite the focus of this project, regional institutionalization as the 

phenomenon under investigation that correspond to the dependent variable is also 

understood to have other multiple causes. Indeed, King, Keohane and Verba argue that 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

98 
 

the same outcome can be caused by a combination of different explanatory or independent 

variables. (1994: 87) This in turn puts greater demands on data collection in order to 

identify clearly the effects the selected explanatory variable has, and also makes it 

necessary to identify and bear in mind the other possible intervening variables. Hence, 

this study acknowledges that several simultaneous processes of causation have been – 

and continue driving – the institutionalization of regional cooperation in East Asia, and 

the role of a middle power like South Korea is not exclusively, nor the main driving 

force behind it. Recurrent examples of other intervening variables are the increasing 

intraregional exchanges occurring between the peoples – private and non-governmental 

sectors – of this region, which is mainly the result of market forces and economic 

interdependence. Moreover, even on a governmental level, the necessity to tackle 

common problems in certain functional areas that derived from specific situations or 

contingencies, like economic and financial crises – as noted before with the AFC case – 

natural disasters or environmental concerns that transcend borders; are all some 

intervening variables that have also been identified by scholars as good examples that 

are triggering more regional institutionalization in East Asia.  

 Figure 5 on the following page sums up and illustrates the previous 

operationalization process and the causal relationship of the variables. The big white 

arrows show the direction of the theoretical relationship between variables this study 

focuses on; while the blue dotted arrows show other theoretical relationships that are 

not the focus of this research but nevertheless are acknowledged in the construction of 

theory.   

 

3.2.2. Hypotheses Formulation 

 

The previous theoretical construction allows drawing the specific hypotheses considered 

for the empirical study context. Accordingly, an initial overarching proposition is 

necessary first, under which the hypotheses are subsumed. Thus, by actively promoting, 

supporting and/or administrating regional initiatives oriented towards the 

institutionalization of cooperation among its neighbors, South Korea is considered to have 

displayed a kind of intellectual and entrepreneurial leadership that has had a positive effect 

on regionalism in East Asia – and Northeast Asia as subregion – which is mainly 

possible thanks to its position as a regional middle power.  
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Figure 5: Main Theoretical Relationship among Variables 

 

 

 

Once more, it is important to bear in mind the 2 plausible scenarios stated in chapter I 

that this study expects to encounter as standards of evidence: 

A) Information indicating South Korea’s activism in cases where regional 

institutionalization was advanced may imply an affirmative response to the 

research questions. 

ROK Leadership Role ���� + Regional Institutionalization = Affirmative 

Answer 

B) Information indicating that, despite South Korea’s activism the regional 

institutionalization was NOT advanced, may imply a negative response to the 

research questions. 

ROK Leadership Role ���� - Regional Institutionalization = Negative 

Answer 
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The two plausible scenarios help to elaborate the research hypotheses presented here 

below. Indeed, they serve as the referent for hypothesis formulation since they become 

easily falsifiable and so they can be confirmed or rejected when stated as hypotheses. 

Also, it is worth reminding that, as mentioned in chapter I, South Korea’s display of a 

middle power behavior is not taken for granted, but on the contrary, it is considered to 

vary according to different contexts and situations. Thus, not ALL the processes of 

regional institutionalization in East Asia are observed and analyzed, but only SOME of 

them, particularly those in which South Korea has taken some sort of leadership, 

prominent role or more active engagement. This is why two hypotheses are formulated 

for this research, which basically constitute two sides of the same coin: 

 

• H1: In those particular regional instances in which South Korea has chosen to 

display middlepowermanship - as a catalyst, facilitator and/or manager of 

regionalist projects - the general observation is that the processes associated to 

regional institutionalization were more positively accepted by others and 

regionalism was then advanced. 

• H2: In contrast, in some particular regional instances in which South Korea has 

chosen not to display any kind of active behavior associated to 

middlepowermanship - for internal or external reasons - then the general 

observation is that the processes associated to regional institutionalization in those 

particular instances became more controversial and regionalism was then more 

difficult to advance. 

 

To be sure, those states that are considered as great regional powers, in this case China 

and Japan, are still the most critical actors for East Asian regional institutionalization, 

and their behavior is determinant to advance regionalism in this part of the world, as 

explained in chapter I. However, since they often adopt mutually incompatible 

approaches to regional integration, the ROK’s role is hypothesized to become the key 

in solving this structural impediment. Ultimately, this is the novel contribution to theory 

this research implies. In a regional setting in which there is evident great power rivalry, 

competition and/or suspicion, the role of a middle power becomes essential to lead and 

pave the way for advancing regional institutionalization; as long as neither of those 

great powers directly opposes to it. Thus, it is important to clarify that in this research 
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empirical context the role played by Korea in East Asian regionalism is NOT 

hypothesized as being dominant over those played by China and Japan, but more like a 

harmonizing middle ground between the two. 

 

3.3. Methodology 

 

This analysis of the processes of regional institutionalization of East Asia as affected by 

South Korea’s leadership role in the region will require to focus not only on certain 

facts drawn from an ‘objective reality’ but also on the subjectivities of individuals, 

including this study’s author. This entails a “sense of viewing the world through one’s 

own mind, of individual opinion as a valid object of study.” (Robyn, 2005: 18) 

Therefore, in the process of research a qualitative type of methodology was considered 

to be the most favored for this kind of study, which is considered to be a case-study 

type that deals with some unique and not quantifiable features. Indeed, qualitative 

research, in contrast to quantitative, does not rely uniquely on numerical measurements. 

However, in their approach to scientific inference in 'qualitative' research King, 

Keohane and Verba point out that it is not fundamentally different from the 

'quantitative' one, except in style. As they explain, the final goal is the same: to 

understand the rapidly changing social world, which sometimes cannot be easily 

quantified. (1994: 5) Consequently, these kinds of work tend to focus on one or small 

number of cases for their study, often using interviews or depth analysis of historical 

materials and they are usually discursive in method. Moreover, qualitative research can 

unearth enormous amounts of information from their studies and especially in social 

sciences it is “linked with area or case studies where the focus is on a particular event, 

decision, institutions, location, issue, or piece of legislation.” (King, Keohane and 

Verba, 1994: 4) Hence, this research project fits well within the boundaries of a 

qualitative approach to research.  

 In addition, it is also relevant to clarify that even though this study looks at 

Seoul’s foreign policy behavior, this is not done in a conventional way of Foreign 

Policy Analysis. To clarify, this research's main goal is not an attempt to explain the 

causes – whether endogenous or exogenous – of the foreign policy choices of South 

Korea, although this might be somehow addressed in the analysis if necessary. Instead, 

the main goal is to look at the effects of ROK’s foreign policy on the particular issue of 

regional institutionalization. Nevertheless, the approach to the concept of the 'state' that 
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prevails in Foreign Policy Analysis is a useful contribution for this study to take into 

account. This entails a rejection to the “black-boxing” of the state, where it is seeing as 

a unitary rational actor. To be sure, the most important contribution of Foreign Policy 

Analysis to IR theory is the identification of the theoretical intersection between the 

determinants of state behavior – both the material and ideational factors – and this point 

of intersection is often the human decision-makers. (Hudson, 2007: 7) Hence, the 

different levels of analysis of foreign policy-making will not be neglected but 

considered to be an asset when and if they help to better understand South Korea’s role 

in East Asian regionalism.       

 

3.3.1. Empirical Setting for Data Collection  

 

Since regional institutionalization and South Korea’s role in these processes is what 

draws this project’s attention, regional institutions and governance initiatives – as the 

main indicators of the dependent variable – constitute the actual empirical settings to 

locate this research. Special attention is paid to those instances in which the ROK has 

taken an active part; while policy-makers, officials and/or academics behind these 

processes are the subjects that contribute to this study. Both the regional processes and 

the individuals behind them provide the sampling frame for the data collection. Indeed, 

when explaining their approach to middle powers and leadership, Cooper, Higgott and 

Nossal explain how “these roles depend on a small, core group of public officials and 

on the collection of data, which often requires the technical skills of specialists in the 

national bureaucracy or outside experts.” (1993: 25) These so called ‘experts’ usually 

stem from the academic world and as these authors point out they often have been 

involved in the process for a considerable amount of time. “This represents a 

substantial departure from past behavior which was premised on the belief that this 

activity was the exclusive ‘turf’ of diplomats.” (Cooper, Higgott and Nossal, 1993: 25)  

 As noted previously, for the actual research process and analysis of data, the 

two indicators for regional institutionalization - regional institutions and regional 

governance - are observed and discussed together. When possible, though, it will be 

point out clearly when they are easily recognizable as independent elements in the 

sections of the analysis that discuss the cases taken into consideration for this study. 

Thus, when looking at regional institutions as 'social venues'; processes the APT, the 

EAS or the Trilateral CKJ meetings, are considered for observation. Similarly, when 
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looking into the creation of regional governance as a 'system or rule' for the region, 

some policies and agreements for trade, environmental or financial cooperation are 

highlighted. Accordingly, the following organizations and the people in them have 

served as the empirical setting for the gathering of data during this research fieldwork 

in Seoul, which took place roughly from Spring 2012 until Spring 2013: 

 

• South Korean Government Sources: governmental institutions and/or Think-

Tanks involved in regional processes that support official efforts, particularly 

the Korea Institute for International Economic Policy (KIEP); the Korean 

National Diplomatic Academy (KNDA) which houses the Institute of Foreign 

Affairs and National Security (IFANS) for research, policy recommendation 

and advisory purposes to the government; and finally the Korean Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and Trade (MOFAT), particularly its divisions that deal with 

regional issues, like the division for ASEAN related processes, the East Asia 

FTA Bureau or the Cultural affairs Bureau. Visits and interviews to some 

government officials were carried out in these institutions, where additional 

material and official reports were also provided for this research . 

 

• Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat: also known as TCS is the most recent 

effort put forward by Korea to advance the institutionalization of cooperation 

among the three Northeast Asian countries, China, South Korea and Japan. It 

was open in October 2011 in Seoul and it has diplomats and administrative staff 

from the three countries working on assisting the several trilateral cooperation 

meetings that are hold throughout the year, as well as other multiple tasks, like 

organizing forums and seminars, among others that will be detailed in the 

following chapters. Direct observation and interviews were carried out in this 

organization. During the several visits to this organization, its forums and 

seminars, additional material and official reports about the trilateral cooperation 

process were provided for this research. 

 

• Other Sources: Interviews were also performed to several individuals that are - 

or were previously - involved in regional frameworks for cooperation in East 

Asia through official or Track II meetings, where many of the ideational 
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foundations for regionalism are often set up. These people usually came from 

the diplomatic and/or academic fields and usually serve as observers and 

advisers for the government. In addition, the attendance to several forums and 

seminars related to the topic of this research that took place in Seoul throughout 

2012 was also an important aspect for the collection of data, and access to other 

direct sources, as well as networking. Particularly, the Asan Institute for Policy 

Studies, and independent think-tank based in Seoul, provided many of this 

occasions and insightful resources that helped along the way during this 

research fieldwork. 

 

Since South Korea is a democratic country, with each new administration the approach 

to foreign policy changes partially or completely. Hence, this study focuses mainly on 

time period that has seen the most considerable and incremental amounts of efforts in 

order to promote regional institutionalization in East Asia. The selection of this period 

in time is done for the purpose of framing and guiding the collection of data. Also, 

since regional institutionalization is a moving target, a forward-looking kind of process, 

it is important to acknowledge that this research can only look at what has been done so 

far and just gaze into the future by providing a policy recommendation - based on the 

results obtained - for the challenges that South Korea and also East Asia face regarding 

regionalism. Following this logic, the time period in the objective reality which this 

study focuses for data collection goes from the Asian Financial Crisis as the event most 

scholars mark for the birth of East Asian modern regionalism; to the last couple of 

years under President Lee Myung-bak. More specifically, this means from 1998 to late 

2012, comprising the last three presidencies of Kim Dae-jung (1998-2002), Roh Moo-

hyun (2003-08) and the most recent Lee administration (2008- early 2013). 

Nevertheless, a brief look into previous decades will be necessary as contextual 

information.  

 As mentioned, the research methods or techniques considered more appropriate 

for this study are existing data from primary and secondary sources, as well as in depth 

interviews to individuals. This process is detailed in the following section. Important is 

to mention that the standards of evidence expected for this research project are 

distinguishable from in-depth journalism. This became clear through the process of 

hypotheses formulation and the criteria used for sources of information. Journalistic 

standards do not consider contributions to theory and possible general applications of 
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the outcomes they seek, as they focus uniquely in trying to understand a particular case. 

In those situations factual information and interviews are seen as ends in themselves, 

and not as means to develop a theoretical understanding of a problem or situation. As 

an academic work, that is clearly not the case here, where the triangulation of the 

results of the interviews with other interviewees and also with facts reported elsewhere 

is considered as a means to advance knowledge and also a good standard of evidence. 

This is also considered to be the most appropriate way to deal with the intentional and 

unintentional distortions and biases that interviews entail, considering we are dealing 

with individuals subjectivity. 

  

3.3.2. Research Stages and Methods 

 

The most important steps that followed the initial proposal stage of this dissertation 

were related to the research methods, which King, Keohane and Verba say may include 

observation, intensive interviews, large scale surveys, history recorded from secondary 

sources, randomized experiments, ethnography, content analyses, and any other method 

of collecting reliable evidence that can be acceptable; as long as it is clearly reported 

how the data were created. (King, Keohane and Verba, 1994: 51) In this stage of 

qualitative research – these authors suggest – no formal rules apply when it comes to 

the number of observations or units, or even how well variables should be measured. 

“The only rule is our judgment as to what will prove to be important. When we have a 

clearer idea of how the data will be used, the rule becomes finding as many observable 

implications of a theory as possible.” (King, Keohane and Verba, 1994: 52) Thus, along 

the process of fieldwork the tools and techniques that were devices initially for the 

collection of data were modified in many occasions, following a flexible approach that 

is it described below. 

 A first exploratory stage of inductive research was conducted during the 

proposal phase, which was necessary in order to build the theory and refine the 

conceptualization and operationalization of variables. This helped also to support the 

building of methodological instruments that followed. During this initial stage of 

qualitative research the data collection was drawn mainly from the revision of primary 

and secondary sources. Some semi-structured in depth interviews were performed as 

well, using a non-probability way to select the sample, which helped to follow up in the 

pursue of more interviews based on the availability of the subjects and snowball 
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sampling.  

 Since this is not a quantitative type of study, representativeness becomes more 

elusive, and thus in this research it is not going to be addressed. As a qualitative study 

the focus is put on the processes to understand better the relationship between variables. 

Although preliminarily and from a subjective point of view, the first few interviews 

helped to shed some light on the plausible answers to the research questions, as well as 

to help narrowing down the scope and focus of the observations that support the results 

of the interviews. In the revision of primary and secondary sources attention was paid 

to documents from the organizations to be studied and also Korean experts that have 

studied this topic from different points of view. Existing data contribute also to cross-

check the ‘subjective’ outcome of interviews with more ‘objective’ facts. This revision 

of documents is carried out in a qualitative way, without applying a counting approach 

to it, in order to look for some references to the variables of this study. Existing 

statistics, which is a more quantitative type of data, might also be collected and 

considered if necessary although this study acknowledges that they may not be enough 

for understanding the main relationship among the concepts in question. They could 

help, however, to identify other intervening variables, and perhaps they could give 

more validity to the qualitative approach of this study.  

 A second stage of qualitative deductive research followed – parallel to the initial 

process of data collection from secondary and primary sources – in order to help 

validate the outcomes of the prior phase and to help prove or discard the hypotheses 

formulated at the proposal stage of this dissertation. Here a more flexible approach to 

qualitative interviews was used as the main technique, which took place particularly 

during fall 2012 and winter 2013 as part of the most intensive period of fieldwork in 

Seoul. Although it was modified more than a few times, a questionnaire used during the 

interviews served to guide the conversation, which sometimes focused on certain 

aspects more than others, depending on the interviewee. There was an initial stage of 

interviews, and a second stage where more specific information was sought to validate 

or contrast the results obtained so far, thus the questionnaire had to be adjust.29 Most of 

the interviews were recorded, except for some where it was not possible or not allowed, 

in which case written notes were thoroughly taken. Most interviews were at minimum 

1-hour long, if not more, and after their transcription, an 85-page long file was created 

                     
29 Two versions of the questionnaire - for first and second stage of interviews - are attached in the 
annexes. 
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with all the responses and other additional information given by the individuals 

consulted. Table 4 depicts the logic followed for the construction of this research tool, 

which actually kept changing throughout the process. Here some examples of the way 

items in the form of questions were tackled in the interviews are shown, in order to 

observe the relationship between the specific indicators of variables.  

 

Table 4: Design of Questionnaire for Interviews 

Indicators of Regional 
Institutionalization 

Indicators of 
Middlepowermanship 

Q’s in Interview 

 
Regional Institutions 

(Social Venue) 

 
What to observe: 
 
ROK’s leadership role (as 
catalyst, facilitator and/or 
manager) in institution-
building and multilateral 
instances for dialogue, 
cooperation and exchanges 
in East Asia. 

 
Can you identify instances in which the role 
of South Korea was more influential or 
determinant in order to successfully 
advance regional initiatives in the East 
Asian context? Please elaborate  
 
How has South Korea displayed a kind or 
leadership role - if any - or serve as a 
catalyst within East Asia, particularly in 
regards to the institutionalization of the 
region as a defined entity? 

 
Regional Governance 

(System of Rule) 

 
ROK’s leadership role (as 
catalyst, facilitator and/or 
manager) in the creation and 
enforcement of norms, 
practices and obligations to 
face common problems and 
coordinate collective action 
in East Asia. 

 
 
Could you give some examples of 
challenges and/or threats the region has 
encountered in recent history; (or could 
encounter in the future) that required (or 
could require) South Korea's active role? 
 

 

In this phase, special attention and more emphasis was paid to those most relevant 

outcomes of the previous phase that are central for this study’s hypotheses, which may 

require special validation through qualitative interpretation using open-ended questions. 

According to Babbie, the process mentioned above also minimizes the threats to validity, 

thus ensuring more legitimate results, since the empirical facts gathered can adequately 

reflect the real meaning of the concept under consideration. (Babbie, 2009: 153) 

Ultimately, this was done by asking more specific questions that perhaps did not appear 

in the questionnaire. The following is the list of all interviewees and their relevance for 

this study. 
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Detail of Interviews:30 
 
 

1. Park, Young-June. East Asia security expert and adviser. He is also a professor 
in the Korea National Defense University, and the head of the Center for 
Military Affairs at the Research Institute for National Security. (Interview March 
14th, 2012) 

2. Lee, Jaehyon. ASEAN relations and Track II member (CSCAP and NEAT), 
former fellow of the Korea National Diplomatic Academy (IFANS-MOFAT) 
and current research fellow for Southeast Asian issues at the Asan Institute for 
Policy Studies. (Interview Sept. 3rd, 2012) 

3. Kim, Jaebum. Active Korean diplomat, who served in the International Policy 
Studies Institute as Associate Director and part of the Korea Council on Foreign 
Relations. Most recently, he is also the current director and coordinator of the 
Cyber Secretariat of the FEALAC (Forum for East Asia-Latin America 
Cooperation) which is managed under the Korean MOFAT (Interview Sept. 12th, 
2012) 

4. Kwon, Youngmin. Experienced diplomat and former Ambassador of Korea in 
several Asian and Western nations. He was also a Distinguished Professor in 
Diplomacy at Yonsei University and is also the author of a book on East Asian 
Regional Community-Building, published by that University press. (Interview 
Oct. 18th, 2012) 

5. Lee, Chang Jae. Senior Economist at the Korea Institute for International 
Economic Policy (KIEP). He is a senior fellow in the Department of 
International Cooperation Policy and the head of research and study groups for 
the EAFTA and CKJ Trilateral FTA. (Interview Oct. 18th, 2012) 

6. Lee, Shin-wha. Korea National University professor and expert in East Asian 
Regionalism. She is well known for being very involved in the East Asia Vision 
Group, serving as the ghost writer for the final report. She also serves as adviser 
for the Korean government and participates regularly in regional Track II 
processes. During the interview she also provided material about Korea's 
approach to regionalism based on several of her writings and own research on 
the topic. (Interview Oct. 26th, 2012) 

                     
30 The Korean, Chinese and Japanese names of the interviewees are presented here in their original form, 
that is the person's surname first, followed by their given names, as it appears in their name or 
presentation cards. However, when referring to them later in the manuscript, their given names will be 
used first, followed by their surnames, as it is common in the Western tradition. This is done for the sake 
of clarity and convenience as there is much commonality of certain family names particularly in Korea. 
When referring to other subjects, like historic or famous public figures, - e.g. Park Chung-hee - the 
most commonly known form of their names will be used, which in the case of Korean presidents, for 
instance, means that the Asian tradition of putting the family name first is the one that prevails 
(especially when referring to the three relevant Korean presidents this study focuses on, Kim Dae-jung, 
Roh Moo-hyun and Lee Myung-bak ). 
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7. Lee, Sunjin. Former Korean Ambassador to Indonesia, among other diplomatic 
posts. Today he is a Professor and Research Fellow at Sogang University in 
Seoul, within the Institute for East Asian Studies. Also actively involved in 
Track II meetings, most recently advising for the EAVG II. (Interview Oct. 29th, 
2012)  

8. Shin, Bong-kil. Korean Diplomat and Ambassador. Since October 2011 he acts 
as the first Secretary General at the new Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat (TCS) 
for the CKJ meetings in Seoul. Since it was a Korean initiative to establish this 
organism and it is based in the ROK, the three countries agreed to have a Korean 
as the first secretary general, however this position is expected to be taken by a 
Japanese in 2013. (Interview Oct. 31st, 2012) 

9. Matsukawa, Rui. Japanese diplomat. Currently she is the Deputy Secretary 
General, representing Japan at the TCS in Seoul. She has been part of the 
Japanese Foreign Ministry for over 20 years, particularly in the Asian Bureau, 
and the department dealing with regional cooperation. She has vast experiences 
in regional processes representing Japan, like in ASEAN, APT and most recently 
in the CKJ Trilateral Cooperation Meetings. She helped to provide a Japanese 
point of view to this study. (Interview Oct. 31st, 2012) 

10. Mao, Ning. Chinese diplomat. She is now the Deputy Secretary General, 
representing China at the TCS in Seoul She has vast experience in the Chinese 
Foreign Minister particularly in regional cooperation frameworks like the ARF, 
ASEAN+1 (China) and APT. Before the TCS she was involved in the Six Party 
Talks, which gave her a more NEA focus. She helped to provide a Chinese point 
of view to this study. (Interview Oct. 31st, 2012) 

11. Anonymous Non-Korean Source at TCS. Political Affairs Officer at the TCS 
in Seoul. This person helped to provide another non-Korean point of view to this 
study and some insider point of view about the operations of the TCS in Seoul. 
(Several informal meetings during fall 2012 and winter 2013) 

12. Hahn, Choong-hee. Korean Ambassador and experienced diplomat. Currently 
the Director General of the Cultural Affairs Bureau in the Korean MOFAT. 
Previous experience in regional cooperation frameworks, particularly within 
Northeast Asia in the field of energy and security cooperation like the KEDO 
process (Korean Peninsula Energy Development Organization) and the Six Party 
Talks. (Interview Nov. 2nd, 2012) 

13. Bae, Geung Chang. Research fellow and government adviser at the Korea 
National Diplomatic Academy (IFANS-MOFAT). Expert in East Asian 
Regionalism, East Asian Community and Southeast Asia. Also involved in Track 
II processes. During the interview he also provided material based on some of 
his own work and research. (Interview Dec. 3rd, 2012) 
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14. Lee, Sang-Ryol. Korean official at the MOFAT. Director General of the 
ASEAN Division and all its related frameworks, like the APT, EAS or ARF. 
During the interview he also provided additional material and official reports for 
this research. (Interview Dec. 5th, 2012) 

15. Lee, Ji-yong. Research Fellow and government adviser at the Korea National 
Diplomatic Academy (IFANS-MOFAT). Expert in China's Political Economy 
and Foreign Policy, Northeast Asian International Relations. Also involved in 
Track II processes. (Interview Dec. 10th, 2012) 

16. Stephen (Mun Yun) Leong. Experienced diplomat and academic from Malaysia. 
Fellow at the Institute of Strategic and International Studies in Malaysia and 
current Director of the Centre for International Studies at the Universiti Tunku 
Abdul Rahman in Kuala Lumpur. He is very involved in the ASEAN process at 
both Track II and official levels. He helped to provide a Southeast Asian point of 
view to this study. (Interview Dec. 13th, 2012) 

17. Park, Junghyun. Korean MOFAT official. Second Secretary, East Asia FTA 
Bureau. Working particularly in China-Korea FTA and CKJ Trilateral FTA. 
(Interview Jan. 24th, 2013) 

18. Uwe Wissenbach. German diplomat. First Counselor and Deputy head of 
Mission at the Delegation of the European Union to the Republic of Korea. Also 
Senior Research Associate at Renmin University in China. He is a long term 
first-hand observer and also researcher of East Asian regional processes, 
particularly through his posts in Northeast Asian countries (China-Korea-Japan) 
for the past decade, and his academic publications. All this gives him a very 
good vantage point to understand this region. He helped to draw some parallels 
with the European institutionalization process, as well as an outsider non-Korean 
point of view to this study. During the interview he also provided material based 
on his own writings on the topic of Northeast Asia regionalism. (Interview Jan. 
28th, 2013) 

 

All the individuals above were informed of the academic purposes of this research and 

agreed to be interviewed by this author. They were all noticed that their responses 

might be entirely or partially employed in the contents of this study. The process of 

interviewing experts and officials had to be stopped by the end of January 2013, mainly 

due to the escalation of tensions in the Korean Peninsula in face of the provocations 

from North Korea, which made the access to more interviewees within the Korean 

diplomatic body and foreign policy experts in Seoul very difficult. Indeed, after 

successfully launching a rocket in February 2013, Pyongyang carried out a third 

nuclear test the following month, defying the international community. A very tough 
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set of sanctions approved by the UN Security Council and even backed by China 

immediately followed. By March 2013 the tense geopolitical situation in which Korea 

was immersed, in addition to the government transition from former President Lee 

Myung-bak to the elect new President, Park Geun-hye; provided a bleak scenario for 

continuing with the interviews, as the access to official sources and foreign policy-

maker became ultimately unfeasible.  

 In April 2013, the escalation of bellicose rhetoric stemming from Pyongyang 

under its new leader Kim Jung-un rose to some of the highest levels in history, turning 

into one of the biggest crisis in the Korean peninsula in recent years. This was indeed a 

huge challenge for the Korean new administration. In this context of uncertainty, and 

due to the limited time and resources to carry out this research's fieldwork, a decision 

was made - after looking and processing the material gathered so far, which was 

thought to be sufficient - to stop the process of interviews and gathering of data, and to 

follow up with the next stage of analysis and writing of the result during Spring 2013, 

according to the calendar establish for this dissertation. A benchmark of 20~25 

interviews was thought to be the adequate and desirable number to this research. 

Unfortunately, this was not possible for the reasons described above, yet the total of 18 

in depth interviews is considered to be satisfactory. 

  Accordingly, a third and final methodological stage took place from late winter 

and during the spring 2013, which paid attention in detail to the results of the 

interviews and its analysis based on the 85-pages file that was created. Flexibility in the 

methodological design was again central, going back and forth in the process of 

collection of data, cross-checking and adding more information from official reports 

and other material provided by the sources consulted. This revision of all the results in 

a systematic way allowed - as noted previously - deciding that further interviews were 

not required to validate the outcomes already obtained, giving the green light for an in 

depth analysis and writing of the final report as the ultimate intellectual contribution of 

this dissertation. This was carried out in the last phase, from late spring and during 

summer 2013. Table 5 details the activities necessary to complete this research based on 

the methodological stages described previously. 

 Finally, it is important to highlight that uncertainty was a constant in the process 

of research, knowing that “all knowledge and all inference – in quantitative and in 

qualitative research – is uncertain.” (King, Keohane and Verba, 1994: 31) Indeed, 

particularly qualitative measurement is error-prone, but so it is the quantitative method 
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in a different way. For instance, King, Keohane and Verba explain how “the qualitative 

interviewer conducting a long, in-depth interview with a respondent whose background 

he has studied is less likely to mismeasure the subject’s real political ideology than is a 

survey researcher conducting a structured interview with a randomly selected 

respondent about whom he knows nothing.” (King, Keohane and Verba, 1994: 31)  

 Moreover, through the interviews this research also hopes to pay special 

attention to the contextual detail and cultural sensitivity that characterizes good 

qualitative research, as these authors also suggest. (King, Keohane and Verba, 1994: 

82) These views help validate the selection of the methodological instruments for this 

type of qualitative study.    

 

Table 5: Detail of Research Process 

 

First Stage of 
Research 

Detail of Activities Estimated 
Time 

Logistic Aspects 

Phase 1 

Inductive  

Construction of theory. Definition of 
concepts, variables and hypotheses. 

3 months 

 (Spring 2012) 

Literature review, 
access to data. 

Phase 2 

Inductive-
Deductive  

Revision of primary and secondary 
sources. Refinement of proposal for 
its formal presentation and defense. 

3 months 

(Spring-Summer 
2012) 

Access to official data. 
Traveling between 
Taipei and Seoul. 

  

 

 

Second Stage of 
Research 

Detail of Activities Estimated 
Time 

Logistic Aspects 

Phase 1 

Deductive 

Collection and analysis of official data. 
First in depth interviews. 

3 months 

(Fall 2012) 

Fieldwork in Korea. 

Phase 2 

Deductive 

Outlining validity of the results so far. 
Cross-check of outcomes with more in 
depth interviews. 

2 months 

(Winter 2013) 

Fieldwork in Korea. 
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Third Stage of 
Research 

Detail of Activities Estimated 
Time 

Logistic Aspects 

Phase 1 

Deductive-Inductive 

Cross-check of outcomes. Reviewing results. 
Writing dissertation first draft.  

3 months 

(Spring 2013) 

Staying in Korea to 
follow up if 
necessary. 

Phase 2 

 

Writing conclusions and revisions of draft. 
Preparation for dissertation defense.  

3 months 

(Summer-
Fall 2013) 

Traveling to 
Taipei, organizing 
committee 
members. 
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Chapter IV: Korea and the Nascent Regionalism in East Asia 

 

From this chapter onwards the core results of this research are exposed and analyzed. 

This is done by a process of triangulation and cross-checking, combining the official 

data collected throughout the fieldwork and especially the outcomes of the interviews 

carried out - which are the most significant results of this type of qualitative study - 

with other secondary sources and available data or factual information. This process 

helps support the evidence when necessary and also minimizes but not entirely 

neutralizes the subjectivity of the interviews, which is maintained and acknowledged 

with a purpose. Hence, quotations or references to the sources consulted for this 

research during the processes of in depth interviews are widely employed in the next 

couple of chapters, highlighting their subjectivity, of course. This is in fact addressed as 

much as possible by contrasting it with facts stemming from the 'objective reality' and 

other official statements and reports gathered. Thus, multiple other sources, particularly 

official data from the Korean government and from other regional institutional 

frameworks, are employed to support or contrast what the interviewees have stated in 

their opinions and thoughts shared for this study.  

 In the following pages, intertwined within the narration, these official reports of 

many of the initiatives analyzed, like the EAVG, EASG, EAVG II, APT process, 

Trilateral Cooperation Mechanism, and even recent Diplomatic White Papers from the 

Korean government help to provide that factual information to support or contrast the 

subjectivity that stems out of the interviews. When necessary this is also acknowledged 

in a footnote. Also, several seminars related to the topic during the fieldwork in Seoul 

attended by this author, as well as other academic work from other scholars that have 

written about some of the same issues are incorporated, too. Ultimately, in order to 

achieve that process of triangulation, what the primary sources have said is constantly 

contrasted with either secondary sources, official data available or with different 

opinions from other interviewees on the same particular issue. Consequently, the results 

of the interviews carried out to experts and foreign policy officials are not the only or 

exclusive source of information utilized in the following chapters, however they 

constitute the most important and large part of it, since it is believed by this author that 

this is exactly what helps distinguish this study from information and data already 

available elsewhere, and thus adding a new level - in which perceptions matter - to 
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understand Korea's leadership role in advancing regionalism in East and Northeast Asia. 

This finally explain the emphasis given to what the interviewees say or think about the 

topics in question.   

 While next chapter V focuses on the Northeast Asian subregion and its process 

of institutionalization; this chapter IV focuses mainly in Korea's approach to regional 

cooperation and institutionalization processes occurring at the East Asian-wide level, 

particularly in its early stages after the Asian Financial Crisis and throughout the 

following decade. A brief review of the previous decades is carried out first. 

 

4.1. Seoul’s Early Signs of Leadership  

 

Most of the analysis set the end of the Cold War as the backdrop for East Asia to start 

thinking about ways to promote cooperation and security on a multilateral basis for a 

region that nevertheless is until today highly determined by strong bilateral 

relationships, particularly in Northeast Asia. It would not be entirely inaccurate to say 

that South Korea is not different, and it only began to engage East Asian regionalism in 

a systematic manner in the late 1990’s. However, some trace back Seoul’s interest in 

regionalism as early as the 1940’s. This section makes a necessary review of Korea's 

role within regional mechanism for multilateral cooperation in different areas in the 

decades before the 1997-98 AFC, which marks the initial point in time this research has 

chosen to focus. Nevertheless, a look back in time can provide a good reference about 

Korea's willingness to assume a leadership role.    

 Young-June Park, an expert in Korean foreign policy, military and security 

affairs, emphasizes this when he point out that “from an early stage the ROK’s has been 

interested in the building of regional institutions primarily due to the necessity of 

safeguarding its own security at first, but later also because of the need to propel its 

economic development.”31  To illustrate, Park points out to the First Republic’s 

President - Syngman Rhee - and his 1949 speech in which he proposed a Pacific 

Alliance with the U.S., the Philippines and Chiang Kai Shek’s Taiwan, in the context of 

a North-South divide in the Korean Peninsula and the idea of communist containment 

in the wake of World War II. This was indeed the version of a NATO-type of 

                     
31 Interview with Park, Young-June. East Asia security expert and adviser. He is also a professor in the 
Korea National Defense University, and the head of the Center for Military Affairs at the Research 
Institute for National Security. (March 14th, 2012) 
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organization for the Asia-Pacific. Evidently, this idea did not materialize, mainly 

because the Americans opted for a kind of approach based on bilateral alliances to 

secure stability and their presence in the region throughout the Cold War. This did not 

stop Seoul from continue trying to promote a regional agenda especially in 1960’s 

under its authoritarian government, explains Young-June Park. As security became 

granted by the US hub-and-spoke system of military alliances, the focus turned to 

economic development and access to overseas markets. South Korea’s famous leader, 

Major General Park Chung-hee,32 suggested then an Asian Economic Cooperation 

Group, however this could not be materialized immediately, in the absence of official 

diplomatic ties between Seoul and Tokyo. Mr. Park persevered on his belief, according 

to Ambassador Youngmin Kwon,33 who recounts in his book how Park Chung-hee 

"announced in his presidential election pledge in 1963 to pursue a summit between the 

Asian and Pacific countries with a view to establishing a regional cooperative 

organization to promote and increase cooperation and collaboration, and he reiterated 

his determination to carry out this promise in his policy address on state affairs in early 

1964." (Kwon, 2002: 285) Ultimately, the prospects of a normalization of relations 

between South Korea and Japan – which was finally achieved in 1965 – provided a 

good context for the creation of such organization. In July 1964, Korean newly 

appointed Foreign Minister - Tong Won Lee, former Ambassador to Thailand - 

announced a plan for "independent foreign policy in pursuit of national security and 

economic prosperity though the enhancement of Asia-Pacific cooperation." (Kwon, 

2002: 285) This was materialized in the Asian-Pacific Council (ASPAC), which 

emerged in late 1964 as a diplomatic initiative put forward by Seoul. Shin-wha Lee34 

                     
32 Park Chung-hee led South Korea from 1961 until his assassination in 1979, under an authoritarian 
regime that included martial law. He took power after a military coup, and later on became President of 
the ROK. He is well known for having laid down the economic reforms that allowed Korea's 
transformation into a industrial powerhouse. However, his authoritarian rule saw numerous human rights 
abuses. Today, many regard him as the father of modern Korea, and credit him for protecting the country 
from the communist threat of the North; but others tend to believe his authoritarian rule was unjustified 
and corrupt, and that he hindered South Korea's transition to democracy. His daughter, Park Geun-hye 
has recently become Korea's first female president. The controversial and strong image of her father did 
not always play in Ms. Park's favor during the 2012 presidential campaign, and she had to apologize 
several time for excesses committed during her father's authoritarian rule.   
33 Interview with Kwon, Youngmin. Experienced diplomat and former Ambassador of Korea in several 
Asian and Western nations. He was also a Distinguished Professor in Diplomacy at Yonsei University 
and is also the author of a book on East Asian Regional Community-Building, published by that 
University press. (Oct. 18th, 2012) 
34  Interview with Lee, Shin-wha. Korea National University professor and expert in East Asian 
Regionalism. She is well known for being very involved in the East Asia Vision Group. She also serves 
as adviser for the Korean government and participates regularly in regional Track II processes. During 
the interview she also provided material about Korea's approach to regionalism based on several of her 
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explains that in September that year, within the context of communist threat and the 

Cold War policy of containment, Korea finally invited all non-communists US or 

Western allies in the Asia-Pacific to form this organization. The nine founding 

members of this group were Australia, the Republic of China in Taiwan, Japan, Korea, 

Malaysia, New Zealand, the Philippines, Thailand, and the Republic of Vietnam. All of 

this members, to some extent, were anxious about a communist China. (Shin-wha Lee, 

2008: 94)  

 Indeed, ASPAC was the first regional organization in Asia-Pacific to foster 

cooperation and safeguard the common interests of the so called 'free countries' in this 

part of the world. After a couple of years of consultations, from the 14th to 16th of June 

1966, South Korea hosted ASPAC inaugural Ministerial Meeting in Seoul with the nine 

founding members. “The materialization of this organization and its secretariat 

established in the ROK was very important and meaningful for the Koreans until the 

mid 1970’s,” explains Young-June Park. Although from its inception ASPAC had to 

accommodate competing interests, in practice it became an informal consultative forum 

similar to the ones in place nowadays in the region. Motivated largely by its strategy to 

propel economic development in the 60's, Korea also became a founding member of the 

Asian Development Bank (ADB) which was established in November 1966 to help 

finance the economic development of Asia. Following the same strategy, as Shin-wha 

Lee points out, the ROK emphasized the necessity of economic and social cooperation 

among ASPAC member countries, and even considered the setting up of an economic 

coordination center under this council. (Shin-wha Lee, 2008: 96)  

 Ultimately, ASPAC's demise came a decade after its foundation in the wake of 

China’s emergence after its obscure Cultural Revolution years and the fall of Saigon in 

Vietnam by 1975. Today ASPAC is largely ignored by scholars; however its value is 

not to be underestimated. For over 10 years during some of the most critical moments 

of the Cold War, ASPAC – a South Korean-led initiative based in Seoul – provided the 

only East Asian-wide regional framework for dialogue and consultation. What remains 

debatable about this regional institution is whether it left any legacy that could be 

traced in the post-Cold War regional frameworks existing today. The informality and 

consultation-oriented way that possessed supports the argument that ASPAC provided 

the conditions for an embryonic development of what is well known today as the 

                                                            
writings and own research on the topic; some of which are used in these sections of the analysis. (Oct. 
26th, 2012) 
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‘ASEAN Way’ or ‘Asia-Pacific Way’ that characterizes the functioning of most 

regional organizations. ASEAN itself, which was actually founded in 1967, just a 

couple of years after the conception of ASPAC will not become consolidated and 

regularly held until the 1980’s. It is plausible to argue then that the intrinsic nature of 

the functioning of East Asian regional institutions could have well been forged in Seoul 

rather than in Jakarta. 

 The kind of regionalism that was formed during the Cold War period was, 

however, distorted by the superpower interventionism, and the processes of regional 

cooperation were indeed developed under that logic, rather than from within the region. 

In this context, Korea's strategic choices on the issue of regionalism were highly 

restrained by its security situation, its alliance with the US and its rivalry with North 

Korea, which made Seoul a kind of "diplomatic handicap," according to Shin-wha Lee. 

"Korea's primary motivation for its participation in these regional multilateral processes 

was to win the diplomatic war with North Korea and to help the United Stated reinforce 

the cooperation and coalition of non-Communist Asian and Pacific states, as stipulated 

in Korea's initiatives for creating the ASPAC." (Shin-wha Lee, 2008: 98) 

 Nevertheless, today most scholars identify two events as the preconditions for 

East Asia to start thinking about a ‘modern’ form of regional institutionalization. The 

first one is the end of the Cold War and the environment it provided for the prospects of 

a new regional and global order. In this context, it was the Korean president Roh Tae-

woo who proposed for the first time ever the idea of a multilateral dialogue to tackle 

security issues in Northeast Asia. (Sook-Jong Lee, 2008) Seoul’s proposal was 

presented to the United Nations (UN) General Assembly in 1988 and it was dubbed as 

the “Consultative Conference for Peace in Northeast Asia,” which expected to bring 

together the same six members than later would constitute the Six-Party Talks. This 

was possible thanks to the prospects of normalization of relations with both USSR and 

China which finally came in 1990 and 1992, respectively; under the proactive 

nordpolitik approach of President Roh, or northern diplomacy to engage with socialist 

states. At that time, South Korea finally became a full member of the UN, alongside 

with North Korea, in August 1991. Despite what has been described above regarding 

the ASPAC, many see President Roh's initiatives as the commencement of a regional 

policy in Seoul under the new Sixth Republic, with a primary focus on the integration 

processes of Northeast Asia. (Choo, 2009) Indeed, in 1994 the ROK tried again to start 

a similar initiative for security and peace dialogue in Northeast Asia at the ASEAN 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

120 
 

Regional Forum (ARF) Senior Officials’ Meeting in Bangkok. This NEA focus 

prevailed throughout the next decade, although during Roh Tae-woo's tenure Korea 

also sought to build on economic cooperation and trade at a larger regional and global 

level. Thus, it became one of the founders  of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 

(APEC) forum in 1989, and since then - as Shin-wha Lee argues - "Korea's economic 

foundation for regionalism has developed at an accelerated pace." (Shin-wha Lee, 

2008: 99) 

 For South Korea APEC became the most important regional mechanism for 

economic reasons, in the 90's, until it lost its momentum in the following decade, 

explains Ambassador Kwon. APEC set up the ideational foundations for the open-

regionalism approach that Korea has until today, argues this Korean diplomat. In this 

context, it is widely acknowledged in the region that within the APEC forum, Seoul’s 

mediation was central and it played an instrumental role for the simultaneous inclusion 

of the “three Chinas” – namely Mainland China, Chinese Taipei or Taiwan and Hong 

Kong-China – as three distinct members-economies of this regional dialogue in 1991. 

(Park and Lee, 2009) Ambassador Kwon recounts how Korea was very eager to have 

China join APEC, despite Beijing's reluctance. The Korean MOFAT had to skillfully 

intervene and persuaded China emphasizing the argument of economic over politics in 

APEC. This diplomatic endeavor shuttle-diplomacy between Taipei and Beijing finally 

allowed British Hong Kong and Taiwan to join the forum. Korea's mediation role and 

diplomatic activism was also facilitated in the framework of normalization of relations 

between the Seoul and Beijing, achieved in August 24, 1992, as noted previously. 

 During the Kim Young-sam administration (1993-98) under the so called “New 

Diplomacy” and the growing interdependence with surrounding countries, South Korea 

became highly proactive in a variety of regional dialogues such as the already 

mentioned ARF, the Northeast Asian Cooperation Dialogue (NEACD), the Northeast 

Asian Security Dialogue (NEASD), the Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia-

Pacific (CSCAP) and the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM). All these multilateral 

frameworks involved Track II or the so called Track 1.5 security related talks which 

served well Korean interests at the time since they implied a parallel track to the 

government-driven process. Shin-wha Lee points out that the New Diplomacy of 

President Kim held significance in the history of Korean foreign policy, particularly in 

regards to regional cooperation, which until the 90's was always overshadowed by the 

urgency of state survival and the security dilemma that the two Koreas implied. This 
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New Diplomacy marked a shift, by articulating the Asia-Pacific as the geographical 

scope and regional cooperation as the strategic choices of Seoul's foreign policy 

making for the decade to come. (Shin-wha Lee, 2008: 101)  

 Although Asia-Pacific became the main diplomatic platform for Korea, the 

geopolitical reality of its immediate neighborhood meant that the seek for multilateral 

mechanisms for security dialogue in Northeast Asia was never totally abandoned. In 

fact, as it was mentioned, Korea pushed in 1993 and 1994 for the creation of a more 

defined and Northeast Asian-exclusive regional security dialogue aside from the more 

general ARF or Asia-Pacific frameworks. (Shin-wha Lee, 2008; Kwon, 2002) In 

addition, at the Track II level, Korean scholars and former government officials - some 

of which have been consulted for this research project - played a key role in creating 

CSCAP in 1993, as Shin-wha Lee recounts. This non-governmental forum's main 

objective is to advance the multilateral security dialogue in the Asia-Pacific. This 

diplomatic emphasis on Asia-Pacific and open-regionalism was also the reason why 

South Korea finally opposed to the creation of the East Asian Economic Caucus 

(EAEC) proposed by the Malaysian government under its famous leader Mahathir, who 

was a strong advocate of an East Asian-exclusive regional framework. The EAEC was 

ultimately designed to include what is today the ASEAN Plus Three countries - the ten 

Southeast Asian nations plus China, Korea and Japan - but in spite of the support of it 

by certain groups within Korea that were more 'pro-Asia', as it is widely acknowledged 

today within Korean foreign policy-making circles; due to American opposition to this 

institutional arrangement, the Korean government did not support the motion, as well 

as Japan, as the other pro-Western and US ally in East Asia. Thus the EAEC did not 

materialized. As we it will be exposed in next section, it was too soon for Mahathir's 

vision to become a reality. Shin-wha Lee (2008: 102-103) suggest that this episode 

shows the limits of the New Diplomacy that emerged in the 90's, however President 

Kim Young-sam did produce some very visible outcomes in making Korea a more 

globalized and regionalized country. The ROK's accession to the OECD and the WTO 

in 1996 are some other important achievements that helped in building up Korea's 

capacity as an active global and regional player.        

 The examples exposed in this section not only serve as anecdotal background 

for this research, but they are evidence of Seoul’s imperative interest in promoting 

multilateral frameworks among its neighbors. They also depict the gradual emergence 

of South Korea as an active player not only in the region, but in the world. In this 
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process one can distinguish the increasing confidence and the building of capacity that 

especially from the 90's is allowing Korea to display a growing activism, and as this 

project will try to argue, a kind of middle power behavior in order to build multilateral 

regional frameworks. This take us to the second and most stressed event that triggered 

regional institutionalization in East Asia: the 1997-98 Asian Financial Crisis or AFC. 

The regional horizon of policy makers in Seoul was shaken by the critical juncture 

brought about by this crisis, which as mentioned earlier had made evident the necessity 

of closer ties between the advanced Northeast and the developing Southeast Asia.35  

 This contingency was very influential and serves as the initial point in time for 

the period this research pays more attention to; although it is clear that the ROK was 

already actively involved in regional institutionalization processes before the financial 

crisis broke out, as noted here. Young-June Park explains that despite some setbacks 

and several changes of governments brought about by the democratic transition in 

South Korea, there has been certain coherence in trying to build regional institutions 

among policy-makers in Seoul. Park argues that the reason for this has been always a 

geostrategic one: as Seoul saw itself isolated from the rest of Asia in its immediate 

neighborhood – because of North Korea on one side and having historical conflicts 

with Japan on the other – it sought to develop regional frameworks to ensure its 

security, promote cooperation and develop new markets as the country underwent rapid 

industrialization. This tendency towards regional institutionalism eventually became 

embedded in South Korea’s foreign policy, as we shall see. 

