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About the Korea Economic
Institute of America

Located in Washington D.C., the Korea Economic Institute of America (KEI) is the nation’s
oldest nonprofit policy outreach and educational organization focused on promoting
economic, political, and security relations between the U.S. and Republic of Korea. KEIl aims
to broaden and deepen understanding among American policy leaders, opinion makers,
and the public about developments in Korea and the value of the U.S.-Korea relationship.
Since its founding in 1982, the Institute has organized programs across North America and
published research on a diverse range of issues, including U.S.-Korea trade and investments,
the North Korea nuclear program, alliance issues, the role of Korean Americans in U.S.
politics, and China’s growing role in the Asia-Pacific region. Through its publications,
outreach programs, social media outlets, and website, KEI provides access to in-depth and
current analyses about the two Koreas and issues impacting U.S.-South Korea relations.

KEI's signature activities include:

e Publishing three celebrated annual volumes—On Korea, Joint U.S.-Korea
Academic Studies, and Korea’s Economy—used by experts, leaders, and
universities worldwide.

e Bringing Korea experts and government officials to colleges and civic groups
across America to discuss timely events related to the Korean Peninsula and
Northeast Asia.

e Exploring contemporary issues with Korean and American policy, civic, and
cultural leaders through KEI’s podcast, Korean Kontext.

e Engaging leaders across the country through the annual Ambassadors’ Dialogue
program, in which the Korean Ambassador to the United States and the U.S.
Ambassador to South Korea embark on a series of private and public outreach
programs throughout the United States on U.S.-Korea relations.

¢ Hosting a premier luncheon program every year on Korean American Day to
recognize the contributions of the Korean American community to the U.S.-Korea
alliance and to honor prominent Korean Americans who have excelled in their
field or career.

For more information about these programs and upcoming events at KEI, please visit our
website, www.keia.org.

KEl is contractually affiliated with the Korea Institute for International Economic Policy (KIEP), a public policy
research institute located in Seoul and funded by the government of the Republic of Korea.



Preface

At the Korea Economic Institute of America (KEI), we foster connections to advance United
States-Republic of Korea ties. Through bringing together people with an interest in topics
of importance to this relationship, KEI works to further mutual understanding between our
two countries. With a whirlwind of new developments in the region, sharing ideas now is
of even greater importance. Our 2018 Academic Symposium, through which we endeavor
to bridge the academic and policy communities, contributes to understanding crucial
questions in the Asia-Pacific.

KEI held parts of our Academic Symposium at two conferences this year for the first time.
We were pleased to return to the International Studies Association (ISA) annual conference
for two panels in San Francisco, California. The conference featured over 6,000 international
affairs scholars from around the world with a wide range of research interests and regional
specializations to present papers and hold discussions on contemporary issues. We were
also pleased to contribute a panel presentation to the Association of Asian Studies (AAS)
conference in Washington D.C., which included nearly 4,000 researchers from various
disciplines focusing on Asia throughout history. And, for the third year as part of our
Academic Symposium, KEI hosted a fourth panel in our own conference room.

Marking seven years of collaboration, KEl again turned to the skills and insights of Dr. Gilbert
Rozman, the emeritus Musgrave Professor of Sociology at Princeton University, to serve as
the Editor-in-Chief for this Joint U.S. - Korea Academic Studies volume and as an advisor to
KEl's programs at the ISA and AAS conferences. This partnership has once more brought
together an excellent group of scholars and practitioners.

The experts in this volume have thoughtfully addressed themes that are pervasive
throughout Asia and are timely for the U.S.-Korea alliance. South Korean President Moon
Jae-in took office in May 2017 with ambitious plans for diplomatic initiatives, but faced
challenges from both home and abroad in implementing them. How President Moon has
pursued his foreign policy options so far is explored in the first section. As China looks
ahead to playing a larger role in region, the second section reminds us of how Beijing’s past
relationships on the Korean Peninsula play a pivotal role in its outlook towards Seoul and
Pyongyang. The penultimate section examines how key regional stakeholders are seeking
to advance their trade interests in the wake of U.S. President Donald Trump’s break with
international economic policy norms. In the final section, the authors attempt to make
sense of North Korea’s outreach in 2018 by each analyzing its possible strategies.

Whether our connection with you is new or continuing, we hope you enjoy the 29th edition
of the Joint U.S.-Korea Academic Studies volume.

Mark Tokola
Acting President, Korea Economic Institute of America
July 2018
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Introduction

During his first year as president, Moon Jae-in faced a challenging strategic environment
and divergent advice on how to manage it. He could cater to his progressive base and act
in accord with his political lineage by renewing the Sunshine Policy toward North Korea.
Alternatively, he could strive for consensus at home by reconciling the differences with
conservatives in foreign policy. In diplomacy with the great powers, he also had important
choices to make. He could double down on the U.S. alliance or, going further, he could
agree to trilateralism with Japan. Yet, he also could be tempted by the option of balancing
dependence on the United States with a closer relationship with China. Impacting all of his
choices was the question of how Kim Jong-un would focus in 2018, shifting from provocations
aimed at military leverage to diplomacy linked to his outlook on Moon’s policies. In the
following five chapters authors explore each of these options. This introduction reviews
some of their findings and points to linkages among them as part of an overall assessment
of how Moon has navigated among the choices he was facing.

The following chapters set forth the options that Moon Jae-in has before him. Chapter 1
by David Straub seeks to grasp the appeal of a renewed Sunshine Policy to Moon, while
spelling out the implications of taking that route, warning of a breach in trust with the
United States if not a temporary welcome from Donald Trump eager for a Nobel Peace
Prize. Leif Eric-Easley’s analysis in Chapter 2 assesses the prospects of Moon doubling down
on the ROK alliance with the United States and argues that, so far, trust between allies has
been sustained, including in 2018 as diplomacy intensified with summitry on the agenda. In
Chapter 3 John Delury examines the domestic political environment, pointing to the impact
of the Candlelight movement, which offers opportunities for Moon as well as constraints
on policies he might adopt. Chung Jae Ho in Chapter 4 explores Sino-ROK relations and the
prospects of Moon drawing closer to China with consequences for relations with the United
States. A fifth chapter by Sheila Smith focuses on Japan-ROK relations, newly strained by
different approaches to diplomacy with Kim Jong-un. Each chapter views Moon’s policies
and proclivities in the context of the dynamics of bilateral ties, while following closely what
has been happening to those ties during the tumultuous course of Moon’s first year in
office, notably in the first third of 2018 as diplomacy intensified.

David Straub, “Salvaging the Sunshine Policy”

A couple of weeks before his election Moon finally detailed his North Korea policy,
announcing that he would “inherit” the Sunshine Policy. This contrasted with both the
UN Security Council’s focus on sanctions and Donald Trump’s forceful rhetoric. Reviewing
the Sunshine Policy—its practice was used by previous progressive governments—and
the different approach of the succeeding conservative administrations, Straub argues that
Moon and many progressives continue to believe in the basic approach, even though North
Korea now has a nuclear weapons capability and may soon be able to credibly threaten the
United States homeland. He assesses how Moon, as president, has attempted to salvage
the policy and how North Korea and other countries have responded, concluding with
prospects for Moon’s North Korea policy and recommendations.
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Kim Dae-jung’s policy was based in part on the widespread progressive belief that both South
and North Korea had been victims of the great powers, including the United States, and
that the North’s external security concerns were understandable if excessive. Progressives
tended to be more critical of the U.S. role on the peninsula than conservatives. Kim Dae-jung
“bribed” the communist leader and strengthened his chances to win the Nobel Prize. Roh
Moo-hyun called his approach the “peace and prosperity policy,” but it was quite identical
to Kim’s Sunshine Policy. Kim Jong-il's response to Roh’s pursuit of reconciliation with the
North was confined largely to cooperating on two hard currency earners for the North—
touring the Mount Kumgang area for a fee and expanding the Kaesong industrial park.
Kim Jong-il agreed to a visit by Roh to Pyongyang only two months before the presidential
election to influence the outcome.

Lee Myung-bak too sought improved relations with Pyongyang, including a summit meeting
with Kim Jong-il. He demurred, however, when the North Koreans in 2009 demanded $10
billion and half a million tons of food for a summit, giving Lee little political space to engage
them. They also gave Park Geun-hye little leeway, committing provocations from the
beginning of her term. Motivated by frustration that Pyongyang was continuing its nuclear
weapons push and feeling that Seoul had to be consistent with the U.S.-led international
campaign to press it to participate in good-faith negotiations, Park kept her distance before
pushing back in 2016.

Moon Jae-in was not only involved with most of the Roh administration’s North Korea
policy deliberations and decisions, he identified with Roh personally. His continued support
for the Sunshine Policy approach is evident in his personnel selections and when he
moved quickly to realize the North’s participation in the Olympics in January 2018, taking
extraordinary measures. The reaction to Moon’s response to the North Koreans included
both widespread praise for reducing “tensions” to dismay that he was falling for yet another
phony “charm offensive” just as the regime was beginning to feel the bite of increased
international sanctions. The main opposition party called the Pyeongchang Games the
“Pyongyang Olympics.”

Mike Pence’s words and actions in connection with the Games dramatically underlined
the gap in North Korea policies. Moon seeks a step-by-step, comprehensive approach to
progress. The Trump administration, in contrast, believes that the reasons for developing
nuclear weapons include using nuclear blackmail to strategically decouple the United States
and South Korea, then seeking to use strategic advantage as a nuclear power to reunify
the peninsula on its own terms. Some senior U.S. officials believe that Pyongyang, unlike
countries such as the Soviet Union and the PRC, might not be deterrable once it has a full-
fledged nuclear force. Trump has declared that he will not permit it to develop the capability
of attacking the U.S. homeland with nuclear weapons and is prepared to use a “military
option.” In Moon’s push to include North Korea in the Olympics and Trump’s criticism that
it was abusing the Games for propaganda, the gap between the two administrations was
extraordinary, argues Straub, and he warns that Moon is trying to revive the Sunshine Policy
approach under difficult circumstances. North Korea is much farther along in having a
deliverable nuclear weapons capability. The United States and the international community
are much less inclined to give it the benefit of the doubt. International sanctions constitute
formidable barriers to a negotiated settlement as long as Pyongyang will not give up nuclear
weapons. In South Korea too, there is greater skepticism.
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Progressives tend to believe that the policy of Kim and Roh would have worked had it not been
for obstructionism of the George W. Bush administration and South Korean conservatives.
They believe that the “hardline” policies of the Lee and Park administrations were a failure.
They saw Trump’s 2017 policy as embodying their worst fears, of another Korean war or,
at best, a “new cold war structure” forcing them to choose between the United States
and Japan, on the one hand, and the PRC, Russia, and North Korea, on the other. Straub
sees Washington and Seoul suffering from a deficit of mutual trust, which encourages Kim
Jong-un that he will achieve his goals. It is unlikely that Trump or his successors will accept
North Korea, even tacitly, as a legitimate nuclear weapons state and ease sanctions against
it. Doing so, including in the form of some nuclear “freeze” on Pyongyang’s part, would
contribute to unravelling the U.S. strategic position in East Asia and undermining the global
nuclear nonproliferation regime.

Unless North Korea is truly willing to fully denuclearize and to do so expeditiously, any
general understanding reached between Trump and Kim at a planned June summit will not
be sustained. Trump might then return to his emphasis on a “military option.” It is more
likely, however, that the Trump administration will ultimately opt for a policy of enhanced
deterrence and containment of North Korea’s nuclear threat, something most experts in
Washington seem to support.

Leif-Eric Easley, “Doubling Down on the
U.S.-South Korea Alliance: Olympics Diplomacy
Did Not Breach Trust, but Trump-Moon
Confidence is in Jeopardy”

Easley argues that the alliance is more effective at deterring conflict, reassuring publics,
and promoting regional cooperation when trust is high, but that concerns have grown
in South Korea and the United States about damaged trust. Trump’s campaign rhetoric
questioned the terms and intrinsic value of the alliance; and Moon was the heir to a
record of pro-engagement policies toward North Korea. Given the contrast with Trump’s
coercive diplomacy, the question surrounding Olympics diplomacy was whether Moon’s
pro-engagement policies give space for Pyongyang to drive a wedge between Seoul and
Washington. Yet, Easley finds, Seoul’s efforts have not breached trust in the alliance despite
signs of strain amidst the spring 2018 summitry. While changes in national leadership and
domestic political preferences brought into question the bilateral trust the alliance needs
to deter conflict, reassure publics, and promote regional cooperation, trust between the
two governments is allowing them to double down on the alliance, and Moon’s shrewd
diplomacy has increased space for South Korea’s middle power role in Asia.