 

4.2. South Korea’s Shift to Modern Regionalism 

 

As said, the 1997-98 crisis was indeed the turning point for the ROK to embrace 

‘modern’ regionalism in East Asia following an inter-governmentalist approach to 

institution-building and governance. “(…) the crisis made Korea realized the 

vulnerability of its economy to exogenous shock and the depth of its integration with 

the region. Hence, the negative lesson from the crisis was a positive catalyst for 

Korea’s commitment to East Asian regionalism.” (Choo, 2009: 98) As highlighted in 

the previous section, before the AFC, South Korea viewed its national interests strongly 

                     
35 Most experts consulted for this research agree on this point, as well as Korean authors revised, like 
Choo, (2009) “South Korea and East Asian Regionalism, Policies, Norms and Challenges;” or Lee, 
(2008) “Korean Perspectives on East Asian Regionalism.”  
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grounded in trans-Pacific cooperation; thus when Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir 

famously suggested the idea of an East Asian-exclusive economic grouping, it was the 

ROK together with Japan the countries that reacted in a more skeptical way, 

considering their close political and economic ties with the US. (Sook-Jong Lee, 2008: 

201) The AFC changed this mentality in Seoul and in the rest of NEA.  

 Stephen Leong,36 the Malaysian diplomat and former ASEAN representative 

consulted for this project recounts how with the crisis Korea opened up to Southeast 

Asia, and it also served as catalyst for the other two regional powers to start thinking of 

regionalism in East Asia. "China's role was very important during the crisis, as it helped 

by not devaluating its currency, and at the same time Japan's eyes were open to the 

region. Until then Japan, together with the US and Australia, strongly opposed to the 

idea of an EAEC proposed our Malaysian Prime Minister, Mahathir. The US especially 

was very paranoid about the possibility of this group of becoming anti-US and shutting 

them out of the region, regardless of how much we insisted that would not happen," 

explains Stephen Leong. He further points out Malaysian activism, which is widely 

recognized - together with Indonesia - as the other two possible middle powers in 

Southeast Asia and drivers of ASEAN. "We certainly didn't mean to be against of US 

or Australia, which was kind of the mentality prevailing in those countries. We 

explained we were just trying to create an economic forum for this region just like any 

other region in the world were doing; just like the EU example, we thought about all 

East Asian countries coming together," clarifies this Malaysian source, who emphasizes 

how before the AFC the region was indeed not ready for this idea. "China was cautious 

and reluctant and Japan because of history, was even very careful of using the concept 

of East Asia, fearing some could relate that to the concept of East Asian Co-prosperity 

Sphere,"37 recounts Stephen Leong. The AFC helped overcome these taboos and finally 

the NEA countries started to realize the need to build institution frameworks for 

regional cooperation, as it has been widely acknowledged.  

                     
36 Interview with Stephen (Mun Yun) Leong. Experienced diplomat and academic from Malaysia. 
Fellow at the Institute of Strategic and International Studies in Malaysia. He is also very involved in the 
ASEAN process at both Track II and official levels, and thus he helped to provide a Southeast Asian 
point of view to this study. (Dec. 13th, 2012) 
37 The East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere was a concept created and promulgated on June 29th, 1940 by the 
government of the Empire of Japan in the context of Japanese expansion and its occupation of other East 
Asian countries. It promoted the cultural and economic unity of the East Asian race, by creating a self-
sufficient bloc of Asian nations led by the Japanese and free of Western influence. Ultimately, this co-
prosperity sphere operated not for the betterment of all the East Asia countries, but rather for Japan's own 
interests. 
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 Indeed, while the constant emphasis on Northeast Asia and security issues is 

always justified by South Korea’s circumstances as a divided nation having the 

constant threat from the North; the political and economic landscape, however, shifted 

due to the Asian Financial Crisis. Some go as far as to argue that the problems that 

event underscored within Korea – which was badly hit by the financial turmoil and the 

effects of a crony capitalism – helped the opposition leader Kim Dae-jung win the 

presidential election in 1997. (Sook-Jong Lee, 2008: 202)  

 In the wake of the AFC, Kim Dae-jung’s administration (1998-2002) was the 

first ROK government to embrace and push for the idea of an East Asian wide regional 

community. Young-June Park argues that President Kim was undoubtedly the most 

active Korean leader in promoting regional institution-building and a cooperation 

network. “Even Japanese and Chinese still highlight President Kim’s contributions,” 

points out Park. This was also recognized in Southeast Asia, as our Malaysian source 

indicates: "president Kim Dae-jung became a very strong advocate for a regional 

community, arguing that if we had an institutionalized form of East Asian regional 

cooperation we could help one another. In Southeast Asia we welcomed Korea's 

position, and also Japan's rapprochement. Actually the three Northeast Asian countries 

reached out to us and we welcomed their new thinking to come together. We were 

actually pleased to have this turnover in the midst of the financial crisis." (Stephen 

Leong, interview) 

 Hence, the shift was clear, and Seoul opted for a new definition of its 

geographical borders in East Asia, based upon the ASEAN Plus Three (APT) 

framework that emerged in this context, which excluded the United States as well as 

other Pacific countries such as Australia and New Zealand. This meant that South 

Koreans had to review their position of “open regionalism” as it was pursued within the 

APEC framework, which became largely dominated by the Americans. Sook-Jong Lee 

argues this also meant a change in identity expressed in Korea’s diplomacy particularly 

towards Japan but also in pursuing economic agreements instead of concentrating so 

much in traditional security aspects. The so called “forward-looking policy” proposed 

under President Kim serves as good example of how Korea attempted to downgrade the 

sometimes conflictive nationalist sentiments, showing regional leadership in resolving 

sensitive historical issues as this policy “was based on the idea that common East Asian 

identity and Japan’s cooperation would be needed to foster prosperity and peace in the 

region.” (Sook-Jong Lee, 2008: 203) This sense of collective destiny was reinforced by 
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the negative experiences with the IMF and the World Bank that most troubled East 

Asian countries encountered as a result of the AFC. (Choo, 2009)  

 In addition, the emphasis on the traditional concerns related to Korea's 

geopolitical reality were not abandoned. Actually, President Kim Dae-jung saw the 

Korean Peninsula issue and its possible solution as part of a broad regional network 

including neighboring countries in NEA, thus the emphasis on regional 

institutionalization during his government, in addition to the well known 'Sunshine 

Policy'38 of engagement with North Korea. Hence, the foundations of the Six Party 

Talks were laid during this period. “For President Kim the issue of regional cooperation 

and institutionalization was intertwined with the chances of improving inter-Korean 

relations.” (Young-June Park, interview) Shin-wha Lee also acknowledges this, when 

she states in one of her writings that President Kim's regional initiatives were greatly 

associated with the country's security imperatives, from his Sunshine Policy to its 

vision of creating an East Asian community, which was related to the concept of 

promoting greater cooperation in Northeast Asia as well. (Shin-wha Lee, 2008: 105) 

 

4.2.1. Kim Dae-jung's Vision: The East Asian Community Foundations 
 

In this context of financial turmoil and foreign policy reassessment towards regional 

institutionalization, the APT became the axis of East Asian regionalism as it included 

the three advances economies of Northeast Asia, which account for about 90 percent of 

the region’s GDP as a whole. (Sook-Jong Lee, 2008: 204) South Korea immediately 

became enthusiastic about this new framework, and during Kim’s presidency it actively 

developed region-oriented policies. Indeed, it was from this moment forwards that East 

Asian regionalism became one of the major pillars for ROK’s foreign policy, as it was 

seen as a viable means to promote peace and prosperity in the region. (Choo, 2009: 99) 

The APT process began in 1997, and it was consolidated the following year, as the first 

institutionalized East Asian framework for summit diplomacy.39 Since then, ASEAN 

Plus Three cooperation has broadened and deepened. It includes cooperation in the 

                     
38 The Sunshine Policy was the name given to Seoul's policy of engagement towards North Korea, which 
began in 1998 and officially ended when Lee Myung-bak's became president in 2008. Articulated by 
President Kim Dae-jung, the policy resulted in greater political contact between the two Koreas and 
some historic moments, like the two Korean summit meetings in Pyongyang (June 2000 and October 
2007), several business ventures, like the Kaesong Industrial Complex -now closed by North Korea- and 
also the meetings of family members separated by the Korean War. In 2000, Kim Dae-jung was awarded 
the Nobel Peace Prize for the undertaking of the Sunshine Policy. 
39 "ASEAN Plus Three Cooperation." Available at http://www.asean.org. 
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areas of food and energy security, financial cooperation, trade facilitation, disaster 

management, people-to-people contacts, narrowing the development gap, rural 

development and poverty alleviation, social welfare, human trafficking, labor, 

communicable diseases, environment and sustainable development, and transnational 

crime, including counter-terrorism.40 Sang-Ryol Lee, Director General for the Division 

of ASEAN and its related mechanisms at the Korean MOFAT, points out that since the 

APT creation, Korea is now involved in over 60 different sectored or ministerial 

meetings within the context of this institutional framework each year.41 

Yet, the most significant of many initiatives trying to build an East Asian 

Community (EAC) was the formation of the East Asia Vision Group (EAVG) that 

president Kim Dae-jung announced at the 1998 APT summit meeting in Hanoi. 

"Against the backdrop of the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, at the APT Summit in 

December 1998, the formation of an 'East Asia Vision Group' was proposed. The 

Vision Group would be composed of eminent intellectuals charged with the task of 

drawing up a vision for mid-to-long term cooperation in East Asia for the 21st century. 

The Vision Group explored ways to expand and intensify mid-to-long term cooperation 

in political and socio-cultural sectors, including economic ties to facilitate further 

development of the East Asian region. Its findings were submitted in a report to the 

APT Summit in 2001."42 This initiative set up an extremely important precedent for 

regionalism in East Asia, as it was agreed upon all the 13 members involved in the APT 

process and it meant a collaborative effort that was proposed and coordinated by South 

Korea. Stephen Leong explains that "when the AFC came, Korea saw a chance for a 

leadership role as it was itself very affected by the crisis. Therefore president Kim 

proposed the EAVG to all the APT members. This was a very bold statement, clearly 

calling for an East Asian community, and laying down the stages and measures we 

should all take in the medium and long term in order to build this kind of 

institutionalism in the region. Korea indeed took the lead and in ASEAN we were very 

pleased with this initiative." (Stephen Leong, interview) 

The regional leadership role of Korea in this period was very much linked to 

Kim Dae-jung's vision for East Asia. In 2002 the APT launched the EAVG and the role 
                     
40 Joint Media Statement of the 15th ASEAN Plus Three Consultations. August 29th, 2012, Siem Reap, 
Cambodia. 
41 Interview with Lee, Sang-Ryol. Korean official at the MOFAT. Director General of the ASEAN 
Division and all its related frameworks, like the APT, EAS or ARF. (Dec. 5th, 2012) 
42 Joint Media Statement of the 15th ASEAN Plus Three Consultations. August 29th, 2012, Siem Reap, 
Cambodia. 
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of Korea was very relevant and dynamic within that regional framework in its first few 

years. "At the time, president Kim thought about following some model for the region. 

He thought there should be some kind of regional mechanism like the EU in East Asia. 

This was because these countries somehow share certain cultural heritage, some values, 

and that would make it possible to build such regional mechanism. That was Kim Dae-

jung's vision," argues Sang-Ryol Lee, the Korean MOFAT official and head of the 

ASEAN related frameworks division. According to this policy-maker, there were also 

other practical aspects that were very influential for this initiative to be successful, and 

these had to do with the timing, as many East Asian countries were suffering from 

similar problems related to economic development as consequence of the AFC, as well 

as other traditional and non-traditional security issues that transcend borders. "In both 

the visionary and in the practical aspects, the region needed an institutional mechanism. 

In this context the EAVG was launched." (Sang-Ryol Lee, interview) 

The EAVG is relevant for this study, not only because it was a Korean initiative 

that was welcomed and supported by the rest of the countries in East Asia, but also 

because it set the ideational foundations for an East Asian Community. This is also not 

just symbolic, but it also helps to illustrate clearly when and how - thanks to a Korean 

initiative - the goal of creating a regional community became embedded in the 

governmental elites and policy-makers across East Asia. This also serves well to justify 

this research initial assumptions and the point of departure for this project: that an EAC 

is an ultimate goal in the region, at least as an ideal type among policy-makers. Indeed, 

the EAVG report clearly states that the East Asian Vision Group "wishes to create a 

vision that would inspire East Asian peoples and governments to work towards 

building an 'East Asian community' that will address the region's future challenges and 

advance mutual understanding and trust." (EAVG official report) In fostering the 

formation of an EAC the group proposed the following specific goals: 

 

• Preventing conflict and promoting peace among the nations of East Asia; 

• Achieving closer economic cooperation in such areas as trade, investment, finance, 

and development; 

• Advancing human security in particular by facilitating regional efforts for 

environmental protection and good governance; 
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• Bolstering common prosperity by enhancing cooperation in education and human 

resources development, and  

• Fostering the identity of an East Asian community. (EAVG Final Report)   

 

The report adds that it envisions East Asia moving from a region of nations to a bona 

fide regional community and that the economic field, including trade, investment and 

finance is expected to serve as the catalyst in this community-building process. 

Ultimately the EAVG made several key recommendations to achieve the realization of 

an EAC with specific proposals in fields of economic and financial cooperation, 

political and security cooperation, environmental cooperation, socio-cultural 

cooperation, and finally institutional cooperation. It also states clearly 8 guiding 

principles to develop this community, among them the necessity of a shared identity, 

the creation of international norms, the seek for progressive institutionalization and the 

importance of regional thinking. (EAVG Final Report) These notions of regional 

community-building follow the theoretical underpinning this study have put forward in 

chapter I, particularly in figure 2.   

Shin-wha Lee - who as noted has been one of the sources consulted during this 

research fieldwork - personally participated in the meetings and drafted the EAVG final 

report, as the first adviser of the Korean representative in charge of coordinating and 

managing the development of this framework, Ambassador Sung-joo Han. Lee helped 

in the processes and actually served as the ghost writer for the final draft, and explains 

how Korea played "a leading an active role in this initiative over 10 years ago, because 

it was our government's proposal. Therefore it was kind of a natural role that we 

assumed. I would not say that because of this we played an exclusive role in agenda 

setting, but we were very active in that aspect too, and I think we displayed a leading 

role in agenda setting as well as coordination and management. This successfully gave 

way to the following East Asia Study Group, which was also recommended by Korea at 

a more official and governmental level." (Shin-wha Lee, interview) 

Indeed, the creation of the East Asia Study Group (EASG) allowed to go a step 

further in terms of institutionalization EAVG were only individuals from academic and 

private sectors  were involved. The EASG was an inter-governmental and more 

practical framework that intended to follow up the EAVG recommendations in finding 

out ways to further cooperation within the APT countries. As Choo explains, in the 
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launching and support of these initiatives Korea was very vocal in advocating for 

regulatory frameworks for regional governance. Seoul “proactively assumed a 

leadership role in harmonizing different policy opinions that surfaced naturally during 

political debates and negotiations at the meetings of these two groups.”(Choo, 2009: 

99) Under this kind of constructive leadership the ROK was able to coordinate the final 

twenty-six policy recommendations that stem out of the EASG. Those measures not 

only included economic and financial cooperation, but also political, security, 

environmental, energy, cultural, educational, social and institutional type of measures. 

In accordance with its mandate, the EASG submitted its final report to the APT Summit 

in Cambodia in 2002 in which it also assessed recommendations for the EAVG and the 

implications of an East Asia Summit (EAS) which became a reality a few years after. 

Among those 17 short-term and 9 long-term concrete measures proposed in the EASG 

final report some that stand out are highlighted below, as they are considered here to 

contribute specifically to regional institutionalization: 

 

• Form an East Asia Business Council; 

• Establish an East Asia Investment Information Network; 

• Build a network of East Asian think-tanks; 

• Establish an East Asia Forum; 

• Establish poverty alleviation  programs; 

• Strengthen mechanisms for cooperation on non-traditional security issues; 

• Work together with cultural and educational institutions to promote a strong sense 

of identity and an East Asian consciousness; 

• Promote East Asian studies in the region; 

• Form an East Asia Free Trade Area; 

• Pursue the evolution of the ASEAN+3 Summit into an East Asian Summit; 

• Promote closer regional marine environmental cooperation for the entire region; 

• Build a framework for energy policies and strategies, and action plans.43  

 

Consequently, Seoul strove as the organizer and host of most of these related meetings 

that culminated in the hosting of the inaugural summit of the East Asia Forum in 

                     
43 Final Report of the East Asia Study Group. Presented at the ASEAN + 3 Summit, on 4th of November, 
2002. Phnom Penh, Cambodia. 
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December 2003, which aims at fostering broad-based social and cultural exchanges. 

(Choo, 2009; Lee, 2008, Kwon, 2002) The change of administration, as we shall see in 

the following chapter, meant a halt in the support of some of these East Asian-wide 

regional initiatives started by President Kim Dae-jung. Nevertheless, the EAGV and 

EASG remain as the most significant guidelines to advance the regional 

institutionalization processes in East Asia until today. They also point to the leadership 

capacity of South Korea, which prove to be well received by others in the region. Our 

source from Malaysia recounts:  

"As Korean initiatives, we welcomed the EAVG and EASG. It was all thanks to 
Kim Dae-jung, who proposed to carry out these studies, where of course all the 
APT members contributed, but the catalyst was Korea and it was very 
significant for the prospects of the East Asian community-building. ASEAN 
was very pleased with this process. I think these Korean initiatives were 
successful and possible because China initially was reluctant to take any kind of 
leadership role in the region at that time. The evidence of this is that when our 
Prime Minister Mahathir came up earlier with his idea of creating a regional 
community in East Asia, the first leader he spoke to was the Chinese Premier Li 
Peng, but that took the Chinese by surprise, and of course it was not taken well 
by Japan. The time was not right at that moment, and both China and Japan 
were very cautious. But in Southeast Asia and Malaysia we were very clear 
early on, even before the AFC, that we needed both China and Japan interested 
in the East Asian regional economic cooperation process. After the AFC turn of 
events, the time for Korea's proposal to be accepted was just right. Indeed, we 
needed regional leadership, but a regional leader that can be accepted by 
everyone." (Stephen Leong, interview) 

 

4.3. The EAS Formation: Korea and the Sino-Japanese Rivalry 

  

While the worst of the AFC had passed, and the most affected countries struggle to 

recover, the fourth APT gathering took place in Singapore in 2000, where the 13 

leaders agreed to explore the possibility of forging a more institutionalized mechanism 

for regional cooperation, motivated essentially by the Korean-led EAVG framework 

and the agreement reached for the launching of the EASG. As noted, this last 

framework was comprised by government officials with the aim to discuss possible 

ways of developing an action plan to transform the APT grouping into a more 

comprehensive regional cooperation body. (Kwon, 2002: 209) Korean MOFAT official, 

Sang-Ryol Lee, recounts this process: "The EAVG was followed by the EASG to study 

the feasibility of the policy recommendations made by the group of academic and 

experts. Originally the goal was to upgrade the APT process with its 13 members into a 
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broader and more institutionalized mechanism, however that changed along the 

process."  

 Indeed, the proposal of Korean President Kim, as it was exposed, received 

warm support from the other regional leaders. Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir 

reportedly suggested that the APT should be formed into an East Asian Summit; while 

the Singaporean Prime Minister at the time, however supporting the idea, presented a 

much more cautious approach, calling for a gradual and step by step process. (Kwon, 

2002: 209) This, according to Ambassador Kwon, reflected a true evaluation of Kim 

Dae-jung's vision for the transformation of the APT into the EAS, and eventually into a 

regional community. This was also important for the three NEA countries, which until 

then were only guests of ASEAN as dialogue partners, but in the creation of an EAS, 

the "plus three" countries would be granted full-fledged membership, same as the ten 

ASEAN nations. (Kwon, 2002; and interview)  

 Korean activism continued in the following years, and in the fifth APT summit, 

held in Brunei in 2001, President Kim suggested the establishment of a regional 

monetary fund, and the formation of a free trade and investment area. Based on the 

EAVG final report, he also pushed for the creation of the East Asia Forum for social 

and cultural exchanges, and officially advised for the transformation of the APT into 

the EAS. As noted in the previous section, all these issues were ultimately assessed 

among the proposals of the final EASG report submitted in Cambodia the following 

year at the 2002 APT summit, showing the influential role of Korea in agenda setting 

as well. Ultimately, the EASG recommended "the evolution of the annual summit 

meetings of ASEAN+3 into the East Asian Summit (EAS)."44 

 As the intentions for creating a more institutionalized East Asian-exclusive kind 

of mechanism started to gather momentum, the opposing views and perceptions of 

certain regional and extra-regional actors fill in the process with controversy, 

particularly regarding the issue of membership. Sang-Ryol Lee explains that the main 

problem derived from the fact that the EAVG, and EASG did not establish clearly any 

membership clause. This is how the regional mechanism meant to be based on the APT 

members became something larger, giving birth to the EAS in 2005. Of course, there 

were strong disagreements between China and Japan, the two main regional powers. 

"To counterbalance China and its preferred East Asian-exclusive notion based only on 

                     
44 Final Report of the East Asia Study Group. Presented at the ASEAN + 3 Summit, on 4th of November, 
2002. Phnom Penh, Cambodia. 
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the 13 APT members, Japan pushed for a lager membership, based on ASEAN+6, 

which eventually prevailed." (Sang-Ryol Lee, interview) Indeed, many sources 

consulted emphasized how the Sino-Japanese rivalry, among other factors, did not 

serve well in the objectives of community-building and furthering regional 

institutionalization in East Asia. Ambassador Kwon points out as main barriers to 

overcome the political mistrust and lack of confidence among the main players, 

particularly between China and Japan, in order to advance regionalism in East Asia. 

(Kwon, 2002; and interview) These barriers became evident in the process of creation 

of the EAS, where Japan's intentions to prevent Chinese dominance in the region, and 

especially over Southeast Asia, acted as a spur for Japanese activism in trying to shape 

the institutionalization process taking place. The Japanese saw the nascent regional 

institutionalism as an effective means of checking the emergence of China, hence they 

sought for the inclusion of other actors, particularly the US and its allies in the Pacific. 

(Kwon, 2002; and interview) 

 Ultimately, the EAS was officially announced as an outcome of the 2005 APT 

meetings in Kuala Lumpur. "That year, Malaysia mediated with China to give up. This 

happened because Malaysia as the host and chair of the APT, was under pressure from 

Japan and other countries to find a meaningful outcome for the meetings that year. 

Therefore Malaysia worked hard to convince China and finally Beijing accepted to the 

formation of an EAS based on the 13 APT countries, plus Australia, New Zealand and 

India." (Sang-Ryol Lee, interview) Although Korea led remarkably within the EAVG 

and EASG frameworks, which led to the creation of the EAS, most sources consulted 

agreed that in the controversy regarding the issue of membership Korea unfortunately 

remained silent. Sunjin Lee,45 former Korean Ambassador to Indonesia and current 

research fellow at the Institute for East Asian Studies in Sogang University points out 

that although initially Korea was very active in proposing initiatives in the follow up to 

that process Korea often becomes more passive. "The establishment of the EAS, which 

was a recommendation of the EASG, is such a case, where Korea kept silent while 

Japan and China argued over the membership and scope of the EAS." (Sunjin Lee, 

interview) Sang-Ryol Lee concurs and explains why: "In all the disagreement involving 

the membership for the EAS, Korea was certainly passive and did not play a relevant 

                     
45 Interview with Lee, Sunjin. Former Korean Ambassador to Indonesia, among other diplomatic posts. 
Today he is a Professor and Research Fellow at Sogang University in Seoul, within the Institute for East 
Asian Studies. Also actively involved in Track II meetings, most recently advising for the EAVG II. (Oct. 
29th, 2012) 
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role. Korea did not want to participate of that debate because it was something mainly 

being contested between China and Japan, and for Korea the implications of siding 

with one or the other are always serious. The relationship with both countries is very 

important for Korea, so we did not want to take sides. We need to be cautious and 

practical. At that time it was better for Korea to wait and see." (Sang-Ryol Lee, 

interview) 

 Ambassador Kwon and other sources consulted also point out that, in addition 

to the Sino-Japanese rivalry, the opposition coming from the US and other Asia-Pacific 

actors also affected the process and supported the Japanese cause from a broader 

membership for the EAS. "The US has consistently shown a negative reaction to 

initiatives for the creation of bodies for regional cooperation among East Asian 

countries only." (Kwon, 2002: 218-219) Of course, history serves to illustrate this, like 

it occurred with Prime Minister Mahathir's EAEC initiative, or the failure to establish 

the Asian Monetary Fund following the AFC. Malaysian expert, Stephen Leong, 

recounts how Australia and US played "the racial card" arguing they were not included 

for being non-Asian cultures. "Then, we asked these countries why so suddenly, when 

they never considered themselves part of East Asia, now they want to join these process 

so much. Of course it was mainly for economic interests, but also political influence." 

According to this source consulted, this undermined the process of building an East 

Asian community as the EAS became something totally different of what it was meant 

to be originally. 

 This episode serves as a good and clear illustration of what this research project 

is trying to underscore, and what happens when Korea displays intellectual and 

entrepreneurial leadership or when it prefers to remain passive. To be sure, Seoul is 

often in a very intricate position especially when there is open and direct confrontation 

or disagreement between the two regional powers, as it was the case over the EAS 

membership. It appears that in those instances where Korea plays a more active role, 

there can be very positive outcomes, as it occurred with the proposal and development 

of the EAVG and EASG frameworks. These are evident examples of 

middlepowermanship, both as catalyst and manager. However when Korea steps back 

and it becomes more passive, the opposing views that prevail among China and Japan 

seem to capture the center stage and take the process hostage. Because in this case there 

was an open confrontation and disagreement, there was little room for Korea as a 

middle power to bridge and mediate between the two regional powers and their 
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divergent visions for an East Asian Summit. Furthermore, Korea was under a good 

amount of pressure from its ally and security grantor, the US, which opposes to China's 

East Asian-exclusive approach; and at the same time Seoul could not openly side with 

neither of the two regional powers because that would compromise its own leverage in 

managing the relationships with the two giants of Northeast Asia. Thus, Korea's hands 

were tied. Certainly, Korea's best chance to bridge and facilitate the cooperation among 

its two big neighbors takes place when there is - to some extent - some room for 

maneuvering and dialogue in a moderate-rivalry context, but not when there is extreme 

and dialectically opposing positions as it happened with the controversial issue of EAS 

membership, hence it was finally Malaysia the country that had to mediate with China. 

Ultimately, the rivalry between the great regional powers in East Asia and the tensions 

it creates - as noted in the construction of the analytical and theoretical frameworks for 

this study - impede or make regional cooperation more difficult and the prospects for 

building a comprehensive regional institutional mechanism become bleak. 

 The facts are clear as the EAS was originally intended to be the ultimate goal 

for the institutionalization of the APT mechanism as recommended by the Korean 

initiatives of EAVG and EASG. Some argue it happened too fast, as this kind of 

processes are a long-term basis, not short-term. The momentum was there, although, 

and it had to be seized. Sang-Ryol Lee from the Korean MOFAT who deals with 

Korea's participation and both the APT and EAS explains that the evolution "was too 

premature at the time, creating this new and different mechanism that derailed from the 

original plan. Of course, this doesn't mean it was a failure. The APT process still 

remains very active and has several cooperative processes within its framework that 

have achieved a lot in functional and practical terms. It is undoubtedly the most active 

regional mechanism in the region." (Sang-Ryol Lee, interview) 

 

4.3.1. Regional Powers' Competition and the Failed EAFTA 

 

The issue of membership in the EAS was not the only area in which the two regional 

powers clashed and competed while trying to undermine each other's influence. The 

well known FTA race between China and Japan that took place in the years following 

the AFC serves as another illustration where this rivalry made the process of regional 

integration more complicated, and where Korea had to skillfully make decisions to 

manage its own regional integration strategy while maneuvering amid the two regional 
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powers' antagonism. As it was addressed, the AFC stirred up a sense of urgency among 

East Asian countries about the domestic and regional economic and financial reforms 

necessary to cope with future common crises, and the urgent need for institutionalized 

mechanisms to further economic and political cooperation in the region. Following this 

logic, the EAVG and EASG proposed the creation of a regional East Asian FTA 

(EAFTA), leading to an economic community, which was thought to be the first and 

most appropriate step towards that goal.  

 Chang Jae Lee46 from the Korea Institute for International Economic Policy 

(KIEP), recounts how a couple of years after the EAVG and EASG final reports were 

submitted, in 2004 China proposed to launch a joint study among experts for an East 

Asia-wide FTA, to follow up the proposals of those two frameworks. Indeed, there is a 

consensus among scholars that China became very enthusiastic in seeking FTAs within 

the region and elsewhere during the financial crisis aftermath. The country was largely 

capable of withstanding the AFC thanks to the high trade surplus and consequent strong 

financial power it possessed - and still possesses - when the crisis broke. According to 

experts, (Cai, 2005; Peng, 2004) China emerged from the AFC almost unscathed, hence 

its rise as a strong player within regional economic affairs. This was possible since 

China was among the top six holders of foreign reserves in the world in 1997. 

Consequently, Southeast Asian vulnerable post-AFC economies found shelter under 

Chinese leadership when Beijing offered them the financial support denied by the IMF, 

through the creation of the Chiang Mai Initiative.47 Moreover, within the context of the 

ASEAN plus China forum, the Chinese proposal made in 1999 for an FTA was finally 

accepted by the Southeast Asian countries in 2001. This prompted Japanese reaction 

and awakening to the necessity of an regional economic integration strategy to 

counterbalance China's increasing activism, particularly since the ASEAN members 

turned to Beijing in the hope it will develop a more significant role in the regional 

economy. (Cai, 2005) Tokyo’s rapprochement to ASEAN followed this logic – 

                     
46 Interview with Lee, Chang Jae. Senior Economist at the Korea Institute for International Economic 
Policy (KIEP). He is a senior fellow in the Department of International Cooperation Policy and the head 
of research and study groups for the EAFTA and CKJ Trilateral FTA. (Oct. 18th, 2012) 
47 Signed in May, 2000 in the City of Chiang Mai, Thailand, this initiative created a network of bilateral 
arrangements among China, Japan and the Republic of Korea with the ASEAN countries. This pact 
provided financing for members which may encounter liquidity problems. In 2009 an agreement was 
reached to replace the complicated bilateral swap agreements for a comprehensive multilateral 
arrangement that created a single fund to help with managing regional financial crises which represents 
the first successful regionalist project of the ASEAN+3 grouping. Now it is referred as the Chiang Mai 
Initiative Multilateralization (CMIM).  
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responding to worries that an ASEAN plus China FTA could place Southeast Asia too 

much under China’s sphere of influence. In January 2002, Prime Minister Koizumi 

clarified the basic direction Japan's East Asian economic integration strategy was 

taking. Using the Japan-ASEAN economic partnership negotiations as the core of this 

policy, Tokyo aimed to form an "Expanded East Asian Community," with economic 

links to countries outside the region, like Australia and New Zealand. This scheme, 

according to analysts, was unmistakably a counterproposal to China's strategic moves. 

(Yun, 2002) 

 South Korea, for its part, hurried to initiate free trade talks with different 

members of APEC initially, achieving its first FTA with Chile in 2003. This marked 

Korea’s FTA policy shift from a multilateral approach - preferred until that moment in 

the context of the WTO negotiations - to a bilateral one, as Chag Jae Lee explains. For 

Korea, Chile played the role of being an attractive partner to engage since its small size 

economy was not a big threat and also because the South American country is an active 

and skillful FTA negotiator that could help Korea learn in this process, promoting the 

necessary domestic reforms for the birth of Korea’s FTA diplomacy. (Solis and Katada, 

2007) Following this agreement, Korea felt with more confidence to pursue other FTAs 

within its own region, emphasizes the KIEP expert. In fact, this Korean senior 

economist was the head of the Korean team for the meetings that followed the EAVG 

and EASG in order to explore the possibilities of achieving an EAFTA. "After two 

years of study we submitted our results to the APT economy ministers in 2006. We 

finally failed in moving to the next stage because at the time the different ASEAN+1 

FTAs were not consolidated, and negotiations were still underway. Many leaders 

thought that an East Asia FTA was not possible and it was too early. They thought it 

would be better to wait until ASEAN+1 FTAs were completed and then move on to an 

APT-wide EAFTA." (Chang Jae Lee, interview) Nevertheless, Korea took the initiative 

to continue working on the study and decided to move on to 'phase 2'. Because this 

second - more detailed - stage of the EAFTA study was a Korean initiative, supported 

and put forwards by the Korean government, the KIEP took on the task of managing it, 

under the direction of Chang Jae Lee, who became the chair of this project, as he 

personally explains. Unfortunately, the process got derailed by regional mistrust and 

competition among the regional powers once again.  

 At the time, it became clear that China's economic and political performance 

during the crisis played against Japan's leadership intentions in the region. Japanese 
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FDI to other East Asian countries declined, while the Chinese economy rose. Already 

by the year 2000, a recovery in the regional economy started to be perceived, with 

positive per capita growth rates among the crisis countries. South Korea's recovery was 

particularly fast, and equaled China’s growth at an impressive 8 percent during this 

period. This economic performance outshone those presented by others in the region, 

especially the modest 1 percent registered in Japan in 2000. Thus, many authors have 

agreed that with the AFC the ‘flying geese’ pattern ceased to be the dominant model for 

division of labor in East Asia. (Peng, 2004: 441) Consequently, the FTA race between 

the two regional powers took over the process of regional economic integration across 

East Asia. During this period, Japanese scholar Hidetaka Yoshimatsu coined the 

concept "competitive leadership" (Yoshimatsu, 2005: 228-230) to describe in positive 

terms the Sino-Japanese rivalry, since it could act as a powerful engine necessary for 

furthering regional integration in East Asia.  

 However, that might only be one side of the coin, and the so-called "competitive 

leadership" for regional economic integration did not necessarily play in the favor of 

advancing regionalism in East Asia. As noted, it is a kind of collaborative leadership 

among regional powers the single aspect that can produce the most positive outcomes 

when it comes to advancing regional institutionalization. In East Asia that has not been 

the case. Instead of pursuing collaborative efforts to create a single free trade area, 

China and Japan hurried to find free trade partners, hoping to use this as means to 

enhance their sphere of influence in the region. Thus, China pushed for 'fast-track' 

FTAs with ASEAN and for an EAFTA based on the 13 APT members; while Japan 

opted for the term Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) to highlight the higher 

quality of its treaties, and insisted in a broader approach based on ASEAN+6, and at the 

same time sought bilateral agreements with many countries in Southeast Asia and 

across the Pacific. Chang Jae Lee explains how Japan used the issue of EAS 

membership and the worries prevailing in some ASEAN countries to push for its idea 

of a larger regional free trade area.  

"At the same time that we were working on the EAFTA study, Japan was pushing 
forward with their  CEPEA (Comprehensive Economic Partnership of East Asia) 
among the ASEAN+6 countries including Australia, New Zealand and India. This 
was happening in the same context of the EAS creation. Since the idea of moving 
from the APT to an EAS proposed by the EAGV was to move on from ASEAN 
centrality as the host, onto creating a mechanism on equal foot for all the APT 
members; then many countries in ASEAN felt this was not so good for them. 
Japan utilized that mood and in trying to balance China, helped to push for the 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

138 
 

idea of including more members. So then EAS ended up becoming a different 
thing." (Chang Jae Lee, interview) 

 

Moreover, This Korean expert who personally attended all those meetings - both for a 

EAFTA and for the Japanese-led CEPEA - points out how the process was derailed and 

the momentum was lost. "Eventually we formed four workings groups for the East Asia 

FTA, but the problems remained as to decide which countries will participate in this 

FTA. For over two years there was disagreement on whether would be EAFTA or 

CEPEA. That is ASEAN+3 or +6. We wasted a long time." (Chang Jae Lee, interview) 

 Despite the fact that the idea of a broader EAS prevailed, thus favoring Japanese 

position, most analysts concur that against conventional expectations, Japan did not 

played the leading role in regional integration that many expected. This is primarily a 

consequence of its protectionist standpoint at least in pure economic aspects, in 

addition to the other non-economic factors exposed here. In light of Japan's long 

stagnation, according to Naoko Munakata, (2002) the Japanese capacity to lead East 

Asian economic integration was brought into question. As pointed out earlier, Japan’s 

problematic history with its neighbors also continue to come in the way of developing 

institutional frameworks to promote integration within East Asia. In regards to China, 

its handling of the AFC gave Beijing a more positive image in the neighborhood, which 

allowed China to show itself more confident when pursuing a regional integration 

strategy based on its own terms. However, its quick rise, sheer size and political system 

made the smaller nations in China's periphery cautious and wary of accepting Chinese 

regional leadership. In this context, as most sources consulted emphasized, the Korean 

government played a strong and leading role in the early stages of the APT framework 

with the EAVG and EASG, and even later with the phase 2 study for the EAFTA. After 

that Seoul did not play an active role, and it chose to become more passive. When this 

happened, unfortunately "it all became more of a battle between China and Japan for 

the membership based on ASEAN+3 or +6." (Chang Jae Lee, interview)    
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4.4. East Asian Community in Crisis: The Korean EAVG II Initiative 

 

While the EAS turned out to be something different from the vision put forward by the 

EAVG, becoming a broader framework; in the past 15 years the APT mechanism 

continued to deepen regional cooperation among its 13 members, maintaining its 

original goal of serving as the main vehicle for community-building in East Asia. The 

EAS formation and its development, particularly regarding the issue of membership, 

however, meant that the roadmap for an East Asian-exclusive regional community was 

derailed. In this context the EAVG II came into being in 2011, in order to rethink and 

reconsider the future of the community-building process in East Asia.   

 Geung Chang Bae,48 from the Korea National Diplomatic Academy (KNDA), 

explains that "Korea decided to follow up and review the goal set 10 years ago by the 

EAVG. So we proposed the launching of the EAVG II, in order to push for a more 

politically meaningful kind of East Asian Community among the APT countries." 

(Geung Chang Bae, interview) The timing was also important, as the actual report of 

the EAVG II points out:  

"Taking into account that 2011 marked the 10th anniversary of the EAVG final 
report and that 2012 marked the 15th anniversary of the APT cooperation, the 
Republic of Korea proposed to set up the EAVG II at the Ha Noi APT Summit 
to review and assess all the cooperation activities implemented/being 
implemented within the framework of APT (...) The APT Leaders welcomed the 
proposal of the ROK and agreed to 'task relevant officials to implement this 
initiative.'" (EAVG II Final Report)49 

 

The EAVG II is indeed an important and required kind of evaluation of the process so 

far, in which Korea once more showed leadership and genuine interest in trying to 

advance the process of regional institutionalization. Thus, the EAVG II task was to take 

stock of all the APT cooperation activities and evaluate how those activities have 

contributed to developing the APT cooperation and community-building in East Asia. 

Based upon such stock-taking, the EAVG II studied the future direction of the APT 

cooperation mechanism, and also prepared a new vision for regional cooperation and 

                     
48 Interview with Bae, Geung Chang. Research fellow and government adviser at the Korea National 
Diplomatic Academy (IFANS-MOFAT). Expert in East Asian Regionalism, East Asian Community and 
Southeast Asia. Also involved in Track II processes. During the interview he also provided material 
based on some of his own work and research. (Dec. 3rd, 2012) 
49 Official Report of the EAVG II was submitted on November 19th, 2012; at the APT Commemorative 
Summit in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. An official copy of the report was provided for this study by Lee, 
Sang-Ryol, Korean official at the MOFAT. Director General of the ASEAN Division, who personally 
worked for and attended such APT meetings. The Interview took place on Dec. 5th, 2012. 
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community building. (EAVG II Final Report) The grouping held four meetings in total, 

the first one in Korea, as it was the country catalyst of this initiative, in addition to 

meetings in Vietnam, Japan and Indonesia. Seoul was a great facilitator too, and not 

only assumed all the costs of the first meetings - including traveling and 

accommodation for all the participants of the 13 APT countries - but it also served as 

manager by acting as one of the co-chairs throughout the whole process, together with 

one country of ASEAN each year (Indonesia in 2011 and Cambodia in 2012), 

according to details provided in EAVG II official report. This are clear signs of 

middlepowermanship shown by South Korea in order to revive the APT process, 

setting up new goals and a vision that was somehow derailed in the creation of the EAS.   

 An important assessment of the past decade was realized by the EAVG II. 

Among other issues, its reports highlights that the core focus of cooperation in the 

political and security areas remains primarily on confidence-building. Also some 

progress has been done in the field of socio-cultural cooperation, especially in areas 

such as health, education and environment. It is, however in the area of economic and 

financial fields where there has been most cooperation within APT, as the report signals, 

and where the most tangible results have been achieved. Indeed, the EAVG II recounts 

within them major accomplishments of APT process the Chiang Mai Initiative, which 

has evolved into a multilateral swap system; while the creation of the APT 

Macroeconomic Research Office (AMRO) was established in May 2011 in Singapore. 

Furthermore, the report adds that the Asian Bond Market Initiative (ABMI) New 

Roadmap has been adopted, and the Credit Guarantee and Investment Facility (CGIF) 

was also established in 2011, in order to provide credit guarantee and investment trust 

in Asia, to boost long-term investment in the region. The EAVG II highlights that these 

are all achievements that followed the logic of mid-to-long term recommendations 

made by the EASG, which was an outcome of Korean activism over a decade ago. 

(EAVG II Final Report)   

 Nevertheless, Geung Chang Bae - who has followed the process closely and 

advice the Korean government in issues related to ASEAN and East Asian regionalism 

- points out the shortcomings of this new framework and the Korean dissatisfaction 

with the community-building process.  

"In the original EAVG initiative, the emphasis was put on economic and 
regional cooperation. Since this is being achieved already under several 
different, and larger frameworks; Korea was hoping that within this EAVG II 
the emphasis should be put on community-building. Korea proposed and pushed 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Jose Guerra Vio 

141 
 

for this idea, and that would entail the notion of an East Asia Charter; and the 
coordination and future integration between the ASEAN Secretariat with the 
new Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat in Seoul for the  'plus 3' countries in 
Northeast Asia. This was indeed a very revolutionary idea that Korea tried to 
inject in this evaluation process made by the EAVG II. Unfortunately ASEAN 
countries did not feel enthusiastic about this, mainly because they are instead 
fully convinced now that the future for East Asia regional processes should be 
based on ASEAN+6 and not really under the more exclusive APT framework. 
Of course other countries in the region have no choice but to follow the ASEAN 
centrality, so the final outcome of the EAVG II is in my opinion very 
confusing." (Geung Chang Bae, interview) 
 

Indeed, the EAVG II recommends the realization of the East Asia Economic 

Community by 2020 as the main pillar of the new vision, which is in line with what 

Korea tried to put forward. This, the reports points out, should be based on the ongoing 

efforts of ASEAN to realize the ASEAN Economic Community by 2015, the successful 

launching of the Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralization (CMIM) and the AMRO, in 

addition to the prospects of trade liberalization with the start of the negotiation for the 

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), which is the new attempt to 

form a regional FTA proposed and backed by ASEAN and based on the ASEAN+6 

formula, not just the APT members. Once more, this is frustrating many that hoped to 

advance the community building process in East Asia based only on the 13 APT 

members, that is the 10 Southeast Asian nations and the three big economies of 

Northeast Asia, China, Korea and Japan. However, ASEAN continues to maintain its 

central role in both the APT and EAS, and that is once more clearly addressed by the 

EAVG II final report, which emphasizes that regional cooperation should build upon 

ASEAN "as the key driving force of the East Asian community building process." 

(EAVG II Final Report)    

 ASEAN's push for its own initiative of regional free trade area - the RCEP - was 

a blow particularly for Korea and China, who were hoping to maximize gains in the 

creation of a EAFTA based only on the APT members. Korea in particular was one of 

the countries which made great diplomatic efforts and allocated the most resources in 

time and financing research studies for the prospects of such trade liberalization process 

based on APT, as noted in previous sections. The Korean source consulted explain how 

Korea now seems to be the only country left that it is still hoping and pushing for an 

institutional framework for economic integration and an FTA based on the APT 

process, such as the EAFTA, since ASEAN is now behind the RCEP based on the 'plus 

6' formula. "That's the reality at this moment. China has eventually accepted the RCEP 
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instead of the EAFTA because China's primary concern is to counterbalance the US-led 

Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP). So even though China previously preferred a mode of 

regional integration on the APT basis, now it has slowly withdrawn its support for the 

EAFTA and accepted the broader RCEP based on ASEAN+6. On the other hand, Japan 

had never too much interest in the APT and the integration based on it to form a 

EAFTA, as it has always wanted to dilute China's intentions and influence in the region. 

(Geung Chang Bae, interview) This would explain Japan's announcement in March 

2013 to finally join the TPP negotiations, instead of showing support for the RCEP 

initiative, which still remains a more ASEAN centered framework. All this, argues Bae, 

definitely undermines the APT and community-building process at the end. 

 Moreover, in accordance to the kind of regionalism that prevails in this part of 

the world, and considering the sensitivity of Asian countries to the possible loss of 

sovereignty and territorial integrity, the EAVG II addresses clearly that the term "East 

Asia Economic Community" is understood as an intergovernmental entity and it does 

not mean or imply that members of this community would be required to transfer any 

competence to any entity that may be created by the community. This is expected to be 

carried out following the principles of mutual respect for independence, sovereignty, 

equality, territorial integrity and national identity. (EAVG II Final Report) Certainly, 

East Asian governments do not want to see the kind of supranational institutionalism 

that exists in Europe today, at least not before 2020 where the economic community is 

expected to be in place. Sang-Ryol Lee from the Korean MOFAT - who is the head of 

the division for ASEAN related mechanism like APT and EAS, and who provided the 

EAVG II final report for this study - explain that the economic community is only the 

first step, and then other aspects would follow, like free flow of labor, capital, goods 

and including other socio-political and security areas. "In order to do that we need to 

have free trade agreements to serve as the different building stones, like the Trilateral 

CKJ FTA or the RCEP FTA." (Sang-Ryol Lee, interview) This Korean source points 

out that, even though it is not official, there has been discussions for building up of a 

security community by year 2030, and a socio-cultural community by year 2035. This 

is somehow signaled in the EAVG II report, which points out that the new vision for 

2020 is not limited to the creation of a East Asia Economic Community only. "We need 

to enhance efforts of cooperation in the political-security, as well as the social-cultural 

areas." (EAVG II Final Report) Indeed, among the policy-makers and people driving 

these processes there is the realization that this community-building process is 
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necessary, as Sang-Ryol Lee emphasizes. 

 Consequently, the EAVG II finally proposes to the APT members several 

recommendations and an agenda for cooperation based upon 3 pillars: political-security, 

economic and socio-cultural. Additionally, in its last section the report emphasizes the 

importance of institutional arrangements for the pursue of an East Asian Community in 

an effective manner, recommending that existing mechanism should be reviewed and 

streamlined. The East Asia Forum - as a connectivity hub involving business, 

governments, NGOs and scholars - is highlighted in this section. This initiative was an 

outcome of the previous EAVG and EASG; and strongly backed by Seoul. Also in this 

point particularly, it is relevant that the EAVG II report suggests closer cooperation and 

coordination between the ASEAN Secretariat and the new Trilateral Cooperation 

Secretariat (TCS)50 established in Seoul for the "plus three" Northeast Asian countries. 