Trump’s campaign rhetoric questioned the terms and value of the alliance to an extent
not seen since Carter’s 1976 campaign. Then, Trump’s coercive diplomacy contrasted with
Moon'’s pro-engagement policies, perhaps allowing space for North Korea to cause a split
between Seoul and Washington. Yet, Easley finds that Seoul’s efforts did not undercut ties
in the alliance and that the allies are not approaching a rupture despite strain uncertainty,
given Moon’s ambitions regarding Korean national identity and Trump’s unconventional
alliance management style.
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The speed and scale of inter-Korean engagement raised key questions for trust in the
U.S.-ROK alliance. Sports and cultural diplomacy helped reopen channels of high-level
communication between Pyongyang and Seoul, and restarted working-level cooperation.
Also, the Kim regime increased its acceptance of South Korea as a dialogue partner on
security. Questions arose over whether the Moon administration is clear-eyed about the
brutal nature of Kim’s regime; whether Seoul values the strength of the alliance over conflict
avoidance; and whether it remains committed to international sanctions demanding North
Korea’s denuclearization. Yet, Seoul did not soft-pedal implementation of UN sanctions
after the Winter Games, nor did it remove its unilateral sanctions known as the “May 24
measures,” or rush to restart the shuttered Kaesong Industrial Complex and Mt. Kumgang
tourism project. Moon gave credit to Trump’s pressure campaign for pushing North Korea
into talks with the South, and there was strong U.S. support of South Korea’s strategy of
making the Olympics a success. Coordination was very close on security matters, and the
U.S. Treasury Department gave inter-Korean engagement at the Olympics a pass from
sanctions enforcement, Easley explains. Moon and his advisers knew that if they drastically
improved relations with Kim Jong-un with no progress on denuclearization, trust between
Seoul and Washington would be seriously damaged. Hence, they pushed for a spring of
high-level shuttle diplomacy to engage North Korea multilaterally, as soon ensued.

The two Koreas established a basis for conflict prevention and confidence building
with steps that have significance in North Korean domestic politics, argued Easley. The
Kim regime also seemed to temper some of its explicit and expected demands, at least
temporarily. U.S.-ROK trust was actually higher than many thought going into and coming
out of the Winter Olympics, helping to make the spring of summits possible. The long-term
consequences of summit diplomacy are likely to hinge on the maintenance of U.S.-ROK trust
through a process of South Korean domestic political and national identity change, and the
Trump administration’s unconventional approach to security alliance policy. While many
in South Korea lack enthusiasm for unification, given identity distance from North Korea
and the expected financial costs, most want peace and stability, and were moved by the
emotional symbolism of the Olympics and Panmunjom summit. The Moon administration
looks to build upon that sentiment by enshrining inter-Korean engagement in domestic
law, using taxpayer money to promote inter-Korean exchanges, and expanding municipal
involvement in those exchanges after progressive candidates make advances in the summer
local elections.

Questions remain about the trajectory of South Korean and U.S. policy going forward. Even
if policies do not change much, rhetoric based on emotions and political pandering (rather
than on facts and national interests) can degrade perceptions in the other country about its
ally and set off a downward spiral of trust. It is fine for Washington and Seoul to productively
differentiate roles but staying on the same page is essential so that the efforts by one are
not misconstrued as undermining the efforts of the other. Eventually, sanctions relief and
economic cooperation can accompany North Korean progress toward denuclearization.
Rushed solutions and grand bargains risk unintended consequences. The Moon government
recognizes that South Korea has more to lose in terms of trust and cooperation with the
United States than it presently has to gain with North Korea. It continues to double down
on the alliance. But U.S. policymakers should avoid a situation where South Koreans blame
America for a lost opportunity.
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John Delury, “The Candlelight Mandate and
Moon Jae-in’s Inter-Korean Dilemma”

The Candlelight movement that toppled Park is critical to understanding the Moon
government, including its foreign policy, argues John Delury, although the movement had
little to do with foreign affairs. The protests relit the spirit of citizenship in South Korea,
tapping into widespread revulsion against corrupt practices, vested interests, and social
injustice. They represented a broad consensus around the yearning for a fresh start, open
and transparent government, and a political and economic reset. Given the participatory
nature of South Korean political culture, it would be foolish to adopt an elitist premise
that the public factor can be ignored. Moon Jae-in openly affirms the critical importance
of democratic legitimacy and public input in all aspects of governance, including foreign
policy. Yet Moon faces a dilemma. He entered the Blue House with three foreign policy
ropes tied around his neck: the “comfort woman” deal impacting ties with Abe Shinzo,
the Kaesong Industrial Complex which closed channels with Kim Jong-un, and the THAAD
deployment on the basis of which ties were frayed with Xi Jinping. Park Geun-hye made
these decisions abruptly, with little effort to prepare the public, and after her impeachment
Moon campaigned against all three. Yet, his electoral victory had little to do with
foreign policy, leaving him without a mandate. As he launches his own foreign policy, can
he earn a mandate?

Setting Moon’s domestic mandate dilemma in the context of the contradictory foreign policy
legacy he inherited, Delury finds that Moon improved ties with Xi Jinping on the basis of the
“three noes,” stabilized ties with Abe by upholding the letter of the “comfort women” deal
while rejecting the spirit of it and opened a channel with Kim Jong-un through the Olympic
détente. Moon’s foreign policy preferences—sustaining a robust alliance with the United
States, restoring a close partnership with China, and allowing a working relationship with
Japan—are grounded in fairly strong domestic consensus—but in inter-Korean relations
Moon faces a fragmented public.