(EAVG II Final Report) This point is significant as it comes to fill in the institutional 

gap existing between North and Southeast Asia, which marks the point of departure of 

this research project. This is highlighted in the report as a stepping stone to further the 

process of regional institutionalization in East Asia on the long-term. This serves well 

to illustrate the argument this study is trying to put forward, and the role of Korea as a 

middle power at the center of all these processes, displaying activism as catalyst, 

facilitator and as manager of different mechanism for the advancement of regionalism 

in East Asia. To be sure, there shall be more EAVG in the future, to follow up the 

process of regionalism in East Asia, as Sang-Ryol Lee implies, which helps to stress 

the significance of this Korean initiative as the blueprint for East Asian community 

building. 

 However, after all these years since the EAVG set up the goal and path for an 

EAC, many in Korea feel frustrated and disillusioned with the outcomes and the way 

the process has been derailed. Even the former writer of the EAGV report in 2001, 

Shin-wha Lee, expressed how after all this time her opinion regarding regional 

institutionalism and functionalism have changed in face of the little spill-over effect 

that functional cooperation has produced in East Asia. (Shin-wha Lee, interview) For 

Geung Chang Bae the prospects for an East Asian Community based on APT are now 

bleak. "ASEAN has given up to the APT and its focus is on the ASEAN + 6 RCEP 

process. China has turned to this process, too, in order to counterbalance the US-led 

                     
50 The Trilateral Cooperation process among the Northeast Asian countries, and the role Korea has 
played in it, will be reviewed in detail in the next chapter of this dissertation. 
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TTP and Japan has no real interest in East Asian community-building as it prefers an 

Asia-Pacific approach. Korea is now the only country that is still interested and fully 

committed with a EAFTA based on APT as the first step for a regional community in 

East Asia. It seems implied that the final outcome of the EAVG II is an East Asia 

Economic Community based on ASEAN+6, which is the RCEP basically." (Geung 

Chang Bae, interview) This is certainly true, however one could argue that it also 

illustrates that the sense of urgency that created the APT process - e.g. the AFC - is 

now long forgotten, and that the recent global financial crisis requires the inclusion of 

more members, particularly Australia, New Zealand and India, as their economies are 

very much intertwined to the ones of East Asia. 

 Ultimately, Geung Chang Bae stresses that the goal set up a decade ago is now 

in crisis. This expert from KNDA and adviser to the Korean government, who has 

followed this process for a long time, explains that with the outcomes of the APT and 

EAS of November 2012, where the EAVG II final report was also submitted, the 

contention between the two schools of thought regarding East Asian community-

building - either East Asia-exclusive under APT, advocated initially by China, Thailand, 

Malaysia and South Korea; or larger under ASEAN+6 or more, proposed by Japan 

mainly, to counter China's rise - is finally over. "The larger approach has prevailed both 

in the context of multilateral mechanisms like the EAS and now with the RCEP in 

terms of economic integration. Unfortunately, I think Korea's role as a middle power in 

this context is largely limited." (Geung Chang Bae, interview) Indeed, the following 

section reviews this last point. 

 

4.5. East Asian Institutional Darwinism and the Complex Positioning of Korea 

 

Although it is true that the APT process still remains the most institutionalized regional 

mechanism in East Asia, things are changing fast and the creation of the EAS - which 

adds to the several existing regional frameworks that vary in focus and scope - means 

that many countries with limited diplomatic resources have to skillfully manage their 

policy options and prioritize. Korea does not escape to this reality, as Shin-wha Lee 

stresses in her report for the Korean government provided for this research. (Shin-wha 

Lee, 2008) This expert and insider from the Korean foreign policy-making circle 

explains that regionalism is intimately linked to the political will and interests of those 

leading the process, as this study also suggests when building its analytical framework 
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for research. "The strength of such regionalism and regionalization depends upon the 

ability and willingness of states involved in the construction of institutionalized forms 

of multilateral cooperation, and their aim to more effectively address regional issues 

and problems through multilateral rather than unilateral or bilateral means." (Shin-wha 

Lee, 2008: 90)  Although not explicitly, it is inevitable to think of China and Japan, the 

regional great powers, that often refuse to deal with certain issues on a multilateral 

basis. The constant pursue of diluting each others' influence, their rivalry and 

competition - as exposed in this chapter - have put Beijing and Tokyo in a position in 

which the regional powers are not often seen when it comes to advancing regionalism: 

instead of driving the process they often seem to slow or derail it. Because of their lack 

of willingness to promote regional cooperation and the mistrust that abounds in East 

Asia towards their leadership impetus, regionalism and community-building in this part 

of the world has been difficult and messy. Korea's positioning in this context is quite 

complex. 

 To be sure, regionalism in East Asia has advanced a great deal, making 

considerable progress especially in the economic and financial areas, as highlighted by 

the evaluation carried out by the EAGV II within the APT framework. Korean MOFAT 

head for APT, Sang-Ryol Lee, emphasizes the success of this mechanism, arguing that 

when the 2008 financial crisis hit the global economy, the East Asian countries did not 

suffer as much as other regions did, having a quick recovery. "This happened thanks to 

the APT mechanism which includes the robust Chinese economy and the very dynamic 

economic developments in the SEA countries. This time we were much more prepared 

for a financial crisis because of the APT. We are not as vulnerable as we were in 1997. 

All this show the APT process has been very successful as its focus is economic 

development and since it was created with the purpose of preventing crisis like the 

AFC." (Sang-Ryol Lee, interview) Indeed, according APT official estimates, some of 

the tangible results in recent years are quite remarkable considering the global 

circumstances:  

• In finance and monetary cooperation, progress has been steady and the focus 

continues to be on the implementation of the Chiang Mai Initiative 

Multilateralization (CMIM) and the Asian Bond Market Initiative (ABMI). The 

CMIM is now being supported by the new APT Macroeconomic Research 

Office (AMRO) in Singapore. 
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• ASEAN trade with the Plus Three Countries remained robust even in the 

context of the uncertainties of the global economy. In 2011, total trade recorded 

an increase of 26.2 percent, amounting to US$678.2 billion. Exports and 

imports grew by 34.9 percent and 18.0 percent, respectively. Total trade with 

Plus Three Countries accounted for 28.4 percent share of ASEAN's total trade 

in 2011. 

• Total FDI flow from the Plus Three Countries into ASEAN remained on an 

upward trend, recording an increase of 29.5 percent amounting to US$41.2 

billion in 2011 from US$31.8 billion in 2010. FDI flow from the Plus Three 

Countries accounted for nearly half (46.2 percent) of the total FDI flows into 

ASEAN in 2011.51 

 

About the prospects for a regional community, the APT countries reaffirmed at the 14th 

APT Summit in November 2011 in Bali that the APT process would continue as a main 

vehicle towards the long-term goal of building an East Asian Community with ASEAN 

as the driving force. The meeting also reaffirmed their support for ASEAN centrality in 

the evolving regional architecture and recognized the mutually reinforcing and 

complementary roles of the APT process and other frameworks like the EAS and the 

ARF in the East Asian community building process.52 

 This, however, doesn't convince some who see the community building process 

as somehow high-jacked by intra and extra regional interests of containing China. 

Korean expert from the KNDA, Geung Chang Bae, explains that after the US and 

Russia joined the EAS in 2011, things are taking a different direction. "This year the 

US has shown a very keen interest in participating in the East Asian cooperative 

projects within the EAS framework, which is one step further in its involvement. In 

addition, Japan, Australia and India are arguing that the EAS should be more 

institutionalized. However, originally, the EAS was just supposed to be a national 

leaders forum. Now it is becoming more and more institutionalized with several 

specific projects being carried out within its framework. Many are now expecting that 

the EAS will become more and more institutionalized, and if such thing happens, it 

might certainly dilute and overshadow the APT process, which is at the moment, the 

                     
51 Joint Media Statement of the 15th ASEAN Plus Three Consultations. August 29th, 2012, Siem Reap, 
Cambodia. 
52 Ibid.  
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most institutionalized regional framework in East Asia, and the base for a regional 

community." (Geung Chang Bae, interview) 

 Others are less pessimistic and see more opportunities now the US is "back" as 

it has been the slogan of its new policy dubbed "US pivot to Asia." The Korean 

MOFAT official that also heads Seoul's involvement in the EAS thinks this is 

something good. "Since 2011, the EAS is evolving into something very different from 

the APT. The APT still remains the most active and functionally efficient process in 

East Asia, that has not changed. The EAS is more of a dialogue summit, we call it a 

'leaders-led' process where any of the leaders can bring issues to the table to be 

discussed. There is also an increasing trend to create functional areas of cooperation 

within the EAS, in very practical things. Thus, the EAS is developing into a functional 

type of cooperation mechanism. It is also a great opportunity for discussing other topics, 

like security issues, since it involves all the great powers, US, Russia and China. From 

this point of view, it makes sense to have the US in the EAS, considering that many 

Asian countries rely on the US for security. Issues of non-traditional security are 

becoming more and more relevant within the EAS in terms of functional cooperation, 

like disaster relief exercises, for example. So yes, the EAS is on track for functionalism 

and it will eventually go parallel to the APT framework, which is already that." (Sang-

Ryol Lee, interview) 

 Considering this reality, it is hard to think the EAS will become the base for an 

East Asian Community, and then perhaps the APT process should evolve into 

something else, more comprehensive and institutional, and aiming for community-

building, as it was proposed under Kim Dae-jung's vision and suggested by the EAGV 

and EASG. Korean MOFAT official agrees on this point, and argues that because the 

EAS is growing into something similar to the APT but with more members,  now the 

APT needs something more, considering it has reached certain maturity. "That is 

something we realized among the 13 members of APT, and also this is the reason why 

we - the Korean government - proposed the EAVG II in 2010, to evaluate the last 

decade of the APT and to design the next steps. We thought it was time for the APT to 

come up with something new." (Sang-Ryol Lee, interview) This is clearly another 

instance in which Korea has stepped up efforts in order to push and drive the process of 

regional institutionalization forward in East Asia, showing a more confident and 

capable middlepowermanship. Nevertheless, Geung Chang Bae remains skeptical about 

the future of the regional community-building process, as the EAS is expected to start 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

148 
 

holding several ministerial meetings, including finance minister as it has been proposed 

by the non-APT members of EAS. "If that happens in the EAS, that could be pre-stage 

for those non-APT members of EAS like Australia, India, New Zealand or even the US, 

to join the Chiang Mai Initiative. Then the APT process would become irrelevant." 

(Geung Chang Bae, interview) 

 Indeed, according to this Korean expert and Track II policy-maker, all these 

developments show that there is a kind of inter-institutional balancing in the region, 

between the several frameworks in place, like ASEAN, APT, EAS, ARF and APEC, 

among others. Bae points out that the final outcome of this could be negative: "the 

weakening of all of them, instead of the strengthening of the regional process." He 

draws parallels to the case of Latin America and all the contending processes for 

regional integration and community-building taking place in that region. Just in 2012 

the so-called Pacific Alliance, encompassing the 4 biggest and most dynamic 

economies on the Pacific rim of Latin America - Mexico, Colombia, Peru and Chile - 

took the shape of a new trade bloc that it is quickly overshadowing the already 

established Mercosur. The Korean KNDA expert explains that to have too many 

competing multilateral frameworks in one region is not necessarily good or efficient. 

"In my opinion, the one multilateral regional framework that is most institutionalized is 

the one that will survive at the end." (Geung Chang Bae, interview) 

 In all this kind of "Institutional Darwinism", the positioning of Korea and its 

key role in the process of building an East Asian Community was already identified at a 

very early stage, Ambassador Kwon recounts. Indeed, in his book he wrote already in 

2002 that "Korea is in a position to make use of advantages such as its unique 

geopolitical location between Japan and China in Northeast Asia and status as a middle 

power to span a bridge between the great powers in Northeast Asia and small and 

medium-sized nations in Southeast Asia. From the perspective of ASEAN members, 

that have an enduring psychological perception of political, military and economic 

threats from Japan and China, a strategic alliance between Korea and ASEAN countries 

promises to help keep the balance and enhance confidence." (Kwon, 2002: 224-225) 

This experienced Korean diplomat also points out to the benefits of proposals and 

initiatives taken by Korea, which he argues help to remove suspicions of ulterior 

motives on the part of Japan and China should they have acted as the catalysts. (Kwon, 

2002; and interview) This notion of Korea's strategic positioning in the processes of 

regionalism in East Asia depicted here is very much in line with what this research has 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Jose Guerra Vio 

149 
 

hypothesized. However, has it been really accomplished in the past decade? Was Seoul 

successful in doing what many have argued is its natural role? The findings exposed so 

far in this chapter can provide partial answer to this questions, which will certainly be 

addressed in the following chapter as well.     

 Jaehyon Lee,53 who is a current fellow at the Asan Institute for Policy Studies in 

Seoul and until 2012 was also a researcher and adviser at the Korea National 

Diplomatic Academy (KNDA), emphasizes that Korea's position is "quite awkward." 

He explains: "clearly China and Japan are the big regional powers and Korea is in the 

middle, but from the prospective of the ASEAN countries, Korea is considered one big 

country in terms of development. Of course we cannot appeal to ASEAN in terms of 

economic size or military power, for instance, but we can do it in regards to East Asian-

wide regional cooperation, by injecting new ideas, and providing direction. This is 

exactly what previous presidents have done, particularly Kim Dae-jung, in the early 

2000's. New initiatives, new ideas, as a form to exert a kind of leadership." (Jaehyon 

Lee, interview) This mentality embedded in Korean foreign policy circles helps to 

illustrate well the kind of argument this dissertation wants to advance. In the context of 

great power rivalry, a middle power like Korea can help move the process of 

regionalism forwards, as long as there is moderate rivalry among the regional powers. 

Jaehyon Lee indicates that is exactly what happened during the competition period 

occurring in the early and mid-2000's between China and Japan. He recounts how "if 

China said something Japan said no, and vice versa. This competition meant for Korea 

some room for maneuvering, as neither China nor Japan could take the lead. This gave 

the chance for Korea to inject these new ideas. When Korea says something, neither 

Japan nor China refuse immediately, there is room for improvement. In addition, 

ASEAN also welcomes Korea's initiatives, because it is not threatening for their 

autonomy, like something coming from China or Japan could be perceived. In the early 

2000 this situation was quite clear and it meant a good chance for Korea to exert a 

leading role in East Asian cooperation." (Jaehyon Lee, interview) "Korea has definitely 

played a key role in the early stages of regional cooperation of East Asia," this experts 

adds. These are clear signs of middlepowermanship and serve well to validate the 

arguments of this dissertation.  

                     
53 Interview with Lee, Jaehyon. ASEAN relations and Track II member (CSCAP and NEAT), former 
fellow of the Korea National Diplomatic Academy (IFANS-MOFAT) until December 2012 and current 
research fellow for Southeast Asian issues at the Asan Institute for Policy Studies. (Sept. 3rd, 2012) 
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 Moreover, the active role of Korea as a middle power from an ASEAN 

perspective is even more obvious, particularly in the context of the APT process, as our 

source from Malaysia explains. "To be clear, it's not like in ASEAN we are talking of 

Korea as a middle power explicitly, but when we think of regional processes like the 

APT, inevitably Korea is thought to be right 'in the middle', acting as a bridge. 

Increasingly this is becoming more evident and explicit. We also considered that 

eventually, if ASEAN gets its act together and achieve its single market and the 

ASEAN Community, it could be taken collectively as an important middle power not 

just regionally but globally. But yes, more and more Korea is being recognized as a 

middle power in the region." (Stephen Leong, interview) Indeed, this Southeast Asian 

source consulted tells that ASEAN countries have been very keen in building 

relationships with middle powers like Korea, in order to help the development of their 

policy of neutrality. ASEAN is now having an ASEAN-Australia-New Zealand 

dialogue, since they also see Australia as a traditional middle power in the Asia-Pacific 

and certainly they hope it can play an important role in the region. (Stephen Leong, 

interview) 

 ASEAN and Korea have developed a similar mechanism under the ASEAN-

ROK Strategic Partnership achieved in 2010, and in fact Seoul has recently opened a 

special resident mission for ASEAN in Jakarta in October 2012, as Sang-Ryol Lee, 

Korean MOFAT head for ASEAN issues explains. "The Korea-ASEAN dialogue 

mechanism is very important for Korea. It's all based on the notion of ASEAN 

centrality and their goal to consolidate an ASEAN community by 2015. When they 

think about community, they refer to a political and security community, as well as 

socio-cultural and of course economic community. Korea, as well as other countries, is 

committed with helping their community-building process, and so we are giving 

support through ODA oriented towards the community-building process of ASEAN 

specifically." This Korean official emphasizes the importance of ASEAN for Korea's 

strategic interest, "not only in terms of economy, as the trade between Korea and 

ASEAN countries has grown almost 100% in the last 5 years; but also we have political 

interest as well, since most of the ASEAN countries have official relations with North 

Korea." (Sang-Ryol Lee, interview)  

 The report and data provided by this Korean MOFAT source reflect the 

significance of this relationship: ASEAN as a whole is the second largest trade partner 

for the ROK, amounting to USD $124.9 billion in total trade volume in 2011, which 
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they hope to increase to 150 billion by 2015; ASEAN is also the second largest 

investment destination for Korean outward FDIs, adding up to 7.1 billion in 2010; 

ASEAN countries are also the 3rd most popular destination for Korean travelers with 

over 3 million people per year heading to Southeast Asia; in addition, Korean popular 

culture, and its cultural exports like TV dramas, fashion and music are a big hit within 

ASEAN. All this are increasing trend under the ASEAN-ROK FTA, which achieved its 

third stage of implementation in 2009, with an agreement on investment, after previous 

stages in 2006 agreed on trade in goods and in 2007 on trade in services. Thus the total 

trade volume increased from the USD $60 billion mark in 2006, to over the USD $120 

billion, a 100% increase, as the Korean MOFAT official for proudly emphasizes. When 

it comes to assistance for community-building, in the context of ASEAN-ROK Special 

Cooperation Fund, Korea has provided USD $52 million between 2009 and 2011, and 

is increasing its annual contribution by USD $5 million a year. This resources are 

directed specifically to projects and programs within ASEAN that aim at achieving it 

community-building. Particularly, for the Initiative for ASEAN Integration (IAI) Seoul 

has provided USD $10 million between 2003 and 2012, and it has committed to another 

USD $10 million from 2013 to 2017. In addition, soft loans and grants have been 

provided by the ROK to the ASEAN countries that accounted for a total of USD $3.2 

billion by 2011.54 Consequently, it can be argued that Korea's commitment with 

ASEAN's own community-building process, as a stepping stone for the achievement of 

a larger East Asian Community, is also a sign of commitment with regionalism, and it 

thus reflect activism and the kind of middle power behavior associated as a facilitator in 

this case.  

 Based on the finding and what has been exposed in this chapter 4, Korea's 

position in East Asia as a middle power is thus undeniable. It's activism and leadership 

in advancing regionalism by exerting it middlepowermanship is also considerable, 

however it varies significantly. Geung Chang Bae explains that while within the APT 

framework, Korea as a middle power is clearly identified and so it can have a more 

influential role among the 13 members; within the EAS the role of Korea as a middle 

power can be less influential. "Theoretically, Korean foreign policy-makers recognize 

that our best option is always within the APT, especially when it comes to numbers. 

                     
54 These data is drawn from official report "ASEAN's Importance from ROK's Stance" provided for this 
study by its author, Lee, Sang-Ryol, Korean official at the MOFAT. Director General of the ASEAN 
Division. The Interview took place on Dec. 5th, 2012 at the Korean MOFAT Headquarters.  
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The APT is basically 13 members, but it is actually only 1 - ASEAN - plus 3, so then 

Korea has more room for maneuvering and becomes more relevant. Within the 

ASEAN+6 that influence is obviously less, and now with the US and Russia in the EAS, 

then Korea is just a small potato." (Geung Chang Bae, interview) Another source 

consulted agrees to this: "for Korea the APT is the best way to go. Even though some 

people in Korea would like to put more emphasis in the US involvement so they now 

prefer to emphasize the EAS. I personally think the APT is more dominant and 

important for Korea as a regional framework, because it has a longer history and it is a 

little bit more institutionalized. (Jaehyon Lee, interview) 

 It is true, however, that many see the benefits of the EAS and its larger 

membership as something that Korea could take advantage of. In this context Korea 

could have the chance to build coalitions with other like-minded players, which is 

another possible strategy that it is usually associated to middle powers. Although this 

policy option will be explored in the last sections of this study, for now it suffices to 

mention the so called KIA group - Korea, Indonesia and Australia, the middle powers 

within the EAS - which was proposed by Kevin Rudd, former Australian Prime 

Minister, to the Lee Myung-bak administration in its early stage. However, the idea 

didn't take off in any significant way, and according to Geung Chang Bae that attempt 

didn't accomplish much because there are very different strategic interest within the 

region for these three countries. 

 Essentially, when it comes to East Asian-wide regionalism, the leadership 

displayed by Korea during the Kim Dae-jung's years is unquestionable. "Kim Dae-jung 

was quite a leader and actively promoted important regional frameworks like the 

EAVG, EASG and EAF, which were all quite instrumental in those early stages of 

building regional institutionalization in East Asia, that led eventually to the EAS," says 

Jaehyon Lee. However, this Track II expert points out that "if you look into the specific 

areas of cooperation it is more difficult to see where Korea has been more active. At the 

summit level, within president Kim's years especially, and because of his leadership, 

Korea was very enthusiastic and very active in promoting many initiatives, but at the 

working level, the government officers were no so enthusiastic about the future of East 

Asian regionalism. So there has not always been a consistency." (Jaehyon Lee, 

interview) It is important to reflect on this point. This source - who has been very 

involved in regional processes - suggests that at the working level the impact of Korea 

is not always clearly distinguishable, and it becomes blurry. On the contrary, at the 
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summit level, because it often implies big announcements and visibility, things are 

different, and many countries, not just Korea, tried to gain notoriety. This is relevant 

because "where things really happen is at the working level and in this level countries 

don't always show the same kind of enthusiastic approach for regional cooperation, and 

it is hard to follow up. So finally the concrete results are not so visible." (Jaehyon Lee, 

interview) Some can relate this easily with the well known Asian obsession with 

"keeping or saving face" or to try to portray a good image. This is certainly the case, as 

the Korean source admits, but he also adds that it also has to do with the complex 

reality of what regionalism really implies. "At the summit level, of course Presidents 

and Prime Ministers want to appear to promote great initiatives. But later on the 

working level, where things become very technical and bureaucratic, it gets 

complicated, especially because every couple of years people change and rotate, so this 

makes really difficult to follow up and make progress, there is no continuity." (Jaehyon 

Lee, interview) 

 This reality is not denied by officials at the Korean MOFAT. Sang-Ryol Lee, 

explains that in many of the regional frameworks, because they are mechanisms for 

functional cooperation, sometimes a lot of it depends on the different ministries and so 

the role that Korea can or wants to play varies greatly in different areas. "For example 

we at the MOFAT always try to push the other ministries, like the Finance Ministry, for 

instance, to be more active. Sometimes it's a matter of feasibility since they are already 

too busy dealing with the one process like APT or the Trilateral CKJ process, so they 

can't for example pay attention to the EAS mechanism. So there are limitations. All this 

is related to the areas of governance, just APT has 60 different areas of cooperation." 

(Sang-Ryol Lee, interview) In addition, there are other reasons that make difficult for 

Korea to follow up on certain initiatives with its limited diplomatic resources. Former 

Korean Ambassador and current Track II expert, Sunjin Lee, points out that after Kim 

Dae-jung's active leadership period, Korea's reason for the change in prioritizing 

regional cooperation was due to the recovery from the AFC, which was somehow fast, 

and so Korea lost the sense of urgency that initially triggered the process of regional 

integration in East Asia. Also other issues related to security in Northeast Asia and 

North Korean matters required the government in Seoul to focus on its relations with 

Pyongyang and its most immediate neighborhood. (Sunjin Lee, interview) 

 This last point is indeed a thorn in Korean foreign policy. Although not the only 

aspect that influences Seoul's strategic interest in regional cooperation - the economic 
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issues are often most pressing - many sources consulted did agree that the vision of 

Kim Dae-jung's that sees regional institutionalization in East Asia - and particularly in 

Northeast Asia - as the most viable way for managing the North Korean issue, 

continues to resonate and motivates Korean approach to regionalism. This realization is 

based on the positive role that the EU played in the reunification of Germany, as many 

experts hope for; therefore "active Korean engagement could broaden the horizons of 

Korean diplomacy for peace and also help facilitate exchanges and interactions 

between the two Koreas." (Kwon, 2002: 225) Ultimately, the efforts to build a regional 

community in East Asia - as this research project proposes - require the consolidation 

of sub-regional cooperation and institutionalization in NEA among the CKJ group. The 

following chapter 5 focuses in this issue particularly, highlighting the role of Korea as a 

middle power and the diplomatic behavior it has displayed in the context of Northeast 

Asia, and what followed to the years under Kim Dae-jung's presidency in order to build 

mechanisms for regional cooperation with China and Japan; thus, narrowing the 

asymmetry between the industrialized NEA economies and the ASEAN countries in 

terms of integration and institutionalization. As we shall see, the APT process was 

instrumental for the CKJ group "because in that context the Trilateral Cooperation 

Mechanism for NEA came into being, and it filled in the empty space the plus 3 

countries had. This helped the whole East Asian-wide regional process. It was a step 

forward." (Sang-Ryol Lee, interview) 
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Chapter V: Korea in the Emerging Institutionalization of         

Northeast Asia 

 

Complex geopolitics have historically made regional cooperation and integration an 

almost impossible endeavor in Northeast Asia (NEA) as a sub-region of East Asia. 

Only in the late 90's, and having the AFC fresh in the memory, the three main regional 

players of NEA and biggest economies - China, South Korea and Japan - started for the 

first time to look for institutional ways to channel closer cooperation, although initially 

in the context of the APT mechanism.  

 It was in the historical informal breakfast held on the sides of the 1999 APT 

summit in Manila, when the three leaders - Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji, Japanese 

Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi and Korean President Kim Dae-jung - met in a trilateral 

manner for the first time in modern history. Since then, this trilateral summit has 

evolved and become more institutionalized in the form of the Trilateral Cooperation 

Meetings, holding meetings on a regular basis and achieving cooperation in a wide 

range of functional areas among the so called CKJ group. This chapter will revise this 

process and its prospects for regional institutionalization in NEA, paying special 

attention to the role of South Korea as a middle power, managing and bridging within 

the delicate trilateral relationship that includes the two regional great powers, in order 

to advance this emerging process of regionalism.  

 Indeed, with President Roh Moo-hyun (2003-08) the emphasis in regional 

institutionalization shifted back to Seoul’s immediate neighborhood in NEA. Due to the 

particularities of this sub-region, it is appropriate to revise briefly some important 

efforts made previously to the consolidation of the Trilateral Cooperation mechanism 

among the CKJ countries. Although not comprehensive forms of regionalism, as these 

other forms of regional cooperation in NEA had a very specific focus and objective, 

nevertheless they serve as important precedents to highlight the relevance of building 

an institutional framework among the Northeast Asian countries that until recently was 

not existent.   

 
5.1. Precedents for Multilateral Regional Cooperation in NEA 
 

Northeast Asia has been engulfed in a unique geopolitical situation for most part of the 

last century, making it hard for the countries in the area to trust each other. As a result, 
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the forms of regional cooperation that initially emerged in the 90's - only allowed by a 

post Cold War context - where mainly concerned with the most pressing issue of 

ensuring security and stability in the Korean peninsula, in the manner of specialized 

groupings for the managing of North Korea's nuclear ambitions. The two most 

notorious - albeit failed - mechanisms that tried to find ways to promote cooperation in 

order to solve this security threat for NEA were the Korean Peninsula Energy 

Development Organization (KEDO) and the so called Six Party Talks dialogue (SPT). 

Choong-hee Hahn is the current Director General of the Cultural Affairs Bureau at the 

Korean MOFAT, however, this experienced Korean diplomat was one of the ROK's 

representatives at these two mechanism mentioned above (KEDO and SPT).55 

 Ambassador Hahn recounts how the KEDO process was quite unique since "it 

was a consortium of countries to support the building of a Light Water Reactor in North 

Korea. The three original executive members on its board were South Korea, Japan and 

the US, and later the EU joined. They provided the financial support for this 

organization, which was created after a framework agreement in 1994 between the US 

and North Korea, to handle the Korean Peninsula nuclear issue; and the secretariat was 

in New York City. I was working for that secretariat for about three years, between 

2003 to 2005, and I had to visit North Korea several times." Indeed, the official website 

of KEDO specifies that in October 1994, the United States and North Korea signed an 

Agreed Framework under which the DPRK agreed to freeze and ultimately dismantle 

its nuclear program, looking for a comprehensive solution to the issues arising from 

Pyongyang's nuclear program. In return the US and other members agreed to:  

1. Finance and construct in the DPRK two light-water reactors of the Korean 
Standard Nuclear Power Plant model and, in so doing; 

2. provide the DPRK with an alternative source of energy in the form of 500,000 
metric tons of heavy fuel oil each year for heating and electricity production 
until the first of those reactors is completed. 

3. Conduct its activities in a manner that meets or exceeds international standards 
of nuclear safety and environmental protection; and 

4. provide for the implementation of any other measures deemed necessary to 
accomplish the foregoing or otherwise to carry out the objective of the Agreed 
Framework.56  

                     
55 Interview with Hahn, Choong-hee. Korean former ambassador and experienced diplomat. Currently 
the Director General of the Cultural Affairs Bureau in the Korean MOFAT, he was previously involved 
in regional mechanisms within Northeast Asia, particularly the KEDO process and the Six Party Talks. 
(Nov. 2nd, 2012) 
56 From KEDO's official website. (http://www.kedo.org/Index.asp) 
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In support of these goals, KEDO was established in March 1995, when Japan, South 

Korea, and the US expressed their common desire to implement the key provisions of 

the Agreed Framework. These were KEDO's founding members and constituted its 

Executive Board. However, KEDO's participation was not restricted uniquely to 

countries involved directly in NEA, and its charter allowed for additional states and 

international organizations to join and support the purposes of the organization.57 In 

this process, South Korea played a significant role, although not in its capacity as a 

middle power. To be sure, Seoul did not display any kind of behavior as catalyst, 

facilitator, nor manager; but it did provide large financial support in the construction 

attempts of the Light Water Reactor in North Korea, which was the main objective of 

KEDO to encourage the dismantling of North Korea's nuclear facilities. Ambassador 

Hahn explain that "in fact almost over 90 percent of the costs of building the reactor 

were assumed by South Korea and Japan, and out of that I would say 70 percent came 

from South Korea. So the construction itself - of this light water reactor - was majorly 

financed by us, and partially by Japan; while the US - also within the framework of 

KEDO - focused more on the oil supply to North Korea, as part of the original 

agreement." (Choong-hee Hahn, interview)  

 The reasons why Seoul was so keen in investing so much efforts and resources 

in the KEDO process are once more a reflection of its security dilemma. As it has been 

noted, these same reasons have ultimately served to lay the foundations for South 

Korea's activism in regional cooperation, which add to the economic implications that 

are as well an important part of Seoul's calculations in the region. Unfortunately the 

KEDO process did not succeed in its goals. It ran until 2005, even after the 2002 North 

Korean nuclear crisis, when Pyongyang's uranium enrichment program was unveiled. 

Finally the Executive Board of KEDO decided in 2006 to terminate the Light Water 

Reactor project. This decision was taken based on the continued and extended failure of 

North Korea to perform the steps that were required in the original agreement.58 

According to the expert consulted, "the process also failed due to the absence of China 

and Russia, in addition to the consequences of North Korean behavior, of course." 

(Choong-hee Hahn, interview)  

  

                     
57 Ibid.  
58 Ibid. 
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 To be sure, KEDO first appeared as a functional kind of mechanism for 

multilateral security cooperation in Northeast Asia, which is why the importance to 

highlight this process as a precedent. Many expected KEDO would lead North Korea to 

other forms of engagements with its neighboring countries, also pointing to the 

strategic interests South Korea had in the organization. The serious violations of the 

agreement from Pyongyang meant that the KEDO did not live up to the expectations of 

its founders. "I still think KEDO was a remarkable effort, that could serve as precedent 

for future attempts, as an organization with a working secretariat focused on trying to 

solve the particular issue of nuclear ambitions of North Korea while providing an 

energy strategy for the whole peninsula. This project had very important political 

implications for the region, unfortunately it was terminated and what came after - that 

is the Six Party Talks, as we know - was also not able to resolve the stalemate 

regarding these issues." (Choong-hee Hahn, interview) 

 Indeed, although they did include China and Russia, the SPT failed in its 

objective of denuclearizing the Korean Peninsula, largely due to North Korean constant 

violations of treaties and deceiving behavior. These talks came into being as a result of 

North Korea withdrawing from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in 2003, in the 

aftermath that also meant the halt of financial and energy cooperation provided under 

the KEDO framework. The talks included the two Koreas, the United States, China, 

Japan and Russia as its six members, and the last round of meetings was held in 2009. 

At the time of writing this dissertation - and a few months after one of the most tense 

periods of provocations coming from Pyongyang in early 2013 - the prospects for 

resuming the SPT were growing again, as many members have signaled their 

commitment with reigniting the process, particularly China who is frustrated with 

Pyongyang and has showed a much tougher stance towards its new leader Kim Jung-un, 

while North Korea itself has hinted to be willing to reengage in talks, presumably 

desperate for aid and economic assistance. 

 For years, however, the SPT served as the only instance for multilateral 

dialogue in security related issues in Northeast Asia, and its many rounds of talks area 

significant in the sense that it meant that all the major players in the region sat at a 

roundtable to discuss and listen each other, albeit its very specific and limited scope. 

Five rounds of talks from 2003 to 2007 produced little progress, until the third phase of 

the fifth round of talks, when North Korea agreed to shut down its nuclear facilities in 

exchange for fuel aid and steps towards the normalization of relations with the United 
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States and Japan. In September 2005, however, an agreement was reached to set up all 

the principles for the process regarding the North Korean nuclear issue, establishing 

working groups. According to Choong-hee Hahn, who - after KEDO - became involved 

in the SPT process through one of those working groups "the SPT could be considered 

as a de facto security concerned consultative regional process or regime for Northeast 

Asia. It is true that it was specifically focused on the North Korean nuclear issue, but 

this has being the only regional dialogue with a security focus involving all the regional 

powers, and eventually other issues were on the table, like economic and energy 

cooperation." 

 Ultimately, the DPRK pulled out of the talks in April 2009 and announced it 

would resume its nuclear enrichment program in order to boost its nuclear deterrent; as 

a response to the United Nations Security Council statement that condemned a North 

Korean failed satellite launch thought to be disguise as missiles testing. This kind of 

behavior that often characterizes Pyongyang makes it difficult to build an institutional 

framework centered around the notion of engaging with North Korea in the hope to 

create a security architecture in Northeast Asia. Again, similar to KEDO but this time 

including China and Russia, which are considered to be North Korea's only allies, and 

by engaging in talks directly with Pyongyang, the SPT did not live up to the 

expectations of its members. "We hoped that during this process the behavior of North 

Korea could be controlled. At the same time we hoped this process could develop in the 

long term into a kind of NEA Peace Mechanism." (Choong-hee Hahn, interview) In 

fact, this Korean official from the MOFAT emphasizes that one of the several working 

groups within the SPT had the specific objective of transforming the whole process into 

more solid and institutionalized consultative security process for this sub-region. 

"Those were our intentions, particularly from South Korea, the US and Japan, but 

shared by all members. That particular working group dubbed Northeast Asia Peace 

Mechanism, was actually headed by Russia, and each country had to propose certain 

principles to based the eventual spillover effects we were hoping for, to create a more 

institutionalized security framework in Northeast Asia. On our side, we were very 

active in trying to enhance this particular aspect of the SPT. I think we could have 

achieved a lot under this working group especially since we don't have any substantial 

multilateral mechanism in NEA." Another important example within the SPT 

highlighted by this Korean source involved in the process was the working group for 

economic cooperation which was headed by South Korea, "where we made great 
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efforts to figure out ways to compensate the North Koreans to give up their nuclear 

ambitions." (Choong-hee Hahn, interview) These examples are relevant as precedents 

for this study, since they show the impetus of South Korea in trying to build regional 

institutional and multilateral frameworks to maintain stability in NEA.  

 Nevertheless, South Korea did not display a middle power role within the SPT 

and it is widely acknowledged that it was China the country which performed as a clear 

leader in terms of facilitating and managing the process, in its position as North Korea's 

closest 'friend'. Ning Mao, a Chinese official interviewed for this research who was also 

involved in the SPT prior to become the Deputy Secretary General representing China 

at the Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat for the CKJ cooperation mechanism explains 

why in this particular instance a more activist kind of behavior would have become 

problematic for South Korea: 

"In the context of the Six Party Talks, to display any kind of leadership role 
would had been more difficult for South Korea because it is more directly 
involved and it has more at stake in the issues related to the North Korean 
nuclear ambitions, in comparison with the other parties. I think in order to be 
able to play a role of facilitator or coordinator, there must exist somehow an 
objective or neutral capacity, that in the case of the Six Party Talks was not 
possible for South Korea, as it has a very strong and specific position on the 
issue. Thus, China tried to play such a coordinator and facilitator role during the 
process, and from our point of view, we could display that more objective 
position which allowed us to play such role. That is what we tried to do, for 
other parties or from the outside looking I know the perception must have been 
different because of the kind of special relationship between China and North 
Korea, but that certainly is, I believe, the way China felt to be so motivated to 
play that chair role for the Six Party Talks and to act as the facilitator and 
coordinator of this multilateral dialogue." (Ning Mao, interview)59 

 

For his part, the Korean source consulted argues that during the last decade the voice 

and role of the ROK has increased significantly. "I would said the financial support 

provided by South Korea under KEDO was a significant precedent in the 90's. Korea 

now possesses both the willingness and also the capabilities to play a more important 

and active role. We have raised our voice in those processes I became part of that I just 

mentioned to you and this indeed made other parties - like the US and Japan within 

KEDO or others in Six Party Talks - realize the importance of South Korea's role in all 

                     
59 Interview with Mao, Ning, Chinese diplomat. She is now the Deputy Secretary General, representing 
China at the TCS in Seoul She has vast experience in the Chinese Foreign Minister particularly in 
regional cooperation frameworks like the ARF, ASEAN+1 (China) and APT. Before the TCS she was 
involved in the Six Party Talks, which gave her a more NEA focus. She helped to provide a Chinese 
point of view to this study. (Oct. 31st, 2012) 
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these multilateral frameworks." (Choong-hee Hahn, interview) Indeed, the issues of 

willingness and capabilities mentioned by Ambassador Hahn are very important, as he 

stresses, in that after KEDO and during the SPT - that is within the last 10 to 15 years - 

Korea has gained more confidence. These experiences ultimately helped to make other 

regional actors more accepting of an active South Korea. 

 

5.2. Korea's Changing Strategy for Regional Cooperation: The Last Two 

Administrations 

 

Democratic countries are seeing - at least in the West - as the best or most ideal type of 

governmental regime in order to avoid concentration of power and corruption. However 

the rotation of those in power also implies that there is a lack of continuity in certain 

areas of policy-making, among them, foreign policy often suffers more than other areas 

since it is not always the main priority for most citizens and thus it doesn't serve the 

purpose of attracting votes during campaign time. Hence, it is not rare to witness sheer 

foreign policy swings from one administration to the next one in democratic nations. 

The ROK is no exception and the governments that came after the action-packed era of 

visionary Kim Dae-jung - that is presidents Roh Moo-hyun (2003-08) and Lee Myung-

bak (2008-2013) - sought different and distinctive approaches in relation to regionalism 

in Asia, as the worries and sense of urgency brought about by the AFC faded away.  

 

5.2.1. Roh Moo-hyun's Northeast Asian Focus: Bridging, not Balancing 

 

After Kim Dae-jung's visionary approach of an East Asian-wide community, with 

President Roh Moo-hyun (2003-08) Korea's emphasis in regional cooperation and 

institution-building efforts shifted back to Seoul’s immediate neighborhood of 

Northeast Asia. Indeed, as one of the sources consulted for this research who has 

followed Korea's strategy for regional cooperation - government adviser Shin-wha 

Lee60 - points out in her 2008 report: President Roh declared the "Northeast Asian 

Cooperation Initiative for Peace and Prosperity" upon his inauguration, and its first step, 
                     
60  Interview with Lee, Shin-wha. Korea National University professor and expert in East Asian 
Regionalism. She is well known for being very involved in the East Asia Vision Group. She also serves 
as adviser for the Korean government and participates regularly in regional Track II processes. During 
the interview she also provided material about Korea's approach to regionalism based on several of her 
writings and own research on the topic; some of which are used in these sections of the analysis. (Oct. 
26th, 2012) 
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the "Presidential Committee on Northeast Asian Business Hub" was established in 

April 2003. The committee was designed to establish finance and distribution networks 

and enhance cooperation in developing energy and railway sectors in NEA, thus 

concentrating on items related to prosperity. In June 2004, President Roh changed the 

name of the committee to the "Presidential Committee on Northeast Asian Cooperation 

Initiative" to expand its role beyond economic and business areas. (Shin-wha Lee, 

2008: 106) The idea was to formulate a long-term vision and strategy for promoting a 

peaceful and prosperous Northeast Asia in the 21st century; and in order to achieve this 

goal, the committee proposed that South Korea should be the bridge linking the 

continental and maritime powers - e.g. China and Japan - and become a hub for the 

inter-regional networks, acting as catalysts for the formation of a regional community.61 

 Seoul's aspirations and increasing confidence as a middle power in the region 

are clearly underlined in this new approach to Northeast Asian regional cooperation, 

and in this period it becomes more evident the crystallization of Korea's 

middlepowermanship as a foreign policy option towards the region. As we shall see in 

the following sections of this chapter, during President Roh, and later on during 

President Lee Myung-bak's administration, the process of NEA regional cooperation 

became much more institutionalized, particularly regarding the Trilateral Cooperation 

process among the CKJ countries. Moreover, this shift in focus back to Northeast Asia 

does not contradict previous efforts as many Korean authors point out, but it responded 

mainly to strategic concerns and to the necessity of institutionalization of the relations 

between the big regional players in Northeast Asia, particularly in the economic aspects, 

but not exclusively. (Choo, 2009; Lee, 2008; Kim, 2009) This shift also serves well to 

illustrate this study's main assumption that perceives the institutionalization of NEA as 

a necessary step to advance the East Asian-wide regional community-building.  

 Hence, when in his inaugural speech President Roh proclaimed the idea of a 

“Northeast Asian Cooperation Initiative for Peace and Prosperity” and also emphasized 

the role of Korea in this framework as a “hub” in NEA; he set up the guidelines for a 

new phase in Korea's strategy of positioning itself as a middle power in the region. 

Indeed, from the early days of his administration Roh highlighted the strategic message 

that Korea should be a that bridge and the catalyzing factor for a regional community of 

                     
61 Presidential Committee on Northeast Asian Cooperative Initiative Report "Goals and Principles: 
Building Peaceful and Prosperous NEA Community."  
(http://www.nabh.go.kr/english/policy/vision.html) 
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peace and prosperity. (Kim, 2009: 2) In this sense, President Roh was also a visionary, 

although perhaps he did not have the stature and regional recognition of his predecessor. 

Nevertheless, this important shift was the ROK’s response to the stalemate in regional 

power structures arising mainly from competing agendas and the already reviewed 

Sino-Japanese rivalry that implied two different views in regards to the way in which 

the East Asian integration should be carried out. Indeed many saw and still see Korea 

as the only regional actor with the potential to assume an intermediate role between 

Japan and China. (Rozman, 2008, Choo, 2009) During this period, when the EAS and 

East Asian Community (EAC) were in the drawing board, and after Korea's well 

executed leadership in the EAVG, the opportunities and expectations for positioning 

the ROK at the center of the regional processes, particularly in NEA were ripe. “China 

and Japan unwillingness to cooperate on regional affairs, coupled with an easily upset 

bilateral relationship, has pulled them in different directions with respect to the building 

of the EAC. The fundamental level of their disagreements was revealed at the inaugural 

meeting of the EAS, when Japan insisted on – and China opposed – the membership of 

Australia and New Zealand. Under these circumstances, it seems that the balancing role 

of middle powers such as Korea is more important than ever if the region is sincere 

about building the East Asian Community.” (Choo, 2009: 106) 

 Nevertheless, there is still great skepticism among Koreans regarding this 

strategic policy option, and many argue that in practice the ROK as a middle power has 

not fully succeeded in asserting itself as leader in Northeast Asian regional affairs 

because the sub-region is highly dominated by a number of great powers, including the 

US. This means that Seoul still has difficulty in trying to influence the development of 

the region’s normative structure. (Choo, 2009) Some are critical of South Korea’s real 

capacity to act as a regional leader for several reasons, citing among them primarily the 

antagonistic sentiment towards Japan amongst the Korean public and their skepticism 

of China.62 Indeed these are relevant and objective trends within the citizenry, and this 

study tends to agree with the specific argument that perceptions in the public can affect 

negatively Korea's positioning in the region and its strategic policy options. This issue 

                     
62 Byung-kook Kim exposes quantifiable data of surveys conducted among the Korean public to argue 
that the negative perceptions they have of the neighboring countries impedes South Korea to develop a 
constructive regional cooperation strategy. Indeed, this study tends to agree with this specific notion 
regarding perceptions in the public affecting negatively Korea's positioning in the region, and the issue 
will be later discussed in the following sections. See Byung-kook Kim, “Between China, America, and 
North Korea: South Korea’s Hedging,” in China’s Ascent: Power, Security, and the Future of 
International Politics, ed. Robert S. Ross and Zhu Feng (New York: Cornell University, 2008): 191-217.  
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will be later discussed in the following sections. However, it is also true that the 

perceptions of the general public do not mean that official foreign policy options must 

follow the same approach. Decision-making at such high levels is usually carried out 

by elites that understand better the implications and necessity of regional cooperation.  

 In addition, South Korea’s inability to deal with the North and the constrains 

brought about by its dependency on the US for security are also some reasons put 

forward by those who are skeptical of Seoul’s as a regional hub or bridge in NEA. For 

instance, Byung-Kook Kim (2008) chooses to focus only on the ROK’s security 

dilemma from a realist point of view to argue that it can hardly be considered a regional 

leader because it has failed in acting as a mediator between North Korea and America. 

This approach has its limitations, and if the focus is instead put on foreign policy 

behavior towards regional cooperation and not in the stalemate that dealing with 

Pyongyang usually entails for Seoul, then the picture looks more positive. From an 

inter-governmentalist point of view where the emphasis is put on the interactions of 

states at a governmental level, there is no reasons against the argument that Seoul’s 

regional policies can and have displayed middle power behavior. Moreover, Byung-

Kook Kim focuses his critique not only on one single government – the Roh 

administration – but he argues that President Roh's main mistake was to have 

miscalculated South Korea’s capabilities opting for a great power strategy instead of 

that of a middle power. (Kim, 2008: 194) 

 To be sure, the Roh administration's focus in Northeast Asia and its vision of 

Korea as a bridge and hub linking and mediating between China and Japan was well 

intentioned and - at least in theory - made sense. However, as Shin-wha Lee points out, 

it also appeared idealist and not very realistic. "We hoped that Korea could play a 

leading role in facilitating the regional institution-building in Northeast Asia, but the 

reality of having China and Japan next door made many policy-makers think that Korea 

should take the role of a balancer in the region." (Shin-wha Lee, interview) This expert 

adds that it was in this issue where President Roh's foreign policy stumbled and finally 

failed.  