Looking back, Delury asserts, in late 2015-early 2016, Park abruptly reversed course, shifting
to a conservative posture in foreign policy. The first reversal came with Japan when a deal
was announced that purported to be the “final and irrevocable” resolution of the issue
of wartime sexual enslavement. The backlash intensified as the Abe government insisted
that Seoul prevent civic groups from putting up remembrance statues of “comfort women.”
The second reversal was triggered by North Korea’s fourth nuclear test in January 2016.
Frustrated that Xi Jinping was unwilling to help, Park deployed the THAAD missile defense
system. A majority of Koreans want a good relationship with China for economic reasons,
and the THAAD spat reinforced the sense of economic vulnerability. The third reversal
was that Park closed the door to cooperation with Pyongyang after three years of “trust-
building.” Kaesong’s closure had a polarizing effect. Progressive advocates of engagement
were outraged, but a majority of the public approved. Before they could fully judge the new
foreign policy, the Park presidency came crashing down.

In his campaign, Moon strongly rejected Park’s “comfort women” deal, yet he affirmed the
importance of an open channel with Tokyo. His campaign criticized the THAAD deployment
but stressed the importance of a strong alliance with Washington, along with a close
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partnership with Beijing. He was critical of the Kaesong closure, promising to reopen and
expand the complex as a “stepping stone of Korean reunification.” Moon affirmed the
importance of stopping the North’s nuclear progress through sanctions. He conveyed
the image that the Candlelight coalition elected him to project—openness, transparency,
justice, and reform. Yet, the coalition did not articulate clear expectations on the central
foreign policy questions—how to balance China’s rise and the U.S. alliance, how to lift the
burden of the past with Japan, and how to handle North Korea.

In U.S.-North Korean tensions, South Korea was relegated to a bystander. The U.S. debate
over the merits of military action devalued the strategic and human significance of South
Korea. The spiraling tensions between Trump and Kim created a severe political dilemma.
Moon was trapped in the path of dependence created by Park’s triple reversal, and he
was hamstrung in interjecting Seoul into a meaningful role in the standoff between the
United States and North Korea. Kim Jong-un was not making things easier. When Trump
visited Seoul, he inadvertently affirmed Moon’s outreach to Beijing; it had not damaged
U.S ties. Moon achieved his diplomatic goal of holding a constructive summit with Xi, and
there was no major backlash against either the “three noes” or the trip. He started 2018
implementing something closer to his own foreign policy after Beijing had appeared to
relent to the presence of a THAAD battery. In encouraging Abe to attend the Olympics,
Moon made his intention clear to keep a channel open to Tokyo.

The weaker sense of pan-Korean ethnic solidarity and diminished need to rectify division
exacerbate Moon’s dilemma in winning youth support for inter-Korean reconciliation.
Domestic issues take precedence over inter-Korean relations. Progressives who
support dialogue do not want to detract from addressing social injustice. Conservatives
who take a hard line do not want to jeopardize economic growth. Almost no one wants to
pay for reunification.

Moon’s foreign policy preferences seem to lean toward revived linkages with North Korea,
a close partnership with China, a strong alliance with the United States, and neutral ties
to Japan. Moon’s preferences on managing ties to the United States, China, and Japan
seem to conform to public sentiment. Retaining the THAAD battery while promising “three
noes” did not trigger a backlash. Nor did the “uphold the letter, reject the spirit” approach
to the “comfort woman” deal. The hard part looks like it will be winning public support
for improved inter-Korean relations. Moon needs to rethink the question of reunification
as society moves from a pan-ethnic to an ethno-civic concept of national identity, as the
political definition of ethnic community narrows among many young South Koreans to no
longer include the North.

Although Moon emerged from the success of the Panmunjom summit with sky-high
approval ratings, it is worth anticipating the domestic political complexity of a peace and
reconciliation approach to inter-Korean relations, if only to mitigate theirimpact on progress
with Pyongyang. Moon’s key foreign policy preferences—sustaining a robust alliance
with the United States, restoring a close partnership with China, and allowing a working
relationship with Japan—appear to be grounded in fairly strong domestic consensus. The
challenging issue is likely to be in the sphere of inter-Korean relations. Here, Moon faces
fragmented public sentiment.
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Chung Jae Ho, “South Korea’s Strategic
Approach to China (or Lack of It)”

The CPC Work Report on October 18,2017 made three points clear as they related to China’s
external strategy: 1) to be highly proactive, 2) to become a modernized great power, and
3) to lay down “Chinese ways” for others to emulate. The U.S. National Security Strategy
on December 19th, defined China as America’s rival and recommended that the United
States do more to promote American resilience and stand up to “revisionist” Chinese efforts
to expand her influence. Chung Jae Ho finds that the “shadow of history” (i.e., lingering
memories of Chinese empires) seems bigger as China is poised to be America’s hegemonic
competitor. Due to its geographical proximity to and cultural similarities with China, as well
as its strategic importance to both the United States and China, South Korea’s tightrope-
walking has been tighter than anyone else’s.

Chung offers a brief overview of the complex relationship since diplomatic normalization in
1992, outlines features of over-optimism during the first three years of Park’s tenure, delves
into the issue of THAAD and how that shattered the Park-Xi honeymoon in 2016, offers
a brief discussion on China’s narrowly-focused sanctions during 2016-17, looks at Moon’s
first year, focusing on envoy politics, the “three-noes controversy,” and Moon’s state visit to
China, and finally assesses critical factors in shaping Moon’s policy toward China and where
the room for mending and improvement lies. He recalls four principal crises: 1) the “garlic
battle” of 1999-2001; 2) the Koguryo-centered historiographical controversy of 2004; 3) the
rift in 2010, when China one-sidedly defended North Korea, rendering Sino-ROK relations
politically frozen for nearly two years; and 4) the worsening relationship since 2016 over
the deploying of THAAD. These relations, he adds, have recently entered into a stage where
conflict resolution is more difficult due to the third-party involvement as well as to the hard-
security nature of the problems.

China’s “import offensive,” which South Korea could not resist over the last three decades
has left the South vulnerable. China has become much more important to South Korea while
South Korea’s weight has been gradually diluted in the eyes of China. When Park Geun-
hye was elected, relations with China had reached their nadir: in the Lee administration
revitalizing the Korea-U.S. alliance was the top foreign policy priority; and North Korea’s
two provocations in 2010 put relations in a very awkward situation. Yet, what went on in
relations during the first three years of the Park administration was an outcome of excessive
politicization of foreign affairs management and of exaggeration of the individual leader’s
accomplishments, argues Chung. Beijing sought a chance to drive a wedge between Seoul
and Washington, putting much effort into a charm offensive, as voices grew louder in Seoul,
warning Park against moving too fast to consolidate security ties with China amid claims
that bilateral relations were never better.