 Roh developed the concept of 'Northeast Asian Balancer', which was unveiled 

in his presidential speech of 2005 as a new foreign policy doctrine, adding up to the 

fancy labels that have become a trademark of Korean foreign policy-making. As Shin-

wha Lee recounts, this speech was not welcomed by the US in particular, but also 

caused the anger of Japanese who thought Seoul would side with Beijing against 
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Washington and Tokyo. "President Roh was aiming for a new strategy, looking for a 

middle-ground and maneuvering in between the US-ROK alliance, the Sino-Japanese 

rivalry, and new China-Korea strategic partnership. This turn out to be an international 

embarrassment because the role of 'balancer' is usually associated to big power politics, 

and so it was the US or maybe Japan the ones already playing that role in order to 

balance China in the region." (Shin-wha Lee, interview) 

 Unfortunately, President Roh's foreign-policy attempts are remembered more as 

clumsy mistakes that angered Korea's main allies. This episode helps to validate the 

approach of this research as well as the importance of understanding the ROK’s 

positioning as a middle power in East Asia, and particularly in NEA, instead of playing 

'big powers politics.' This realization is something that has now become more and more 

embedded in Seoul’s foreign policy-making. "In my opinion it would have been better 

not to use the term 'balancer;' and since then we are very careful to use that term to 

describe Korea's role in the region. Facilitator or mediator is a better option for us, but I 

also think it is difficult to achieve, considering that neither China nor Japan would 

easily accept Korea as the leader, since they want to be the leaders themselves." (Shin-

wha Lee, interview) 

 

5.2.2. Lee Myung-bak's Broader Strategic Approach: Korea Goes Global 

 

Since he took power in 2008, Lee Myung-bak seemed likely to continue South Korea’s 

commitment to the region and its institutionalization process with a certain emphasis in 

Northeast Asia, as his predecessor did, but keeping the broader APT as the main 

vehicle to advance East Asian-wide integration; while taking advantage of the EAS 

which brings extra-regional actors to balance the influential presence of China and its 

rivalry with Japan. Also continuing with his predecessors’ tradition of branding ROK’s 

foreign policy with fancy names, Lee’s “New Asia Diplomacy” implied the broadening 

of Seoul’s diplomatic horizons in order to make greater contributions to regional and 

global causes, which certainly reflects middle power behavior at an even larger scale. 

This is more clearly seen in Seoul's active and enthusiastic participation within several 

international frameworks like its involvement and hosting of the G20 in 2010, a club 

which could be well defined as that of middle and great powers exclusively. Moreover, 

as part of the new vision conceptualized by Lee's administration of a “Global Korea” – 

the name given to the National Security Strategy – Korea started to expand worldwide 
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recognition as a constructive and developed member of the international community, 

while strengthening cooperative partnerships with Southeast Asia, Central Asia, India, 

Australia and New Zealand, as a way to initiate a new “Asian Era.”63 

 According to Geung Chang Bae, President Lee Myung-bak did show certain 

interest in the regional landscape through his "New Asia Diplomacy," however putting 

more emphasis on the bilateral relations over regional community-building or the 

consolidation of multilateral institutional frameworks. "This 'New Asia initiative' has a 

scope that is too broad, as it includes Southeast Asia, South Asia, Central Asia, 

Northeast Asia and Oceania. In my view, President Lee did become interested in the 

region, but his government did not pay much attention to the multilateral processes of 

East Asian regional cooperation, in comparison to previous presidents, especially Kim 

Dae-jung." (Geung Chang Bae, interview)64  Indeed, President Lee’s diplomatic 

priorities are pragmatic and realist, where bilateral and key partnerships weigh heavily 

against multilateralism. Under Lee's leadership, Seoul undertook a “creative pragmatic 

approach" in its diplomatic efforts to develop Korea into a global nation in order to 

realize a vision of an “advanced and prestigious country.”65 Yet, As many of the 

sources consulted for this study acknowledged, Lee's new approach also meant that 

Korea's activism to build regional multilateral institutions was relegated to a secondary 

or tertiary position in the list of foreign-policy priorities. "President Lee's approach to 

foreign policy is more internationalized and globalized, but in a different way, he is 

more business oriented, due to his background as a high executive in private companies, 

and so he is more concerned with immediate gains and pragmatic responses when 

thinking of foreign policy. Within the region, this clearly means that he put an 

emphasis in the bilateral relations under his cooperative regional initiative, but not in 

multilateral mechanism for regional institutionalization like APT or EAS." (Jaehyon 

Lee, interview)66 

 

                     
63 Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic of Korea, Global Korea: The National Security 
Strategy of the Republic of Korea, 2009: http://www.mofat.go.kr 
64 Interview with Bae, Geung Chang. Research fellow and government adviser at the Korea National 
Diplomatic Academy (IFANS-MOFAT). Expert in East Asian Regionalism, East Asian Community and 
Southeast Asia. Also involved in Track II processes. During the interview he also provided material 
based on some of his own work and research. (Dec. 3rd, 2012) 
65  Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic of Korea, Diplomatic White Paper 2009: 
http://www.mofat.go.kr 
66 Interview with Lee, Jaehyon. ASEAN relations and Track II member (CSCAP and NEAT), former 
fellow of the Korea National Diplomatic Academy (IFANS-MOFAT) until December 2012 and current 
research fellow for Southeast Asian issues at the Asan Institute for Policy Studies. (Sept. 3rd, 2012) 
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Others are more critical of Lee's disregard for multilateral institution building 

and regional frameworks for cooperation in East Asia. Chang Jae Lee67 from the Korea 

Institute for International Economic Policy (KIEP) points out that in the last four to five 

years the Korean government has not been as active as it used to be, and it has lost its 

leadership in terms of regional cooperation initiatives. "With President Lee the 

government focused entirely on bilateral FTAs with big countries outside the region, 

like the US and the EU. In doing so, Korea became less visible in the regional 

cooperation and economic integration issues." This expert  -who has followed the 

economic integration efforts of Korea and who had been involved directly in carrying 

out the studies and negotiations for regional FTAs - does not hide his frustration with 

the lack of enthusiasm for regional cooperation with the neighboring countries that the 

last administration in Seoul showed. He recounts a significant change in Korea's 

activism in the last few years, arguing that when the whole craze for regionalism and 

institution-building in East Asia started over a decade ago, Korea took the clear lead. 

"During that very initial period, we proposed the ideas, but later on, when they were 

about to be realized in the last few years, Korea clearly lacked the kind of political 

leadership. At that initial period President Kim Dae-jung was a very important political 

figure and an internationally recognized leader. He had a vision. President Lee was 

indeed internationalized but as a business leader, and his vision was very different. He 

didn't really play a strong role in regional cooperation, but did so in other areas, like 

global issues with Korea's role in the G20." (Chang Jae Lee, interview) 

 On the one hand, this critique is not entirely out of touch with reality. It also 

helps to illustrate the importance of continuity - or the lack of it - when it comes to 

these processes, as well as influence the particular set of beliefs and the background of 

those in power, which affect greatly their visions of the world and thus the way of 

carrying out policy-making. On the other hand, one could argue that President Lee's 

foreign policy strategy followed a necessary progression in order to consolidate the 

position of Korea as a middle power, not just within the East Asian region, but globally. 

Consequently, moving from the previous focus in East Asia of Kim Dae-jung, and the 

narrower yet essential focus in Northeast Asia of Roh Moo-hyun; while making Korea 

go global in order to build up international recognition as a responsible and developed 

                     
67 Interview with Lee, Chang Jae. Senior Economist at the Korea Institute for International Economic 
Policy (KIEP). He is a senior fellow in the Department of International Cooperation Policy and the head 
of research and study groups for the EAFTA and CKJ Trilateral FTA. (Oct. 18th, 2012) 
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nation, President Lee's strategy also implied a show of the increasing confidence of 

Korea, allowing it to successfully position itself as an influential and active country in 

the world, and thus affecting the perceptions of those within the region. Basically, an 

active Korea that is widely respected and recognized as a middle power beyond its 

immediate neighborhood and all around the world, is ultimately in a better position to 

lead within its own region.   

 To be sure, Lee Myung-bak pragmatism in foreign policy served well to put 

Korea on the world map for other issues than the usual problematic with North Korea. 

At the same time, Lee's critics are right to the extent that he did prioritize bilateralism 

over multilateralism. The two, however, are not mutually exclusive, and although the 

emphasis was in the former, with Korea’s ongoing good-neighbor policy and the 

construction of a “Cooperative Network for Northeast Asia," multilateralism did 

achieve further institutionalization in NEA, which was indeed stated as a top challenge 

within Lee’s major agendas.68  

 The enhancement of the Trilateral Cooperation Meetings of the CKJ group in 

the last few years is the most recent example of the importance Seoul is giving to the 

issue of institutionalization of Northeast Asia in particular. As it will be reviewed in the 

following sections, this tripartite summit that took form in the context of the AFC and 

the creation of the APT framework has been consolidated in recent years, becoming the 

main instance for dialogue among the three major NEA actors; while putting South 

Korea at the center of shaping the institutionalization of cooperation between China and 

Japan. It is clear for Seoul’s policy makers that “there is greater need to strengthen 

trilateral cooperation among Korea, China, and Japan as a way to enhance East Asia’s 

standing and role in the international community, and collectively address key 

challenges confronting Northeast Asia.”69 

President Lee's years may appear almost as a parenthesis in Korea's approach to 

East Asian regional institutionalization, given that his strategy focused more on 

building a global image and strengthening the ROK-US alliance. Certainly – and 

despite the emphasis of this research in more East Asian-exclusive type of regional 

frameworks – it is important to highlight that due to the real threat that North Korean 

implies for Seoul, the strategic relevance of its security alliance with Washington, and 

                     
68 See Figure 6: Global Korea Strategy. 
69 Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic of Korea, Global Korea: The National Security 
Strategy of the Republic of Korea, 2009: http://www.mofat.go.kr 
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keeping the Americans involved in the region, remain one of the top priorities for any 

Korean government. Under Lee Myung-bak this was reflected in the strengthening of 

such alliance, and the support for US membership in institutions like the ARF and the 

EAS based on open regionalism.  

Interestingly, in terms of ideological affiliation, as most Korean scholars point 

out, Seoul’s espousal of open regionalism places it much closer to Tokyo’s set of norms 

than to the East Asian-exclusive mind set prevalent in Beijing. (Choo, 2009: 108) 

Nevertheless, if we take a look at the meetings and summits that Korea has completed 

with China in recent years, these actually outnumbered the ones held with Japan on a 

bilateral basis. Seoul is indeed paying more attention to its relations with China than 

with Japan. For instance, in 2010 the ROK held 24 high-level meetings with China, 

which is an average of two exchanges per month; and only 16 meetings of the same 

kind with Japan, many of which took place under other multilateral contexts.70 This can 

be seen as a way to balance the fact that Japan is also a US ally and does not pose any 

threat to Korea; while China – which has become Korea’s major trade partner – is not, 

and it remains the one country in the region with certain leverage over North Korea. 

This is also a testimony of the distant and cold relationship between the ROK and its 

former colonizer, with which it still has unresolved grievances based on history. Seoul 

may be also paying more attention to Beijing in the last few years in order to gain its 

support for its regional leadership aspirations in pragmatic and functional issues. 

China’s response to Korean initiatives in regional institutionalization can ultimately 

determine their degree of success and legitimacy. This illustrates well how the 

international configuration proposed by Cox (1989) can determine the behavior of 

middle powers, which in the case of South Korea requires and strategic maneuvering 

between its relationship with China and Japan, as well as the US.     

 In essence the last administration in Seoul looked to take advantage of the 

synergies between multilateralism and East Asian regionalism on the one hand, and the 

strategic bilateral alliances and global partnerships on the other, which is clearly 

depicted in President Lee’s strategic vision for a Global Korea showed in Figure 6. As 

said, this could be well considered a necessary progression for Korea to consolidate 

itself as an established middle power in the world. In addition, within the specific and 

complex context of NEA there was indeed some progress in the last few years, based 

                     
70  Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic of Korea, Diplomatic White Paper 2011: 
http://www.mofat.go.kr 
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mainly on the institutionalization of the Trilateral Cooperation Meetings. Particularly 

relevant for this study is the opening of the Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat (TCS) in 

Seoul in September 2011, which was accompanied by a push given by Korea to 

economic integration in the form of bilateral and trilateral FTAs with China and more 

reluctant Japan. In all this Korea has shown clear signs of middlepowermanship, as it 

will be further discussed in the following sections.   
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Figure 6:  President Lee's “Global Korea” Foreign Policy Strategy71 

 

 

 

                     
71 Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic of Korea, Global Korea: The National Security 
Strategy of the Republic of Korea, 2009: http://www.mofat.go.kr 
� Added by the author to pinpoint the key agendas referring to NEA Institutionalization 
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5.3. The Emergent Institutionalization of NEA 

 

For decades, the core Southeast Asian countries that founded ASEAN had been the 

precursors for regional cooperation and integration in East Asia, while Northeast Asia 

lagged behind in terms of regional institutionalization. As it has been noted in several 

occasions already, this lack of regional mechanisms for cooperation and integration 

among the richer and more industrialized countries clustered in Northeast Asian 

subregion marks a significant difference with the way regionalism has evolved 

elsewhere, particularly in the West. The fact that the three major economies of NEA - 

China, Korea and Japan; or the CKJ group - were not initially at the center of the 

regionalist project in East Asia, which is a result of the complex geopolitical context 

that surrounds them, is one of the main arguments to explain the uniqueness of the 

processes of regionalism in this part of the world. This also exemplifies the relevance 

of this research when trying to identify a possible manner to unlock the stalemate that 

exists and remains an obstacle for regional community-building, particularly due to the 

Sino-Japanese rivalry, the problematic leadership that they imply as regional powers, 

and their distinct approaches to regional institutionalization in East Asia.   

 Thus, as stated in Chapter 1, this research proposes that the institutionalization 

of regional cooperation and collective action among the Northeast Asian countries 

remains a necessary precondition to advance the formation of an East Asian 

Community. In this complex context, Korea as a middle power appears to be capable of 

breaking the stalemate among the two regional powers, as the most suitable candidate 

to fill in the gaps, bridging among China and Japan in order to help building a regional 

institutional framework for NEA. The following sections of this chapter will focus in 

trying to determine whether and how this has happened, and what are the possible 

prospects for this Northeast Asian subregion in terms of intergovernmental regional 

cooperation and supranational institutionalization.   

 Indeed, in the midst of the AFC that triggered East Asian-wide regional 

institution-building in the form of the APT revised in the previous chapter, the "plus 

three" Northeast Asian countries invited by ASEAN found the right context to start 

developing their own grouping for regional cooperation, currently known as the 

Trilateral Cooperation Meetings for China, Korea and Japan. Everything began with the 

now famous "informal breakfast" that the three leaders - Chinese Premier Zhu Ronji, 

Japanese Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi and Korean President Kim Dae-jung - held in 
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November 1999, on the sidelines of the APT summit in Manila. As many 

commentators and specialists frequently signal, this was the first time in modern history 

that the three heads of the NEA countries meet on a trilateral basis. (Kwon, 2002; 

Yoshimatsu, 2008) The leaders agreed on meeting the following years also the sidelines 

of the APT meetings. At the fifth trilateral summit in October 2003, the three leaders 

took a step further in order to advance the institutionalization of this trilateral meetings 

by issuing the Joint Declaration on the Promotion of Tripartite Cooperation between 

China, Japan and South Korea. This marked the official birth of the Trilateral 

Cooperation process for the CKJ group, although the informal breakfast is still held as 

the actual commencement of this process.  

 It is clear that the sense of crisis provided by the AFC and the opportunity given 

by the APT summit in which the Northeast Asian countries were guests of ASEAN, 

provided the right context for that first informal meeting among the CKJ group. 

However, in addition to that, strong leadership and vision was also needed to drive the 

process. Since the Korean President Kim Dae-jung was a very popular figure and an 

advocate for regionalism in East Asia, as highlighted in the previous chapter, he is often 

pointed out as the initiator of this trilateral mechanism. Undoubtedly his leadership was 

indeed determinant to launch and support this initiative, as we shall see, but it has been 

acknowledged that the first informal breakfast in 1999 was actually a suggestion of the 

Japanese Prime Minister Obuchi. (Kwon, 2002; Yoshimatsu, 2008) This is strongly 

emphasized by Rui Matsukawa, the Japanese Deputy Secretary General at the Trilateral 

Cooperation Secretariat: "The idea of having the trilateral cooperation among CKJ was 

a Japanese initiative originally. Our Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi proposed first in 

1998 to have a trilateral summit on the side of ASEAN +3, which had started the year 

before in 1997. That didn't happen; but in 1998 Obuchi met bilaterally with Kim Dae-

jung on the sides of APT and he proposed to have such a summit to him. The informal 

breakfast took place the year after, where Kim Dae-jung indeed played an important 

role. Some people think because of this it was a Korean initiative, but it was actually 

first proposed by the Japanese Prime Minister."72 

  
                     
72 Interview with Matsukawa, Rui; Japanese diplomat. Currently she is the Deputy Secretary General 
representing Japan at the TCS in Seoul. She has been part of the Japanese Foreign Ministry for over 20 
years, particularly in the Asian Bureau, and the department dealing with regional cooperation. She has 
vast experiences in regional processes representing Japan, like in ASEAN, APT and most recently in the 
CKJ Trilateral Cooperation Meetings. She helped to provide a Japanese point of view to this study. (Oct. 
31st, 2012) 
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 Japanese PM Obuchi was certainly a key figure in the birth to this trilateral 

process. For instance, when Korean President Kim made his official visit to Japan a 

year before the informal breakfast took place, the Japanese leader issued an official 

apology for colonial atrocities to Koreans during the years under occupation. Although 

until today Koreans argue this is not enough, as many particular issues have yet to be 

recognized by Japan, PM Obuchi's real intentions helped to alleviate the long lasting 

grievances and animosities that Koreans held against Japanese, helping also to set a 

good environment for closer ties. (Kwon, 2002) This also illustrates the great influence 

and respect that Kim Dae-jung enjoyed vis-à-vis other regional leaders. Kim's official 

visit to China that same year, together with the increasing of economic relations among 

these countries, is also held as another important element that helped pave the way for 

the first trilateral meeting the following year of 1999, as suggested by PM Obuchi and 

strongly backed by Kim Dae-jung, and despite the initial reluctance of the Chinese, 

who eventually became engaged and actually very enthusiastic about the process. 

 In fact, Korean President's role is often highlighted over that of the Japanese 

PM since in that first informal meeting Kim Dae-jung suggested and pushed for the 

establishment of a joint research project between the three countries to explore 

economic cooperation and integration, which was agreed by the three leaders and it 

became the first outcome and objective of the trilateral process. (Kwon, 2002) Another 

clear example in which Korea has been capable of inject ideas and promote agenda 

setting.  

 More importantly though, the visibility gained by Korea over Japan as the 

leader of this process in its outset is also a reflection of Tokyo's problematic leadership, 

as many sources consulted for this research assured, assuming that sometimes Japanese 

initiatives are not well received by others, particularly China, and so they are better 

disguised and presented as such by someone else. Perhaps that is why Mr. Obuchi 

sought the support and strong backing of President Kim, and met him bilaterally the 

year before at the APT summit to present him with this initiative. KIEP senior 

economist, Chang Jae Lee, who has led the studies for economic cooperation and FTAs 

for this trilateral process since its birth explains:  

"It is true that in the first 'plus 3' informal meetings, although Kim Dae-jung 
played a very important role, it was the Japanese Prime Minister Obuchi one of 
the leaders who realized about the need of promoting regional cooperation 
among the Northeast Asian countries. My feeling at the time was that, even 
though the Japanese PM was very keen in promoting closer economic 
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cooperation among the three countries, he was not in a legitimate position to 
propose such initiatives, thus our President Kim took the lead in these matters 
of agenda setting. This allowed Korea to play a kind of facilitating role, 
especially considering relations between China and Japan are never that good, 
even at that time." (Chang Jae Lee, interview) 

 

Japanese representative Rui Matsukawa agrees to some extent. However, following a 

logic similar to that of the 'Flying Geese' Japanese school of thought to explain regional 

development - which has by now been put into question and it is considered outdated - 

(Kasahara, 2004) she argues that Japan did play a very important regional leadership 

role until the 90's, due to its developmental model and with the formation of APEC. 

"Initially it was Japan the regional leader, in a kind of natural way since we are the 

most modernized country in the region, at least until the 90's." Later on things changed, 

- "for sure" - she admits. "Over the last decade Korea became more active, more 

confident, especially maybe since 2005, when Korea became an OECD member. I feel 

like before Korean policy was just about the North Korean issue, which is important 

but it made Korean foreign policy really limited. After the AFC and especially in the 

last four to five years their foreign policy and diplomacy has evolved a lot." (Rui 

Matsukawa, interview)  

 This episode serves well to illustrate the main proposal of this study in regards 

to the problematic leadership that a Japanese - or Chinese - led regional process means 

for East Asia, and particularly for Northeast Asia, as it will be confirmed in the 

following sections by several other sources consulted. The leading role that - thanks to 

President Kim - Korea took from the beginning within Trilateral Cooperation Meetings 

for the CKJ countries, set out a trend for the following years and administrations two 

successive administrations, which have given great priority and importance to this 

emergent mechanism for the institutionalization of NEA.  

 

5.3.1. Intergovernmentalism and Functionalism driving NEA Institutionalization 

 

In the last decade the trilateral summit among China, Japan and South Korea evolved 

from that informal meeting on the sides of the APT into a complex and more 

institutionalized intergovernmental  mechanism with regular ministerial and other high-

level meetings in several areas accompanied by an increasing amount of framework 

agreements for cooperation that have helped build an incipient regional governance for 
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this subregion, albeit still insufficient as a comprehensive system of rule. This trilateral 

process is unique in two particular features that is worth discussing here, as they are 

closely related to the theoretical approaches of this research and thus help to justify 

their selection.  

 Firstly, this regional cooperation process has a strong intergovernmental 

component that is driving its functioning. Within this the most relevant characteristic is 

that it began as a leaders' initiative, as Yoshimatsu highlights (2008). As noted, the 

head of state in the three countries, particularly the Japanese PM and the Korean 

President, were determinant in the launching and consolidation of this process. It was 

an agreement among the leaders of the three countries that allowed furthering 

cooperation in various other areas, as they agreed on promoting ministerial mechanisms 

in the economic and foreign affairs areas. Cooperative frameworks in other policy areas 

followed on the basis of the leader's initiatives. (Yoshimatsu, 2008: 67) This is why the 

strong political leadership not only of Kim Dae-jung, but other leaders like Chinese 

Premier Zhu Ronji or their successors, is often emphasized as crucial factor in order to 

advance this new regionalist project. Commonly, in the first few years after its 

inception, the outcomes of the Trilateral Summit were always a direct result of a 

proposal made by one three leaders. According to analysts this pattern is different from 

those seen in the development of regional institutions elsewhere, even at the East 

Asian-wide or Asia-Pacific context. (Yoshimatsu, 2008: 67)  

 To be sure, the Trilateral Cooperation mechanism is by no means aiming to 

build a kind of supranational institution that could pull sovereignty from national 

governments. This is a process strongly anchored in the intergovernmental notion 

where states hold the last word, and in this particular case, especially at its outset, the 

process depended greatly on the head of governments. China's initial reluctance and 

gradual commitment to the trilateral cooperation serves to illustrate this last point. 

Initially, the Chinese government was extremely opposed to join this framework, as 

many sources consulted confirmed. As noted, China went from reluctance, to 

agreement and actual enthusiasm for the process in the span of a few years, and the 

figures of Premier Zhu Ronji, as well as Kim Dae-jung, were the most important factor 

in this change. (Kwon, 2002; Yoshimatsu, 2008) Clearly, China did not take well this 

initiative as it was suggested by Japan for the first time in 1998 - a year before the 

informal breakfast - at a time were the relations between the two countries were 

strained over differences in the interpretation of wartime and history, as well as the 
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expansion of Japan-US defense cooperation guidelines, as Yoshimatsu points out. 

(2008: 68) The following year, PM Obuchi proposed the summit to China again, and 

finally the Chinese government decided to join the meeting only two weeks before it 

took place, under the pressure of Premier Zhu Ronji. It is widely acknowledged that the 

Korean President acted as mediator to finally persuade his Chinese counterpart to join 

the informal breakfast summit in 1999. Moreover, both the Japanese and the Korean 

heads of government expressed their desire to immediately begin the 

institutionalization of this trilateral meeting during that first summit, however the 

Chinese were not instantly on agreement, and so only the following year the 

institutionalization of the process really began. (Yoshimatsu, 2008: 68) 

 This significant episode shows once more how important the leadership of Kim 

Dae-jung was, and illustrates well Korean capacity to mediate and act as a bridge 

between the two regional powers and rivals. This is clearly a sign of 

middlepowermanship. In addition, the above also highlights the relevance of the 

leaders' personality and individual capacity. Undoubtedly, the three heads of 

government were subjects of the contingencies occurring at the time, as well as their 

own past experiences that may have shaped their world vision and aspirations for the 

regional landscape. Different individuals in a different context would have not achieved 

the same outcome. Ultimately, the progress of this trilateral mechanism for NEA was 

possible due to China's gradual commitment with it, which reaffirms the thesis that for 

regionalist projects to work the support, blessing and agreement of the regional powers 

is essential, despite how much activism the middle power - Korea in this case - displays.        

 The second most important feature of the trilateral cooperation mechanism 

among the CKJ countries of Northeast Asia is that it has followed a procedural and 

incremental institutionalization based on functionalism. Indeed, as anticipated in the 

beginning of this section, the process has evolved greatly following a spillover effect 

over several other areas, as discussion of the agenda moved from economic issues in its 

initial stage, to more technical matters, to political and non-traditional security issues. 

In this spillover process, the influence of broader institutions - particularly the APT 

process - as well as Track II mechanisms; has been a key factor to advance the 

institutionalization of the trilateral cooperation in NEA. Indeed, all analyses point out 

to the catalyst effect that the broader East Asian framework for the NEA process, as it 

provided the three CKJ countries an instance and opportunity to develop their own 

institutional framework. This follows the logic of trying to fill in the instructional gap 
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existing between North and Southeast Asia, and the role of ASEAN centrality in the 

East Asian community-building process. "This context offered an easy and natural 

opportunity for the gathering of the three leaders. It also mitigated the skepticism of 

extra-regional countries about new initiatives among the three influential states in East 

Asia." (Yoshimatsu, 2008: 70) Thus, the spillover effect followed a similar logic 

initially, and the trilateral ministerial meetings - foreign policy and economic ministers 

at first - were also organized on the fringe of the broader APT ministerial meetings. 

(Yoshimatsu, 2008: 70)  

Indeed the 'plus three' guests of ASEAN started to have their own private party 

at the expenses of their Southeast Asian hosts. This may have caused some 

apprehension among ASEAN countries, but it has overtime been put to rest, in the 

understanding that the realization of an East Asian community - as established for the 

APT process based on the recommendations of the EAVG and EASG - cannot be 

fulfilled without the NEA sub-regional integration. (Kwon, 2002: 263; and interview)73 

This point serves well to validate the assumptions upon which this research project 

build on, highlighting the importance of advancing the institutionalization of a regional 

mechanism for cooperation and integration among the three most industrialized and 

biggest economies of Northeast Asia, in order to fill in the institutional gap with 

Southeast Asia and build an East Asian-wide community. Yoshimatsu explains that the 

three NEA countries were less experiences in multilateral talks related to regional 

institution-building, thus they were sort of forced to develop their cooperative 

framework in a quick fashion on the sides of the APT in order to somehow counter the 

Southeast Asian bloc. (Yoshimatsu, 2008: 71) It is here where the role of Korea as a 

middle power becomes a key factor in the whole broader picture of East Asian 

regionalism. Thus, many proposals and outcomes of this trilateral process aimed at 

developing a unique institutional entity for the CKJ countries.     

In addition, the functional approach followed by the trilateral mechanism, 

especially during its first few years, was sustained to a great extent by Track II 

mechanisms. Indeed, perhaps because its wariness towards supranational institutions, 

"the Northeast Asian governments have utilized government-affiliated think tanks as 

effective routes to promote trilateral cooperation." (Yoshimatsu, 2008: 71) This is how, 

                     
73 Interview with Kwon, Youngmin. Experienced diplomat and former Ambassador of Korea in several 
Asian and Western nations. He is also the author of  a book on East Asian Regional Community-
Building, published by that University press. (Oct. 18th, 2012) 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Jose Guerra Vio 

179 
 

right after the first summit in 1999 - when the three leaders agreed to Kim Dae-jung's 

proposal to initiate a joint study for strengthening economic cooperation - the Korea 

Institute for International Economic Policy (KIEP) assumed a predominant role, 

guiding the process as it was a Korean initiative, but working closely with its 

counterparts, the Development Research Center of China and the National Institute for 

Research Advancement of Japan. One of the sources consulted for this research, Chang 

Jae Lee, was the senior economist at KIEP with the task of managing this process, 

which will be detailed in section 5.5. when referring to the Trilateral FTA among the 

CKJ countries. He explains that "because it was a Korean initiative, we felt more 

responsibility and perhaps we play a more important role, but along the process there 

was no dominant role. We (KIEP) felt the moral responsibility and me personally, as 

the head of this process, I tried to do my best to coordinate the joint study with the 

Chinese and Japanese research centers and finally produce something that could help 

the economic cooperation among the three countries." (Chang Jae Lee, interview)        

Besides the economic and trade issues that served as drivers for the 

institutionalization of the trilateral mechanism, another functional area for the creation 

of regional governance that deserves some attention here is the one regarding 

environmental protection. Among the many other issue-specific areas of cooperation 

among the CKJ countries, the environmental problem is one that also triggered a 

positive spillover effect in advancing the institutionalization of this framework for NEA. 

To be sure, the countries of this sub-region share environmental problems that require 

regional cooperation and collective action, such as the acid rain, trans-boundary air and 

seawater pollutants, and the well known 'yellow dust' problem that affect Northeast 

Asia every spring due to the sandstorms originated in the Gobi desert. All these 

problems have been exacerbated in the last decades due to China's rapid development 

and growth.  

South Korea, China's almost immediate neighbor to the east, is severely affected 

by these issues, and so from the outset of the trilateral cooperation - and even before 

during the 90's - it took a very proactive approach to push and support initiatives to 

promote regional environmental cooperation in Northeast Asia. Yoshimatsu signals two 

initiatives put forwards and supported by South Korea during the 90's that served as 

precedent for the first Tripartite Environment Minister Meeting (TEMM) among the 

CKJ countries, which was held in Seoul in 1999 and quickly became an important 

foundation of the trilateral cooperation framework. The two previous initiatives were 
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the Northeast Asia Subregional Program of Environmental Cooperation (NEASPEC), 

started in 1993 with Senior Officials meetings among China, South Korea, Japan, 

Mongolia, North Korea and Russia. This was followed in 1995 by the Joint Research 

Project on Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollutants in Northeast Asia, a so called 

Track 1.5 mechanism, where government officials and researchers from China, South 

Korea and Japan took part. As said, these are important precedents and Korea's 

activism allowed the issue to move from Track II to a more official and 

intergovernmental stage with the TEMM in the context of trilateral cooperation 

emergence.  

"The TEMM was brought into being by South Korea's positive commitments. 
South Korea originally had serious concern about air pollutants coming from 
China, exemplified by the fact that South Korea has sustained the NEASPEC 
and the LTP's joint research project. When Korean President Kim Dae-jung 
made an official visit to Tokyo and Beijing in autumn 1998, he expressed strong 
interests in environmental issues, and got an accord to hold a meeting designed 
to discuss ways of working together to reduce environmental hazards in 
Northeast Asia." (Yoshimatsu, 2008: 75) 

 

Trilateral cooperation in this environmental area serves as an example to suggest the 

importance of intergovernmentalism and functionalism - with a spillover effect - in the 

context of Northeast Asian regional institutionalization and the creation of regional 

governance associated to this process. For instance, Yoshimatsu points out that on the 

sidelines of the sixth TEMM, in December 2004, the first round of TEMM Plus One 

was held and Mongolia was invited to discuss the yellow dust problem. As the first 

ministerial-level mechanism among China, Korea and Japan, "the TEMM is regarded 

as a leading example of successful tripartite cooperation." (Yoshimatsu, 2008: 75)  

 In addition, as a way to show leadership and serve as a model in the region in 

terms of technological prowess in clean energy and environmental protection, Seoul is 

officially pursuing a so called Low Carbon, Green Growth Strategy since 2009. This 

strategy has gathered a great deal of attention beyond the regional borders of Asia, and 

thus it deserves some attention here since it serves as a good example of Korea's efforts 

to exert the kind of entrepreneurial and intellectual leadership that is often associated 

with middle powers. Indeed, Han Seung-soo, Korean former Prime Minister confirmed 

this at the 2009 East Asia World Economic Forum when he announced that "low 

carbon and green growth must be a paradigm not only for Korea, but for the 

international community as a whole (...) we must seek intensive cooperation and 
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unprecedented commitment from all stakeholders. Korea is not only ready to do its part; 

it is ready to lead this process."74  

 These aspirations clearly indicate that Korea has acquired the capacity to 

become a vanguard country in terms of sustainable development and so called 'green 

growth' not only regionally, but also globally. In fact, one of the specialists consulted 

for this research - Jaehyon Lee - emphasized how under President Lee's administration 

the 'Green Growth Strategy'75 has been repeatedly signaled as one functional area in 

which Korea should excel, together with the area of development cooperation through 

ODA and transfer of know-how based on the Korean experience and success story, as 

noted in chapter II. Indeed, Korean activism in this area was finally recognized in June 

2012, at the UN conference on sustainable development of the Rio+20 group, when 

many international donors joined South Korea in the establishment of the Global Green 

Growth Institute (GGGI) as an international organization. This was the first time a 

Korean-led initiative transcended the regional setting and acquired global status. 

According to the official GGGI website, the institute grew out of the green growth 

experience of the ROK, initially launched by President Lee Myung-bak on 16 June 

2010. It converted into an international organization in accordance with an agreement 

among Seoul and its major partner governments that are helping to fund the 

organization; among them Australia, Denmark, Norway, Qatar, United Arab Emirates 

and the United Kingdom. Finally on October 2012, the GGGI held its inaugural 

meetings for its Assembly and Council which are based in Seoul, as part of the 

organization's new international governance structure. The GGGI's main objective is 

"to create an international platform for evidence-based learning and policy innovation 

that helps to illuminate practical opportunities for country-led and industry-led progress 

on the twin imperatives of economic development and environmental sustainability."76  

 To be sure, this initiative does not have a regional but a worldwide scope. 

Nevertheless, its foundations were outlined within Korea's regional setting and based 

on Korea's environmental challenges that motivated its 'Green Growth Strategy.' Its 

global success serves to confirms and validate Korea's increasing capacity as a 

                     
74 Han Seung-soo Opening Remarks for the Plenary Session on "Setting Asia's Green Growth Agenda" at 
the East Asia World Economic Forum. Seoul, June 19th; 2009. Available at: 
http://eng.pmo.go.kr/pmo_eng/main.jsp?sub_num=291&pageNo=7&state=view&idx=40943 
75 For more on Korea's Green Growth paradigm see Shim, David. 2010. Green Growth - South Korea's 
Panacea? in Korea 2010: Politics, Economy and society; eds. Rudiger Frank, James E. Hoare, Patrick 
Koller and Susan Pares. Leiden and Boston: Brill. 165-188.  
76 GGGI's Official Website: http://gggi.org/ 
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respected and active middle power. The GGGI is not only the first Korean-led initiative 

to give birth a global international organization, but it also means other actors are keen 

on accepting South Korea's leadership. This recognition and status serves well to place 

Korea in a much better position vis-à-vis its regional neighbors in East Asia, and 

particularly within the trilateral mechanism among the CKJ countries.  

 Moreover, this functional area - among others mentioned before - has been 

significant in terms of regional governance development or the construction of 'system 

or rule,' not only within the trilateral mechanism in NEA, but at the East Asian-wide, 

and now with the GGGI, even at the global context. This has allowed Seoul to 

increasingly and consistently show itself as a confident and responsible rule-making 

actor. Other areas of governance creation, like non-traditional security - identified as an 

important issue for middle power activism - is also becoming more relevant for the 

region as a whole, but for South Korea "due to the complex geopolitical reality in the 

peninsula, traditional security is still the priority, and this clearly has not been managed 

in a multilateral or regional setting like the trilateral mechanism." (Jaehyon Lee, 

interview) Indeed, the functionalist approach and its expected spillover effect have not 

reached areas that in NEA especially are considered to be gridlocked.  

Nevertheless, and continuing with its increasing institutionalization, the year of 

2008 was of great progress for the trilateral cooperation among the three CKJ countries. 

In that year specifically the Trilateral Summit was, for the first time, held in the 

territories of one of the three members – in Fukuoka, Japan – and independently from 

the APT meetings. In the occasion, the three leaders adopted a joint statement agreeing 

to hold the high-level exchanges more regularly, which for Seoul was especially 

meaningful as the Koreans have been suggesting for years that the summit should be 

held on a regular basis. The adoption of a ROK-Japan and ROK-China agreements on 

currency swap deals, each of US$30 billion to cope with the global financial crisis 

reflected the commitment of the three countries to put their collaborative efforts into 

action and the importance given to the role of South Korea in these schemes.77 In 

addition, in 2010 the three countries have adopted the so called “Vision 2020,” a 

blueprint for the trilateral cooperation which outlines the future prospects of this 

multilateral framework by setting out a series of concrete tasks to set up regional 

governance in five fields, including: Institutionalization and Enhancement of the 

                     
77  Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic of Korea, Diplomatic White Paper 2009: 
http://www.mofat.go.kr 
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Trilateral Partnership; Sustainable Economic Cooperation for Common Prosperity; 

Cooperation in Sustainable Development and Environmental Protection; Promotion of 

Friendly Relations through the Expansion of Human and Cultural Exchanges; and Joint 

Efforts for Regional and International Peace and Stability.78 

 With the fourth high-level meeting concluded successfully in 2011, the now 

regularized dialogue includes also ministerial talks on a wide range of issues - namely 

culture, foreign affairs, trade and environment - while the decision to create a 

permanent secretariat in South Korea has become the most remarkable and tangible 

outcome in the regional institutionalization of NEA, and putting Seoul at the heart of 

this process. Although the three countries came together initially to respond to 

economic interdependence, these exchanges have led to an expansion of trilateral 

cooperation to address new security challenges. (Byun, 2011) Certainly, since this 

framework includes the main players of NEA, many have already compared this 

trilateral mechanism that started as a leaders' summit with the early-stage meetings of 

the six initiators of the European Economic Community (EEC) - e.g. Germany, France, 

Italy and the three Benelux countries - in 1958 at the inception of European integration 

process. (Kwon, 2002: 233) To be sure, the background and prospects of these two 

processes differs greatly, as it will be discussed in following sections. However, the 

hope is that this trilateral mechanism will evolve to include more sensitive issues, thus 

providing a framework for action and a system of rule to deal with possible conflicts. 

Ultimately, this can bring the much needed stability to the complex geopolitical context 

of NEA and particularly among the relations of the three countries, which is often 

marked with territorial disputes and historical grievances. About this, Korean 

Ambassador Bong-kil Shin - the first Secretary General at the Trilateral Cooperation 

Secretariat for this mechanism established in 2011 in Seoul - explains: 

"Although sometimes our trilateral mechanism can certainly be damaged by the 
deterioration of bilateral ties among the members - for instance once the 
trilateral summit was not held, for serious damage in the bilateral relations when 
Japanese Prime Minister Koizumi insisted in visiting the controversial Yasukuni 
Shrine, and China decided not to participate in the summit that year - at the 
same time, I think the three countries won't let the bilateral relationships to 
affect the trilateral process, as they realize the usefulness of having it. This is 
because the trilateral agenda has to be common to all three countries, and so 
issues like territorial or historical disputes in this case are only treated in the 
bilateral context. This allows us, through the trilateral mechanism, to keep 

                     
78  Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic of Korea, Diplomatic White Paper 2011: 
http://www.mofat.go.kr 
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channels of communication open even in recent times when the situation 
between China and Japan has been tense. Moreover now, since we have 
permanent secretariat in Korea, were we help coordinate and facilitate the 
meetings. (Ambassador Shin, interview)79 

 

Indeed, the creation of the Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat is key to validate the 

hypothesis put forwards by this study. During the fieldwork and research carried out in 

Seoul, visits and interviews to representatives and staff of this newly established 

international organism were performed, as well as observation and participation in 

several of their forums and seminars organized during its first year of existence. The 

outcomes and analysis of all this are detailed in the next sections.  

 

5.4. Korea Advancing Trilateral Institutionalization: The TCS in Seoul 

 

South Korea has been at the center of the trilateral cooperation mechanism in NEA 

from its outset; not just literally in a geographical manner, but also in terms of its 

activism and leadership role. This centrality took a more tangible form on the 27th of 

September, 2011; when the Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat (TCS) officially opened 

its doors in Seoul, as a new international organism established "for the efficient 

promotion and management of the trilateral cooperation among the Parties" - China, 

Korea and Japan - "and to enhance existing dialogue mechanisms and contribute to the 

further promotion of their cooperative relations."80 Ambassador Shin, the first Secretary 

General of the TCS describes it as a "newly institutionalized intergovernmental effort 

to coordinate and facilitate the meetings among the three Northeast Asian countries. 

Basically, it is an attempt to institutionalized the relations between China, Japan and 

Korea." He adds that the initiative to have a physical and permanent secretariat in Seoul 

was put forwards by Korea a few years ago, and thus "Korea played a leading role in 

the process." (Ambassador Shin, interview) 

 Certainly, during the last years of President Roh's administration, as the 

trilateral meetings moved on to a wide range of issues, the Korean government began to 

                     
79 Interview with Shin, Bong-kil. Korean Diplomat and Ambassador. Since October 2011 he acts as the 
first Secretary General at the new Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat (TCS) for the CKJ meetings in Seoul. 
Since it was a Korean initiative to establish this organism, and it is based in the ROK, the three countries 
agreed to have a Korean as the first secretary general, however this position is expected to be taken by a 
Japanese in 2013. (Oct. 31st, 2012) 
80 Agreement on the Establishment of the Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat (TCS) among the 
Governments of the People’s Republic of China, Japan and the Republic of Korea. Copy of Official 
Document provided by the organization.  
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push for ways of furthering the institutionalization of this framework. Thus, the ROK 

initially proposed a virtual secretariat as an online office, which preceded the TCS as a 

Cyber Secretariat, entirely managed by the Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The 

contents of that website were mainly related to the trilateral meetings declarations and 

it served as an index and archive. In the following years Lee Myung-bak continued 

with this policy, and his government kept pushing for a physical secretariat, based in 

Seoul. A consensual agreement was finally made in May 2010 at the Third Trilateral 

Summit held in the Korean island of Jeju; where the leaders of the three NEA countries 

subscribed to establishment of the TCS in Seoul. This decision was made official by the 

three countries in an agreement signed in Seoul later that year, on December 16th, 2010. 

In this process, Korea has undoubtedly revealed clear signs of intellectual and 

entrepreneurial leadership manifested in its diplomatic choices to exert 

middlepowermanship as the catalyst, facilitator and manager; showing in this case all 

three indicators of middle power behavior. This foreign policy options are by no means 

random, but strategic in nature. As its 2011 Diplomatic White Paper suggests, through 

the establishment of this administrative body, it is expected that South Korea will 

continue its contributions to the consolidation and institutionalization of the trilateral 

cooperation as well as playing a facilitating role in its development.81 Accordingly, it is 

plausible to argue that particularly in regards to the institutionalization of Northeast 

Asia, Seoul’s leadership appears to be a more accommodating and preferable option to 

build consensus and trust among the other two regional powers, similar to the role 

ASEAN has taken in the East Asian-wide community building process.82 

 Ambassador Shin recognizes that the location of the TCS in Korea is important. 

"In political aspects, this means Korea can play a kind of leadership role, while 

mediating between the two big powers of East Asia. This also reduces the traditional 

rivalry between the two. I think that to have the secretariat either in China or Japan 

would have caused the other side to feel not so comfortable, that is one of the big 

                     
81  Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic of Korea, Diplomatic White Paper 2011: 
http://www.mofat.go.kr 
82 At the opening ceremony of the TCS in September 2011, the Chinese ambassador Zhang Xinsen said 
the establishment of the new body in Korea was an important step to realize the consensus among the 
three countries. Although less explicit, the Japanese Ambassador Muto Masatoshi stressed the shared 
responsibilities among the parties based on the principles of openness, transparency and mutual trust. 
The ROK assumed the first leadership of the new institution, with Shin Bong-kil, South Korea's former 
ambassador for international economic cooperation, acting as Secretary-General of the new institution 
during its first two years. (News reports: http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90883/7606468.html,  and 
http://www.koreaherald.com/national/Detail. jsp?newsMLId=20110927000898) 
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reasons. Maybe in the future we can establish branches in China and Japan, if needed, 

that is indeed stated in our constitution. But for now, at this early stage, to have the 

TCS in Seoul appeared as the most convenient arrangement. Also geographically 

speaking, of course it was also for convenience as we are in between the two other 

countries." (Ambassador Shin, interview)  

 This statement point to a double explanation: first, the TCS was finally 

established in Seoul because Korea proposed and pushed for it, which indicates middle 

power behavior acting as the catalyst for this initiative; and second, it was a Korean 

initiative and it is based in Seoul because otherwise it could have been less possible to 

achieve. This logic clearly helps to give answers to the research questions and to 

sustain the hypothesis formulation this research has stated. Other sources consulted are 

even more straight forward and blunt about this. "The three countries finally accepted 

Korea's proposal to have the secretariat in Seoul fundamentally because the rivalry 

between China and Japan is so intense, that Seoul was the safest option for all." (Geung 

Chang Bae, interview)83 

 In a very Japanese way - that is less directly - TCS Deputy Secretary Rui 

Matsukawa agrees to the above: "The establishment of the TCS is a great achievement, 

as a Korean initiative, which has helped to move forward the process, and today I do 

think Korea is playing a more significant role. I think it can be positive for the 

cooperation of the three countries." (Rui Matsukawa, interview) For her part, Chinese 

TCS Deputy Secretary, Ning Mao, is more explicit when she points out that having the 

secretariat in Seoul helps, indeed. "We should say that certainly Korea contributed a lot 

to this. The Korean government proposed the creation of the secretariat and it is now 

located in Seoul, which is also something both Japan and China feel comfortable with. 

It certainly would have been much more difficult if China had proposed it, for instance; 

or having the secretariat in either Beijing or Tokyo. So yes this is something quite 

important that Korea has done, and should be appreciated by all the member countries." 

(Ning Mao, interview) 

 From a Korean point of view, as the TCS Secretary General puts it, this 

initiative was basically an invitation of Korea to the other two countries to have the 

secretariat in its capital city. "This decision shows the active and important role Korea 

                     
83 Interview with Bae, Geung Chang. Research fellow and government adviser at the Korea National 
Diplomatic Academy (IFANS-MOFAT). Expert in East Asian Regionalism, East Asian Community and 
Southeast Asia. Also involved in Track II processes. During the interview he also provided material 
based on some of his own work and research. (Dec. 3rd, 2012) 
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can play, and it certainly responded to a priority coming from the top leadership within 

the Korean government: it was a top-down kind of process, and not the other way 

around. The president role was determinant." (Ambassador Shin, interview) Again, the 

commitment and determination of the Korean top leadership to push and support 

regionalist projects such as this one reflects how middlepowermanship has been 

realized by Seoul, both as a foreign policy option and as a regional strategy. This is 

only possible since Korea is increasingly gaining more confidence to play such active 

role in regional cooperation, as Ambassador Shin emphasizes with a hint of national 

pride. "In previous history, perhaps Korea did not always play such active role, and it 

was more passive or sometimes even a victim - of invasions or occupations - but in the 

last 20 years Korea has become a very capable country." (Ambassador Shin, interview) 

 The point of view of the Japanese representative appears very interesting and it 

can actually be perceived as condescending towards Korea's role. Although this can 

only reflect the personal opinions of the source consulted, TCS Deputy Secretary Rui 

Matsukawa, it is nevertheless interesting and noteworthy, as it could also shed some 

light on the way Japan really sees the trilateral mechanism and its commitment to 

develop it. Ms. Matsukawa is clear to acknowledge that "it was 100 percent a 

contribution of South Korea to have this secretariat and to establish it in Seoul. If it 

wasn't for President Lee Myung-bak, I don't think we would have this office, which is 

certainly a step forward in the process of trilateral cooperation. To be honest, I really 

think Japan and China definitely welcome this initiative, but I think this is not like 

ASEAN or the EU, and I mean the secretariat is not really necessary." (Rui Matsukawa, 

interview) This last comment certainly indicates a very skeptical approach towards the 

institutionalization of this process in NEA, and it could be argued that is somehow 

represents a broader view existing in Japan, especially considering that this is an 

experienced Japanese diplomat, who has been part of the Japanese Foreign Ministry - 

known as MITI - for over 20 years, particularly in the Asian Bureau and the department 

dealing with regional cooperation. 

 A very pragmatic answer is given when asked why the TCS may not be 

necessary: "because it is only three countries," Ms. Matsukawa responds. "Unlike 

ASEAN where there are ten members, the EU where there are 27, or APEC with 21; in 

those cases the need to have a secretariat is necessary to coordinate all the meetings 

among such big number of members. But when it comes to only three countries, in 

terms of logistics a secretariat is not that necessary. Bilateral relationships don't need 
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secretariat, well, trilateral means just one more actor, so it isn't too much more to do." 

(Rui Matsukawa, interview) This pragmatism could explain Japanese reluctance to 

deepen and further the institutionalization of NEA in other areas too, but it could also 

reflect Tokyo's cautious approach to falling too close and too dependent on its Asian 

neighbors, and thus risking to distance itself from its closest ally - the US - and its 

traditional Asia-Pacific approach. One thing is certain, even if the trilateral mechanism 

among the CKJ countries involve only three members, a secretariat seems very 

necessary - not only because it helps fill in the institutional gap existing in NEA - but 

also when considering the sheer amount of interactions developed along the past decade 

among China, Korea and Japan within this context. According to official estimates 

from the TCS, the three countries have currently more than 50 trilateral consultative 

mechanisms, including 18 ministerial meetings and over 100 cooperative projects in 

addition to two annual trilateral summits.84 

 Ms. Matsukawa acknowledges, however, the importance of creating this new 

organism, even though she considers it unnecessary at the moment. "This office was 

created with a future oriented logic, there was not really an urgent need for it, but it is 

expected that it will play an increasing role in the coming years. This is why the 

existence of this office is certainly meaningful, because it is the product of a 

commitment of the three countries to maintain and further nurture regional cooperation. 

It is like a married couple with kids. The kids are a very strong bond between the 

couple and makes the possibility of divorce a less probable event." (Rui Matsukawa, 

interview) Her Chinese counterpart at the TCS - Ms. Mao - also highlights this last 

issue and its relevance. "By establishing this secretariat the three countries are showing 

there is political will. It is a clear gesture to enhance and further the trilateral 

cooperation and institutionalization process among the CKJ countries, and although it 

is at an early stage, indeed this means that a more systematic regional cooperation 

among the three countries is inevitable and the only way forward." Ms. Mao 

emphasizes this last point, and says it should not be underestimated, considering that 

the three countries relationship is often seen as "an impossible combination, for 

historical problems, and also considering Korea and Japan are both US allies, while 

China is not." (Ning Mao, interview) For this experienced Chinese diplomat, as well as 

the other sources consulted in the TCS, the foundation of this secretariat in Seoul is a 

                     
84 TCS Official Website: http://www.tcs-asia.org/dnb/main/index.php 
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clear sign that the trilateral process is moving towards more institutionalization of 

Northeast Asia. 

 Even Ms. Matsukawa, who appeared much more skeptical about the issue of 

institutionalization, explains how meaningful this initiative really is in terms of 

institutionalization. "When the leaders of the three countries agreed on creating this 

organism, they were bothered to negotiate and signed and international agreement, set 

up and organization and approve the sending of diplomats; with all the costs that 

implies. Countries don't do this if they think this is not something that is worth doing or 

if they think it is not going to last. So it is a commitment with the project of trilateral 

cooperation in a forward-looking way, and a support for the process of 

institutionalization." (Rui Matsukawa, interview) Accordingly - even though from a 

Japanese point of view the establishment of the secretariat was not an urgent or 

extremely necessary affair - the sense of commitment to continue and further advance 

the process of trilateral cooperation in NEA coming from the three countries is 

ultimately the great achievement of Korea as a middle power promoting and pushing 

for the creation of the TCS. "For sure, South Korea has been very successful in helping 

to institutionalize this trilateral cooperation process so far," finally concedes the 

Japanese Deputy Secretary. 

 Moreover, an anonymous non-Korean officer working at the TCS85 who also 

served as source for this research explains how regardless the fact that decision-making 

is made by the three countries in agreement, the fact that the secretariat is based in 

Seoul gives Korea a more influential position within the TCS, especially when it comes 

to practical issues. This person points out, for example, the role of Korea as a manager 

of this nascent institution which becomes evident in the administration of the TCS, 

where the person in the actual position of managing the daily aspects of the 

organization "is and always will be a Korean official, for the practical purposes of 

having to deal with administrative issues, since the TCS is located in the ROK." This 

makes the Korean position within the TCS very powerful and influential, this officer 

explains, because this person is in charge of things related to the management of the 

budget for the TCS activities. Accordingly, as this non-Korean official emphasizes, "it 

is clear that Korea will always have a more influential voice" although not necessarily 

                     
85 Anonymous Non-Korean Source at TCS. Political Affairs Officer at the TCS in Seoul. This person 
helped to provide another non-Korean point of view to this study and some insider point of view about 
the operations of the TCS in Seoul. (Several informal meetings during fall 2012 and winter 2013) 
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when it comes to the overall setting of the trilateral cooperation agenda, but certainly in 

matters related to the daily functioning of this new form of institutional mechanism in 

NEA that the TCS represents. This indeed points to Korea as a capable middle power 

acting as manager.  

 To be sure, the TCS experience has served as a good precedent for the Korean 

government in terms of its capacity to exert leadership and host international 

organizations. Currently, the Korean MOFAT is following a similar strategy used for 

the TCS in order to set up a permanent secretariat in Seoul for the so called FEALAC 

organization. This is a cross-regional mechanism for dialogue between East Asian 

countries and Latin America. The Forum for East Asia-Latin America Cooperation - or 

FEALAC as it is known - is a Ministerial Level meetings only, and it was first 

established in 1999 as the East-Asia-Latin America Forum, in response to the growing 

need to build a cooperative mechanism between the two regions and with the AFC 

aftermath as a context. In 2001 it changed its name and it was only in 2010 when, after 

the Korean government suggested and pushed for it, a Cyber Secretariat was agreed 

upon by all its members, similarly as the virtual office that preceded the TCS in Seoul. 

This Cyber Secretariat for FEALAC was launched officially in March 2011 in Seoul, 

and it is supported, sponsored and managed entirely by the Korean MOFAT. Again, 

this example - although not strictly East Asian but cross-regional - is an initiative put 

forward by Seoul in order to give the FEALAC process a more institutionalized format. 

As it occurred with the TCS, the Koreans are hoping that this Cyber Secretariat will be 

the predecessor of an actual physical secretariat to be based in Seoul in the near future, 

to serve as a coordinating body for the cross-regional cooperation across the Pacific 

between the two emergent regions of East Asia and Latin America.86  

 

5.4.1. Functioning and Activities of the TCS 

 

As stated on its official website, the TCS was established as an international 

organization with a vision to promote peace and common prosperity among the PRC, 

Japan, and the ROK. On the basis of equal participation, each government shares 1/3 of 

                     
86 Information gathered at the 3rd FEALAC Cyber Secretariat Workshop 2013; which is held every 
March in Seoul, to commemorate the secretariat launching. The workshop brings speakers from several 
of the member countries and it is also sponsored by the Korean MOFAT. Ambassador Jaebum Kim, 
which is one of the interviewees for this research, acts as the director and coordinator of this Cyber 
Secretariat. 
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total operational budget, and the decisions are made by consensus of the Board 

composed of Secretary General and two Deputy Secretary Generals from the three 

countries.87 During its first two years of existence, the highest post was given to 

Ambassador Shin of Korea, while the assisted closely by Ms. Mao from China and Ms. 

Matsukawa from Japan in their deputy secretary roles. The following figure shows the 

TCS internal organization and structure of the staff, which is all based in Seoul.  

 In the initial stages, the TCS is expected to focus on coordinating and 

facilitating cooperation efforts in a more systematic and integrated manner. In the 

future, the TCS aims to expand its activities, serving as a cooperation hub for trilateral 

cooperation in broader aspects, as stated among its objectives and its vision of 

solidifying the cooperative ties among the three countries.88 TCS's head, Ambassador 

Shin, explains: "Our main task here at TCS is to contribute at systematizing the process 

of trilateral cooperation. We assist in the elaboration and creation of many documents 

for the ministerial and summit meetings. Because we still are a very young as 

organization, the three countries Ministries of Foreign Affairs maintain so far the task 

of organizing the meetings on a rotating basis. Perhaps in the future the TCS will have 

more capacity to do so. At the moment the foreign ministers are the ones in charge." 

(Ambassador Shin, interview)  

 This last point has to do with the strong emphasis on intergovernmentalism the 

trilateral process has, as noted earlier. It also points to the reluctance of NEA countries 

to build any kind of supranational form of institutionalization that could threaten their 

national sovereignty.  

 However, as Rui Matsukawa signals, it also has a practical and strategic 

connotation for the country who is chairing the process on a yearly basis. "The 

organization of meetings is still in the hands of the ministries of each country like it has 

been done for the past 10 years. It is possible this could change in the future as the TCS 

take up more tasks and responsibilities, but to be the host and organizer of the meetings 

each year for each country is also beneficial; this is because the host or chair country 

can influence the agenda and that is why I think the countries don't want to give up to 

that option. I think because it is only three countries, the burden is little for the 

governments to rotate the being the chair, while the benefits of it can be big. I think 

they will prefer to keep things in this intergovernmental kind of logic instead of giving 

                     
87 TCS Official Website: http://www.tcs-asia.org/dnb/main/index.php 
88 Ibid. 
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more emphasis to the institutionalization of the TCS as supranational organization." 

(Rui Matsukawa, interview) 

 
Indeed, among its official functions and activities, the TCS website highlights:  

• Provide administrative and technical support for the operation and management 
of such trilateral consultative mechanisms among the Parties as the Trilateral 
Summit Meeting, the Trilateral Foreign Ministers' Meeting and other ministerial 
meetings, and the Trilateral Senior Foreign Affairs Officials’ Consultation and 
to attend major consultative mechanisms. 

• Communicate and coordinate with the Parties, and if necessary, with other 
international organizations, particularly with other East Asian cooperation 
mechanisms. 

• Explore and identify potential cooperative projects. 
• Evaluate the cooperative projects and draft reports on them, compile necessary 

documents into database, and submit annual progress reports to the Trilateral 
Foreign Ministers' Meeting for approval. 

• Conduct research on important issues related to the trilateral cooperation, 
manage the Secretariat’s website, and promote understanding of the trilateral 
cooperation.89 

 
 
Figure 7: Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat Structure 
 

 

 Source: TCS Official Website 

                     
89 Ibid. 
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Nevertheless, for Deputy Secretary Ning Mao, the most important task during the first 

year of existence of the TCS has been the building of recognition and the development 

of a distinct identity as an institution or organization, as she explains. "We have 

accomplished that so far during the first year and we keep working on the interaction 

with other government agencies and international organizations to gain more 

recognition." Closer its ties with the ASEAN secretariat based in Jakarta, as the TCS 

counterpart in SEA, has been one of the mains objectives in these first couple of years. 

This is accompanied with a strong emphasis on generating awareness among the public 

and citizens of the three countries about the trilateral cooperation process "to let them 

know why it is so important." Ms. Mao points out that we are trying our best to explain 

and make people understand things like the trilateral FTA, financial issues, 

environmental issues, student exchanges and cultural exchanges among the three 

countries. I think within the public there is still a lot of ignorance about the relevance of 

all this and as an independent and neutral organization we are in a better place - than 

any of the three governments - to address these points and raise awareness in the 

public." Finally the Chinese Deputy Secretary proudly emphasizes the important work 

being done in the TCS to create a database with all the documents and outcomes of all 

the Trilateral Meetings among CKJ, which as she claims, involve a huge amount. "We 

have 18 ministerial meetings and more than a hundred cooperative projects; so it is 

really hard for someone to be able to follow and to know everything that has been done 

so far, especially when government officials come and go, so the new comers need to 

somehow keep track of what happened before in this or that area. This database is aim 

for that purpose, to facilitate their work." (Ning Mao, interview)  

 In order to accomplish all the above, and gain more visibility and recognition, 

since its launch in September 2011 the TCS has put forward a comprehensive website 

that also serves as archive; which is expected to further contribute to the 

institutionalization of the trilateral cooperation in order to access resources online. The 

website is available in 4 languages - English, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese - and it is 

designed to provide those database services mentioned above, as well as to make 

information available to the general public. In addition, the TCS hosted the First 

Trilateral Research Seminar, at its office in Seoul on June, 28th 2012. Several experts, 

academics, and officials from the three countries and also from the ASEAN Secretariat 

participated in this first seminar, which had as its main goal trying to position the new 

TCS within the broader East Asian community-building process, in an effort to bridge 
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and connect with ASEAN. To be sure, the TCS is still trying to define its role in the 

regional architecture, and that is why that first seminar theme was "Deepening 

Partnership between the Trilateral Cooperation and ASEAN: Towards the Vision of an 

East Asian Community."  

 Certainly, since its establishment, "the TCS has been actively building up 

partnership relations with ASEAN and learning from its experience of coordinating 

among ASEAN countries in the regional integration process."90 This is how after that 

first research seminar held at the TCS in June 2012, the a delegation of the Committee 

of Permanent Representatives of ASEAN91 visited the TCS in July 23th, 2012; first 

high-level official interaction among the two secretariats of North and Southeast Asia. 

Ambassador Kan Pharidh, Permanent Representative of the Kingdom of Cambodia to 

ASEAN, along with Ambassador Nyan Lynn, Deputy Secretary for Political Security 

Community of the ASEAN Secretariat; visited the TCS in Seoul thanks to a trip 

organized by the Korean MOFAT. In addition, on August 2nd, 2012, a TCS delegation 

headed by Deputy Secretary General, Ms. Mao, visited the ASEAN Secretariat in 

Jakarta.92 As envisioned in the Korean initiative of EAVG II, both sides agreed on the 

need for strengthening the partnership between the two Secretariats and their 

collaboration in the future. These are clear signs of activism taken up by South Korea to 

raise the profile of the TCS and move the institutional process forwards, bridging 

between the NEA countries and ASEAN, and filling in the institutional gap existing 

among the two subregions. All this points clearly into a positive response to the 

research questions and a validation of the hypothesis put forward by this study.  

 That first research seminar in June 2012 served well the purposes of this 

research, as a first hand opportunity to approach the organization and its representatives 

during the fieldwork carried out in Seoul, mainly during 2012. Moreover, for the 

commemoration of first year anniversary of the establishment of TCS in Seoul, the new 

organization held the first International Forum for the Trilateral Cooperation, on 

October 15th, 2012; which also became a good opportunity to perform observation of 

this Track II and Track 1.5 forum, as part of the fieldwork for this research. This event 

is significant, since a similar forum was previously held only once in 2011, also in 

                     
90 Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat First Annual Report. Year 2011-2012. 
91 The ASEAN Committee of Permanent Representatives consists of 10 Permanent Representatives of 
the ASEAN Member States, with the rank of Ambassador, and is based in Jakarta where the ASEAN 
Secretariat is located. 
92 TCS Official Website: http://www.tcs-asia.org/dnb/main/index.php 
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Seoul as a Korean initiative before the official establishment of the TCS. That first 

forum was entirely sponsored by the Korean MOFAT, and served as precedent for the 

event, which from 2012 fell under TCS new responsibilities. Again, this progression 

signals both Korea's capabilities of exerting middlepowermanship as catalyst, as well as 

its contribution to furthering the institutionalization of this nascent regional 

organization. In the 2012 event to commemorate the secretariat first year of existence, 

the TCS First Annual Report was presented to the officials of the three countries 

attending the forum. Among the topics discussed within the several panels, some 

complex topics marked the debate - such as nationalism - and its effect on functional 

cooperation, in the context of the 'islands disputes' and tense relations among the CKJ 

countries during 2012. A clear consensus among the officials and experts that the 

islands or territorial disputes should not damage the trilateral process was upheld as the 

main outcome of the day, which is not to be underestimated, considering that the event 

took place at the height of Chinese boycott and protests against Japan for the 

controversy over the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands in the East China Sea during the last 

three months of 2012.  

 Unquestionably, with the difficulties that often mark the relationships among 

China, Japan and Korea on a bilateral basis; the trilateral mechanism serves well to 

cushion many of these issues because through its meetings - and now especially thanks 

to the establishment of the TCS - the three countries keep engaged in a constant 

conversation and a multitude of exchanges. This not only allows to keep channels of 

communication open, even when the bilateral relationship might be damaged as it 

occurred during the second half of 2012, but it also helps to build up trust and mutual 

understandings, creating a kind of common intersubjectivity that could eventually lead 

to better manage the territorial disputes and historic grievances in the future. This is 

possible thanks to the constant process of socialization among the three countries 

within the trilateral mechanism, in face of common problems and the need for regional 

cooperation. Sunjin Lee, an expert in East Asian regionalism and former Korean 

diplomat explains: "Indeed we need regional collective response to certain problems. 

With the islands dispute for instance, the bilateral communication channels between 

China and Japan, or Korea and Japan; are damaged. At least now with the TCS and its 

related processes some channels for regional cooperation are still open in Northeast 
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Asia.93 This is how, despite the severe tensions between China and Japan in the last 

months of 2012, the Chinese Deputy Secretary General of the TCS, Ning Mao, visited 

Tokyo from November 26th to 28th, 2012; to report to the Japanese government about 

the progress of the trilateral cooperation and to discuss the future direction and 

activities of the TCS. During the visit, she met with government officials from the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, as well as 

scholars and media people. In addition, the Japanese Deputy Secretary General, Rui 

Matsukawa, visited Beijing, from December 3rd to 5th, 2012; with the same purpose 

and objectives.94  These are good examples of how the TCS, and the trilateral 

mechanism in general, allows to keep certain channels of communication and 

exchanges open, even when the two regional powers are not in best terms. 

 The above is possible only in a trilateral context among the CKJ countries, and 

that is the great benefit of having this mechanism, according to Ms. Matsukawa. 

"Whereas sometimes the bilateral relationship is damaged by some issues and there is 

no agreement, on the trilateral basis this does not happen because the issues on the 

agenda must be of common interest for the three countries. So the controversial 

bilateral issues - like territorial disputes - are out of the trilateral setting. This allows to 

talk about more positive issues or to work on common problems for the three 

countries." (Rui Matsukawa, interview) According to this Japanese representative at the 

TCS, that was actually one of the reasons why Japan - in 1998-99 under PM Obuchi - 

proposed the trilateral mechanism. This argument is probably valid, although the 

Japanese source consulted does not really acknowledge the fact that those sensitive 

issues causing friction among the three NEA countries are commonly - although not 

uniquely - related to Japan's territorial claims over certain islands and the way Tokyo 

has poorly managed history and war crimes committed during its occupation of Korea 

and China. Thus, it seems logic and even convenient for Japan to try to develop new 

ways to better coordinate regional cooperation with its neighbors in NEA in a setting in 

which those issues cannot be brought to the table. At the same time, and because of the 

same reasons describe above, the Japanese source at the TCS - contrary to the Chinese 

source also consulted for this research - seems unable to realize the positive gains that 

                     
93 Interview with Lee, Sunjin. Former Korean Ambassador to Indonesia, among other diplomatic posts. 
Today he is a Professor and Research Fellow at Sogang University in Seoul, within the Institute for East 
Asian Studies. Also actively involved in Track II meetings, most recently advising for the EAVG II. (Oct. 
29th, 2012) 
94 TCS Official Website: http://www.tcs-asia.org/dnb/main/index.php 
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the inclusion of South Korea can bring to the difficult and rough Sino-Japanese 

relationship. It seems clear that thanks to the trilateral mechanism, in which Seoul has 

had a central role throughout its development in the last decade, the handling and 

managing of cooperation among China and Japan has been more manageable and 

facilitated to a great extent.     

  Inevitably, however, the tense bilateral relations can affect the trilateral process. 

During the last months of 2012 and at the beginning of 2013, the Sino-Japanese 

confrontational rhetoric and show of strength over the islands dispute increased 

dramatically. The Trilateral Summit of November 2012, which takes place on the side 

of the APT meetings, was actually cancelled because of the bitter bilateral issues 

between China and Japan. At the time, a TCS officer who asked not to be identified95 

explains how, due to the uncertainty those sensitive issues have brought particularly 

between China and Japan, the motivation among the officials working within the TCS 

has decrease partially, as they feel somehow unsure whether the governments would 

like to continue to pursue and support certain projects. This clearly points to the lack of 

strong commitment and lack of leadership to promote regional cooperation among the 

two regional powers of China and Japan, whose actions, confrontation and rivalry often 

derail or put doubts over the process of regional institution-building. This also occurred 

in a time of leadership transition in NEA, thus the people involved in the TCS remained 

expectant to see how the new leadership of the three countries will approach the 

trilateral cooperation process of institutionalization. As the anonymous source at TCS 

confers, the year of 2013 is actually the year of Korea as the Chair of the trilateral 

meetings. This non-Korean person explains this means there is some optimism because 

having either China or Japan driving the process at this point when tensions are high 

would make things more difficult. This official expects and hopes that Korea as Chair 

for CKJ during 2013 will "make the process more manageable, helping move things 

forward and perhaps ease the tensions in Northeast Asia." Unfortunately, the 

uncertainty prevails and the tensions stemming from the Sino-Japanese conflict over 

the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands has overshadowed Korean efforts as the chair and manager 

of the process during 2013.  

  

                     
95 Anonymous Non-Korean Source at TCS. Political Affairs Officer at the TCS in Seoul. This person 
helped to provide another non-Korean point of view to this study and some insider point of view about 
the operations of the TCS in Seoul. (Several informal meetings during fall 2012 and winter 2013) 
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 Indeed, the Trilateral Summit Meeting, which was scheduled to be held in Seoul 

in spring this year; was ultimately postponed. Sources consulted at the TCS admitted  

China's unwillingness to participate, due to its grievances towards Tokyo. As the new 

leadership in Beijing has taken a tougher approach towards territorial issues, President 

Xi Jinping seems to be putting pressure on Japan by postponing the trilateral meeting. 

South Korea, as the host nation, has tried to display some diplomatic behavior that can 

be considered as middlepowermanship in between the two regional powers, and it 

proposed the meeting to be held by the end of May, in order to give more time to 

Beijing and Tokyo. Ultimately, the Chinese announced they would not agree to holding 

the meeting. Thus, Seoul has been working on rescheduling the summit since then 

without any success. This is the most recent episode in the trilateral process taking 

place in NEA that serves well to illustrate the assumptions made by this study as the 

preconditions to advance regionalism. The rivalry among the two regional powers 

affects their commitment with regional cooperation and institution-building. A third 

party if often necessary to help bridge and mediate between them, however, the 

activism and efforts of this third party - Korea as a middle power - will only succeed 

under the consent of the two regional powers - in this case China and Japan - if this 

particular trilateral regionalist project is to be institutionalized in Northeast Asia. 

 And while the Seoul-based secretariat has been envisioned to serve as a 

coordinating body for the trilateral mechanism among the CKJ countries; considering 

the three parties weigh equally in the agenda setting - at least in theory - it is also true 

that the functional contributions of Korea as catalysts, facilitator and manager indicate 

the country’s display of middlepowermanship in advancing the trilateral process in 

Northeast Asia; thus bridging between the two regional powers and showing a similar 

kind of leadership it showed over a decade ago when promoting the EAGV. This also 

helps to validate the choice made in this research design to use the behavioral approach 

to understand middle powers as catalysts, facilitators and/or managers to promote 

cooperation and/or collective action in regionalism. Seoul’s alleged role of coordinator 

is extremely relevant in this trilateral instance as it takes the responsibility away from 

Beijing or Tokyo, who would feel less comfortable when having to deal with each other 

directly. Among foreign policy makers and government officials, the realization - also 

in line with this study's main assumptions - is clearly there:  

"The trilateral cooperation (among the CKJ) is essential in order to shape a 
stable East Asian region. While the ASEAN-centered approach continues to be 
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effective, without movement toward more meaningful Northeast Asian trilateral 
cooperation, East Asian regional cooperation will lack substance."96 

 
 
5.5. Trilateral FTA: Korea as Catalyst, Facilitator and Manager 
 

As it has occurred elsewhere, economic integration serves as the foundations for 

regional governance, further regional integration and even institution-building. 

Northeast Asia has followed the same pattern and the so called Trilateral FTA among 

the CKJ countries has been one of the pillars and main goals of the trilateral process in 

terms of governance creation to regulate and facilitate the commercial exchanges 

among the three major actors of NEA. Official negotiations were finally launched in 

March 2013 in Seoul, after years of consideration. Indeed, China, the ROK and Japan 

announced the agreement to launch the Trilateral FTA Negotiations on November 20th, 

2012; even though the talks began in the early 2000's. It followed seven years of joint 

academic study (2003-2009) and two years of joint study among government officials, 

business representatives and academia (2010-2011).97 As noted earlier, the Korea 

Institute for International Economic Policy (KIEP) and its senior fellow economist 

Chang Jae Lee, have been at the center and the main driver of this progress. Korean 

activism and leadership in this particular aspect of the trilateral process has been 

instrumental in order to move the process ahead, albeit very slowly, mainly due to the 

lack of commitment and reluctance that for years prevailed among the other two parties, 

particularly Japan, as Chang Jae Lee, points out. 

 Certainly, the process has taken more than expected, considering that already in 

the first trilateral meeting in 1999 - the famous informal breakfast - Korean President 

Kim had proposed the launch of a trilateral joint research among different institutions 

of each country to promote regional economic cooperation, as mentioned in the 

previous sections. Chang Jae Lee recounts how it took over a year to start that project. 

"In the year 2000 the three institutions got together in Japan to begin the joint research. 

The KIEP was of course the Korean organization involved, and I was the head of the 

research team for Korea. We finally started the trilateral joint study in 2001. From then 

on, the first year we focused on trade facilitation, and the second year on investment. 

                     
96 Hitoshi Tanaka at the International Forum for the Trilateral Cooperation in Seoul. He is the Former 
Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs in Japan, and the current Chairman of Japan most influential think 
tank for foreign policy, the Institute for International Strategy at the Japan Research Institute. (October 
15th, 2012) 
97 TCS Official Website: http://www.tcs-asia.org/dnb/main/index.php 
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From the third year, in 2003, we started the joint study for CKJ FTA." (Chang Jae Lee, 

interview) As this expert explains, from its early beginnings the trilateral mechanism 

turned its attention to regional economic integration in the form of trade facilitation; 

while financial cooperation took a different path, in the context of the APT process. As 

Mr. Lee clarifies, this is because the AFC was the catalyst that East Asian-wide 

framework. "That was mainly a financial crisis, so financial cooperation became the 

focus of the APT process, and this area was handled within that context of 13 countries, 

considering that both Southeast Asia in general and Korea in particular were badly 

affected by the crisis. Consequently, the Chiang Mai Initiative and its post 

Multilateralization have become the instrumental mechanism to deal with financial 

risks and prevent another similar disaster." (Chang Jae Lee, interview) 

 Thus, having the APT taking care of financial mechanisms for stability in the 

region, the CKJ countries directed their nascent process of regional cooperation for 

NEA towards areas of governance that needed their immediate attention within the 

subregion. As noted, environmental issues was one of these areas where regional 

cooperation and creation of governance flourished within the trilateral framework. 

Economic integration among the three CKJ countries was another one, although FTA 

talks were received with little enthusiasm as these countries were new to such 

commercial agreements ten years ago. "As we focus more on trade and investment and 

left the financial cooperation issues for the APT; soon from 2003 we started to explore 

FTA possibilities. Initially Japan was very reluctant to talk about an FTA, although I 

personally tried to soften the issue for the Japanese. So I branded the trilateral joint 

study under the name of 'Economic Effects of a Possible FTA among CKJ;' especially 

for the Japanese officials who were very sensitive. I had to add and emphasize 

'possible' for them to finally accept the study." (Chang Jae Lee, interview) This KIEP 

official never thought the whole process until the completion of an FTA would take 

that long. His expectations were that within three to four years of joint study, the 

official negotiation would begin. But as he emphasizes, the governments were not 

ready to upgrade that joint research to the status of official study in order to begin 

formal negotiations. "We were forced to continue working on the idea and postpone it. 

Especially because Japanese officials were not willing to move forwards, but at the 

same time they didn't want to completely abandon the idea, waiting for the right 

moment." (Chang Jae Lee, interview) 
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 In all this progression, along over a decade of joint studies, the KIEP played a 

central role as coordinating body, acting as catalyst, but also managing the relationship 

with its Chinese and Japanese counterparts and facilitating the process that led to the 

agreement to launch FTA talks officially. All the three indicators or 

middlepowermanship are clearly observed here, as this was done carefully under the 

instructions of the Korean government and its MOFAT; following a delicate strategy 

that sought the enhancement of stability in NEA through economic integration and 

regional institutionalization. "We - at KIEP - tried the best we could in order to 

promote and coordinate the joint research that was being carried out by the 3 countries. 

For instance, we were able to propose first the initiative of joint research for the 

trilateral FTA because in Korea we had previously carried out some preliminary studies 

related to the same issues. At the time, however, people thought Japanese researches 

would be much more advanced, but they were not, and we managed to put forward our 

position because of what we had done before at KIEP. We even tried to push for a 

much faster and inclusive progress, but the Chinese and Japanese counterparts preferred 

to slowdown the process, and only begin with the issue of trade facilitation." (Chang 

Jae Lee, interview)  

 Hence, only in 2007 and 2008, after seven years of study and research, the 

Korean team led by KIEP finally persuaded the three governments to make the 

negotiations official, which was done through the annual policy recommendations that 

the joint research submitted every year in the context of the trilateral framework. As Mr. 

Lee explains, in that process of making policy recommendations there were also 

government officials involved, constituting a sort of Track II or 1.5 that has 

characterized the trilateral process so far. This meant that if there were issues that at 

least one of those government officials was against to, then the final report of the joint 

research could not go ahead with including it. "This is why it took so long to make the 

recommendation to upgrade the research into an official tripartite joint study for a CKJ 

FTA," points out Chang Jae Lee. Indeed, in the late stages of the joint research led by 

KIEP and Mr. Lee, government officials of the three countries attended the meetings as 

observers, so they could be involved more directly and that finally allowed them to 

accept that it was time to upgrade the study to a government level discussion. This 

progression is a clear example of how Track II mechanism can spillover to actual 

intergovernmental cooperation, as it has been the tendency in the trilateral process 

among the CKJ. The example also illustrates how the activism and entrepreneurial kind 
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of leadership manifested by Korea through KIEP was ultimately successful - albeit 

slowly - in bridging among the two regional powers that were more reluctant to initiate 

FTA talks among themselves. Chang Jae Lee's accounts clearly depict this:  

"During our trilateral FTA joint study Korea played a central role. I can tell that 
based on my own personal experience as the head of the Korean research team 
throughout all those years, I could easily communicate on a regular basis in an 
almost intimate way with either Japanese or Chinese colleagues, in order to 
coordinate our work; while the relationship between Chinese and Japanese 
colleagues was never that close." (Chang Jae Lee, interview) 

 

Ultimately the above is a very clear illustration of how Korea handled the trilateral 

process while bridging between China and Japan in order to promote regional 

cooperation in a functional area. It is no secret that China eventually became more 

interested to go ahead with a CKJ FTA, while Japan remained reluctant. Thus, Koreans 

handled the situation to keep both sides in the process. Perhaps it took more time but 

the three parties remained all engaged thanks to Seoul's activism.  

 It is interesting, therefore, to examine Korea's strategic interests behind the 

decision of pushing and supporting the initiatives that led to the official launching of a 

trilateral FTA for the CKJ countries. Choong-hee Hahn, Director General of the 

Cultural Affairs Bureau at the Korean MOFAT who has also previous experience in 

regional cooperation frameworks, notes that similarly to other countries, Korea's FTA 

and regional integration strategy did not start based on pure economic interests, but it 

responds more to a combination of political and economic aspects. "That is well known 

and not only Korea does that, most countries do. This is of course very true for the 

regional agreements that Korea is seeking, particularly the possible agreement with 

China and Japan." (Choong-hee Hahn, interview) In the case of the trilateral FTA the 

economic interests are, of course, self evident for all three members. Intraregional trade 

among the CKJ countries is very high and, in general, on the rise. China's import 

dependency on intermediate goods vis-à-vis Japan and Korea reached 56.9 percent and 

69.1 percent respectively in 2011. Moreover, when it comes to trade and investment, 

for both Japan and Korea, China is the third and the second largest FDI destination, 

respectively; while for China, Japan and Korea are the third and the sixth largest 

investment destinations.98 In addition, it is no secret that China has become the biggest 

                     
98 Based on official data provided by KIEP fellow Wook Chae, in reference to the Trilateral FTA during 
the 2012 International Forum for the Trilateral Cooperation. Hosted by the Korean MOFAT and the 
TCS at the Shilla Hotel, Seoul. October 15th, 2012. 
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trade partner for both Japan and South Korea. In the particular case of the ROK, 

already in 2010 China accounted for 26 percent of its exports and 16.8 percent of its 

imports; while Japan came second with 15 percent of its imports, and third after the U.S. 

when it comes to exports destination.99 

 Evidently, Korea has separate economic and political interests for each FTA it 

pursues. The CKJ FTA, as an institutional arrangement for regional integration in NEA, 

could facilitate further cooperation between China, Japan and Korea. According to 

KIEP, the trilateral agreement will generate positive benefits to all members, including 

the enhancement of service sectors, industry structure upgrade from technology transfer, 

and further cooperation in other areas such as environment, education and culture. It 

would also help to reduce the global imbalances while reducing the three countries 

dependency of Western markets such as EU or US. It is also expected to serve as an 

important step towards the achievement of the larger East Asian-wide FTA and 

economic community, considering that the CKJ countries jointly account for about 87 

percent of GDP in East Asia.100 All this help to explain why the promotion of the 

trilateral FTA has been so important for Seoul. Korea has positioned itself at the center 

of this process thanks to the leadership shown by alluring both China and Japan to 

consider such a trade pact. In fact, Korea has been very active in pursuing 

complementary bilateral agreements with the two regional powers separately, in part 

due to the slow progress in the trilateral FTA, but also because Seoul hopes to serve as 

a hub for economic integration in Northeast Asia.  

 Junghyun Park101  - Second Secretary for the East Asia FTA Bureau at 

the Korean MOFAT - explains that both Japan and Korea expect the trilateral FTA 

among the CKJ countries to be a low quality kind of agreement, which means it will 

not include many sensitive areas, thus it probably will be relatively fast to complete. 

This is why - this government official points out - Korea is putting higher expectations 

in its bilateral FTAs with China and Japan, parallel to the CKJ process. Although the 

talks with Tokyo have been stalled for years, Korea is currently pushing a more keen 

China for a high quality FTA to use it as model for future economic integration in East 

Asia, and as a stepping stone for this process to become a larger regional FTA. "Of 
                     
99 Official data obtained at http://keri.koreaexim.go.kr/ 
100 Based on official data provided by KIEP fellow Wook Chae, in reference to the Trilateral FTA during 
the 2012 International Forum for the Trilateral Cooperation. Hosted by the Korean MOFAT and the 
TCS at the Shilla Hotel, Seoul. October 15th, 2012. 
101 Interview with Park, Junghyun. Korean MOFAT official. Second Secretary, East Asia FTA Bureau. 
Working particularly in China-Korea FTA and CKJ Trilateral FTA. (Jan. 24th, 2013) 
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course, many countries in the region would prefer one single regional trade agreement. 

That would be ideal, but very difficult to achieve and probably it would mean a low 

quality agreement. This is why Korea is acting as a bridge in all these negotiations 

regarding regional economic integration, offering alternatives. So Korea is expecting a 

comprehensive FTA with China for this reason. Also, Korea believes in FTAs as 

political tools to stabilize the region." (Junghyun Park, interview) 

 Korea's centrality in this process of economic integration in NEA is also shared 

by others. Ju-seong Lim - the Director of the Team for East Asia FTA Task Force in 

the Korean MOFAT - argued at the ASAN China Forum 2012 that the bilateral China-

Korea FTA can serve as stepping stone for the Trilateral CKJ FTA, which also and 

evidently helps to bridge in the relationships between there three countries, while 

bringing stability to the political relations in NEA. "Korea has a central role in terms of 

economic integration. For example, after the Korea-US FTA, China announced 

immediately they wanted to achieve a bilateral FTA with Korea; and even Japan 

showed some interest, too. Also, we should remember that an FTA with China is a 

precondition to sign an FTA with Taiwan, which is also a very important part of 

Northeast Asia in terms of its economy."102 During the same event, a Chinese panelist - 

Xiong Lili, professor from the University of International Business and Economics in 

China, and the Director of the Department of International Politics - agreed. This 

Chinese scholar argued that Korea can be the pivot country in economic integration 

within East Asia, starting with the China-Korea FTA. "South Korea, as one of the 

biggest economies in the region and by having a good FTA network, can serve as a hub 

and also as a bridge in the process of regional economic integration. It is certainly in a 

unique position."103 

  Indeed, all this points to the realization of Korea's capacity to exercise 

middlepowermanship as catalyst, facilitator and manager of these processes of 

economic integration, in the hope that they will spillover to other areas and thus bring 

stability to Northeast Asia and the larger East Asian region by serving as stepping 

stones for further institutionalization. As this study advocates, Korea's role as mediator 

between China and Japan is key in this progression. Indeed, when asked about this 
                     
102 Ju-seong Lim - Director of the Team for East Asia FTA Task Force in the Korean MOFAT - during 
the ASAN China Forum 2012. Hosted by the Asan Institute for Policy Studies at the Westin Chosun 
Hotel, Seoul. December 11th and 12th, 2012. 
103 Xiong Lili - scholar from the University of International Business and Economics in China - during 
the ASAN China Forum 2012. Hosted by the Asan Institute for Policy Studies at the Westin Chosun 
Hotel, Seoul. December 11th and 12th, 2012. 
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particular role as middle power bridging among the two regional powers and rivals, 

Junghyun Park from the Korean MOFAT confers that "for us is not just like a policy 

option, it comes almost naturally to play that role." This shows how engrained in 

Korean foreign policy the issue really is. As an example, this government official 

recounts how during the hardening of positions between China and Japan during 2012 

due to the territorial disputes over the East China Sea islands; "Korea intervened and 

strongly pushed forward for the trilateral FTA negotiations to be launched regardless of 

the territorial issues. We made a strong case for it, arguing that territorial disputes must 

not affect the CKJ FTA negotiations." (Junghyun Park, interview) As noted, the 

negotiations were finally launched successfully early on in 2013, in Seoul. This Korean 

MOFAT source also unveils how Japan asked Korea for help - albeit not in any official 

manner - hoping Seoul could intervene with Beijing after the boycott to Japanese 

products in China during the height of the crisis in 2012, when the territorial dispute 

and Japanese actions to nationalize the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands gave rise to strong 

nationalist protests in China. "At that moment Japan even suggested to Korea, that in 

exchange for our mediation they would be keen on restarting the Japan-Korea FTA 

talks." Interestingly, the important role of Korea, is never openly or officially 

acknowledged by the other two powers of NEA, but it is nevertheless known by 

everyone, as Mr. Park clarified. "When dealing with our Chinese or Japanese 

counterparts in a non-official or informal setting, they mostly accept and value the role 

of Korea as mediator and taking up initiatives. However, officially, each country feels 

they need to present themselves as the leaders of the process of regional integration, 

especially among the CKJ countries. All the three governments are very proud indeed." 

(Junghyun Park, interview) 

 Evidently, Korea's activism in order to initiate and facilitate economic 

integration in Northeast Asia by managing the relationship with Japan and China in 

order to keep them engaged is what finally made the official launching of the trilateral 

FTA negotiation possible; after almost a decade in the drawing board under Korean 

leadership. As the sources consulted pointed out, Korea finally decided that the CKJ 

Trilateral FTA should come first, while the Korea-China FTA negotiations are still in 

process, and hoping to restart negotiation with Japan, following a complementary 

approach that seeks to finally achieve full economic integration among the three major 

economies of NEA. In doing so, Korea has shown a great deal of middlepowermanship. 

It is not only linking the two regional powers of East Asia, but also the second and third 
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largest world economies; filling in the gap with Southeast Asia in terms of formal 

institutional pacts for economic integration and positioning itself at the center of the 

East Asian Economic Community.  

 
5.6. The Bleak Side of Regionalism in NEA   
 

Certainly, the regional institutionalization process in Northeast Asia that has been 

examined in this chapter 5 is at a very early stage and its progression has been rather 

slow. In addition - as it has been noted in the previous sections - the remaining disputes, 

grievances and distrust that still prevail among the major players in this subregion make 

the possibility of conflict more likely, and it is not rare that it actually overshadows 

cooperation or collective action; in reference to the operationalization of the dependent 

variable of this study which deals with regional institutionalization. Thus, when it 

comes to the institutionalization of NEA, many are skeptical and even critical of the 

ways the three CKJ countries have approached the issue. As a critique and revision of 

the prospects of institutionalization of NEA, this last section of chapter 5 also attempts 

to serve as a prelude for the upcoming final chapter where reflections and parallels are 

drawn and the final conclusions are discussed.        

 Interestingly, many of the sources consulted - who are insiders and active 

participants in the processes this study focuses on - have become very skeptical and 

critical of the prospects for further institutionalization in NEA, as they often witness 

firsthand the barriers that particularly the two regional powers still have to overcome in 

order to build a comprehensive institutional framework to coordinate their interactions 

and promote cooperation and collective action. Referring particularly to the TCS 

prospects, Jaehyon Lee argues that "it would be really good if we could make this a 

parallel organism from ASEAN in Southeast Asia, as the other building block for a 

regional community. But the reality indicates that it is very hard to put the three CKJ 

countries together in one single institution. A Northeast Asian community is difficult 

because there is a lack of confidence among these countries. The relations are full of 

distrust, and the process of trilateral regional cooperation which began not too long ago, 

moves really slowly. Even if you look at ASEAN, as they began their process around 

40 years ago and their progress is indeed very slow and sometimes frustrating. Well, in 

Northeast Asia the reality is even more difficult and complicated, especially if we 

compare to situations in other regions, like South America or Europe." (Jaehyon Lee, 
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interview) 

 Others agree with this lack of optimism. Shin-wha Lee presents a rather critical 

view: "Northeast Asian leaders at the tripartite meeting have failed to prove that 

subregional multilateral initiatives are more effective in addressing their needs for 

enhanced cooperation in finance, trade, and environmental protection, not to mention 

the absence of agreement on North Korea's nuclear brinkmanship and its military 

provocations against South Korea. There is lack of political will in facilitating 

multilateral cooperation. Political and security matters are still perceived as contentious 

rather than cooperative."104 Indeed, this is not far from reality, and Ms. Lee emphasizes 

that after all this year she had lost faith in the spillover effects of functional cooperation, 

although at the same time this source consulted argues that despite the several 

impediments to regional cooperation, the evolution of institutional arrangements in 

Northeast Asia is an irreversible trend, as there are many less sensitive issues in which 

the NEA countries can continue to work together. This is actually the traditional 

approach most government leaders in the region have favored, letting functional and 

market-driven integration work their magic, while avoiding controversial issues that 

might cause conflict. Sunjin Lee shares this view that prevails among diplomats and 

policy-makers, but that it is more and more contested by scholars.   

"We must focus on those less sensitive issues and work together in an ongoing 
processes. Indeed, economic integration has been going on for 30 years in this 
region, as an spontaneous force led by industry and production networks. If 
government policies can accompany that, much better, but sometimes it is not 
necessary to make things so official, to the point that certain issues become a 
contentious point. If we move to political issues too fast, that can be dangerous. 
It's better not to look for troubles when we can keep working in those issues that 
we do best, which is economic relations." (Sunjin Lee, interview) 

 

The comment above represents the school of thought that has prevailed in Northeast 

Asia regarding regionalism and the building of institutional frameworks. Governments 

in the region have always preferred to focus on those aspects in which they can find 

common ground to promote regional cooperation and the creation of regional 

governance. Initially, this is indeed a good strategy. Thus economic issues like trade, 

investment and financial stability have often driven the process of regional 

                     
104 Extract from Shin-wha Lee's writing for Council on Foreign Relations Press, released in November 
2011. The material was personally given and its used authorized by the author. Also available at: 
http://www.cfr.org/south-korea/east-asia-summit-difficulty-establishing-security-regime-northeast-
asia/p26543 
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institutionalization in this part of the world, albeit in an intergovernmental manner. 

Other issues have also become more and more relevant, as mentioned, especially 

environmental issues, but also tourism. The hope is that these functional areas of 

cooperation can have a positive spillover effect onto other more sensitive issues like 

security matters. However, many observers and specialists argue this has not happen, 

and they began to question and to lose faith in that traditional Asian approach that seeks 

to avoid controversial and sensitive issues. Hence, many of the sources consulted for 

this study are increasingly seeing this approach as detrimental to the prospects for 

regionalism in Northeast Asia.  