The view that South Korea was increasingly tilting toward China spread. Seoul’s hesitation
to join the U.S.-led negotiations for TPP was one indicator; its decision to join the China-
initiated AlIB was another, as was Park’s attendance at Beijing’s V-Day commemoration
in September 2015. Beginning in early 2016, however, relations took a steep downturn
with the irreconcilable disagreement over deploying THAAD. Seoul overestimated the
strategic bonds it was cultivating with Beijing in the midst of the excessive politicization
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of state visits by Park and Xi and “trust diplomacy.” THAAD was interpreted by China as
Washington’s effort to consolidate trilateral defense cooperation. No high-level channels
were working effectively between Seoul and Beijing to discuss such an intricate issue, and
Seoul’s insistence on the “three-noes” (i.e., no request from the U.S., no consultation with
Washington, and no decision whatsoever regarding THAAD) from mid-2014 through early
2016 took away valuable time that could have been utilized for prudent diplomacy. They
were an outright lie from China’s viewpoint as Seoul was in fact discussing the issue with
Washington while it was also a confidence-discounting measure in the eyes of America.
Seoul was not able to hold on to what was within the conventional realm of sovereign
decisions—protection of national security. It could not execute a well-thought out plan
of “flexible diplomacy” to somehow strike a balance between the ally (Washington)
and the strategic cooperative partner (Beijing). Nor was Seoul capable of pressuring
provocative Pyongyang by making use of the THAAD deployment. Worse yet, South Korea
came to be viewed as a non-transparent opportunist by her ally as well as strategic partner,
concludes Chung.

The U.S. and China are in a stage of acute strategic competition in East Asia, asking regional
states the same exclusivity question “are you with us or against us?” China was not going
to back off due to its preoccupation with “face,” and lives of the American armed forces
stationed in Korea were on the line. China’s retaliatory measures were concentrated
mainly in the sectors where adverse impact on China would be minimal. Tighter inspection
measures for Korea-imported cosmetic products was one example. Virtually no barrier was
set up against the sectors—e.g., semi-conductors, displays, and other key intermediate
goods—that were crucial to China’s economy. In 2016, South Korea’s total trade surplus with
China amounted to $37.4 billion. The export of semi-conductors accounted for 64.7 percent
of that value. Sanctions were applied mainly to the areas where governmental regulations
were more convenient to be meted out or withdrawn—e.g. the number of Chinese visitors
to South Korea in January 2017 was 563,000 as opposed to 917,000 in July 2016. China’s
National Bureau of Tourism on March 2, 2017 instructed travel agencies that all group tours
to South Korea be suspended after March 15th and only individual tourists who purchased
tickets online would be permitted to go. China’s narrow-scope sanctions were painful from
South Korea’s perspective—particularly for those in tourism industries—but they were not
as painful as though Seoul had to give in unconditionally.

The Moon administration found itself in a similar situation to Park Geun-hye right after her
inauguration, having to rebuild badly damaged relations with Beijing, but it was determined
to improve relations even if that meant making considerable concessions. The “October 31
statement” was problematic in many aspects. The titles of the same statement are different,
as the Korean one includes the word “improving”—i.e., more wishful thinking—while the
Chinese one does not. This is not a trivial factor as high doses of wishful thinking on the
part of South Korea were sustained for much of the administration’s first year of dealing
with China. A close reading of the statement suggests that the Chinese position on THAAD
is very specific and Beijing’s concerns are repeatedly emphasized. In stark contrast, the
South Korean position—deployment is both necessary and inevitable to cope with North
Korea’s growing and imminent threat—is completely missing. Since the strategic situation
is constantly changing (as North Korea’s threat is), South Korea should not have limited or
precluded her own options that way.
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The Chinese side had a totally different thought: the October 31 statement was just a
beginning and the whole problem had to be gradually dealt with until the complete
withdrawal of THAAD. People’s Daily referred to the October 31 statement as “South Korea'’s
sincere accommodation of China’s demand,” Global Times viewed it as a “materialization
of optimal results,” a Hong Kong-based paper branded it as “China winning its war against
THAAD without firing a shot.”

The Moon administration rushed to implement its grand design of improving relations
with China, setting up Moon’s state visit to China before the end of the year, inviting Xi
to the Winter Olympic Games, and facilitating summits among world leaders to pave the
road to peaceful resolution of the North Korean problem. It was apparently “confident” in
talking with two voices regarding the October 31 statement. Toward China, the government
branded the October 31 statement as a “position” or “stance” (ipjang), while toward
the U.S. Seoul designated it only as an “intention” (euihyang) but not a commitment or
agreement. A seven-month journey of the new administration culminated in a state visit to
China. Overall assessments, however, make one wonder if a state visit—as opposed to an
official or even a working visit—was necessary.

Chung warns that “balanced diplomacy” ended up being mere sutures for damaged
relations with the ally or neighbors. Related symptoms were those of “talking too much too
fast.” Lacking clearly defined national goals and strategic roadmaps, diplomacy nevertheless
had so many slogans such as “Northeast Asian balancer,” “New Asia Diplomacy,” “Trust
Diplomacy,” and “Northeast Asian Peace and Security Initiative” which no one really talks
about any longer. The Moon administration’s “New Northern and New Southern Diplomacy”
may go down that path.

Chung sees an inadequate assessment of the strategic environment: 1) underestimating
the level of threat posed by North Korea; 2) overestimating China’s willingness to resolve
the North Korean conundrum; and 3) undervaluing the necessity of sustaining the alliance
with the U.S. at this critical juncture. Confusing responses to America’s new concept of
“Indo-Pacific” well illustrate this. If the Moon government is indeed trying to hedge against
the U.S. and China, has it been successful or were diverse messages merely the debris of
the lack of experience, coordination, and strategic thinking? This is the concluding concern
raised by Chung.