 Uwe Wissenbach is the First Counselor and Deputy Head of Mission at the 

Delegation of the European Union to the Republic of Korea. He is also an academic - 

Senior Research Associate at Renmin University in China - who has spent over a 

decade living and studying the geopolitical scenery in NEA, while being a diplomat at 

the same time. This makes him a long term firsthand observer of the regional processes, 

particularly through his posts in NEA countries. His observations are valuable for this 

study, as an European and outsider to this region but with a good knowledge of the 

processes occurring among the CKJ countries. Wissenbach shared a provocative 

thought that sees Northeast Asia as a "non-region," which is worth considering here.105 

To clarify, this critical view is not a geographical euphemism, but it refers to the idea of 

a region using the literature of regionalism. Hence, in contrasts to the widely accepted 

notion that upholds economic and market-driven integration as a major evidence to 

argue that NEA constitutes a distinct region; Wissenbach believes that there must be 

something more than just trade and investment based on regional production networks 

to be able to speak of a region. Indeed, his vision stems from the European model of 

regionalism, which is based in close-knit preferential and supranational kinds of 

institutional mechanisms that do not exist in NEA. "If there is no difference between 

trading with countries within the region than with the ones outside the region, then 

what is the point of talking about a region? For instance, here you can have an FTA 

with Chile first - like Korea did - before having one with China. This is why I argue 

that to take the recent trends for economic cooperation in NEA is not enough to say 

                     
105 Interview with Uwe Wissenbach. During the meeting he helped to draw some parallels with the 
European institutionalization process, as well as an outsider non-Korean point of view to this study. He 
also provided material based on his own writings on the topic of Northeast Asia as a Non-region. He has 
a working paper titled "Barriers to East Asian Integration: Northeast Asia - a non-region?" (Jan. 28th, 
2013) 
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there is a region. There is clearly a regional trade network that exists, indeed; but it also 

extends beyond the region. The global, extra-regional  linkages are very present. So 

how and where you place the limits and say: this is a region." (Uwe Wissenbach, 

interview) 

 Clearly, Wissenbach advocates for something more than just an FTA or 

functional cooperation in some practical areas that may require the coordination among 

neighbors. He points that the European experience with a regional trade pact, which 

often imply different approaches or scope and the competition between them, until one 

of them prevails. Going back to the idea of institutional Darwinism, similarly to what is 

currently occurring with all the competing models for regional economic integration in 

NEA, SEA, East Asia and Asia-Pacific, in Europe at some point the European FTA 

(EFTA) was the alternative to the European Community. As Wissenbach points out, 

"finally most countries defected the EFTA and joined the EC, which later became the 

EU. So FTAs are not always a good yardstick of measurement for regional integration 

alone." (Uwe Wissenbach, interview) Certainly, there must be other elements that can 

better signal regional institutionalization beyond the pure economic aspects. "When 

looking at the political elements in NEA, there is no much cooperation, and a lot of 

disputes actually. In addition there is little institutional development. Yes, they have 

regular summits now, but everybody all over the world is having summits nowadays, 

that is the norm. Now, when you look carefully at the way these summits operate, the 

agenda is not prepared by a common agreement, or by the secretariat that has been just 

formed in Seoul, the TCS; but it is all very scripted by the host country, and the 

outcomes and achievements are slow and very little in functional cooperation here and 

there." (Uwe Wissenbach, interview) 

 This European expert concedes that the process in NEA is at a very early stage, 

indeed; but he argues that the level of cooperation and political will is too low and that 

it is not enough to talk about it as a region from an institutionalist point of view. In 

contrast, he points out that there is a lot more cooperation at a wider regional - East 

Asia - level, and within ASEAN. "That is a stark situation, in contrast to the importance 

of the NEA countries in terms of economic size, GDP and political influence." (Uwe 

Wissenbach, interview) This last comment refers to and validates the paradox of 

regionalism in East Asia this research has put forward as point of departure in the first 

chapter.  
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 Thus, Wissenbach suggests a different way to measure regionalism: "how many 

public goods, what kind of norms and regulations these processes provide for the 

region? There have to be specific things that are commonly agreed upon by the 

countries in the region that differentiate them from the rest, like the freedom of 

movement of people and capital for instance, as it is done in the EU. If the EU 

countries do that to everyone in the world, then it would be hard to think of it as a 

region - besides the mere geographical notion of Europe -. Common rules, policies and 

sanctions specific to the region and different from other regions are necessary. You 

don't have such a provision of public goods at a regional level here in Northeast Asia, 

nor by an institutional mechanism, nor by national governments. Actually, many people 

in these countries argue that national governments are not needed to build a region, but 

private companies and their production networks can do it. That only, cannot provide 

those security public goods and normative rules that characterize a region. There is a 

role for governments there, and yes private actors are important to support this. There 

can be an entire region of K-pop fans, but that is not enough." (Uwe Wissenbach, 

interview) The key, therefore, is to set up that regional governance as a system of rule, 

as this study proposes, with norms and regulations that differentiate the region from the 

rest, creating a regional regime with regional boundaries that go beyond the mere 

geographic description of what a region may constitute. These are the kind of public 

goods that particularly Northeast Asian regionalism still lacks today. The several 

initiatives put forward and managed under Korea's leadership that have been exposed 

by this research are all steps in the direction of providing regional public goods. 

However, most countries in this region have not abandon the traditional notion of 

national boundaries and sovereignty that constrains a larger and region-wide notion of 

public goods provision.    

 Indeed, Wissenbach considers a more ambitious way of measuring regionalism 

in NEA; moving away from the functionalist approach that has not produced the 

expected spillover effect, but going a step further into institutionalism and even more, 

constructivism, where ideas and identity matter. But taking the EU model as a 

benchmark is complicated and according to many in Asia not always positive, as we 

shall discussed more in depth in the next and final chapter. The European source 

consulted acknowledges this as well, and admits that "the EU is far from perfect as a 

model, but there is common regional mechanisms in place. That is a big difference." 

Moreover, Wissenbach adds that the point of departure for East and Northeast Asian 
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regionalism is also somehow problematic.  

"The realization for economic integration and cooperation in East Asia happened 
in the context of a crisis - AFC first and Global Financial Crisis now - when the 
governments realized they cannot just rely on exports to the open markets of 
Europe or America. So the whole regional project didn't happen because they 
genuinely see themselves as coming together. They realize of the need to fall 
back on their own combined markets because of crises, however due to the way 
many of these countries' export-oriented economies are structured - that is in a 
very similar way - they are actually competing against each other in the global 
economy. That also makes it more difficult for them to create the environment 
for a regional community. In fact, these NEA countries are constantly competing 
against each others in both political and economic terms, so having that in mind 
every time they deal with each other makes it harder to make sense for a regional 
community. The Koreans are often competing with the Japanese, wanting to be 
better than them, and vice versa, and same with the Chinese. It feels more like 
the European football league than the model followed to build a European 
Community." (Uwe Wissenbach, interview) 

 

The previous remarks are very accurate indeed. In addition to that bleak reality, 

government leaders and politicians in the region often appeal to nationalism as a 

populist tool, which Wissenbach and many other sources consulted agree is creating a 

very bad mood in each of the three NEA countries. Sunjin Lee points out the risks of 

this unfortunate trend: "nationalistic sentiment in these countries is a serious threat and 

the worst enemy against regional cooperation. To remain engaged with the region in an 

active and constructive way is the challenge for the new leadership in Seoul. I think on 

this we should do better. It also depends on what kind of leadership Korea wants to 

exert. The big challenge is then to find a common agenda with China and Japan." 

(Sunjin Lee, interview) 

 This, however, is an extremely difficult task to fulfill for Seoul, considering the 

animosities that prevail among the CKJ countries. Ambassador Sunjin Lee believes that 

Korea - as a middle power - can and should create a coalition with other regional 

middle powers in order to prevent nationalist sentiments rising over the particular issue 

of territorial disputes regarding the islands in the East and South China Seas, which 

only affect negatively the community building process. He suggest a Moratorium 

should take place, backed by a coalition of regional middle powers, including Korea in 

NEA, Indonesia in SEA and Australia in Asia-Pacific; reviving the so called 'KIA' 

group promoted by Australian PM Rudd in his previous term. "The three countries 

should push for it together and ask to keep the territorial disputes on the side until the 

year 2020, when the East Asian Economic Community comes into being. This is 
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something specific and practical that Korea can focus on." (Sunjin Lee, interview) 

About this he wrote on the East Asia Forum: "All the governments directly concerned 

are fully aware that they are now facing a ‘no-win situation’ regarding territorial issues, 

but they cannot take unilateral action due to public sentiment in their country (...) A 

protracted and escalating territorial conflict is lethal to East Asian community building 

and should therefore be defused until the prospect for agreement is improved."106  

 To be sure, the idea of a Moratorium continues to follow the logic of avoiding 

sensitive issues while focusing on functional and economic aspects. This could bring 

some positive prospects to the institutionalization of NEA and East Asia as a whole, 

however it has not caught the governments attention so far, as they remained 

preoccupied with domestic issues, the economic crises and with establishing their new 

leaderships in all three countries. According to Shin-wha Lee, the new leaders of 

Northeast Asian states should go beyond the identification and consensus on a common 

agenda, "they should be willing to put the interests of the region ahead of their own 

national interests, particularly on issues that affect the region as a whole." Clearly, this 

has not occurred. In a very constructivist manner, Shin-wha Lee goes even further - and 

similarly to Wissenbach - she suggests that more is needed to talk about a region. 

Another important requirement - this Korean specialist in East Asian regionalism points 

out - "is a common identity, shaped and strengthened by shared values, ideas, norms, 

and experiences. The role of the 'epistemic community,' a network of professionals and 

opinion leaders, is essential in conceptualizing regional ideas and identity and helping 

decision-makers pursue value-oriented regionalism." Moreover, "the manner in which 

one state's general populace views another's will be pivotal in the establishing regional 

cooperation. Positive images will help reduce historical animosity and nationalist 

sentiment, and increase reciprocal regional communication, particularly when common 

interests diverge." Finally, Lee also confers the importance of governance as a system 

or rule to give shape to a distinct region. "Institutionalized cooperation is necessary to 

provide principles and rules for states to abide by to achieve regional objectives."107 

                     
106 Extract from "A moratorium on the territorial disputes in East Asia?" published on October 31st, 
2012. Ambassador Sunjin Lee's co-written work with Djisman S. Simandjuntak from Indonesia. 
Available at: http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2012/10/31/a-moratorium-on-the-territorial-disputes-in-east-
asia/ 
107 Extracts from Shin-wha Lee's writing for Council on Foreign Relations Press, released in November 
2011. The material was personally given and its used authorized by the author. Also available at: 
http://www.cfr.org/south-korea/east-asia-summit-difficulty-establishing-security-regime-northeast-
asia/p26543 
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 As pointed out previously, people at the TCS remain expectant and hopeful that 

the trilateral process and the establishment of the secretariat in Seoul can help move the 

process of regional institutionalization in NEA forward. Ambassador Shin 

acknowledges that although intergovernmental regional frameworks like the TCS, in 

comparison to supranational institutionalization, may still have a long way to go; 

however, intergovernmental efforts should not be underestimated. "This means the 

three government are involved and have given its blessing to it, so it has a certain 

authority and official stamp to the process of regional cooperation, more so than the 

regional cooperation occurring among private sector, industry, businesses or academia 

in the Track II. Even though we are for now a small secretariat, we are nevertheless 

under this intergovernmental umbrella, and that is very important." (Ambassador Shin, 

interview) 

 The Chinese Deputy Secretary General at TCS is also optimist and puts an 

emphasis in the process. When asked about evidence of a spillover effect in the 

trilateral cooperation mechanism, Ning Mao refers to the areas that have been 

developed more in the trilateral process, which are exactly functional areas that require 

collective action in face of problems that are transnational, like disaster management, 

environmental issues or commercial issues. "However there is a tendency to start 

including more and more areas of cooperation and dialogue," she confers, although 

without really pointing out any specifics. Moreover, when it comes to the prospects of 

further institutionalization, the discourse that is well embedded in most diplomats 

guides her response: "I believe that at this early stage is good that the trilateral 

cooperation avoids sensitive issues that can derail the process of cooperation and it is 

better to focus on those areas we can move ahead." Ms. Mao also acknowledges the 

limited role the TC has for now, as it is something just established, but she doesn't hide 

her hopes for the future. "I believe that in the future the secretariat can play a bigger 

role in the framework of an institutional arrangement in NEA. Our advantage here in 

the TCS is that we are an independent and neutral organization working to promote 

regional cooperation, so at the same time, as an intergovernmental effort, we have very 

close relations with each government. This is an asset." (Ning Mao, interview) 

 Ambassador Shin also highlights the positive side for the prospects of regional 

institutionalization in NEA, arguing that the huge potential of it serves as one major 

driving force because of the particular characteristics of the three countries involved, 
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with their big economies and big populations. He also adds that "the prospects are good 

because once established, an institution that required the agreement of the three 

countries, like this one, cannot be easily destroy. Of course they could withdraw their 

commitment to it, if they wish, but it is hard to see they would easily to that. So even 

nowadays with the very hard times on a bilateral basis, we still manage and I think 

there is no way back in this process of institutionalization of NEA." He confers that 

some countries might be more enthusiastic about this - like Korea has - and some others 

not so much. "It will take time, but for instance in just one year this secretariat has 

caught a lot of attention in China and Korea, although not so much in Japan. But even 

the Japanese foreign ministry has acknowledged to us the usefulness of having this 

secretariat." He ultimately emphasizes the value of the TCS and its positive prospects 

as they are encouraged to explore new agendas - albeit only on issues the three 

countries have a common interest on. "From here we may be able to set up a more 

institutionalized framework, always under this intergovernmental umbrella." 

(Ambassador Shin, interview) 

 It is understandable and almost logic that the people at the TCS - due to their 

position - show a very optimistic approach towards the prospects of institutionalization 

in NEA. Thus, their views must be put into context and should not be taken for granted. 

Nevertheless, as insiders, their opinions are valuable and serve as an important source 

of evidence for this study; hence their consideration in this chapter, while at the same 

time the significance of contrasting them with the inputs of other sources and 

specialists consulted for this research, as well as with facts from reality. To be sure, the 

current state in the relations among the three major countries in NEA is not at its best. 

Seoul's entanglements with Beijing go beyond the North Korean problem, which is 

already a contentious issue among the two countries, are also faced with a wide range 

of complex bilateral issues; from their disconnected perspectives regarding history, to 

democratic values, human rights and of course the US-ROK alliance. All this in the 

context of an increased trade dependency, as noted. Mismanagement of these issues 

from the new leadership could cause further strain in the bilateral relations. Although it 

may help that the new president, Ms. Park Geun-hye is the first South Korean president 

to speak fluent Chinese, it will also depend greatly on the approach to these issues the 

Chinese new leader, Xi Jingping, finally chooses. Problems with Japan, as pointed out 

in several occasions, is far more difficult, as the former imperialist power is seeing with 

suspicion and resentment by both Korean and Chinese. Within the region at large - and 
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particularly within Korea and China - there is an emerging perception that Japan's 

rightist drift in recent years is not an isolated trend among some Japanese politicians 

trying to attract more votes in face of the long recession and economic stagnation of the 

country; but rather it is increasingly seeing as a consistent trend of growing significance, 

especially after the latest success in the polls of Shinzo Abe and his Liberal Democratic 

Party. As it will be discussed in the next and final chapter, a 'grand reconciliation,' like 

it occurred in Europe after World War II (WWII) that served as foundation for the 

European Community may have been difficult - albeit not impossible - to achieve in 

this part of the world, due to the current state of affairs among the CKJ countries. This 

ultimately will have great implications for the process of regional institutionalization in 

NEA and consequently the community building process at the East Asian-wide level.  

 Based on the European experience, Wissenbach sheds light on a relevant aspect 

that brings hope to the process of integration and community building in a rather bleak 

context for regionalism in NEA. He explains that at some point the countries in this 

region will have to realize that coming together is essential, although a supranational 

kind of institutional framework is still unlikely to appear and subject to a political will 

that does not exist today. Of course, he points out, "historical animosities and the sacral 

interpretations of sovereignty that prevail in East Asia will have to be eventually 

overcome." However, this realization, he emphasizes, will not come so much out of a 

crisis as it has been argued so far, but it will be the result of a sense of relative decline. 

"The aging population is one issue that will trigger this, forcing these countries to start 

focusing on welfare instead of pure economic growth. Japan is already in that position 

and Korea and China are heading that way. So they will be replaced by countries with 

younger demographics, just like it happened to Europe after WWII. This sense of 

decline will not occur in the near future, but on the long term, and this may open the 

possibilities for substantial regional institutionalization in order to tackle those issues." 

(Uwe Wissenbach, interview) 
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Chapter VI: Final Results, Reflections and Recommendations 
 
 
After exposing and discussing the information gathered by this research in the last two 

chapters; this last chapter is included with the intention of drawing some reflections 

after that analysis. In order to do so - and as the final outcomes for this dissertation - 

parallels with the paradigmatic integration and community building process carried out 

in Europe are drawn into attention throughout this chapter, as well as many of the 

thoughts given by the several primary sources consulted. This is done in the hope to 

better establish the prospects of East Asian regionalism in general; and the possible 

recommendations for South Korea's regional strategy of positioning itself as a confident 

and respectable middle power in East Asia and as a leader of its regionalist projects, 

which has been signaled as one of the main objectives for this dissertation. Ultimately, 

the reflections and further discussion made within the different sections of this last 

chapter aim at giving response to the research questions, and thus allowing to finally 

prove or discard the hypotheses set up for this study. To keep into consideration the 

theoretical and analytical framework built specifically for this research will be 

necessary for a clear understanding of these last points.        

 
6.1. Lessons from the EU Process 
 

It is no secret that in the last few years, particularly since 2011, the EU has been facing 

something like an existential crisis. Many indeed point out to Europe's decline, and that 

of the West in general, as one of the sources and explanations for the last crises. This 

sense of decline is certainly accurate in the case of Europe, but it is also what drives the 

realization in many European countries of the need of coming together, as Uwe 

Wissenbach implied in his comments exposed in the previous section. To be sure, with 

its weak economic growth, ongoing Euro-crisis, high unemployment and the 

complexity of its decision-making process, "Europe is admittedly a fat target right 

now." (Leonard and Kundnani, 2013) Economists like to contrast this with the stunning 

rise of emerging countries and their high economic growth rates and dynamic markets. 

However, "declinists" - Leonard and Kundnani emphasize - should not forget a few 

stubborn facts: "Not only does the European Union remain the largest single economy 

in the world, but it also has the world's second-highest defence budget after the United 

States, with more than 66,000 troops deployed around the world and some 57,000 
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diplomats" - while India for instance has roughly 600. Moreover, "EU's GDP per capita 

in purchasing-power terms is still nearly four times that of China, three times Brazil's, 

and nearly nine times India's. If this is decline, it sure beats living in a rising power," 

these Euro-enthusiasts point out. (Leonard and Kundnani, 2013) 

 Nevertheless, it has become a sort of consensus that Europe is in an inescapable 

trend towards decline, as many specialists have repeatedly signalled. Leonard and 

Kundnani indeed agree with this, especially considering that for many centuries Europe 

was the dominant force in international relations. The old continent has being the 

leading part of the world in terms of development and industrialization. It was home of 

the Renaissance and the Enlightenment that allowed scientific progress for European 

countries to colonized the rest of the world. As it has been noted, in terms of 

regionalism - which is what concerns this study - Europe has led once more and its 

model for regional integration and community building carried out since the end of 

WWII has been followed closely and inspired other regions in the world to initiate 

similar regionalist projects. Undoubtedly, "the EU is an entirely unprecedented 

phenomenon in world affairs," Leonard and Kundnani emphasize. It is a project of 

political, economic, and above all legal integration among 28 countries - Croatia was 

granted full membership this year of 2013 -with a long history of fighting each other. 

"What has emerged is neither an intergovernmental organization nor a superstate, but a 

new model that pools resources and sovereignty with a continent-sized market and 

common legislation and budgets to address transnational threats from organized crime 

to climate change. Most importantly, the EU has revolutionized the way its members 

think about security, replacing the old traditions of balance-of-power politics and 

noninterference in internal affairs with a new model under which security for all is 

guaranteed by working together." (Leonard and Kundnani, 2013)  

 To be sure, it is not easy and not always helpful to compare European 

regionalism with the East Asian situation. However, as the paradigmatic and most 

advanced model of regional integration in the world, it often serves as a precedent from 

which to draw parallels. As this research has tried to demonstrate, the issue of 

leadership is the most relevant feature that differentiates the European community 

building process with the regional integration efforts in East Asia. As revised in chapter 

2, the main force behind regionalism in Europe was the co-leadership exerted by the 

two regional powers and former rivals - France and Germany - who despite their 

differences, supported and committed politically to the European project, in order to 
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guarantee stability in the region and avoid future conflicts by locking their destinies 

together. Indeed, the horrors of WWII made this vision possible. Similar horrors were 

witnessed in East Asia during WWII, however a similar kind of co-leadership between 

the two regional powers - China and Japan - has not taken place, and the two still see 

each other with great suspicion, while their rivalry constantly gets in the way of 

advancing the regionalist projects in East Asia; as it has been exposed in this study. 

According to Shin-wha Lee, the key is to distinguish between leadership and 

dominance, whether this two go together or if it is possible to have joint leadership in 

East Asia like it occurred in Europe. "In East Asia that would mean joint leadership 

between Japan and China, preventing the dominance of one over the other. Indeed, the 

European experience is a model, we look at it as an ideal." However, this specialist who 

initially firmly believed that this was possible elsewhere, including East Asia, has 

changed her views over the years. "I thought that in East Asia you could have 

functional integration as a stepping stone for further regional cooperation and 

institution-building. However, the more I study the case of Northeast Asia in particular, 

over the past decade or so and since the first EAVG, the more I realize that 

functionalism does not work in this region." (Shin-wha Lee, interview) Indeed, a fear of 

dominance is what has produced this deadlock.  

 A similar fear of dominance of one regional power over the other also existed in 

Europe, but it was eventually overcome with the creation of the European Community, 

while that fear of dominance still prevails in East Asia, illustrating the stark differences 

between the two regions. Japanese source consulted, Rui Matsukawa, highlights this: 

"the Asian context is very different from the EU where many countries balanced out 

each other with their similar sizes. Here in Asia we have China with its huge size, and 

which is still growing in economic terms; while Japan keeps declining. It is then not 

very possible that the two are going to be able to balance each other in the region. For 

now they still do, but this may quickly change in the future, and this region could 

become just like a Chinese empire, a Sino-centric Asia. On the other side, if Japan 

manages to keep its position in the region, we could have a regional architecture with 

the two main pillars of China and Japan, but they need to agree to cooperate and build 

up such institutional frameworks." (Rui Matsukawa, interview) Clearly, the fear of a 

rising China is what makes the whole region, not just Japan, wary. However, Japan's 

lack of commitment with the East Asian regional community-building is also 
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detrimental if the idea is to build a kind of regional architecture with institutional 

mechanisms to socialize a rising China.  

 Contrary to what it happened in Europe where the two regional powers locked 

each other in a project of regional institutionalization that guaranteed their socialization, 

avoided the dominance of one over the other, and thus secured stability for the whole 

region; East Asian powers have consistently shunned away any commitment towards 

such endeavour. Chinese source consulted, Ning Mao sees the utility of making some 

comparisons with the EU process, while highlighting the differences as well. "Looking 

at the leadership displayed by both France and Germany, I think it is probable that if 

China and Japan could agree more and find common ground to promote regional 

cooperation the development of these processes could be much faster. But at the same 

time, a kind of institutional arrangement like the EU in East Asia is something really 

hard to imagine as possible at this point in time, since countries in East Asia prefer a 

much looser and less institutionalized type of arrangement, and that is why the 'ASEAN 

way' has become the most favorable way when it comes to regional frameworks." 

(Ning Mao, interview)  

 The European expert and representative at the EU mission in Seoul also 

recognizes those same major differences with the EU model that make it difficult to 

follow a similar institutional pattern in East Asia. First and foremost is the size of 

countries, Wissenbach points out, "since in Europe there are many small countries and 

a few middle size countries, whereas in Northeast Asia there is only three countries in 

the trilateral process and one of them is 'XXXL' size. That makes things very different. 

Of course, when including ASEAN and looking at the East Asian-wide process it is 

possible to find more similarities with the EU, but that also means adding more 

members with great diversity and this augments the difficulties to the process. So, on 

the one hand people are saying that Asia is too diverse to follow the EU model, which 

is true if you take the APT or ASEAN+6 as the base; but if you only take NEA then the 

differences in terms or culture, religion and economic development are smaller." (Uwe 

Wissenbach, interview) This is the kind of paradox of regionalism in East Asia that has 

been suggested by this study from the beginning. According to Wissenbach, the 

obvious sense of purpose - beyond the mere economic aspects - is what is missing in 

East Asian regional community building. "It is important to highlight that the European 

process did not start by an incremental progression of little cooperation in technical 

areas. It started as a political and economic project with a clear purpose: peace and 
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reconstruction. In order to achieve those goals, we developed a pragmatic model of 

functional cooperation that led to the so called spillover effect that grew over time. That 

ultimately did not depend on how many countries were involved, so you could 

theoretically do something similar anywhere, but only once you have some sort of 

purpose established." (Uwe Wissenbach, interview) To be sure, this does not mean that 

fostering technical and functional cooperation among ministries and government 

agencies in an intergovernmental manner is entirely useless - emphasizes Wissenbach - 

"that helps for sure but, if there is no overarching strategy, purpose or guidance, that 

isn't going to lead to a sense of community, to the notion that they are all on the same 

boat together, that 'we are a region.' Without the purpose and vision it is more like 

solving technical and practical problems. That doesn't really create a community. (Uwe 

Wissenbach, interview) 

 Therefore, this European expert highlights that the good aspects of comparing 

the EU model with East Asia is on the 'big things,' while the mechanics can be different, 

more relevant is to find a political purpose, to come to terms with history and to work 

together for a shared future. " All that, of course, can be done in different ways. But to 

say that is it impossible to compare the two regions is a bit of a cosy type of position." 

Indeed, it is common to hear in these East Asian countries, that territorial disputes 

particularly, are brought up as an argument against the possibility of regional 

institutionalization in East Asia. Wissenbach finds this unacceptable. "In Europe 

territorial disputes were very present, and in some cases millions of people died in 

recent history for those disputes - like in the Franco-German or Polish-German borders 

- while here in East Asia nobody has died for Dokdo or for the Senkaku-Diaoyu." As 

this German diplomat explains, in Europe the tragic outcomes of territorial issues were 

put on the table in order to be handled appropriately, together with the history issues. 

"There is a whole different dimension of victimhood, not to say it is relevant and 

necessary to come to terms with it, but sometimes what these countries, particularly in 

NEA, are arguing about totally pales in comparison to the atrocities of war in Europe. 

However, we still managed to work together and come to terms with that. It did not 

happen overnight. It took time and it was not easy, but it was possible, and it is 

certainly a necessary step for the construction of a regional community." (Uwe 

Wissenbach, interview) 

 The comments above shed some light on the evident stalemate that exists in 

regional institution-building in this part of the world, and the frustration with the slow 
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pace and limited outcomes that have characterized the process in East Asia. This take 

us back to the point of departure of this research. The conflictive relationship between 

the two regional powers and the fear of dominance of one or the other over the entire 

region makes their leadership in advancing regionalism problematic. Hence, Shin-wha 

Lee emphasizes that the European model, including that kind of joint leadership, more 

than THE model, should be seeing as one of many models. A particular approach is 

then necessary for the context of East Asia, which could eventually also help advance 

regionalism in other parts of the world. This is the main application and objective for 

this study: when great regional powers are not strongly committed to advance cooperation 

between them in order to promote regional institutionalization, the legitimate leadership of 

a third party – preferably a middle power – is necessary to fill in this gap and to bridge 

between the competing leadership of the regional rivals in order to advance regionalist 

projects.   

 Today, with the EU crisis, its process of integration is being put into question. 

Even if considered only as a model, Shin-wha Lee wonders if it does not work for 

Europeans, can it really work for others? "I think the future of the European Union will 

have big consequences for the East Asian process and those who are struggling to build 

a regional community here." (Shin-wha Lee, interview) Indeed, even the most optimist 

of the analyses admits that the EU experiment is now at a pivotal moment as it faces 

serious and complex challenges. (Leonard and Kundnani, 2013) However, Europe - and 

the livelihood of its citizens - is in a much less precarious situation thanks to the 

supranational institutional framework that has been put in place, which guarantees 

certain stability and a system of rule to solve conflicts in a peaceful and civilized 

manner among the different countries of this region. Ultimately, European leaders are 

well aware of this, under the realization that things used to be worse prior having a 

strong regional institutional framework. Things could be much more volatile without 

the EU.   

 

6.2. Cracking the Leadership Puzzle: Finding the Missing Piece 

 

This research began by exposing the problematic of the leadership issue that has 

marked East Asian regionalism, and which differs greatly with the experiences in other 

regional settings, where great regional powers were at the center of - and main driving 

force behind - regional integration and institution-building efforts. This paradox, as 
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noted, served as the point of departure for this study. The Sino-Japanese rivalry, and the 

lack of trust that permeates the their relations with other regional actors has made it 

practically impossible for Beijing and Tokyo to neither join forces in a sort of Franco-

German co-leadership; nor to take the lead separately. While the former seems 

improbable, the latter would lack the legitimacy necessary to drive any kind of 

regionalist project at the East Asian-wide level. As mentioned, the assumptions that 

allowed building the analytical framework and the hypotheses elaboration for this 

research also stem from this intellectual exercise. Many of the primary sources 

consulted during the fieldwork in Seoul, as well as the information gathered as 

evidence during the research, point out in the direction of validating these assumptions, 

allowing to give a positive response to the research questions. This is the objective of 

the discussion carried out in the following pages. 

 Indeed, the Sino-Japanese rivalry for leadership in the region has important 

implications. For Korean Ambassador and MOFAT official Choong-hee Hahn, the 

most important one is the necessity - from South Korea's point of view - of a regional 

organization that can regulate the actions and behavior of these two regional players. 

"We need a regime, rules and norms in the form of governance. That is good for Korea 

as a middle power, and that explains our constant efforts to encourage regional 

cooperation." (Choong-hee Hahn, interview) According to Chinese TCS representative, 

Ning Mao, the big problem with the issue of leadership in the East Asian regionalism is 

that "in China, at least, we think we are not so ready for assuming that kind of leading 

role, or perhaps we feel not so comfortable with being a leader in the region, because 

we have so many domestic issues to handle first." In addition, she points out that 

"Japan, of course might not be happy with China assuming such a leadership role. 

Therefore, whether China and Japan could cooperate to push together and move the 

regional processes forward, that is something we probably need to wait and see." But to 

wait and see if the two rival can finally cooperate in order to build a regional system or 

rule may take forever, or perhaps never happen. "This is why the ASEAN countries 

have occupied the driver seat for so long - emphasizes this Chinese diplomat - because 

they are small and medium size countries that do not impose a threat and also due to 

their decision-making process by consensus." (Ning Mao, interview) 

 Even though, most sources consulted realized the problematic issue of 

leadership in East Asian regionalism, assuming that great powers should be leading the 

process as it occurred elsewhere in the world. "There is a lack of leadership that is for 
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sure. Actually, China should be the natural country in the position to take that role, but 

they have so many domestic issues that make China unfit for the job, like human rights, 

their government system, and many others. Thus, ASEAN centrality as been 

instrumental so far." (Jaebum Kim, interview) The idea of having China as the sole 

superpower leading East Asian regionalism, however, makes most regional actors 

uncomfortable, particularly Japan, as noted previously. Despite this, it is no secret that 

China has sought to increase its regional leadership credentials in recent years, albeit 

gradually, taking into consideration its limitations and the concerns it may raise among 

China's neighbors. Thus, when it comes to advancing regional institutional frameworks, 

Beijing has continually opted for avoiding a central role, favoring the leadership of 

others. Chinese representative, Ning Mao, puts it this way:  "During the past decade, 

China has indeed stepped up and become more active in building a relationship with its 

neighbors to promote regional cooperation and integration. But still, China is a 

latecomer, and although it has developed very quickly, still I don't believe that we can 

point China as the leading force behind these regional processes. This is also because 

China still prefers to attach more importance to ASEAN's role, similarly with Korea's 

role, because these countries are smaller, not like Japan for example, and they can exert 

a kind of leadership role in East Asia where others, like China, can feel more 

comfortable with." (Ning Mao, interview) To be sure, China might as well be buying 

some time while it concentrates in domestic issues, as it is often suggested by anti-

China conspiracy type of arguments. To prove that is certainly not possible at this point 

in time, and it is also not the purpose of this study.   

 Another important aspect signaled by many sources consulted is the lack of 

political leadership stemming from strong, popular and visionary leaders that pushed 

and initiated the process of regionalism in East Asia. "There is a lack of leaders in the 

region, indeed. Korean president Kim Dae-jung really wanted to be the main and most 

representative political leader in Asia, just like Mahathir in Malaysia. These two figures 

were very important during the initial stage of the processes of regional institution-

building. But since they passed away, there has not been strong political leadership to 

take their place." (Geung Chang Bae, interview) As a result, there has not been that 

kind of figure in East Asia since the mid 2000's. "Most of the regional leaders today are 

too much absorbed in domestic issues, so they cannot behave like regional leaders." 

(Jaehyon Lee, interview) 
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 All these comments illustrate the puzzling and complicated issue of leadership 

that characterizes East Asian regionalism and also serve to validate the assumptions and 

analytical framework built for this research. As stated, the commitment of the regional 

powers to advance regional institutionalization is ultimately necessary for its success, 

and thus the need to mediate and to develop ways of managing their relationship. This 

was again confirmed by most of the sources consulted. "With all this in mind, I still do 

believe that if we want a more successful regional cooperation in East Asia, we need a 

better relationship between China and Japan. And of course, Korea can help a great 

deal on that," admits Ning Mao; while Youngmin Kwon emphasizes that "for an East 

Asian Community to advance, we need leadership coming from NEA, coming from 

Japan, Korea and China. However the two big regional powers here are not always 

acting unselfishly like the big regional powers did in EU." This Korean senior diplomat 

and scholar highlights that it is important for the two regional rivals to "seriously 

consider what Korea can do, and let Korea play a bridging role, since they are not in a 

legitimate position to lead. This is the kind of role Korea has and should play; a role 

that Japan couldn't play because of the anti-Japanese sentiment in the region due to 

their way of dealing with history. That doesn't allow Japan to play a leading role." 

(Youngmin Kwon, interview) 

 Certainly, this is where Korea appears to be a key factor, as the best candidate 

for that leadership vacancy. The missing piece in the jigsaw puzzle. But again; why 

Korea?  

 Of course, most point out to the unique positioning of the ROK in between the 

two giants of East Asia, that however, is a geographical feature attributable more to 

chance than to the nation that has managed to flourish in this complex geopolitical 

space. Thus, as this section tries to expose, the particular characteristics of Korea's 

history, cultural traits, development story, values and government type are certainly 

more relevant when trying to validate the claim of Seoul's optimal position to lead East 

Asian regionalism, while bridging between China and Japan, in order to build a 

regional community. For instance, throughout its long history, Korea has never had the 

experience of attacking or invading any other country in the region, points out the head 

of the Cultural Affairs Division at the Korean MOFAT. "This puts Korea in a 

legitimate position as a peacemaker in the region; a position that others cannot claim 

that easily. In that sense, Korea can play a very important role in the making of any 

regional institutional framework, and I think that is one of the reasons why Korea 
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promoted and pushed so much for moving forward the trilateral cooperation process 

between the CKJ countries, and to finally establish a secretariat in Seoul." (Choong-hee 

Hahn, interview) 

 These views are largely shared by non-Korean observes as well. Chinese 

sources acknowledge this, too, particularly in the context of NEA. "Korea has definitely 

tried to play such leading role, even when the situation in NEA is much more 

complicated regarding security issues where there isn't any institutional arrangement to 

handle problems like nuclear threat, or territorial disputes. Despite that, Korea keeps 

trying to play a kind of leadership and active role, which certainly becomes more 

obvious or visible in the context of the trilateral cooperation, since the other two 

countries are much bigger and at the same time rivals. I think this is the reason why we 

have now the secretariat in Seoul, as an outcome of this dynamic." (Ning Mao, 

interview) 

 In these regards, according to European observer Uwe Wissenbach, Korea has 

advantages and disadvantages. "The disadvantages are comparatively small as opposed 

to the advantages, which is good news for Korea." This expert suggests that the major 

disadvantage is that Seoul may not be always taken seriously by the other two regional 

powers, which indeed happens sometimes. However, the advantage is much more 

important, "because Korea is in a position that allows it to take the moral high-ground 

in comparison to the other two regional powers. Korea is not threatening due to its size 

and style of government, it didn't invade anyone, it has shown through its process of 

development and democratization that is capable of achieving things, and it has a 

certain amount of credentials at the East Asian-wide regional process, thanks to 

initiatives like the EAVG and others." In addition, Wiseenbach points out how Seoul 

also has been capable of distancing itself - in terms of foreign policy - from the US, 

despite their security alliance, which is a great achievement in the last 20 years, with a 

unique and independent foreign policy. "That certainly has enhanced Korea's credibility 

in the region." The only down side to this - he adds - is the sometimes hot temper 

reactions the Korean government has in face of any kind of Japanese provocation 

regarding history or territorial issues. "Unfortunately this often comes from low level 

politicians, and this makes the image of Japan in Korea very distorted. Ultimately 

Korea needs to be able to overcome this victimization role and avoid the hot temper 

reactions attached to it that basically makes Korea a sort of handicap in terms of foreign 

policy and thus affecting its leadership in the region. Overcoming that would certainly 
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raise Korea's credibility in the region a lot more." (Uwe Wissenbach, interview) 

Therefore, this European expert stresses that by improving those aspects and by 

focusing on the advantages, Korea can surely become more capable of assuming that 

bridging and mediating role between China and Japan, echoing the role played by the 

three small Benelux countries in Europe squeezed in between France and Germany.  

 Korean analyst Geung Chang Bae offers a very similar picture, however with a 

caveat. This scholar affiliated to the Korean government through the National 

Diplomatic Academy also confirms the validity of this research main assumptions and 

proposal, when arguing that "a Northeast Asian integration and institutional framework 

is certainly a necessary step to build a larger East Asian framework, and this should 

become and act as a core if the countries part of the CKJ process can cooperate. That is 

why the trilateral cooperation process is so important, since relatively speaking these 

countries are bigger and more influential than the ASEAN countries." But despite that 

the industrialized countries of NEA should become that core for regional institutional 

integration, Bae highlights that in reality their relationship and the several conflicts that 

remain between them do not allow them to do so, unlike what happened in Europe. 

Thus the Korean position is somehow limited or constrained. "I would say Korea is like 

The Netherlands in the EU, or the other small countries mediating between France and 

Germany; but if both regional powers agree on something, then the smaller actors have 

no other option but to follow."  The flip side of this is that when the two regional 

powers do not agree - which is often the case in East Asia - then there is room and the 

requirement for a third party's mediation; Bae confers. "There is some room for 

manoeuvring, especially when the relationship between Japan and China is not so 

smooth. Then Korea can do something." (Geung Chang Bae, interview) The thoughts 

and suggestions of this Korean Track II expert are certainly in line with the intellectual 

exercise made by this study, and thus help validate it. They also point to the literature 

selected regarding the notion of 'moderate rivalry' between great powers that allows 

middle powers to display its typical behavior and activism. As it was explained in detail 

in previous chapters, absolute cooperation or conflict between great powers in whatever 

area - as the extremes in a complex relationship - do not require much middle power 

activism. It is in the gray area that lies in between this two opposites, when great 

powers are engaged in competition and moderate rivalry, that middle powers can better 

make use of their diplomatic assets and capacity.  
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 As this study has consistently tried to show, this is exactly the situation 

occurring in East Asia - and particularly within the Northeast Asian subregion - in 

regards to regional institutionalization. Within this picture, Korea has demonstrated to 

be the best candidate to assume that kind of middlepowermanship, as confirmed not 

only by the facts gathered as evidence exposed in chapter 4 and 5, but also by the 

general perceptions of the sources consulted, which certainly reflect those fact from 

reality. Thus, the general assumptions made early on by this study regarding why Korea 

is best poised to do the job are valid.  

"Politically, and in terms of values, Korea is closer to Japan's sphere, as an open 
and democratic country, and a US ally. Economically, however, Korea is tied to 
China, which is the first trade partner and destination market for Korea. 
Culturally, Confucianism makes all three countries in Northeast Asia to have 
similar civilizational foundations. The Chinese, particularly, acknowledge the 
value of South Korea as an essential actor for regional geopolitics. So China 
and Japan need Korea to work out their relationship. In addition, based on my 
experiences as diplomat in the West, the Western countries are also keen to see 
Korea playing a larger role in East Asia." (Youngmin Kwon, interview)   
 
"Korea indeed has, according to what I've observed in all these years, the 
highest qualities for leadership in NEA. They have a political system with a 
strong presidency, that allows them to play such role, in contrast with Japan for 
instance, or China which is more of a collective authoritarian leadership at the 
top, so it's difficult for them to assume that role in the region. A clear example 
of that is what occurred with the trilateral cooperation process in which Korea 
clearly took the lead, albeit from the shadows initially, but it has been Korea the 
one setting the goals and objectives in this mechanism for regional 
cooperation." (Uwe Wissenbach, interview)  
 
"Today, without South Korea, it is difficult to think of regional cooperation in 
Northeast Asia, especially among the three CKJ countries, in both economic or 
political issues. Without the participation of Korea, the long time rivalry and 
competition between China and Japan cannot be managed well in a regional 
context. We cannot think of regional cooperation with only the two regional 
powers colliding, Korea has to be involved." (Ambassador Shin, interview) 
 

To be sure, other regional actors may not always want Korea to take that kind of role, 

as perhaps they would like to see themselves in that position, particularly China and 

Japan as regional powers in search for hegemony. However, as confirmed by most 

sources consulted, the two rivals ultimately realize their limitations and the stalemate 

they have produced in East Asian regionalism, which currently does not provide an 

answer for how to institutionalize security cooperation, as Shin-wha Lee warns. In face 

of such stalemate, "it seems unlikely that Japan and China will be up to the task of 
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effectively addressing those challenges unique to Northeast Asia. Yet, I don't think the 

two can really achieve regional cooperation without South Korea playing a role in the 

mix. (Shin-wha Lee, interview) 

 

6.3. Korea as a Middle Power at the Center of East Asian Regionalism 

 

East Asian regional projects and the prospects of an East Asian Community, as noted, 

are mainly based on the notion of combining the two subregions of Southeast Asia - 

that is the ASEAN nations - with Northeast Asia, particularly with the three CKJ 

countries; considering Taiwan and Hong Kong as part of the "Greater China," while 

Mongolia and North Korea have remain in the margins of these processes. This is 

mainly due to the economic and political links among the countries in the region and 

since economic integration through market driven regionalization has been the main 

force preceding the most recent trend of East Asia-wide regional institutionalization. 

Accordingly, the APT framework remains the main vehicle for achieving a regional 

community, while the larger EAS and other inter-regional mechanisms with varied 

focus and scope - like the ARF or APEC - continue to bring together regional and non-

regional members to the East Asian institutional architecture, as 'social venues' for 

dialogue and socialization.  

 As it has been exposed in this study, the regional links among East Asian 

countries and particularly the 13 APT members have been increasing considerably in 

the last two decades, particularly in terms of trade and investment. However, when it 

comes to institutional links there are gaps that have yet to be filled in to advance the 

objectives and goals set up for the building of a regional community. Jaehyon Lee 

points out to these institutional links: "In the ASEAN-China, ASEAN-Japan, and 

ASEAN-Korea, there is a lot going on. Those 'ASEAN Plus One' links are strong. In 

addition the APT process works well. The links that are missing, especially in 

Northeast Asia, is the one between China and Japan, and also the one between 

Northeast Asia and Southeast Asia. Here is where Korea plays an important role." 

(Jaehyon Lee, interview) 

 The above corresponds with the logic followed by this research. Looking at the 

institutional links that are missing in East Asian regionalism, and the gaps that must be 

narrowed in order to achieve a regional community and a comprehensive regional 

institutionalization process ultimately leads to the realization of the plausible leadership 
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role of South Korea; as a capable middle power in the region and as the most suitable 

candidate to help build those institutional linkages to narrow those gaps. According to 

Chaesung Chun - a prominent scholar and government adviser from the Department of 

International Relations at Seoul National University and Chairman of the MacArthur 

Asia Security Initiative at the East Asia Institute in Seoul - the ROK has clearly become 

that kind of "middle state," as he prefers to call middle powers. This expert emphasizes 

that the "middle statehood" of Korea influences its diplomacy, and within the several 

architectures existing in the region - either economic or security frameworks - "there is 

certainly an important role Korea can play as a middle state, which should be clearly 

defined by the Korean MOFAT as the regional strategy."108 Indeed, Korea makes a 

strong case for an emerging middle power, as this study has repeatedly argued. 

Moreover, Korea is already achieving the recognition, not only regionally in East Asia 

but even more widely, as a consolidated middle power. This has been reflected in its 

middle power activism or so called middlepowermanship, which it has exerted in 

several occasions and particularly at the regional level.  

 All this has slowly become an intrinsic part of Seoul's foreign policy-making 

and embedded in its diplomatic fabric. The conceptualization of middle power or "jung-

gyun-guk" diplomacy was finally explicitly recognized as a policy option in the official 

discourse by the Korean government under Lee Myung-bak's 'Global Korea' strategy, 

which has already been discussed in the previous chapter. Within this strategy of a 

globalized Korea, foreign policy under President Lee took a clear middle power 

tendency. Agendas like development assistance, peace keeping operations and the 

already mentioned 'Green Growth' initiative were especially emphasized; while the 

country became the host of several important high-level international forums and 

summits in which Seoul could boast its newly acquired confidence to act as manager 

and facilitator of international mechanisms. This also have helped to position and to 

consolidate Korea as a credible middle power in the region and to legitimize its 

leadership to help advance regionalism in East Asia, particularly within the Northeast 

Asian sub-region. Ultimately, this means South Korea has achieved the recognition and 

the status required as a middle power.  

 To be sure, the notion of Korea as a middle power has not only become 

embedded in its diplomacy, but even more, it is also being recognized by South Korean 

                     
108 Chaesung Chun's comments during the 2012 ASAN-MOFAT Conference. Held at the Asan Institute 
for Policy Studies in Seoul, on October 8th, 2012 under the topic of "Making Public Diplomacy Work." 
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citizenry, which denotes that the general public has begun to understand the country's 

status and positioning in the region and the world today. In a national identity poll 

carried out by the Korean based East Asia Institute in 2010, 76.8 percent of the 

respondents viewed South Korea as a middle power. Moreover, to the question of what 

kind of role should Korea play in helping to resolve international problems, 53.1 

percent of the respondents believe that Seoul should play a bridging role, particularly 

between the more advanced countries and the less developed ones. Also, 19.1 percent 

favored a leading role in agenda setting and creation of norms in the international 

society.109  As it will be discussed in the recommendations section, this public 

recognition of Korea as a middle power is an important first step since diplomatic 

decisions and policy-making in a democratic country like Korea need the support, or at 

least a lack of explicit and general opposition, in order to be implemented by the 

government. Increasingly, as countries move up in the development ladder, the citizens 

become more aware of the importance of foreign policy and an unpopular diplomatic 

choice can cost as many votes in the polls to the ruling party as any other domestic 

controversy could.  

 As a foreign policy option, middlepowermanship has so far been instrumental 

for Korea and it is being increasingly adopted as a strategic option. In addition to this 

middle power activism, other aspects like soft power, network or coalition power, and 

public diplomacy; are often being utilized by Korea to complement or enhance its 

regional - and more recently global - status. Those are all ingredients of the diplomatic 

behavior associated to either middle or great powers. These are all ingredients Korea 

has certainly acquired and is increasingly learning how to use more skillfully. 

Chaesung Chun argues that a clear distinction ought to be made between the material 

capabilities Korea already has - which clearly point to Korea as a middle power - and 

the behavioral patterns. "Korea is not yet like other advanced countries. Certainly, 

within East Asia South Korea is not in the position to pursue top power status, thus, 

Korea should play a middle power role and this is not less ambitious. Korea as a 

coalition-maker is already very successful, especially since it is not seeing as a threat 

by others." Moreover, Korea has to be cautious and skillfully manage and utilize 

middlepowermanship, Chun adds. "Korea should have differentiated middle power-

foreign policy, depending on who we are dealing with. For instance, it isn't the same to 

                     
109 From EAI official website. Available at:  
http://www.eai.or.kr/type/p1.asp?catcode=1411000000 
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deal with superpowers like the US or China, as opposed to other middle powers, with 

whom we share the same pursue for universal values and multilateralism. So, we need 

different strategies, where Korea can be a bridge in the region and the world. We need 

to also consider other middle power behavioral patterns, similar to Canada or Norway, 

for example."110  

 Ambassador Choong-hee Hahn from the Korean MOFAT confirms and 

validates all the above and his comments help to depict how embedded the notion of 

middlepowermanship has become in the Korean foreign policy discourse: "A bridging 

and facilitating role, or as a catalyst; those are the kind of roles we want to play not just 

regionally but also globally. For this, we have two dimensions as strategy. We think the 

processes of East Asian regional cooperation are of key interest and priority for Korea, 

with China and Japan, of course, but also with ASEAN. So we will continue to focus 

on this region. With ASEAN, for example, we now have a Korea-ASEAN center in 

Seoul and we have opened a Korean mission for ASEAN as a whole in Jakarta." This 

certainly points in the direction of bridging between North and Southeast Asia in terms 

of regional institutional cooperation, in addition to the emphasis Korea has put on 

advancing the trilateral cooperation process bridging between China and Japan. 

Ambassador Hahn adds that while Korea continues to keep a regional focus, "the 

second dimension of our foreign policy strategy is to expand our role in the global stage, 

like we did in the G20, or by holding summits like the Nuclear Security Summit in 

2012 and other similar events. Thus, we don't want to just restrict our actions to East 

Asia only, but to assume a more active role in the world." (Choong-hee Hahn, 

interview) This two-dimension strategy is consistent with the idea of building up a 

good image for Korea in the world at large in order to elevate its regional status as well. 

Considering that perceptions do matter, the more globally active and respected Korea 

becomes in the international community, the more Korea will be perceived by other 

regional players within East Asia as a country with the capacity to assume an active and 

positive role within the region, raising Seoul's credentials in its own neighborhood, too. 

All this contributes to put Korea in a stronger and more legitimate position - 

particularly vis-à-vis China and Japan as the two regional powers - to help advance 

regionalism in Northeast Asia first, and thus in East Asia more generally. The next two 

sections aim to discuss the implications these tasks signify for Korean foreign policy-

                     
110 Chaesung Chun's comments during the 2012 ASAN-MOFAT Conference. Held at the Asan Institute 
for Policy Studies in Seoul, on October 8th, 2012 under the topic of "Making Public Diplomacy Work." 
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making as a middle power in advancing Northeast Asian regionalism and subsequently 

the process of building an East Asian Community.  

 

6.3.1. Managing the Sino-Japanese Rivalry in NEA 
 

This study's main assumptions were confirmed and validated after carrying out the 

fieldwork research. Indeed, when great regional powers are not strongly committed to 

advance cooperation between them in order to promote regional institutionalization, the 

legitimate leadership of a third party – preferably a middle power – is necessary to fill in 

this gap and to bridge between the competing leadership of the regional rivals in order to 

advance regionalist projects. Moreover, the institutionalization of regional cooperation 

and collective action among the Northeast Asian great powers – namely China and 

Japan – remains a necessary precondition to advance the formation of an East Asian 

Community. In this scenario, Korea as a middle power appears as the most suitable 

candidate to fill in the gaps, bridging among the regional powers in Northeast Asia and 

between them with the states of Southeast Asia.  

 As signaled in chapter one, renown scholar Gilbert Rozman has in many 

occasions advocated for a similar approach to the role of South Korea. In 2007 he 

already emphasized middle power activism between Tokyo and Beijing as a plausible 

strategy for Seoul. According to Rozman, the ROK's interests are best served when it 

strives for a regional stability and equilibrium where the weight of China is balanced by 

the weight of Japan. This also means Korea should not join Japan in a US-led 

containment against China, neither acceding to a Sino-centric regional order. This 

"requires calibrating the course of Sino-Japanese relations and making studied choices 

about possible responses, avoiding overreaching by claiming to be a balancer and 

underachieving by fearing to draw criticism." (Rozman, 2007: 200-201) The diplomatic 

efforts and the kind of middlepowermanship displayed by Korea that has been revised 

and discussed by this study are clear signs of what Rozman suggests, particularly the 

Trilateral Cooperation Process and the creation of the TCS in Seoul. It all points to 

Korea acting as a capable middle power in the Sino-Japanese rivalry in order to 

advance regional institutionalization and the promotion of cooperation.         

 Ambassador Jaebum Kim argues that Korean activism within APEC for the 

inclusion of 'Three Chinas' serves as a good precedent. He explains how because of the 

'One China Policy,' it was difficult to include Taiwan and Hong Kong - the later before 
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British handover to China - as full members of APEC. "At the time Seoul played a kind 

of shuttle diplomacy between Taipei and Beijing and between Hong Kong and Beijing. 

We finally persuaded Beijing that these territories were eligible to become members of 

APEC not as sovereign nation-states, but as economies and territorial custom units. 

This kind of shuttle diplomacy is something Korea can also perform well between 

Tokyo and Beijing." (Jaebum Kim, interview) In order to do that, however, the most 

important aspect Korea needs to pay attention to is to skillfully maintain a smooth 

relation with both China and Japan. This is not an easy task, as Geung Chang Bae 

explains, "because the relationship with China, although it has been more manageable 

and stable recently, it remains difficult sometimes; but especially with Japan things are 

often complicated." Indeed, 2012 was a particularly tough year in terms of managing 

this relationships, and this was reflected in the failure of the CKJ group to hold their 

summit meeting on the sides of the APT and EAS in November 2012, while the 2013 

exclusive summit meeting scheduled for May in Korea has been postponed in face of 

the territorial disputes. This also illustrates how middlepowermanship can be more 

effective and successful in a context of great powers moderate rivalry, and on the 

contrary, it does not work well if there is direct or explicit confrontation. "There is no 

room for Korea to do much if the relationship is not good with one another." (Geung 

Chang Bae, interview) 

 Accordingly, the role of Korea as a middle power in NEA requires some 

prerequisites in order to manage the Sino-Japanese rivalry in the best way possible. The 

most important, argues Bae, is to maintain a good relationship with China and Japan 

simultaneously, on a bilateral basis first. "This may allow Korea to maneuver and to be 

proactive even if the bilateral relationship between the two regional powers isn't always 

that good." As noted, this was not the case in 2012, when China and Japan relationship 

was severely damaged; while Korea and Japan relations were already in a bad shape 

due to President Lee's visit to Dokdo - Takeshima for the Japanse - and the history 

issues - particularly the remaining grievances surrounding the issue of comfort women - 

thus, there was not much Korea could do to help manage the Sino-Japanese rivalry, and 

the result of that is the failure to hold the trilateral summit. This also points to the fact 

that "it seems more possible for Korea to maintain a good and stable relationship with 

China than one with Japan; so from time to time the bilateral relationship with Japan 

becomes very difficult. That is one of the big problems we face in Northeast Asian 

regional cooperation." (Geung Chang Bae, interview) Clearly, this implies that Korea 
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needs to manage the two bilateral relationships in order to make the trilateral process of 

regional cooperation work. In this sense, Korea's activism is often a key aspect in the 

Trilateral Cooperation framework, albeit not exclusively, as there are several other 

intervening variables and the will of the great powers ultimately weighs more in the end. 

"Of course if Japan and China agree on something, but Korea opposes, there is little 

Korea can do, even thought the trilateral process works on the base of consensus." In 

fact, its more common that China and Japan do not share similar views, and so Korea's 

role is exactly that of trying to build consensus. "That finally depends on the bilateral 

relationship between Korea and the other two regional powers." (Geung Chang Bae, 

interview)  

 This helps validates the logic followed by this study in the hypotheses 

formulation which does not see the role of South Korea as being dominant over those 

played by China and Japan, but more like a harmonizing middle ground between the 

two. At the TCS in Seoul, the Chinese representative, Ning Mao, agrees: "Within the 

CKJ Trilateral Cooperation, I think Korea is in a better position to take that more 

objective position to act as a coordinator and facilitator between Japan and China. My 

hope is that Korea can be successful on this task, which is not easy. This also depends 

because as a triangle, sometimes Korea and Japan can have more similar positions in 

one area, but then China and Korea are more similar in others. I think that Korea is 

indeed trying its best to play a kind of bridging role between China and Japan in this 

regional cooperation. This is of course, something good. But if we want also a more in 

depth regional cooperation and institutionalization, a much better relationship between 

China and Japan is very essential. If China and Japan cannot cooperate, it is difficult to 

imagine any kind of institutionalized arrangement in the region, not just in NEA but 

also East Asia as a whole." Certainly, this Chinese diplomat stresses the China-Japan 

relationship as the most influential within the trilateral process, however, "with a third 

country acting as coordinator or facilitator that relationship can be better managed." 

(Ning Mao, interview) 

 Rui Matsukawa, the Japanese Deputy Secretary General at the TCS in Seoul 

also acknowledges the role of Korea in the NEA and East Asia regional cooperation 

processes. "I think South Korea has been really active in the past few years within the 

region, but also at a global level. My perception is that this is a change from the past, 

and this is a good and smart policy for Korea, to try to be the chair, manager or 

facilitator of regional and global frameworks, like the G20." She also adds the positive 
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aspects of this activism since the whole region can benefit from it, albeit downplaying 

the unique capacity of Seoul to play this role. "This is also good for anyone in the 

region trying to pursue regional cooperation, regardless of who is doing this, it could be 

Korea, China or Japan, or Cambodia or Indonesia, somebody has to do it anyways." 

This kind of condescending tone, can easily be interpret as arrogance coming from the 

Japanese unwilling to explicitly and fully commit to a process led by others, in this case 

by trying to rest importance to what Korea can do or has done. Indeed, a paternalistic 

vision towards the 'less advanced' countries in the region prevails in this kind of 

Japanese point of view. In this sense - for this Japanese diplomat - the several issues 

that still cause conflicts between the two regional powers and make them incapable 

leaders are not the main reason to explain Korea's legitimate right to leadership in the 

region. When asked whether it would be more difficult for regional cooperation in NEA 

if China or Japan try to take this role, Ms. Matsukawa suggests a different approach to 

explain Korea's success in positioning at the center of the regionalist project. "I think it 

is more that Japan and China try to be nice to Korea, and try to compete for the love of 

Korea, because the country is very important, geopolitically, for both Japan and China, 

so they seek to have friendly relations with Korea. My impression is more like, because 

it is Korea taking these initiatives, so far and until now China and Japan have agreed 

with Korea, in order to get close to it." (Rui Matsukawa, interview) This point of view 

has its limitations, although even if partially true.  

 First, even if this vision can reflect the reality to some extent, it certainly 

continues to validate the argument that Seoul possesses a unique capacity to lead and 

become the center of NEA regionalism by managing the Sino-Japanese rivalry to 

promote regional cooperation. Similarly to the episode when both Japan and China 

were courting ASEAN in the early 2000s - which helped to consolidate the ASEAN 

process in the driver's seat of East Asian regionalism - more recently both China and 

Japan are trying to attract Korea closer to their sphere of influence, and this gives Korea 

an edge in managing the two great regional power's rivalry. Ultimately, Korea is in a 

position in which it can take advantage of all this, as the Japanese TCS official 

emphasizes.  For example, "when Korea proposed to have the TCS in Seoul, both 

China and Japan thought it was something not that necessary to have a permanent 

secretariat. However, they did not want to refuse to Korea's request in the fear of letting 

Korea get too close to the other side. So they said, okay, let's have, why not? This 

means Korea is in a very good position to propose things and take on initiatives, at least 
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until now that has been the case." (Rui Matsukawa, interview) 

 Second, because of the latest problems Japan has with both China and Korea 

about islands disputes, and more importantly because of the sense of decline and steady 

stagnation of Japan in opposition to the success of South Korea, that paternalist view 

among Japanese is changing fast. Ambassador Shin at TCS explains that since the ROK 

has grown in economic size and income, and also in political influence, it is not any 

more perceived by Japan as a small and inoffensive country. "Japan is feeling the 

competition of Korea, especially in industry and influence in the region, and that makes 

Japan more reluctant and more uncomfortable with Korea taking a more activist role. 

Japan now is feeling very low, and they are lack of confidence, and even if before they 

normally felt alright about Korean initiatives, in recent times they feel more and more 

uncomfortable with Korea taking the lead." (Ambassador Shin, interview) This trend is 

also confirmed by the Japanese TCS representative, who warns that "Japan is not going 

to try too hard to win the heart of Korea anymore." (Rui Matsukawa, interview) 

I am not sure if this can be maintain in the future, because Japan is changing 
and it has many problems recently. This are not drastic changes, but from a 
Japanese prospective, as we colonized Korea in the past, this was seen as a 
weak country vis-à-vis Japan. Today Korea has risen and in Japan it's 
increasingly seeing as a competitor in terms of the economy, as well as China. 
So, things are very different for Japan now. Before it was like father and son, a 
paternal or fraternal relationship, like a little brother. But today the relationship 
of Japan with Korea is more of a normal one, like equals. So Korea cannot 
expect from Japan the similar kind of responses or treatment it had ten years ago. 
(Rui Matsukawa, interview) 

 

Thus, in managing the two relationships Korea needs to carefully choose its moves, 

because even China may start feeling the same way, according to Ambassador Shin. "If 

Korea remains a not threatening country, maybe then the two - China and Japan - will 

not feel concerned about us and will give us more leverage to lead and manage regional 

cooperation. Still, that is not an easy task for Korea." (Ambassador Shin, interview) 

This means Korea's success story can also become a double edge sword when it comes 

to the relations with its neighbors, perpetuating the lack of trust and suspicion among 

these countries. Perceptions are then important and do matter, since the way one views 

the other greatly determine the relationship, following a constructivist logic. Hence, in 

a very conciliatory and consensus-seeking manner, Senior KIEP fellow Chang Jae Lee 

suggests that sometimes, in order to play a positive role as mediator or facilitator, one 

has to remain humble and lower the expectations and voice, something Korea has not 
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always accomplished well. "I think sometimes the opposite has been done by Korea to 

be more of a leader, but that can certainly raise some resentment for both sides, Japan 

or China. So although that bridging role seems to be Korea's natural role to play, I am 

not so sure if we really have successfully done so." As an example of this 

mismanagement, Lee points out to the recent deterioration of ties between China and 

Japan, were Korea should have played such role, but instead, "because of domestic 

political reasons in Korea, we have not being able to do it. Actually, President Lee's 

visit to Dokdo and remarks about the Japanese Emperor were not really necessary. 

With that kind of behavior or attitude you cannot play that role." (Chang Jae Lee, 

interview)  

 In the midst of all this, where the Sino-Japanese rivalry reached a peak and it 

manifested itself in explicit disagreement, Seoul's own damaged bilateral relation with 

Tokyo did not contribute to improving the whole picture. As a consequence, two 

Trilateral Summit Meetings among CKJ countries had to be cancelled and postponed in 

November 2012 and spring 2013, respectively. This illustrates the relevance of Korea's 

role in managing the Sino-Japanese rivalry.  

 Although not the only intervening variable, Korea's middlepowermanship is 

necessary in order to smooth the trilateral process and advance regional 

institutionalization. To do so is in Korea's best interest and this kind of nice diplomacy 

is something it can benefit from, as Jaebum Kim stresses. "The fruits of regional 

integration are usually best enjoyed but smaller countries. Like the integration between 

Argentina and Brazil in the Mercosur greatly benefited Uruguay, for example. So for 

Korea, the more integration there is between China and Japan, the best the outcome is 

for Korea. This is an incentive to play that very important role of bridging and 

accelerating the integration process." However, Korea remains a divided country, and 

issues related to the North Korean threat are an impediment for Seoul to be more 

proactive in NEA, this Korean official explains.  

"Even with this geopolitical reality, it still seems that the North Korean issue 
and possible future unification could be better manage within a regional 
institutional framework. It could probably take a long time, but it seems more 
realistic maybe to promote regional community building and then in that 
process try to integrate North Korea, or to handle a possible unification. This 
was the vision behind the North East Asian Cooperative Initiative during 
president Roh, based on the European and particularly German experiences. If 
Northeast Asia is more integrated, then the possible unification of the two 
Koreas would become closer, just like the unification of the two Germanys was 
managed within the framework of the European integration, followed by the 
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outreach to Eastern European countries. A reunified Korean could then play a 
much greater role." (Jaebum Kim, interview)  

 

The scenario has turned even more complicated for Korea in recent years. According to 

Shin-wha Lee, when the Global Financial Crisis came in 2008 and 2009, China seemed 

to have risen to a much higher position, while the US was having economic troubles 

and preoccupied elsewhere in the world, and Japan continue to struggle and remained 

very passive for a while. Then, things changed again. "Recently Japan has become 

more assertive again, as the US announced its 'Asia Pivot' or return to Asia. The recent 

behavior of Japan regarding territorial disputes particularly, which is explained in part 

by the right wing political sector in power, also indicates Japan's intentions to become 

more assertive in the region." In this context, over the last few years, Korea has had a 

hard time when trying to seek that middle-ground role, which remains a necessity, this 

expert suggests. "Today, since the US is back in Asia, while China continues to rise 

even more powerful and Japan is looking to become more assertive; there is a real need 

and also an opportunity for Korea to play again that kind of mediating role of seeking a  

middle-ground. Since President Roh we didn't have such chance, so this foreign policy 

option should have to be necessarily considered by whoever becomes the next president 

of Korea." (Shin-wha Lee, interview)111 

 The argument exposed here is that when Korea has skillfully managed both its 

bilateral relationships with China and Japan, it had at the same time helped to manage 

their traditional rivalry, which ultimately contributes to advance the regional 

institutionalization processes. Korea has an edge in this sense as it has so far remained 

non-threatening and also since the two regional powers seek to have Korea closer under 

each of their own spheres of influence. However, Seoul has not always managed well 

when it comes to maintaining a smooth relation with its two big neighbors, and that has 

negatively affected the trilateral process and the regional situation; in addition to the 

worsening of the Sino-Japanese rivalry and their ongoing conflicts. The Trilateral 

Cooperation mechanism can only succeed if a more direct dialogue is consistently 

maintain among China and Japan, and when both countries recognize South Korea as a 

capable stake-holder in managing regional affairs. 

 

                     
111 The interview was carried out in October 2012, before the Presidential elections won by current 
President Park Geun-hye.  
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6.3.2. Closing the North/South Institutional Gap: Building the East Asian Community  

 

To be a regional leader, it is not enough to just claim that position. Korea must be 

accepted and recognized as such by the other countries in East Asia, which points to the 

social and constructivist dimension of this study. The position of regional middle power 

as well as the leader of the regional institution-building process is ultimately a social 

construction that is based in a shared and intersubjective understanding among all 

actors. The responses of others to Korean regional activism, as this study has repeatedly 

suggested, show that such collective perception of Korea does exist. This is one reason 

why South Korea weighs heavily in the East Asian integration process - as it was 

exposed in previous chapters - considering that it provided the 'ideational basis' for the 

regional process of community building, through its EAVG first, and following 

initiatives led by Seoul, like EASG and the EAVG II. In addition, Korea has been 

pivotal for the trilateral mechanism among the CKJ countries and the nascent 

institutionalization of NEA, which - as this research argues - is a necessary step to 

achieve that regional community by closing the North/South institutional gap in East 

Asia. These initiatives not only show Korea's continuing support to East Asian-wide 

regional institutionalization, but the agreement and consensus gathered around them are 

clear signs of the wide acceptance of Korean leadership and the country's political clout 

in the kind of regionalism taking place in this part of the world. 

 Korean Track II expert and Southeast Asian specialist, Jaehyon Lee, explains 

that Korea is very well poised to narrow that North/South institutional gap since it is 

positively perceived by the ASEAN countries. "I have heard many ASEAN leaders 

suggesting that with ASEAN experience in Southeast Asia, and Korea's capabilities, as 

developed country; the two should together take the lead in promoting regional 

cooperation." If that would be the case - and considering the kind of stalemate between 

China and Japan - that great power rivalry won't be able to continue to slowdown the 

advancement of regional cooperation and institution-building efforts, in face of an axis 

linking NEA and SEA, keeping ASEAN centrality and adding South Korea to it as the 

missing link to help manage the two regional giants relationship and keep them 

involved and socialized in the construction of the regional community. In this context - 

Jaehyon Lee points out - the perception of ASEAN is really important. "When ASEAN 

countries want to choose mediators between their group and the industrialized 

Northeast Asia, who they prefer? China and Japan are too big and powerful, while 
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Korea is not so threatening for them. Korea is the ideal as a counterpart in Northeast 

Asia for ASEAN." (Jaehyon Lee, interview) 

 From such vantage point, the relationship between ASEAN and Korea is very 

important for the East Asian-wide regionalism. Korea must then carefully manage not 

only its relationship with ASEAN as a whole, but also with its individual members, 

particularly the biggest and most influential ones that are also considered middle 

powers, - e.g. Indonesia or Malaysia - and all that in addition to the important role in 

NEA of managing the trilateral process in the context of the Sino-Japanese rivalry. 

Certainly, seems as if Korea needs to learn the art of juggling when it comes to advance 

regional cooperation. Sang-Ryol Lee, Director General of the ASEAN, APT and EAS 

Division at the Korean MOFAT, clarifies about the issue of regional leadership:  

"Korea has certain capacity and its own advantages. However, because the 
whole regional architecture is built based on the ASEAN centrality, the role of 
Korea should be that of assisting ASEAN. To side with ASEAN is actually very 
convenient for Korea, because those countries are not threatening for Korea like 
China or Japan could be. With ASEAN, Korea can build a partnership, because 
the ASEAN countries would not like someone else completely taking away 
their centrality. Also, the way ASEAN countries see Korea is more positive in a 
certain way, because of the pop culture and the story of economic success. So 
they usually take Korean initiatives with a very positive approach, because they 
don't feel there are strategic interests behind, like they sometimes do with 
proposals coming from Japan or China. In those cases they are usually more 
skeptical and cautious. Certainly, Korea could do more to have a more 
constructive leadership, using more our soft power and making intellectual 
contributions to the process." (Sang-Ryol Lee, interview) 

 

Those intellectual contributions manifested before in the form of the many Korean 

initiatives already exposed in which it acted as catalyst, facilitator and even manager, to 

provide the ideational foundations of an East Asian Community. As suggested here, the 

role of Korea as a middle power to advance regional institutionalization not only 

requires its middlepowermanship within the NEA context, but also towards Southeast 

Asia and its ASEAN process, thus helping to narrow the North/South institutional gap. 

Seoul then needs to carefully consider that when thinking of East Asian regionalism 

and the forces leading or driving the process,  the importance of ASEAN's centrality 

cannot be ignored. Of course, ASEAN has a long history of institutionalization prior to 

the APT process, in which they invited the three NEA industrialized countries to join as 

'guests'. However, as it has been exposed, most sources consulted think that ultimately 

an East Asian-wide regional framework without the participation and commitment of 
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the three CKJ countries is not possible. Thus, "with the coming of the TCS as an 

institutional attempt, an East Asian community is much easier to achieve. This is 

because the ASEAN countries in SEA already had their own entity, while the CKJ or 

plus three countries of NEA did not have such entity. With the TCS, as first steps 

towards NEA institutionalization, I think it can be a plausible path for that - the EAC - 

and now the two secretariats can communicate as valid counterparts." (Ambassador 

Shin, interview) To be sure, this two secretariats are very small and they do have more 

of a coordinating function, considering the East Asian regional processes are very loose 

and have not strong institutional capacity over independent countries in a supranational 

manner. Nevertheless, many - including of course its first Secretary General - think that 

"with the TCS, the increasing trilateral cooperation among the CKJ countries in much 

more areas; all the meetings and the negotiation of an FTA; all that can indeed 

contribute in the process of closer integration and institutionalization of East Asia as a 

whole. These are small but necessary steps." (Ambassador Shin, interview) The 

realization of the necessity of narrowing the North/South institutional gap in East Asia 

that prevails among the officials and experts consulted serves well to validate this 

research main arguments.  

 Korea's key role in these processes can only be achieved by opting for 

middlepowermanship as diplomatic behavior and foreign-policy towards the region. 

The period of time in East Asian regionalism and Korea's approach to it that has been 

observed and exposed by this study tend to confirm the statement above. In doing so, 

Korea has been able to manage its positioning in an ASEAN-centric process of 

regionalism. MOFAT official Sang-Ryol Lee clarifies that Korea keeps in mind that the 

ASEAN countries appeared a little surprised and were cautious when the Trilateral 

Cooperation mechanism started to become more institutionalized in NEA; in fear to be 

left out and to lose their central role as the center of gravity for regional integration. 

Korea has had to reassure ASEAN to address their concerns while at the same time 

trying to advance the process of regional institutionalization among the three NEA 

countries. Korea managed this by using its middlepowermanship gracefully, pushing 

for the creation of the TCS in Seoul and immediately promoting it as a partner of the 

ASEAN Secretariat in Jakarta.   

 Rui Matsukawa refers positively to this experience of learning how to fit the 

TCS within the logic of ASEAN's centrality. "We have a good working relation and 

cooperation with the ASEAN Secretariat. In the APT process we have nothing to do, so 
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far, because it is ASEAN inviting the plus three countries. For example we are only 

invited as TCS to be observers in the Trilateral Summit which is held on the side of the 

APT meetings, but not the APT itself because it is ASEAN hosting that summit. So for 

now is not much, but I think in the future we might see more institutionalization and 

cooperation between the TCS and ASEAN's secretariat." (Rui Matsukawa, interview) 

In fact what the TCS official describes here is exactly one of the recommendations 

made by the EAVG II in order to help consolidate he EAEC by 2020, as it was exposed 

in chapter 4. 

 In these regards, Malaysian Track II expert - Stephen Leong - emphasizes that 

"it is step by step process and we are well aware of the North/South gap or division. We 

all - as ASEAN - support a peaceful resolution of the issues in Northeast Asia." 

According to Leong, that is exactly why ASEAN invited the plus 3 countries and even 

encouraged their evolving process of interaction or cooperation referring to the 

trilateral process, which came into being on the sides of the APT. Certainly, with 

ASEAN's invitation to form the APT, the Northeast Asian process of 

institutionalization based on the trilateral cooperation mechanism among the CKJ 

countries would have taken a lot longer to kick-start. Moreover, Malaysian expert even 

played down ASEAN concerns over the trilateral mechanism taking its centrality away. 

"We think that - the Trilateral Cooperation Meetings - was a very good development 

for the region. Our concerns have actually always been to see the plus three countries of 

NEA getting along to one another. Thus, we were very pleased to see the trilateral 

cooperation becoming more institutionalized," emphasizes Stephen Leong 

diplomatically.   

 This comments, although coming from a former diplomat and current Track II 

expert, can only explain part of the story. ASEAN concerns about losing its central role 

were indeed real, but a similar sense of fear was also shared by Korea and even Japan 

throughout the last decade; as the whole region saw the common threat of a Sino-

centric kind of regionalism. This helped Korea to promote itself as a good candidate to 

lead a multilateral and intergovernmental framework in Northeast Asia, while assuring 

ASEAN through its continued support for an East Asian Community. In this 

maneuverings, middlepowermanship was essential as foreign-policy option for Korea 

over the period of time this research focuses on. Malaysian source consulted points out 

that "in the last 15 years, Korea has played a very important role in all those regional 

affairs, especially reassuming the process of an East Asian Community - after 
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Malaysia's Mahathir first mentioned it - with president Kim Dae-jung and the EAVG 

and EASG initiatives. Today Korea should continue to play a similar role, bearing in 

mind its middle power status and especially considering its location in between China 

and Japan; and to become a mediator also within the APT with Southeast Asia. ASEAN 

sees Korea as a partner in more equal terms, in the sense that both Korea and ASEAN 

can help to promote cooperation while developing mechanisms to draw in the other two 

regional powers." (Stephen Leong, interview)  

 The above suggests the same kind of middlepowermanship displayed by South 

Korea this study argues is necessary to advance East Asian regionalism. As a policy 

option, the recognition is somehow already there, as Stephen Leong explains: "When 

ASEAN members and Korea meet on Track I or II, there's this natural common identity 

between us. However, between ASEAN and Korea the realization of pursuing middle 

power diplomacy is still not there explicitly. If they do so, we could have a new 

paradigm in the region. Everybody knows that the two giants and regional powers have 

to come together and cooperate, but there is a great need for a new framework for 

regionalism. I think this framework should be open to middle powers and smaller 

countries, too. I think there we have a niche, if ASEAN as a whole works with Korea as 

a middle power to promote regional cooperation and mechanisms in East Asia."  

 What is still missing then is the link already described and proposed by this 

study to narrow the institutional gap between the more industrialized and homogenous 

Northeast Asia as a subregion with its own geopolitical reality; and the more 

institutionalized albeit less developed and much more diverse Southeast Asia. 

According to most sources consulted, Korea can, has and should play such role. 

"ASEAN countries would welcome that, because out of the plus three countries, Korea 

is the most credible and the one with the most commonalities to the ASEAN countries. 

It is also not threatening in terms of its size, like China. If Korea can assume that role 

and make it clear and transparent, then it can have a positive ripple effect in others 

around the region. The EAVG as a Korean product is a significant example of that 

within the APT process, and we were very pleased to know that they decided to follow 

up with the EAVG II more recently." (Stephen Leong, interview) 

 Of course, the emphasis Korea has put on the trilateral process and the trilateral 

FTA for NEA also helps to strengthen its position as a middle power, giving legitimacy 

to its leadership in order to advance regional institutionalization on the East Asian-wide 

landscape. ASEAN's centrality is thus very valuable for Korea, as it is something the 
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two regional powers have become accustomed to, and do not contest it. This gives 

Korea a good precedent to support its candidacy to manager of the process of Northeast 

Asia, supported by ASEAN as well. Then Korea can also help to bridge not just 

between the two big rivals, but also with Southeast Asia. This take us back to the 

relevance and the necessity of advancing NEA regional institutionalization in order to 

make the EAC possible. MOFAT official, Sang-Ryol Lee, puts it simply: "if both 

China and Japan agree and take these processes seriously, then it can practically work. 

Otherwise it's difficult, no matter how much we try to put forward some initiatives." 

(Sang-Ryol Lee, interview)  

 In the face of this reality, this research did not hypothesized the role of Korea as 

becoming more influential and predominant over the attitudes of the two regional 

powers towards regionalism. The comments exposed here also help validate the 

hypotheses formulation. Moreover, the methodological decision of including the 

identity aspect only in a theoretical manner as it is key for the creation of a regional 

community was also confirmed to be the most appropriate one for this particular study. 

This is because the identity issue, particularly in Northeast Asia, is not yet 

institutionally developed in a regional context, as nationalisms still prevail. KIEP 

expert, Chang Jae Lee confirms that, indeed, not many people in the CKJ countries 

want to build strong supranational regional institutions like it occurred in other parts of 

the world, at least not yet. "I am very much involved in these processes and I keep 

working on it, but I continue to feel that on a personal level many people in the three 

NEA countries don't really feel part of the same community, they don't have that sense. 

They feel just Chinese, Japanese or Koreans. That is why as an economist, at least I am 

trying to contribute to create a CKJ FTA or EAFTA that could be the first step towards 

a larger regional cooperation framework. We are in a very early stage, but we are 

making some progress. Although the relations among the CKJ countries at the moment 

are very dire, these bad times in the relations will pass. This is very important because 

for East Asia to move ahead the role of the CKJ group is essential. Of course the 

ASEAN centrality has been very important, but in my view the three NEA countries 

need to realize that they need to work among themselves first, and that can facilitate 

later on the East Asian wide regional institutionalization." (Chang Jae Lee, interview) 

 This study also assumes those are necessary steps to achieve and consolidate an 

East Asian Community, with both Japan and China committed to it. The task, however, 

is very hard to pursue. Increasingly, experts view Japan as not really interested in 
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building a regional institutional framework in East Asia. "Japan's main concern is how 

to cope with the rise of China and how to dilute Chinese power in the region. That is 

why Japan has always tried to invite non-East Asian members to these processes, 

particularly US and its allies, like Australia. Japanese regional strategy is based only on 

the Asia-Pacific open regionalism approach and this is a very important foreign policy 

option for Tokyo that it won't be changed that easily," argues Geung Chang Bae, 

Korean government adviser. On the other hand, this expert adds that "China has a very 

genuine interest in building a community in East Asia. But that is because China itself 

wants to become the leader and predominant power in East Asia, and that is why the 

APT fits so well Chinese regional interests." In this bleak scenario, Korea's 

middlepowermanship seems even more necessary in order to narrow the North/South 

institutional gap and help build the EAC. "In the case of Korea, we also have keen 

interest in building an East Asian Community, but the reasons for Korea are different. 

We are keen on a regional community and a comprehensive institutional framework 

because it was originally a Korean initiative and that somehow became embedded in 

our policy towards the region; trying to play that bridging role within NEA between 

China and Japan; and with the ASEAN countries in SEA. This is possible at least in 

theory, although sometimes the reality is often much more complex than that, 

especially in NEA. Still, today Korea is in a legitimate and a very good position to play 

that bridging role between Northeast Asia and ASEAN, which appears to be more 

feasible at the moment," in face of the currently tense relations between China and 

Japan. (Geung Chang Bae, interview) 

 But the interests of Korea in narrowing the institutional gap are not only related 

to the fact these processes stemmed out of Korean middlepowermanship as the catalyst 

of initiatives like the EAVG within the APT or the trilateral cooperation in NEA. 

Evidently, there are strategic reasons behind all this for Korea, which have a lot to do 

with economic and also political aspects. "An East Asian Community based on the 13 

APT countries fits perfectly Korea's economic interests by maximizing its economic 

gains. An economic community based on ASEAN+6 would not necessarily bring the 

same benefits to Korea in order to secure a maximum of economic gains, because of the 

India and Australia factors. For example, India's economic openness is very low, in 

particular, so that means the RCEP may not reach high standards as an FTA. For this 

reasons in Korea we don't expect much from the RCEP. For political and security 

reasons, an institutional community based on the 13 APT countries would also be more 
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beneficial for Korea, where it could play a more important and influential role, as a 

mediator and bridge within the CKJ in NEA and with SEA. On the contrary, if we have 

a regional community based on ASEAN+6 with India, Australia and New Zealand, 

then the influence of Korea is much more diluted. The whole picture becomes very 

different for Korea." (Geung Chang Bae, interview)  

 As noted, Korea's interests in regionalism have a lot to do with its security and 

also with economic considerations in a highly interdependent region with complex 

geopolitics. Thus, the intention of Korea to position itself at the center of regional 

processes are no secret, and this has indeed been identified as a foreign policy option. 

"This is because Korea's ideal role in the processes of regional integration is to become 

a facilitator and of course a bridge between China and Japan; as well as a bridge 

between North and Southeast Asia. This is the ideal position that Korea would like, and 

is trying to have in the region. The EAVG and EAVG II, and the TCS are some very 

important examples of how Korea has tried to play this role and achieve those goals. In 

the last few decades, those diplomatic initiatives have been Korea's most significant 

and meaningful policies towards the region." (Geung Chang Bae, interview)  

 Certainly, Korea as a middle power - as catalyst, facilitator and/or manager - in 

East Asian regionalism implies a kind of intellectual and entrepreneurial role with the 

main task of bridging and mediating between the two regional powers in NEA. At the 

same time, this also provides Seoul with the legitimate leadership to link the NEA 

process to the SEA subregion in order to advance the formation of the East Asian 

Community. In this Korea has often, albeit not always, displayed a clear behavior that 

is associated to middle powers, as it has been exposed in chapters 4 and 5, and further 

discussed here. However, as an emergent middle power, its consolidation is not 

complete and some even argue that Korea has yet to utilize all its capabilities as a 

middle power in regional affairs. Korea-ASEAN expert, Jaehyon Lee, clarifies:  

Korea is indeed in a good position to take up such role in the region, as it has 
the capacity. Nevertheless, Korea has not fully utilized this capacity so far. 
Korea has the technical and material capabilities to drive the regional processes, 
but some of the Southeast Asian countries are much more globalized than Korea, 
and that allows them to better play a central role in regionalism. Korea has not 
been quite open to the world, only until recently. We still find it hard to even 
communicate in other languages, like English, for instance. Thus, although 
Korea's capacity to become more active is there, it has not been exploited. Then, 
Korea is not a consolidated middle power yet, maybe only in material aspects, 
such as economic development and population, then it is certainly the regional 
middle power. However, there is also an important thing missing, which is soft 
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power. The 'Korean Wave' is not really enough to exert real influence. This 
influence should stem from ideas and knowledge. We still have not mastered 
that kind of expertise, but the potential is there, particularly in the regional stage 
as mediator and manager of those processes. We have that potential and that is 
the best way for Korea to go ahead, to manage our geopolitical reality. In the 
long run, if we have strong regional institutions, that will benefit South Korea 
tremendously. However, in the short term national interests often prevail, and 
most countries, including Korea, sometimes choose to follow selfish ways. 
Ultimately, the geopolitical trends in East Asia can be better managed within 
regional frameworks, and that is in the minds of most government officials and 
policy-makers; in practice though, their decisions often reflect short-term 
national interests. (Jaehyon Lee, interview)   

 

Korea as a middle power at the center of East Asian regionalism is then a work in 

process. In the last decade Seoul has had the opportunity to experiment with 

middlepowermanship as foreign policy option towards the region within the APT 

framework in East Asia, especially with the EAVG, EASG and EAVG II; as well as 

within the Northeast Asian subregion with the Trilateral Cooperation Mechanism and 

more recently with the establishment of the TCS. These are all initiatives that certainly 

point in the direction of providing regional public goods, and also constitute the most 

significant cases revised by this study that help support the first hypothesis or H1. 

Korea's capacity to display middle power behavior is widely recognized throughout the 

entire region. It also has certain legitimacy to practice intellectual and entrepreneurial 

leadership, and it is gradually developing the expertise, as it has been exposed by this 

study. All this is giving Korea increased confidence to pursue middlepowermanship in 

more areas, not just within the regional landscape but also at the global stage. Status 

and recognition are then the last ingredients in the mix, and although that can take more 

time, it also points in the right direction, according to what has been gathered by this 

research. There are, however, a few obstacles for the region as whole, and for Korea's 

strategy to advance regionalism in particular, that need to be overcome - or at least 

managed gradually - if an East Asian Community is meant to be formed. These are 

discussed in the following sections, as part of the final reflections and 

recommendations of this study.  
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6.4. Obstacles and Recommendations for Korea and East Asia to Advance 

Regionalism  

 

As a preamble to the final conclusions, these last sections seek to provide an overview 

and brief discussion of the main problems uncovered by this research which are 

slowing down or threatening the advancement of regionalism in East Asia. As an early 

stated objective, the aim here is to provide some kind of policy recommendation for 

Korea's strategy towards regionalism in order to consolidate its leadership and middle 

power status and thus advance the regional institution-building process. Hence, in 

addition to the need of carefully managing both its relationships with China and Japan 

simultaneously, serving as a bridge and facilitator for cooperation in NEA; and also 

reaching out to ASEAN as a less threatening counterpart to narrow the North/South 

institutional gap in East Asia, there are some difficulties that are intrinsic to this region 

which Korea can also help manage in order to advance the institutionalization process.  

 Although the North Korean threat is always pinpointed as the most pressing 

issue in Korean foreign policy agenda, here it occupies a less prominent position 

considering it is not directly related to the issue of East Asian regionalism, although as 

mentioned before, the handling of the North Korean issue as a source of constant 

instability within Northeast Asia is undoubtedly a reason for South Korea to promote 

regional institutionalization. Indeed, solving the Korean Peninsula security threat is a 

necessary condition, in the long term, to build a lasting and stable regional architecture 

in NEA particularly, although it is not the only condition. There are others aspects that 

can be worked out among the three CKJ countries first and where South Korea plays an 

essential role in advancing the process of institutionalization. This ultimately will put 

the region in a better shape for dealing with North Korea's future, in an environment 

that allows it to move forward and gradually integrate with its neighbors, or even a 

possible Korean reunification. In these regards, similarly to what occurred to Germany 

after its reunification in the context of the European Community process, many sources 

consulted conferred that Korea as a middle power would definitely be able to play a 

much greater and more influential role in the region and the world, after achieving 

unification. 

 Nevertheless, among those other aspects on which Korea and the rest of the 

region should work harder on in order to consolidate a regional community, what 

remains is the most important problem of mistrust, suspicion and grievances. Trust and 
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confidence - achieved by transparency of goals and intentions - are key to knockdown 

the Cold War walls that still mark Northeast Asia's geopolitical landscape. Regional 

leadership - strong institutions and governance - and the commitment of the main 

regional powers of China and Japan, are ultimately the other conditions to build that 

normative framework that this part of the world lacks. These matters are all discussed 

in the following sections, as they have to do with what the regionalist processes in East 

Asia are still lacking today. More specifically, a proper handling of the history problem 

and the need for a regional reconciliation; as well as the management of perceptions 

and a consensus regarding the set of values upon which to build a regional community. 

The particular functioning of this region's institutions as 'social venues' and the sort of 

governance as a 'system of rule' to put in place shared norms are also discussed here as 

they often impede a more profound regional integration that goes beyond certain 

functional areas. 

 These issues cannot be resolved uniquely and exclusively by Korea in its 

position as a middle power. As said, they all require concerted efforts from all regional 

actors, particularly the two regional powers. The whole EAS formation as an outcome 

of the EAVG and EASG is one example of how, instead of consolidating the APT 

framework into a more cohesive body to pursue an East Asian Community, the 

disagreements among the two regional powers and Korea's option to stay out of that 

controversy; ultimately derailed the consolidation of the community-building process in 

East Asia. The divisive issue of an East Asian FTA base on the ASEAN +3 or +6 

formulas is another example of how the Sino-Japanese rivalry has slowdown the 

process of regional integration. These episodes provide strong evidence that help 

support the second hypothesis of this study or H2. Thus, as this study proposes, the 

ROK's role is key in improving and facilitating the handling of a wide range of regional 

matters. Ultimately, this sort of middlepowermanship requires great diplomatic efforts 

from Seoul, which need to be backed by a national and domestic consensus within 

South Korea in order to make the strategy really successful, as well as the appropriate 

management of US involvement in East Asian regionalism, both important aspects for 

Seoul to keep into consideration, too. All of these subjects is briefly discussed in the 

following five points, while the final conclusions - where hypotheses are addressed and 

research questions responded - are presented in the very last section.  
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A) Real Regional Reconciliation is Needed: 

 

Postwar Europe's journey towards integration was only possible due to the window of 

cooperation created particularly between former enemies Germany and France, but also 

with the Benelux countries, the UK and Italy also committed to it. This window of 

cooperation was based on a "grand reconciliation" among the countries within the 

region that sought to build a regional consensus regarding the handling of recent history 

and the issue of war aggressions during the Second World War in Europe. A similar 

progression is necessary in East Asia.  

 Of course, in Europe it was Germany - as the main aggressor of WWII - the one 

with the history baggage. In East Asia that position is undoubtedly occupied by Japan. 

Indeed, the Germans managed well in order to apologize - and to pay - for their actions 

in recent history, which somehow has freed Germany from an ethical paradox, enabling 

it to take the co-leadership role with France - the other regional power - and build 

together the European regionalist project. The scenario in East Asia, on the contrary, is 

far worse. As most sources consulted for this research confirmed, the perception that 

Japan has not managed well the issue of its war aggressions to others in recent history - 

particularly towards China and Korea - prevails in the region. In addition, China's 

communist background, current government system, fast rising and increasing 

influence exacerbate suspicion among many in the region, both in North and Southeast 

Asia. This is why neither Japan nor China can effectively exercise a leadership role in 

East Asian regionalism, despite being the big regional powers.  

 A reconciliation process is a necessary step to the building of a regional 

institutions, that was the case in Europe, a continent torn apart by the war. As this study 

gathered from its sources, there is a need for a similar kind of regional reconciliation 

that has not yet happened in East Asia. This is a step the region needs to take, 

particularly within Northeast Asia, to finally institutionalized itself, as a precondition 

for a full-fledged East Asian regional community. For this to happen, there must be 

shared perceptions on both sides - the perpetrator of the historical abuses and the 

victims - that it is in their best interests to achieve such reconciliation. Indeed, 

apologies need to be made and also need to be accepted for real reconciliation to occur. 

Unfortunately, the window of opportunity for cooperation on this issues coming from 

the main aggressor - Japan - has been repeatedly lost over time, and sadly today the 

political will in Japan is not there. Although there are some grand gestures Tokyo could 
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still make in order to improve its reputation and ameliorate its poor image throughout 

the region, the chances of Japan doing so are slim. This is why the opportunity is there 

for Korea in particular, to take the lead - and the 'moral high ground' - to generously 

overcome their role of victimization against its former aggressor, and thus set up an 

example in the region. Indeed, there are different ways to achieve reconciliation, and by 

learning to forgive as a first step - while not forgetting - it could help to the create a 

precedent, which would certainly 'get the ball rolling' and it could also put Korea in a 

much higher position within the moral and ethical hierarchy within the region and 

specifically vis-à-vis Japan. This actions could only assert Korea's leadership 

credentials in the region.  

 For this, a fundamental shift has to take place in Korea's approach to the issue 

of history. To be sure, Seoul has already intended to have a forward-looking approach 

in its relations with Japan, which is a good start. But the changes need more than just 

political rhetoric and the need to pursue policies reflecting a different view of the past 

are also necessary. This is, however, not an easy task, particularly due to the incendiary 

feelings and strong emotions that exist within South Korea regarding the perceptions of 

Japan and its occupation of the Korean Peninsula during WWII. As first step, 

nationalism needs to be put into good use and not utilize as a populist kind of tool to 

achieve immediate political gains domestically. People in the region need to stop the 

dynamic of hatred that is being pass onto new generations, where young people 

continue being taught to hate other countries, particularly Japan, while exacerbating the 

perception of their own country's superiority. This is a mistaken interpretation of 

patriotism that is unfortunately true for all the countries in Northeast Asia and that 

affects negatively their interactions at all levels. Great political leadership is required to 

change this harmful and unhelpful dynamic, and again, it is difficult to expect this 

coming from Japan at the moment. Thus, there is an opportunity for South Korea to 

break this vicious circle and create a window for cooperation in order to build a 

consensus regarding the past events.  

 Such kind of conciliatory political leadership has been partially hinted by South 

Korea's new president Park Geun-hye already last year, during her campaign prior 

winning the Presidential Election of December 2012. She publicly presented her plan 

for peace and cooperation in Northeast Asia, among the CKJ countries, where she 

highlights the requirement for a correct understanding of history in order to advance 
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regional cooperation and the trilateral process.112 In the piece, Ms. Park acknowledges 

how - although Asia's and Europe's historical trajectories and security environments are 

different - "Europe's Helsinki Process in the midst of the Cold War fostered the making 

of a common, integrated Europe." Thus, she wonders how to trigger a similar path for 

Northeast Asia, and argues that bold and new thinking on the part of all of the region's 

stakeholders in necessary, fostering an unprecedented "grand reconciliation" between 

Korea, China, and Japan, and a correct understanding of history. (Park, 2012) To take 

the moral high ground is then the best possible option for Korea, although without 

letting Japan falling in complacency, as the current Korean President points out, 

Northeast Asia still requires corresponding steps from the region's main historical and 

wartime transgressor. "The lingering pain of Asia's victims, including Korea's and other 

countries' so-called comfort women, as well as outstanding historical legacies must be 

fundamentally addressed. Only then will Japan be welcomed as a respectable and 

leading Asian country. And if Northeast Asia is to skillfully overcome its historical 

legacies while contributing to global norms, it has to champion open nationalism that 

enhances the spirit of community-building while safeguarding universal values and 

democratic governance." (Park, 2012) 

 All this point in the direction this study suggests as the best policy option for 

South Korea's regional strategy in order to convey a message of the necessity for 

regional institutionalization. This will reaffirm its position as the intellectual and 

entrepreneurial regional leader in its position as the middle power with the capacity to 

facilitate and manage these processes. This is in Korea's best interests. Of course, a 

grand reconciliation will never occur if finally China and Japan stick to their rigid 

positions forever. Their agreement over the history issue is ultimately essential, but 

Korea's grand gesture of forgiveness and moral high ground can serve as the catalyst 

towards a regional reconciliation that the process of community building in East Asia 

really needs; similarly to the catalyst effect the middlepowermanship of Korea has had 

in other more functional areas of regional governance and institution-building. To go a 

step further will require very strong political courage. While Asia is indeed very 

different from Europe, it is also important to remember that in Europe the apologies 

took time and the reconciliation process did not occur overnight. Apologies, 

                     
112 While the presidential candidate for the Saenuri (New Frontier) Party, Ms. Park's published in The 
Wall Street Journal a piece titled "A Plan for Peace in North Asia, Cooperation among Korea, China and 
Japan needs a correct understanding of history." November 12th, 2012.  
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compensation and forgiveness came gradually and over time; and reconciliation 

remains and ongoing process that requires constant maintenance.  