Sheila Smith, “The U.S.-Japan-ROK Trilateral:
Better at Deterrence than Diplomacy?

Only some weeks into the surprise announcement that Trump will meet with Kim Jong-un
and just after Abe’s rushed visit to meet Trump, the diplomatic geometry seems unhinged. It
is hard to decipher the contours of what will be negotiations on more than denuclearization.
Diplomacy over North Korea could put unprecedented strains on the trilateral U.S.-Japan-
ROK framework Washington has been striving to establish with its two vital allies in East
Asia and on each of the three pairings. This was apparent in the nervousness visible in Japan
over Moon Jae-in’s first Winter Olympics contacts with Kim Jong-un’s representatives and
then the surprise decision by Trump to hold a summit with Kim. At the Trump-Abe summit
differences did not appear to be resolved, as many in Japan lost confidence in the special
relationship between Abe and Trump.
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Smith points to five challenges for the U.S.-ROK-Japan trilateral relationship. First, the
military challenge, as Kim Jong-un has challenged U.S. allies in Asia with his rising military
capabilities, and Asia’s geopolitics are suggesting a new context, one in which the trilateral
relationship among Seoul, Tokyo, and Washington may prove inadequate to the task of
managing the new dynamics of major power competition. But if conflict emerges, will close
ties be sustainable as Pyongyang approaches the ability to effectively target the United
States? Will America’s allies be confident in the extended deterrent that has long allowed
them to avoid the nuclear option themselves? This challenge has become more evident
with the 2017 military tensions, and talks in 2018 have raised, especially among Japanese,
concern that coordination over it is now harder.

Second, the diplomatic challenge, as the diplomacy required to sustain Northeast Asia’s
peace is proving difficult for trilateral relations, Smith explains. As prior attempts to
negotiate with Pyongyang have demonstrated, the United States, South Korea, and
Japan each have different interests at stake. Moreover, the domestic politics of sustaining
diplomatic initiatives and offering compromise needed to realize results are not in synch.
Tokyo worries about Seoul being too ready for compromise. Seoul worries about Tokyo’s
“remilitarization,” and both in varying degrees worry that Washington might either sacrifice
their security interests in an attempt to reach a deal or become too rigid for compromise
to emerge. Given the rapid progress in Pyongyang’s development of ICBMs capable of
reaching cities across the United States, there is concern that Trump will prioritize ending
this threat at a price that will not only leave the threats to Japan and South Korea but also
call into question U.S. commitment to extended deterrence.

There is far greater concern about China’s role in a negotiation, and far less confidence in
U.S. leadership of a negotiating process. Moreover, Kim Jong-un seems far more assertive
in shaping the context for negotiations. The diplomacy that may be emerging over Kim
Jong-un’s arsenal will thus need to consider the broader context of Asia’s rapidly evolving
military balance.

Third, the leadership challenge is mentioned by Smith, observing that all three democracies
have changed leaders multiple times in the two decades since Kim Jong-il announced
his withdrawal from the NPT. Elections have brought new leaders to the fore, each time
prompting a reset in North Korea policy. Even below the level of leaders, sustaining
engagement requires keeping all three leaders committed to diplomacy and to a unified
strategy for pursuing a common end game. Synchronizing this takes considerable effort—
and trust. The lack of a clear U.S. strategy makes formulating a trilateral strategy for talks
with Pyongyang nearly impossible. Japanese see their prime minister’s relationship with
the U.S. president as weakened, and thus their confidence in the alliance somewhat shaken.
This challenge has only intensified since the 2017 inaugurations.

The most often cited challenge to effective trilateral policy coordination has been the
difficult relationship between Seoul and Tokyo. Troubled recently by war memory politics,
Seoul and Tokyo have had difficulty overcoming the raw sentiments that have emerged
over South Korea’s residual grievances over colonial and wartime behavior by Japanese.
North Korea brings both Tokyo and Seoul together in military cooperation, and yet their
diplomatic strategies could potentially divide them, warns Smith. South Korean sensitivity
to having Japanese military on Korean soil continues to limit the full integration of alliance
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planning and exercising. Keeping all three nations aligned as diplomacy takes its course
will be difficult, particularly in light of the unpredictability of U.S. policy, which is treated
separately as the fifth of the serious challenges.

Fifth on the list is the challenge of American unpredictability under Trump. This has become
allthe more apparentin Trump’s handling of the North Korean issue, agreeing spontaneously
to a summit, surprising both Moon, who had passed the idea along to Trump, and Abe, who
was totally blindsided by the decision. Later, Trump did not bother to consult Abe, who had
met with him recently to ensure coordination would take place, and Moon, who had barely
left Trump’s oval office, on a hurried decision to cancel the planned June 12th meeting in
Singapore with Kim Jong-un. Yet, barely a day later, Trump appeared to have reconsidered,
adding another surprise.

The Singapore Statement and Trump’s subsequent remarks brought further surprises,
not least to Abe. U.S.-Japan relations have been shaken not only by failure to coordinate
over North Korea but also by Trump’s unilateral moves on trade and on G7 and alliance
management. In mid-2018 the state of the alliance has abruptly become uncertain despite
Abe’s strenuous efforts to solidify it. With diplomacy over North Korea hard to predict and
Trump hard to control, the alliance that Abe was so keen on leaving in the best shape ever
has entered uncharted waters.



Salvaging the Sunshine Policy

David Straub
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Shortly before his election as South Korea’s president in May 2017, candidate Moon Jae-
in issued his most detailed North Korea policy statement. As president, he declared, he
would “inherit” the engagement-based, inducements-oriented Sunshine Policy approach
of Korea’s only other progressive presidents, Kim Dae-jung (1998-2003) and Roh Moo-
hyun (2003-2008)*. Moon judged the North Korea policies of his immediate predecessors
a failure; Presidents Lee Myung-bak (2008-2013) and Park Geun-hye (2013-2017), both
conservatives, had disagreed with key aspects of the Sunshine Policy and suspended the
major inter-Korean projects undertaken by Kim and Roh. Moon’s emphasis on incentives
to Pyongyang contrasted with United Nations Security Council resolutions adopted during
the preceding decade; far from offering inducements, the UNSC had imposed increasingly
stringent sanctions on the regime in response to its accelerating pursuit of a full-fledged
nuclear weapons capability. Moon also struck quite a different tone than the new Trump
administration in Washington, which had only recently concluded a North Korea policy
review and characterized its approach as one of “maximum pressure and engagement.”?

This chapter assesses Moon’s North Korea policy, its implementation during his initial year
in office, and its prospects under difficult circumstances. It begins by reviewing the Sunshine
Policy concept, its practice by previous progressive governments, and the significantly
different approach of South Korea’s succeeding conservative administrations. It then argues
that Moon and many progressives continue to believe in the basic Sunshine Policy approach,
even though, unlike when the policy was first formulated, North Korea now already has a
limited nuclear weapons capability and may soon be able to credibly threaten the United
States homeland with nuclear attack. It reviews how Moon, as president, has attempted to
salvage the policy and how North Korea and other concerned countries have responded.
The chapter concludes by considering the prospects for Moon’s North Korea policy and
offering recommendations to modify it to maximize the interests of both the ROK and the
international community as a whole.

A Review of the Sunshine Policy Concept
and Practice

The Sunshine Policy Concept

It was Kim Dae-jung who, in 1994, first used the term “Sunshine Policy” to refer to a particular
approach to dealing with the many and varied problems that North Korea was already
posing, including its suspected pursuit of a nuclear weapons capability. Drawing on Aesop’s
fable of “The North Wind and the Sun,” Kim argued that reassurance and suasion were
the keys to changing Pyongyang’s behavior and, ultimately, the system itself for the better.
Pressure and sanctions, on the other hand, would only result in North Korea responding in
kind (as the regime’s propaganda machine itself had long vehemently asserted).

As explained by Moon Chung-in, a South Korean academic and senior North Korea policy
adviser to all of South Korea’s progressive presidents, including Moon Jae-in:

Kim’s Sunshine Policy...was a strategic and holistic approach that aimed at
genuine, long-term improvements in inter-Korean relations through the promotion
of exchanges and co-operation, trust-building and peaceful co-existence. ...The
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Sunshine Policy can be seen as a proactive policy to induce incremental and
voluntary changes in North Korea for peace, opening, and reforms through a
patient pursuit of reconciliation, exchanges, and co-operation.®

Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Policy

Although Kim first used the term “Sunshine Policy” very shortly after the United States
signed the Agreed Framework with North Korea in Washington’s first major diplomatic
effort to prevent Pyongyang from developing nuclear weapons, his basic thinking about
North Korea had been formed long before. In 1994 Kim was already seventy years old
and had been active in politics for a full four decades. He had first run for president in
1971, very nearly defeating the incumbent president, strongman Park Chung-hee. Having
entered South Korean politics at age 30 in 1954, the year after the Korean War, Kim could
not but have been deeply interested and concerned about national division and relations
with Pyongyang.*

Kim’s views of North Korea were also shaped in part by his outsider status. He was not from
the elite and did not attend college. He was the favorite son of southwestern Honam; the
region’s residents felt alienated from the government of Park Chung-hee (1961-1979), who
hailed from the rival southeastern Yeongnam region. Throughout Kim’s career, he belonged
to a political camp that suffered serious oppression and that never held the country’s
presidency until Kim’s own election in 1997. It is thus not particularly surprising that he
inherited and further developed a different perspective on North Korea and related issues
than that of most members of the country’s longtime conservative establishment.

Just as much of U.S. politics and policy even today can be traced back to divisions and
debates from the Civil War and even earlier, South Korea’s politics also continue to be
profoundly shaped by its modern history.> Korea experienced violent ideological and
institutional differences as the country’s leaders considered how to deal with the entry
of western powers into East Asia and Japan’s related rise from about 1870. Different
Korean factions supported alignment with different foreign powers to preserve their
country’s independence. Japan’s forceful colonization of the country beginning in 1905 was
enormously traumatic, forever politically tainting those Koreans who “collaborated” with
the Japanese in the run-up to and during its forty-year rule. The South Korean opposition,
of which Kim Dae-jung was a leader from the 1960s until his death in 2009, sought to tar the
ruling establishment with the collaborationist brush, and did so with considerable success.

Even more relevant to the current differences over North Korea between South Korean
conservatives and progressives was the Korean polity’s response to the division of the
peninsulain 1945. Progressives were socialistically inclined and vigorously opposed the U.S.
project to set up a separate Korean government in the south, fearing not only the permanent
division of the country but also the likelihood of continuing conservative rule there. Kim II-
sung’s Soviet-backed invasion of the South in 1950 to reunify the country caused enormous
losses in lives and property. While most South Koreans became bitterly anti-communist
and anti-North Korean as a result, many opposition thought leaders privately blamed the
United States and South Korean conservatives in part for the realization of their worst
fears—permanent division, civil war, and enduring authoritarian conservative rule in the
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South.® While suppressed during the succeeding decades of authoritarian rule, this strand
of thinking did not die out. It found new expression when the progressives, in the person of
Kim Dae-jung, first captured the Blue House in the election of 1997.

As soon as Kim Dae-jung was inaugurated, he made it clear that his policy toward North
Korea would be very different from those of his conservative predecessors. He disavowed
any desire for unification by force, or even absorption, as had occurred just seven years
earlier in Germany. He would seek to engage Pyongyang in many different ways, including
politically, economically, and culturally, and he was willing to substantially aid the regime
economically and otherwise under the rubric of “cooperation.”

Kim’s policy was based in part on the widespread progressive belief that both South and
North Korea had been victims of the great powers, including the United States, and that
the North’s external security concerns were understandable if excessive. Progressives
also tended to be more skeptical and critical of the U.S. role on the Korean Peninsula than
conservatives. And while progressives had made democratization of the South their own
main mission, they avoided criticism of the political and human rights situation in the North
on the grounds that such a focus would not improve the situation and would only make
the regime feel more threatened. Kim would therefore seek to do as much as possible to
reassure Pyongyang, directly and, to the extent possible, through the United States and
others, that its cooperation in a step-by-step approach of engagement would not threaten
the regime but would benefit it and the country as a whole in many ways.