 

B) Move Towards Broader Notions of Identity and Sovereignty 

 

The two simultaneous processes of globalization and regionalization have brought 

about new pressures for nations-states and multiple ways for their interactions, while 

their citizens identities are formed and transformed throughout these processes. In this 

context, the strong linkages and functional integration that now comprises an essential 

part of the production networks and the division of labor within East Asia, make it hard 

for governments in this region to continue to ignore and avoid the creation of regional 

governance and institutions by pulling out the use of the so called 'sovereignty politics.' 

Indeed, the suspicion that prevails among East Asian countries on any form of 

intuitionalism above the state is well founded in the fact these are mostly young nation-

states, in comparison to EU or the even the Americas. East Asian countries do not have 

a long history as independent and sovereign nation-states; many have only 40 or 50 

years of existence as such, and most of that time was in Cold-War context. Thus, they 

have had a hard time, in both external and domestic conditions, to consolidate their 

national and territorial unity. Because of this, the feeling that still prevails in the region 

is that of a fragile nation-state, and thus, the governments of East Asian countries are in 

a constant self-defense kind of mood. This also explain the multiple and unsettled 

territorial disputes in both NEA and SEA, and the strong and often recalcitrant 

nationalism among their citizenry.  

 The conditions for East Asian nations to abandon this kind of mentality are not 

there yet, as these countries are not quite prepared to go beyond their borders. Thus, for 

most East Asian countries the national interest is still the number one priority, and 

things like the regional common good - e.g. regional cooperation - or regional public 

goods - e.g. regional governance and regional institutions - come much lower in the 

priority list. All this makes regionalism much more difficult. The reasons why these 

conditions are still not met are clear: strong nationalism due to the fact countries in East 

Asia are still young and 'not finished,' indeed some argue many are still divided, like 

the two Koreas or the China-Taiwan case. Moreover, there is very little experience in 

this region in engaging the international community, particularly in NEA. China may 

have four thousand years of history, but barely 30 years of modern foreign policy 
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engagement. Korea is a similar case, and a divided nation, while Japan with a longer 

history of international engagement, it appears as the regional handicap due to their 

poor management of the history problem.  

 While many of the regional issues could be better managed and perhaps even 

resolved if there were a strong and comprehensive institutional framework in place for 

this region, the more stressing problem is that the nation-state building process in Asia 

is not yet completed and nationalism is still the most powerful driving force for the 

countries in the region. This is a kind of paradox, as one of the sources consulted, Uwe 

Wissenbach, points out. Indeed, for many centuries, the Confucian culture of hierarchy 

that characterizes Confucian societies in East Asia prevailed and helped organize a 

Sino-centric world in this region, with the tributary system during the long lasting 

Chinese empire, particularly between the centuries 15th to 19th. During that time 

people identified with that culture and common consciousness, both politically and 

culturally, where common norms and a system of rule for the entire region were 

accepted. That system that worked for so many centuries for this part of the world and 

brought peace and stability is not in place anymore since the adoption of the western 

concept of nation-state and the Westphalian system of non-interference, sovereignty 

and equality among states.113 Now this countries are markedly nationalist and not 

willing to give up one inch in terms of sovereignty, which is often something necessary 

in order to create supranational institutional frameworks that work. According to 

Wissenbach, this is the paradox: it is not because of their own Asian values that 

countries in East Asia are not capable of building regional institutional frameworks, but 

because of the European values they imported in their recent history, especially 

nationalism and the strict idea of national sovereignty. Because East Asian countries 

are still in the process of nation-building, they are not ready to give away or share any 

kind of sovereignty, and people are taught to be proud nationalist to show patriotism, 

but in opposition to the 'Other,' promoting their demonization. (Uwe Wissenbach, 

interview) 

                     
113 The Peace of Westphalia was a series of peace treaties signed between May and October 1648 in 
Osnabrück and Münster. It is identified with having 3 key principles: 1) The principle of the sovereignty 
of states and the fundamental right of political self determination 2) The principle of (legal) equality 
between states and 3) The principle of non-intervention of one state in the internal affairs of another 
state. The applicability of Westphalian sovereignty in practice has been questioned from the mid-20th 
century onwards from a variety of viewpoints. Much of that debate follows the same logic of this 
analysis, where globalization and regional integration appear to conflict the Westphalian notion of 
sovereignty.  
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 While some Asian - and more specific the Confucian - values are often used to 

explain things such as the success story in economic development of many East Asian 

economies; as noted in chapter one they have also repeatedly been used to explain the 

lack of formal institutions when it comes to regionalism, another obstacle to be 

discussed in the next point. While it is true that these cultural traits might affect the 

ways things happened in this part of the world, it is also true that at some point many 

Chinese and Japanese modernists in the late 19th century argued that certain aspects of 

Confucianism were the reason why these countries lagged behind in terms of 

modernization in comparison with the Western powers colonizing the entire region.  

 Again, the paradoxical aspect of this is that the countries in NEA specifically 

are more similar in terms of values and culture among themselves - thanks to 

Confucianism and other cultural traits like language and writing system - than the 

countries that form the EU are, with Germanic, Latin, Slavic and Scandinavian cultural 

traits. This could, theoretically, give the Northeast Asian countries solid foundations to 

build a regional community, considering it was only until the 20th century these 

countries fought each other, coincidentally when they embrace those Western values of 

state sovereignty and nationhood. Before that, for many centuries they were at peace in 

a regional system that allowed stability, prosperity and a huge amount of exchanges in 

terms of economic, social and cultural aspects that is reflected today in their language, 

beliefs and traditions. The contrast is very evident with Europe, where countries were at 

war and borders kept changing over the course of those same centuries. Of course, this 

study is not proposing a return to the Sino-centric world to be recreated today in this 

region. That would be improbable not only because of the clash that the Western 

notions of sovereignty and nationalism brought with it, but also because of the 

obviously different geopolitical reality the region is at today. The alternative is to try to 

find those regional commonalities that are still there and to move towards broader 

notions of sovereignty and identity that go beyond the strictly defined Western-

imported and outdated Wesphalian thinking. 

 This is certainly related to the previous point regarding the need of a regional 

reconciliation, but regional institution-building - as noted many times throughout this 

study - also needs to take into account the issue of identity. Under the current global 

flows closed national spaces and identities no longer capture social and political life, 

because the local is now infused with transnational and transcultural networks that 

multiply and often deterritorialize citizen subjectivities. Thus, transition, movement and 
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change are fundamental to the understanding of identities, and this should not be taken 

as sacred and static notions that are only based in specific traits in the past. Identities 

are always in flux, and the changes in identity formation between the ‘Self’ and the 

‘Other’ constitute a sophisticated element that influences the kind of political culture 

institutionalized within the relationship among states, to put it in a constructivist 

manner. Regional institutions with a clearly defined collective identity and some sort of 

supranational authority over certain issues that require a collective response to region-

wide problems - which can be something softer than an actual supranational 

organization, to calm down the fears of many in East Asia - are still necessary to build 

the notion of region in NEA, and a wider East Asian Community in the long term. 

Without these kind of institutions it is very difficult to see this region coming together 

as such. Basic things like common understandings about the rules of the game, or 

functional regimes to enhance the amount of cooperation and the building of trust need 

to be put in place as a 'system of rule' for the regional governance that East Asia still 

lacks today.  

 Above all, in general terms there must be a 'common objective,' with 'shared 

ideas' about the present, past and future, and a 'common sense' of destiny and 

community, all necessaries to build those regional institutions. There are little chances 

to have all that in East Asia without a re-interpretation of the narrow notions of 

sovereignty and identity in a more comprehensive way at a regional level. Only when 

understanding the building of international - and in this particular case regional 

institutions such as economic and political communities - as social structures, can the 

mutual perceptions of the different actors in the region reach a level where their inter-

subjectivity will allow them to construct a larger - regional - public space where the 

traditional notions of identity and sovereignty are no longer exclusively attached to the 

nation-state. 

 

C) Gradually Shift from Soft to Strong Institutionalism 

 

Strictly related to the point discussed just above, the regional institutional frameworks 

in place in East Asia that have been characterized by a loose and informal type of 

gathering, clearly needs to move towards a stronger type of institutionalism. To be sure, 

their soft and loose character has bore some fruits as it encouraged the socialization of 

many regional actors that otherwise would have felt uncomfortable to participate in any 
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kind of multilateral mechanism with binding commitments or stronger authority. Thus, 

the so called 'ASEAN way' has served its purpose of bringing in all the major actors in 

East Asia - and beyond - to the table to promote dialogue and regional cooperation. 

However, while trying to develop a regional order centered around the Southeast Asia 

hosted forum, the countries in East Asia have been reticent to take the supranational 

steps that have taken place in other parts of the world when it comes to regionalism. 

Thus, the influence and ambitions of the many multilateral regional mechanisms in East 

Asia have always been disappointing, so far.    

 Having a stronger kind of institutionalism will require that the two previous 

obstacles described above in this section - that is the need of regional reconciliation and 

the development of broader and less restrictive notions of sovereignty and identity - 

have to be tackled as well in a simultaneous manner as the basis for regional 

institutionalization to advance and better manage the geopolitical reality, especially in 

NEA. Institutions with more authority in a legalistic logic would entail that once 

decisions are made in the multilateral stage, there is an obligation to implement them 

by the individual countries. Until now, this is not always the case in East Asia, because 

of the kind of soft institutionalism that prevails in the region. Most sources consulted 

agreed to the fact the region does not have strong rules and principles, in the form of 

regional governance, and thus many regional issues cannot be managed within the 

many multilateral regional frameworks.   

 ASEAN is the most paradigmatic example of that, which even with its long 

history, due to their own ways of functioning, it still lacks a mechanism for solving 

disputes among themselves, particularly territorial claims. Northeast Asian case is even 

more grim. Thus, the countries in this part of the world have to take their economic or 

territorial disputes to the international courts if they aim to solve them, which seldom 

happens as most countries refuse to recognize the others' claim.  

 Nevertheless, as pointed out, there is a positive side to the way these regional 

processes work in East Asia. Indeed, these regional forums are not for immediate 

deliverance, but a mechanism for socialization of its members in an ongoing 

multilateral dialogue. Thus, this research has build up on the theoretical framework that 

sees institutions as a 'social venue'. This is a positive aspect of the kind of soft 

institutionalism of East Asia considering that most regional actors do not have strong 

confidence in their neighbors and would not feel comfortable with pulling out too much 

sovereignty onto supranational institutions. In East Asia these frameworks have 
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certainly served as those venues where the countries' representatives express their 

views and exchange ideas. As many sources consulted that often participate in these 

mechanisms acknowledged, the process of socialization works well. Sometimes there is 

disputes and disagreements, but for as long as they keep meeting and talking to each 

other, in this process they create an understanding of their neighbors. Hence, also in 

this process mutual confidence can be built and an inter-subjectivity is formed. Those 

who participate regularly in these type of meetings - like the APT or EAS - recognized 

that by meeting the same people many times a year, they have naturally develop a kind 

of sense of belonging and common understandings, some even talked about a sense of 

regional identity. 

 Moreover, the majority of those people consulted saw the value in the process 

described above, but at the same time felt often frustrated and disappointed with the 

lack of tangible outcomes and slowness of the institutionalization process. Obviously, 

the way of functioning of East Asian regional frameworks means that 

institutionalization is very slow, and thus very frustrating, with very little concrete 

results. This is because institutionalization, as this study suggests in its theoretical and 

analytical understanding of the process, should also be comprised of a 'system of rule' 

that is almost not existent in East Asia. Indeed, regional institutions as 'social venues' 

are plenty and they have more or less accomplished that socialization process, as 

signaled, however, there is the need to gradually move from soft institutionalism to a 

stronger and more legalistic approach to regionalism that can establish that regional 

governance or 'system of rule' for East Asia, which is one of those regional public 

goods that it lacks today. Here is where Korea has also a window of opportunity for 

activism and middlepowermanship, in order to advance regional institutionalization.  

 In fact - and despite that there is a general resistance towards more rule-based 

kind of frameworks in the region - South Korea, together with Japan appear to be the 

two countries showing a more pro-norms and outcome-oriented approach that favors 

strong institutions in a Western style manner, as many experts consulted pointed out. 

However, most SEA countries and China oppose to follow that road. Indeed, there have 

been cases in which some ASEAN countries and China have sided together in resisting 

more institutionalization based on rule-based frameworks, while Korea would like to 

see more institutionalization and progress. Thus, most Korean sources consulted 

recognized they feel very frustrated because of the lack of rule-based or binding 

agreements and agree the region should move beyond the 'ASEAN way' of doing 
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regionalism. Accordingly, Korea seems to be already ahead of its neighbors and should 

use its capabilities as a middle power to gradually move the East Asian regional 

processes from soft to strong institutionalism. 

 

D)  Educate the Korean Public for Regional and Global Engagement  

 

This particular point, as policy recommendation for South Korea specifically, is also 

somehow related to the first point regarding the lack of regional reconciliation that 

continues to determine negative perceptions among the peoples of the countries in the 

region. The issue of perceptions of other countries among the general public certainly 

has to do as well with the notion of identity, which in Korea and East Asia in general 

relies heavily on nationalism. Thus, there is a big gap between the kind of diplomacy 

Seoul is pursuing in the region and the world to position Korea as a globalized country; 

and the perceptions among the Korean general public. Coordination with the public and 

civil society is thus essential to back the government foreign policy efforts in a coherent 

way.  

 Interestingly, as noted earlier, the notion of Korea as a middle power has begun 

to be recognized by its citizenry, which denotes that the general public somehow 

understands the country's status and positioning in the region and the world today. 

Indeed, in a national identity poll carried out by the Korean based East Asia Institute in 

2010, 76.8 percent of the respondents viewed South Korea as a middle power.114 This 

public recognition of Korea as a middle power is an important first step since 

diplomatic decisions and policy-making in a democratic country require the support, or 

at least a lack of explicit and general opposition, in order to be implemented by the 

government. However, for Korea to play an international citizen role, it is necessary to 

reach a correspondence with the domestic public sentiment towards other countries and 

their peoples. Korea must step up efforts to prepare the wider South Korean public for 

this engagement, by creating awareness among the citizens that the country's future is 

interdependent to that of the region in particular.  

 This conflict - between the government strategy for a globalized and 

internationally recognized and 'loved' Korea, and the poor appreciation of Korean 

general public of other countries and cultures - was highlighted by many sources 

                     
114 From EAI official website. Available at: http://www.eai.or.kr/type/p1.asp?catcode=1411000000 
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consulted who saw it as an important obstacle for Korea to achieve its foreign policy 

goals and desired international status. Indeed, for Korean foreign policy to work, it 

needs to be backed up by the public opinion. In these terms Korea is not well prepared. 

When it comes to East Asia and regionalism in particular, even though the Korean 

MOFAT and each of the last three administrations have put a lot of emphasis on the 

issue of regional cooperation, that kind of foreign policy is not at all backed up 

domestically, as many officials consulted recognized. For instance, among the Korean 

public the perceptions of SEA countries is very narrow and condescending, some 

argued, as they see them as poor and underdeveloped tropical countries which are only 

a cheap destination for holidays or a source for unwanted immigrants. In addition to 

that, as mentioned several times, there is a permanent and deeply rooted negative 

perception of China and especially Japan, which do not help at all to back up any 

government efforts to promote regional integration with such countries. Some of the 

sources consulted who are behind putting in place these kind of policies acknowledged 

that Korean people often have a hard time to understand and accept such diplomatic 

efforts, and they wonder why should Korea bother to invest in these kinds of 

frameworks. As it was explained for this study by many individuals interviewed, the 

Korean public prefers to see resources being invested in issues related to the most 

pressing North Korean problem, or the relationship with 'big and important' nations like 

the US and EU, besides the most immediate issues of domestic economy. When it 

comes to China and Japan particularly, the majority of the Korean public only cares 

about it when it has to do with controversial issues that are seeing as an attack to 

Korean pride, like territorial and historical disputes.  

 This is one of the reasons pointed out by many of the interviewees that impedes 

Korea of having a more active or leadership role in the region. Indeed, in the eyes of 

common Korean people, building an East Asian regional community is not really an 

important priority. Koreans primary concerns are always North Korea, the US and 

increasingly China, but as a threat. The issue of community building has not been part 

of the public debate to raise awareness within the citizens like it happened in European 

countries prior joining or forming the EU, for example, or even in the ASEAN 

countries, where there are concerted and systematic efforts to consolidate their 

community building process by creating a common consciousness through different 

means among the general public of Southeast Asia.   
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 To make matters worse, Korea has been identified as one of the least friendly 

countries to foreigners in the world.115 That was the result of a recent report on global 

tourism from the World Economic Forum which compiled a list of countries that - for 

several diverse reasons - are not foreign-friendly. The report is based on data from the 

World Economic Forum Executive Opinion Survey, as well as from national and 

international organizations including, International Civil Aviation Organization, 

International Air Transport Association, United Nations World Tourism Organization, 

World Health Organization, UNESCO and the World Bank. Thus, the results seem 

significant beyond just tourism. The survey gathered the data from late 2011 through 

late 2012 by asking respondents, 'How welcome are foreign visitors in your country?' 

and it was meant to help measure the extent to which a country and society is open to 

tourism and foreigners in general. The three countries least welcoming to foreigners 

that got the lowest ranking in the study are Bolivia, China and South Korea. In trying to 

understand and explain the results of that study, a low wealth or GDP per capita could 

not explain why South Korea ranked so poorly. On the contrary, there was an apparent 

correlation between unfriendliness to foreigners and nationalism, which would maybe 

help to explain the low ratings for China and South Korea - although there are other 

possible factors identified as well, including racial discrimination - as well as for 

Russia which also got a very low ranking almost at the bottom.  

 The interesting aspect of considering that ranking of least and most friendly 

countries for this research is that, if South Korea wants to portray itself as an active and 

respectable player in the world, and if it wants to consolidate its middle power status 

and leadership in East Asia; that needs to have a correlation with the way Koreans 

really feel, the way they engage the difference, and the way they see the 'Other'. 

Traditional middle powers - like Canada, Australia or Sweden - ranked very high in this 

list, as most of them are very welcoming to foreigners and have open societies. 

Unfortunately, this is not the case in South Korea where the general public's attitude 

towards foreigners is not always positive. Therefore, public diplomacy towards the 

outside world must be accompanied by domestic policies to create an environment 

within South Korea that reflects those foreign policy options and validates and 

legitimizes them with certain public correspondence, otherwise these initiatives will not 

                     
115 Insight Report from the World Economic Forum 2013, "The Travel & Tourism Competitiveness 
Report 2013: Reducing Barriers to Economic Growth and Job Creation." Available at: 
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_TT_Competitiveness_Report_2013.pdf 
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stand long, nor will they achieve their goals. If Korea is so keen in gaining the hearts of 

the people abroad, in the region and the world - as they so desperately seem to do by 

trying to achieve any kind of international recognition - the government also must 

educate the Korean public to appreciate and not fear diversity, and to also value non-

Korean people and things as something not necessarily negative. Any government 

strategy to position Korea in the region and world, like Lee Myung-bak's 'Global 

Korea,' will find it hard to succeed if it is not backed up by positive attitudes among the 

general public towards the world outside this, until not so long ago, 'hermit' country.  

 To be sure, this is something previous governments have already realized about. 

The change will not occur overnight, but it must be a constant effort to change those 

perceptions among the people. One of the sources consulted for this research in 

particular, Ambassador Choong-hee Hahn, Director General of the Cultural Affairs 

Bureau in the Korean MOFAT, explained how this issue of perceptions and image is 

very relevant for Korea's positioning in the world. In fact it is that department of the 

Korean MOFAT the one in charge of dealing with these matters. As a recent example 

this MOFAT official pointed out how Korea put forward and initiative within the TCS 

in Seoul for the CKJ group last year in 2012, to work on the issue of perceptions. In 

that framework for trilateral cooperation they tried to set an action plan to evaluate 

those often negative perceptions among the peoples of the three countries. The idea was 

to evaluate whether they are genuine or sustainable and how can they work to improve 

this situation through public diplomacy and also through people-to-people engagement. 

This work in process can certainly have a great impact on the bilateral relations among 

the three countries thanks to cultural exchanges, and thus on the trilateral process. 

Moreover, the Director General of the Cultural Affairs Bureau in the Korean MOFAT 

also pointed out how Korea is trying to create a Trilateral Public Diplomacy Forum, 

with private experts and also government officials, to discuss how to improve the 

perceptions among the three countries, and to build up confidence among their peoples.  

 These are good first steps, however more needs to be done, and the Korean 

government has to step up its efforts in order to educate the general public domestically 

first, while working closely with its neighbors in NEA in order to push them to do the 

same in their domestic constituencies. The perceptions of the importance of the 

relationship between Korea and its neighbors in the region can help change the attitudes 

towards cooperation and eventually it can lead to the solving of long maintained 

disputes. On the other hand, nationalism can only constrain foreign policy-making.  
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E) Appropriate Management of US involvement in East Asian Regionalism 

 

From a South Korean perspective, East Asian multilateral initiatives that exclude the 

United States would certainly cause considerable apprehension. This has been made no 

secret and most sources consulted for this research also acknowledged this point. Again, 

geopolitics and other regional dynamics often play against Seoul, and so it is difficult 

for Korea to discount its bilateral alliance with the United States. The constant threats 

and provocations coming from North Korea, and even the possible Korean reunification 

in the future, have the US-South Korea alliance as the linchpin to manage these 

situations. Thus, as mentioned, South Korea interprets the US involvement in the 

region mostly in a positive manner, as it plays a balancer and stabilizing role not only 

vis-à-vis North Korea, but in face of a rising China as well. What Korea - and the 

region at large - should try to avoid is that the US re-engagement to Asia - or 'Asia 

Pivot' strategy - becomes an actual and explicit rivalry with China in terms of spheres 

of influence within the region, which can ultimately affect the processes of regional 

institutionalization in East Asia in a negative way. 

 Indeed, while the US increasingly tries to expand its influence in the Asia-

Pacific region, unfortunately this can be done at the expense of East Asian regionalism, 

by promoting alternative ways to achieve regional and economic integration. Countries 

like Korea and the ASEAN nations can then find themselves lost in the middle or 

having to choose and take sides. This can only undermine the process of East Asian 

regionalism. The US joining the EAS and its TPP proposal in the context of APEC are 

possible examples of this. To be sure, Washington's involvement in this region has had 

- and still does - tremendous positive implications for the development of East Asian 

countries under a 'de facto' security umbrella. Moreover, having the US as member of 

the EAS, as well as the main promoter of the TPP, does not necessarily pose a risk to 

the process of East Asian institutionalization and community building per se, and can 

indeed have positive effects if well managed. This is because the 'Asia Pivot' of the US 

is much more significant than mere military aspects. The strategy seeks an engagement 

of the region both diplomatically and politically under Asia-Pacific multilateralism, 

which is indeed more relevant if one take as precedent the US engagement in cross-

Atlantic multilateralism that provided the conditions for the formation of a European 

Community.  
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 The problem lies in the undeclared strategic rivalry and actual competition that 

is increasingly being perceived as taking place among the two global powers, which is 

in fact happening in this region. Considering the only possible challenger for US 

hegemony is East Asia's major power: China; the whole Asia-Pacific region constitute 

the main stage where these two world giants can potentially collide. This makes other 

regional players - Korea included - extremely cautious regarding their own strategies, 

which often takes their attention away from regional cooperation and 

institutionalization, thus affecting negatively the process of regional community 

building in East Asia.  

 Hence, it is in Korea's best interests - as US ally in the region - to assume once 

again a leadership position in managing the perceptions and possible outcomes of the 

US involvement in East Asian regionalism in a way that is not detrimental to the 

process of East Asian community building. This certainly will require Seoul's display 

of middlepowermanship to help mediate and bridge between the US and other East 

Asian countries, while continue to support and promote initiatives oriented to advance 

regional institutionalization and the construction of an East Asian Community. Indeed, 

current Korean President Park Geun-hye has already pointed out to the risks of 

mistaking the new American approach to Asia when in her campaign she argued that a 

rising China and America's pivot to Asia are not mutually exclusive. Rather, she 

believes that more transparent actions can serve as building blocks for a more secure 

region, where both Korea and Japan maintain their alliances with the United States 

while simultaneously sustaining closer cooperative partnerships with China, and where 

ties with the two global powers need not be premised on choosing one over the other. 

(Park, 2012) This mindset is certainly the most appropriate and the kind of logic that 

will eventually give Korea more room for the display of its middlepowermanship.     

 
 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

266 
 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Jose Guerra Vio 

267 
 

Conclusions 

 

As it has been acknowledged all along this dissertation, many scholars have pointed out 

to Korea as the best poised country to bridge and mediate in the complex relationship 

between the two regional powers of East Asia, namely China and Japan. The novel 

approach of this research lies on its effort to underscore the plausible application of this 

kind of behavior by Korea in order to advance regional cooperation and integration in 

both Northeast Asia and consequently in East Asia at large. This kind of behavior and 

role displayed by Seoul was indeed confirmed after the process of research and 

fieldwork carried out mainly in the ROK, through data and information gathered which 

demonstrated this particular ability of Korea, as well as cross-checking those facts with 

the primary sources consulted. The Trilateral Cooperation Process among the three CKJ 

countries is firm testimony of this.  

 In addition, this dissertation has also acknowledged and even incorporated 

many previous studies on Korea's regional activism and its approach to regional 

cooperation, especially regional economic integration but also a few others that look 

into the issues of regional governance and institution-building. The novel contribution 

of this particular study, however, is in its approach to the kind of intellectual and 

entrepreneurial leadership exerted by Seoul in terms of regionalism in East Asia, which 

has been suggested and confirmed by this research after looking in depth at the period 

of time selected. Several Korean initiatives, among them the experiences of the EAVG 

I and II and EASG, as well as the establishment of the TCS and Korea's commitment 

and support to the Trilateral CKJ FTA; are some of the most significant examples that 

show clearly the capacity and legitimacy of Korean leadership in advancing East Asian 

regional institutionalization. As noted, these are all initiatives that certainly point in the 

direction of providing regional public goods for the process of East Asian regionalism. 

Ultimately, these also constitute the most significant cases revised by this study that 

help support the first hypothesis or H1. 

 Moreover, this research goes one step further, considering none of the previous 

works on Korea's approach to regionalism had built a conceptual and analytical 

framework to explain and specifically try to identify when, how, and why Korea has 

shown such leadership behavior. This study does just that through the process of 

linking the different theories and approaches that exist today for understanding 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

268 
 

regionalism in the world; with the literature of middle powers while conceptualizing 

South Korea as such. As the emergent middle power of East Asia, Korea has 

increasingly, though not always consistently, displayed the kind of diplomatic behavior 

associated to such middle states - acting as catalyst, facilitator and/or manager - in 

order to help move forwards the process of regional institutionalization in East Asia. 

Throughout chapters 4, 5 and 6 this dissertation has discussed when, how and why 

Korea has displayed middlepowermanship as a foreign policy option towards East 

Asian regionalism, and the outcomes of such actions, while at the same time pointing to 

the cases in which the Sino-Japanese rivalry has impeded or slowdown the 

advancement of regional institutionalization, following the logic established in the 

analytical framework for this study. The whole EAS formation as an outcome of the 

EAVG and EASG is one example of how, instead of consolidating the APT framework 

into a more cohesive body to pursue an East Asian Community, the disagreements 

among the two regional powers and Korea's option to stay out of that controversy; 

ultimately derailed the consolidation of the community-building process in East Asia. 

The divisive issue of an East Asian FTA base on the ASEAN +3 or +6 formulas is 

another example of how the Sino-Japanese rivalry has slowdown the process of 

regional integration. These episodes provide strong evidence that help support the 

second hypothesis of this study or H2. 

 Once more, then, it is important to bear in mind the two possible scenarios 

stated in chapter 1 which were established as standards of evidence for this research. In 

a first scenario, information indicating South Korea’s activism in cases where regional 

institutionalization was advanced may imply an affirmative response to the research 

questions proposed. On the contrary, information indicating that, despite South Korea’s 

activism the regional institutionalization was not advanced, may imply a negative 

response to the research questions. This second case, however, may also confirm that 

other variables are in play, of course; and that ultimately the attitudes and commitment 

of China and Japan - as the two great regional powers - is necessary. Thus, the role of 

Korea has not been hypothesized as being dominant over those played by China and 

Japan, but more like a harmonizing middle ground between the two. Consequently, 

since both Tokyo and Beijing often adopt mutually incompatible approaches to 

regionalism in East Asia, and since their agreement and support to any regionalist 

project in the region is essential for it to work successfully, Seoul's role can be said to 

be confirmed as one key aspect that can help solving this structural impediment.  
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 Indeed, based on what was observed and gathered by this study, the two 

research questions can be responded in a positive manner. In face of the absence of 

consensus among great regional powers, it is then possible that a capable middle power 

takes up that leadership role, helping to drive the process of regional institutionalization. 

The case observed in East Asian regionalism serves well to illustrate this situation 

through the behavior displayed by South Korea in the past 10-15 years within a context 

of Sino-Japanese rivalry, as this research has shown. The ROK has manifested a 

leadership role in its approach to the processes of regional institutionalization in both 

Northeast and East Asia, and such role has affected regionalism in a positive manner, 

helping to move the process forwards, albeit slowly due to the specific and complex 

geopolitical reality this region - and particularly South Korea - is immersed in.  

 Hence, the two hypotheses suggested for this study can be said to be confirmed 

as well. Undeniably, in those particular regional instances in which South Korea has 

chosen to display middlepowermanship  - as a catalyst, facilitator and/or manager of 

regionalist projects - the general observation is that the processes associated to regional 

institutionalization were more positively accepted by others and regionalism was 

actually advanced. In contrast, when South Korea has chosen not to display any kind of 

behavior associated to middlepowermanship - for internal or external reasons - the 

general observation is that in those particular cases the processes associated to regional 

institutionalization became often - although not always - more controversial and thus 

regionalism more difficult to advance, particularly in cases when the mistrust and lack 

of consensus existing between China and Japan, and the suspicion they generate in 

other regional actors; takes over the process. 

 Although, it was demonstrated that Seoul has certainly displayed such middle 

power role through its diplomatic behavior when it comes to regionalism in its own 

neighborhood, as policy option, however, this has been done in a piecemeal fashion and 

specific occasions. This lack of consistency has to do mainly with changes in 

government administration, the need to respond to public opinion, the complex 

domestic concerns and external geopolitical factors that determine decision-making in 

Seoul and also since Korea is still in the process of internalizing its middle power status. 

Hence, many initiatives that have stemmed out of Korea's leadership acting as catalyst 

for regional cooperation have not always been accompanied by a follow-up set of 

policies that can support or give continuity to the process. Gradually, Korea has learned 

this and it is moving from displaying a mere catalyst behavior, to act more as facilitator 
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and manager of regional mechanisms for governance and institution-building. Still, 

more emphasis should be put on a long term strategy towards institution-building, 

instead of a constant shift in Seoul's foreign policy emphasis between regional at the 

East Asian level, sub-regional at the Northeast Asian level, and even global level. 

Surely, all these different levels can be developed simultaneously, and the focus on one 

should not mean a disregard or neglect for the others. Furthermore, as suggested by this 

research, the institutionalization of NEA is a necessary step for the larger process of 

regionalism and community-building in East Asia. Likewise, an active and responsible 

role at the global level can help Korea to better position itself within the region as a 

middle power and a capable regional leader.      

 As a foreign policy option, middlepowermanship has so far been instrumental 

for Korea and it is being increasingly adopted as a strategic option. In addition to this 

middle power activism, other aspects like soft power, network or coalition power, and 

public diplomacy; are also increasingly being utilized by Korea to complement or 

enhance its regional - and more recently global - status. Those are all ingredients of the 

diplomatic behavior associated to either middle or great powers; and these are all 

ingredients Korea has certainly acquired and is progressively learning how to use. In a 

world of growing multilateralism, there is also more room for initiatives coming from 

Asia. South Korea, as noted, is then in a very powerful position to provide positive 

multilateral interactions within the region and the world. This is already giving Korea a 

very positive image abroad. The ROK has the capacity and the skills which have been 

tested in several regional instances with mixed, but mainly encouraging outcomes. It 

also possesses the implicit assurance of a positive reception to its leadership as a 

middle power from others in the region. It only needs the political will to fully realize 

this role for the benefit of its own security and that of the rest of the region.  

 Ultimately, in order to contribute to the processes of building regional 

institutions and creating regional governance, a middle power's role within its own 

region is not to play power politics, but to play a functional role. Because it is still a 

young and transitional kind of middle power, Korea has yet to entirely accomplish its 

potential in regards to the kind of behavior it is associated with middle powers. The 

ROK is in a process of internalizing this new identity as regional and global middle 

power, which is increasingly being reflected in its foreign policy and its approach to 

East Asian regionalism. 
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Annexes 
 

1. Questionnaire used for First Stage of Interviews 
 
-Name: 
-Position (current/former): 
 
-Previous experience in diplomacy, foreign policy making, academia or other: 
 
 
-Within the last decade, have you been involved in any process related to the 
construction of regional mechanisms or regional frameworks for cooperation in East 
Asia? Which, when and how? 
 
 
-Is there any individual country in East Asia that you would signal as the most active in 
promoting regional integration and cooperation with its neighbors? 
 
 
-What role has South Korea played in East Asia and in the relation with its neighbors? 
Does it need to have such role, is it necessary? Why? 
 
 
-How can South Korea best manage its geopolitical reality in Northeast Asia? (Rise of 
China, relations with Japan, security and economic issues, North Korea)  
 
 
-Can regional cooperation with its neighbors and institution-building offer a viable path 
in face of those challenges? How/Why?   
 
 
-Is it possible to have an institutionalized regional cooperation in Northeast Asia 
between China and Japan without South Korea? 
 
 
(From here Please provide more specific information) 
-Can you provide some examples of instances in which the role or participation of 
South Korea was influential or determinant in order to successfully advance regional 
initiatives in the East Asian context?   
 
 
-Can you think of any regional initiative in which South Korea did not assume any 
proactive role – for whatever reasons – how was the outcome in those cases?  
 
 
-How has South Korea contributed to create and maintain successful channels of 
communication in East Asia and especially with its neighbors in NEA? 
-Which of the multilateral instances for dialogue and cooperation that exist today in 
East Asia is the one most favored by the ROK? Why?    
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-How would you characterize South Korea’s participation in East Asian institutions in 
the last decade? Active / passive. Please provide some examples if possible.   
 
 
-In which instances has South Korea displayed a leadership role, if any, within East 
Asia, particularly in regards to institution-building in the last decade? 
 
 
-In what specific functional areas is South Korea promoting regional cooperation? Why 
these areas? 
 
 
- How (through what specific actions) has the ROK helped building a normative 
framework for collective action within East Asia? 
 
 
-Can South Korea safeguard its own interests WITHOUT having a framework for 
cooperation with neighboring countries? YES / NO Why and how it has been addressed 
until now?  
 
 
-Could you give some examples of challenges and/or threats East Asia has encountered 
as a whole; in which the ROK was a leading actor, a model or example for others in the 
region? 
 
 
-How has South Korea approached the issue of regional governance? Does it have 
positive or negative effects and is it necessary to further develop this in cooperation 
with its neighbors? 
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2. Questionnaire used for Second Stage of Interviews (More Specific) 
 
-Name: 
-Position (current/former): 
 
-Previous or current experience 
Diplomacy / Foreign Policy Making / Track II / Academia / Other: _______________ 
Which ones? 
 
-Can East Asian regionalism and institution-building be advanced without the 
commitment of the major regional powers? (e.g. China and Japan) How could this be 
achieved? 
 
 
 
-Within the last 10 to 15 years, what kind of role has South Korea played in East Asia? 
How would you characterize it? Is this role important? Why? 
-Is it possible to move towards an institutionalized regional cooperation mechanism in 
Northeast Asia without South Korea playing any kind of role in it?  
 
 
 
-Can you identify instances in which the role of South Korea was more influential or 
determinant in order to successfully advance regional initiatives in the East Asian 
context? Please elaborate  
 
 
 
-How has South Korea displayed a kind or leadership role - if any - or serve as a 
catalyst within East Asia, particularly in regards to the institutionalization of the region 
as a defined entity? 
 
 
 
-Can regional institution-building offer a viable path for South Korea to manage its 
geopolitical reality? Please elaborate 
 
 
 
-Could you give some examples of challenges and/or threats the region has encountered 
in recent history; (or could encounter in the future) that required (or could require) 
South Korea's active role? 
 
 
 
-From your prospective; what kind of role should South Korea play in the region, 
particularly in regards to regional institutionalization? 
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3. List of Interviewees 

 

1. Park, Young-June. East Asia security expert and adviser. He is also a professor in 
the Korea National Defense University, and the head of the Center for Military 
Affairs at the Research Institute for National Security. (Interview March 14th, 
2012) 

2. Lee, Jaehyon. ASEAN relations and Track II member (CSCAP and NEAT), 
former fellow of the Korea National Diplomatic Academy (IFANS-MOFAT) and 
current research fellow for Southeast Asian issues at the Asan Institute for Policy 
Studies. (Interview Sept. 3rd, 2012) 

3. Kim, Jaebum. Active Korean diplomat, who served in the International Policy 
Studies Institute as Associate Director and part of the Korea Council on Foreign 
Relations. Most recently, he is also the current director and coordinator of the 
Cyber Secretariat of the FEALAC (Forum for East Asia-Latin America 
Cooperation) which is managed under the Korean MOFAT (Interview Sept. 12th, 
2012) 

4. Kwon, Youngmin. Experienced diplomat and former Ambassador of Korea in 
several Asian and Western nations. He was also a Distinguished Professor in 
Diplomacy at Yonsei University and is also the author of a book on East Asian 
Regional Community-Building, published by that University press. (Interview Oct. 
18th, 2012) 

5. Lee, Chang Jae. Senior Economist at the Korea Institute for International 
Economic Policy (KIEP). He is a senior fellow in the Department of International 
Cooperation Policy and the head of research and study groups for the EAFTA and 
CKJ Trilateral FTA. (Interview Oct. 18th, 2012) 

6. Lee, Shin-wha. Korea National University professor and expert in East Asian 
Regionalism. She is well known for being very involved in the East Asia Vision 
Group, serving as the ghost writer for the final report. She also serves as adviser 
for the Korean government and participates regularly in regional Track II 
processes. During the interview she also provided material about Korea's approach 
to regionalism based on several of her writings and own research on the topic. 
(Interview Oct. 26th, 2012) 

7. Lee, Sunjin. Former Korean Ambassador to Indonesia, among other diplomatic 
posts. Today he is a Professor and Research Fellow at Sogang University in Seoul, 
within the Institute for East Asian Studies. Also actively involved in Track II 
meetings, most recently advising for the EAVG II. (Interview Oct. 29th, 2012)  

8. Shin, Bong-kil. Korean Diplomat and Ambassador. Since October 2011 he acts as 
the first Secretary General at the new Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat (TCS) for 
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the CKJ meetings in Seoul. Since it was a Korean initiative to establish this 
organism and it is based in the ROK, the three countries agreed to have a Korean 
as the first secretary general, however this position is expected to be taken by a 
Japanese in 2013. (Interview Oct. 31st, 2012) 

9. Matsukawa, Rui. Japanese diplomat. Currently she is the Deputy Secretary 
General, representing Japan at the TCS in Seoul. She has been part of the Japanese 
Foreign Ministry for over 20 years, particularly in the Asian Bureau, and the 
department dealing with regional cooperation. She has vast experiences in regional 
processes representing Japan, like in ASEAN, APT and most recently in the CKJ 
Trilateral Cooperation Meetings. She helped to provide a Japanese point of view to 
this study. (Interview Oct. 31st, 2012) 

10. Mao, Ning. Chinese diplomat. She is now the Deputy Secretary General, 
representing China at the TCS in Seoul She has vast experience in the Chinese 
Foreign Minister particularly in regional cooperation frameworks like the ARF, 
ASEAN+1 (China) and APT. Before the TCS she was involved in the Six Party 
Talks, which gave her a more NEA focus. She helped to provide a Chinese point 
of view to this study. (Interview Oct. 31st, 2012) 

11. Anonymous Non-Korean Source at TCS. Political Affairs Officer at the TCS in 
Seoul. This person helped to provide another non-Korean point of view to this 
study and some insider point of view about the operations of the TCS in Seoul. 
(Several informal meetings during fall 2012 and winter 2013) 

12. Hahn, Choong-hee. Korean Ambassador and experienced diplomat. Currently the 
Director General of the Cultural Affairs Bureau in the Korean MOFAT. Previous 
experience in regional cooperation frameworks, particularly within Northeast Asia 
in the field of energy and security cooperation like the KEDO process (Korean 
Peninsula Energy Development Organization) and the Six Party Talks. (Interview 
Nov. 2nd, 2012) 

13. Bae, Geung Chang. Research fellow and government adviser at the Korea 
National Diplomatic Academy (IFANS-MOFAT). Expert in East Asian 
Regionalism, East Asian Community and Southeast Asia. Also involved in Track 
II processes. During the interview he also provided material based on some of his 
own work and research. (Interview Dec. 3rd, 2012) 

14. Lee, Sang-Ryol. Korean official at the MOFAT. Director General of the ASEAN 
Division and all its related frameworks, like the APT, EAS or ARF. During the 
interview he also provided additional material and official reports for this research. 
(Interview Dec. 5th, 2012) 

15. Lee, Ji-yong. Research Fellow and government adviser at the Korea National 
Diplomatic Academy (IFANS-MOFAT). Expert in China's Political Economy and 
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Foreign Policy, Northeast Asian International Relations. Also involved in Track II 
processes. (Interview Dec. 10th, 2012) 

16. Stephen (Mun Yun) Leong. Experienced diplomat and academic from Malaysia. 
Fellow at the Institute of Strategic and International Studies in Malaysia and 
current Director of the Centre for International Studies at the Universiti Tunku 
Abdul Rahman in Kuala Lumpur. He is very involved in the ASEAN process at 
both Track II and official levels. He helped to provide a Southeast Asian point of 
view to this study. (Interview Dec. 13th, 2012) 

17. Park, Junghyun. Korean MOFAT official. Second Secretary, East Asia FTA 
Bureau. Working particularly in China-Korea FTA and CKJ Trilateral FTA. 
(Interview Jan. 24th, 2013) 

18. Uwe Wissenbach. German diplomat. First Counselor and Deputy head of Mission 
at the Delegation of the European Union to the Republic of Korea. Also Senior 
Research Associate at Renmin University in China. He is a long term first-hand 
observer and also researcher of East Asian regional processes, particularly through 
his posts in Northeast Asian countries (China-Korea-Japan) for the past decade, 
and his academic publications. All this gives him a very good vantage point to 
understand this region. He helped to draw some parallels with the European 
institutionalization process, as well as an outsider non-Korean point of view to this 
study. During the interview he also provided material based on his own writings on 
the topic of Northeast Asia regionalism. (Interview Jan. 28th, 2013) 

 
Note: All the individuals above were informed of the academic purposes of this 
research and agreed to be interviewed by this author. They were all noticed that their 
responses might be employed entirely or partially in the contents of this study. 
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4. Official Documents Employed and Forums Attended 

 

• East Asia Vision Group Final Report. 2001. "Towards an East Asian 
Community: A region of Peace, Prosperity and Progress."  

• East Asia Study Group Final Report. 2002. Presented at the ASEAN + 3 
Summit, Phnom Penh, Cambodia.  

• Report of the East Asia Vision Group II. 2012. Presented at the ASEAN + 3 
Summit, Phnom Penh, Cambodia. "Realising an East Asia Economic Community 
by 2020." 

• The Evolution of Korea's Strategy for Regional Cooperation. 2008. Official 
Study by Lee, Shin-wha in [Gukchegwon gyeyongu] Korea Research Foundation. 
13(1): 89-113. (KRF-2006-005-J02503) 

• Presidential Committee on Northeast Asian Cooperative Initiative Report 
"Goals and Principles: Building Peaceful and Prosperous NEA Community." 

• Diplomatic White Paper 2009. Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic 
of Korea. 

• Diplomatic White Paper 2011. Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic 
of Korea. 

• Global Korea: The National Security Strategy of the Republic of Korea. 2009. 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic of Korea.  

• Agreement on the Establishment of the Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat 
(TCS) among the Governments of the People’s Republic of China, Japan and the 
Republic of Korea. Copy of Official Document.  

• Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat First Annual Report. Year 2011-2012. 

• Public Symposium at the Graduate School of International Studies, Seoul 
National University. April 27th 2012. Topic: The Rise of China and the Changing 
Trends of Middle Powers' China Policy: The case of Korea and Japan.  

• The First Trilateral Research Seminar. Held at the TCS office in Seoul, on 
June 28th, 2012 under the topic of "Deepening Partnership between Trilateral 
Cooperation and ASEAN: Towards the Vision of an East Asian Community." 
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• The 2012 ASAN-MOFAT Conference. Held at the Asan Institute for Policy 
Studies in Seoul, on October 8th, 2012 under the topic of "Making Public 
Diplomacy Work." 

• 2012 International Forum for the Trilateral Cooperation. Hosted by the 
Korean MOFAT and the TCS at the Shilla Hotel, Seoul. October 15th, 2012. 

• ASAN China Forum 2012. Hosted by the Asan Institute for Policy Studies at the 
Westin Chosun Hotel, Seoul. December 11th and 12th, 2012. 

• 3rd FEALAC (Forum for East Asia-Latin America Cooperation) Cyber 
Secretariat Workshop. Hosted by the Korean MOFAT at the Lotte Hotel, Seoul. 
March 15th, 2013. 

• East Asia FTA Research Support Center Launching Seminar. Hosted by the 
Korea Institute for International Economic Policy (KIEP) under the theme 
“Current Status and Future Prospects of East Asia FTAs” at the Coex Conference 
Center in Seoul. The event marked the launching of the Research Support Center 
of East Asia FTAs in the ROK. April 30th, 2013. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Jose Guerra Vio 

285 
 

5. Relevant Websites Consulted 

 

• Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic of Korea (MOFAT):  

http://www.mofat.go.kr/ENG/main/index.jsp  

 

• Korea Institute for International Economic Policy (KIEP): 

http://www.kiep.go.kr/eng/index.jsp 

 

• Korea National Diplomatic Academy (KNDA): 

http://www.knda.go.kr/english/main/index.jsp 

 

• Trilateral Cooperation (for CKJ countries) Secretariat (TCS): 

 http://www.tcs-asia.org/dnb/main/index.php 

 

• Korea East Asia Foundation (KEAF): 

 http://www.keaf.org/ 

 

• Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan: 

http://www.mofa.go.jp/ 

 

• ASEAN Website: 

 http://www.asean.org/ 

 

• Korean Peninsula Energy Development Organization (KEDO)  

http://www.kedo.org/Index.asp 

 

• Official NAFTA Website  

http://www.nafta-sec-alena.org/ 

 

• East Asia Institute Website 

 http://www.eai.or.kr/ 

 