Nevertheless, Kim Jong-il did not respond positively until two and one-half years later,
when, in mid-June 2000, he received Kim Dae-jung in Pyongyang in the first-ever meeting of
the two countries’ supreme leaders. The resulting South-North Joint Declaration consisted
of five points, statements of principle and mostly vague promises to engage in various kinds
of dialogue and humanitarian, economic, and other forms of cooperation.” In the following
months, a number of dialogues were in fact held but no fundamental progress was made
in inter-Korean relations.

By the end of the year 2000, Pyongyang was already beginning to slow down and halt
cooperation with the South, blaming the advent of a “hostile” administration in the
United States. It never clearly explained why the inauguration of the Bush administration
required it to forego cooperation with Seoul, although its propaganda suggested that Seoul
was Washington’s puppet and thus could not be a serious engagement partner when
Washington was taking a critical approach toward Pyongyang.

In retrospect, it seems clear that Kim Jong-il never intended to cooperate nearly as much
with Seoul as Kim Dae-jung publicly suggested.® Kim Dae-jung’s sometimes over-the-top
rhetoric—for example, on his return to Seoul from Pyongyang, he declared there would
be “no more war” on the peninsula—seems to have been hortatory in regard to Kim Jong-
il as well as the product of his own wishful thinking and domestic political calculation.
Most tellingly, after Kim Dae-jung won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2000 in part for achieving
the summit meeting, a special investigation authorized by the South Korean parliament
revealed that his administration had provided half a billion dollars in cash to Pyongyang
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immediately before the summit. Not surprisingly, the revelation resulted in what New York
Times characterized in its obituary of Kim as “opposition accusations that he had ‘bribed’
the Communist leader and [thereby] strengthened his chances to win the peace prize.”®

Roh Moo-hyun’s Sunshine Policy

Although the October 2002 revelation that the North Koreans had been cheating on the
Agreed Framework with the United States by pursuing the capacity to produce highly
enriched uranium to make nuclear weapons further eroded the Sunshine Policy’s credibility
in South Korea and abroad, Kim Dae-jung’s successor, Roh Moo-hyun, remained a staunch
advocate. To put his own brand on it while also denying critics a too-easy target, Roh called
his approach the “peace and prosperity policy,” but in all major respects it was identical to
Kim’s Sunshine Policy.'® A review of Roh’s North Korea policy is especially relevant to that
of Moon, because of the lifelong close personal and political relationship between them,
which will be discussed later.

Like Kim Dae-jung, but even more so, Roh was an outsider. His family was too poor for
him to attend college, so he studied on his own to pass the bar exam. As a lawyer, he
became involved in defending members of the activist movement against the authoritarian
government of the time. Virtually his entire adult life before becoming president was spent
in the “movement” and as an opposition politician. He never learned English and, until
becoming president, had never visited the United States. (He had very briefly visited three
foreign countries in his entire life up to then.) It was only natural, by dint of both personal
experience and political affiliation, that he would staunchly support Kim’s Sunshine Policy.

Nevertheless, Kim Jong-il’s response to Roh’s pursuit of reconciliation with the North was
confined largely to cooperating on two of Kim Dae-jung’s signature projects, both hard
currency earners for the North. Kim Jong-il continued to allow South Koreans to tour the
scenic Mount Kumgang area in North Korea for a fee, and he cooperated in the opening
and expansion of the Kaesong industrial park in the North, where South Korean businesses
employed North Korean factory labor at low cost. As for the rest, the North Koreans used
the excuse that a hostile U.S. policy made it fruitless to engage with what the regime
regarded as a not fully sovereign South.

Thus, it was not until October 2007 that Kim Jong-il finally agreed to a visit by Roh to
Pyongyang for their only meeting. The summit took place only two months before the South
Korean presidential election, resulting in opposition charges in South Korea and widespread
suspicion that both Kim and Roh were seeking to influence the outcome in their favor. Even
though North Korea had tested its first nuclear device the year earlier despite having agreed
in principle at the Six-Party Talks in Beijing to give up its nuclear weapons program, the
only reference to the problem in the joint declaration was a pledge to “work together to
implement smoothly the [already violated] September 19, 2005 Joint Statement and the
February 13, 2007 Agreement achieved at the Six-Party Talks.” This second joint declaration
was considerably more detailed than the June 2000 inter-Korean agreement but at the cost
of incorporating what were, for many South Koreans, highly controversial provisions, such
as establishing a joint fishing area in the disputed West Sea (Yellow Sea) area.!
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Lee Myung-bak’s North Korea Policy

In the presidential election of December 19, 2007, the conservative candidate, Lee Myung-
bak, won by a margin of nearly two to one over his progressive opponent. (Voters were
motivated primarily by concerns about the economy rather than by objections to the
progressive candidate’s support for the Sunshine Policy).?? As a candidate, Lee did not
launch an all-out offensive on the Sunshine Policy but seems to have tried to give voters the
impression that his views about North Korea were not really “conservative.” As president,
Lee too sought improved relations with Pyongyang, including a summit meeting with Kim
Jong-il. He demurred, however, when the North Koreans in 2009 demanded ten billion
dollars and half a million tons of food for a summit.:

Even had the North Koreans not taken their “pay to play” position, they never gave Lee
much political space to engage them. In Lee’s first year in office, a North Korean guard
shot and killed a South Korean tourist who strayed from the authorized path at the Mount
Kumgang resort. In response, Lee stopped South Korean tours there while demanding that
Pyongyang allow a joint investigation, offer an apology, and take measures to prevent a
recurrence. North Korea was unwilling to do so, and the tours never resumed. In 2009,
North Korea tested its second nuclear device and, in 2013, just before Lee stepped down,
its third; it also conducted numerous rocket and missile tests during Lee’s term in office. On
March 26, 2010, in what was apparently a sneak torpedo attack, the North Koreans sank a
South Korean navy vessel, Cheonan, killing forty-six seamen. It prompted Lee to issue the
“May 24 measures,” unilateral sanctions against North Korea that suspended most forms
of inter-Korean exchange, including economic cooperation. At the end of the same year, in
an act unprecedented since the Korean War, the North Koreans launched an unprovoked
artillery attack on a South Korean island, Yeonpyeong, killing four people. Still, not only did
Lee not shutter the Kaesong industrial park, he even allowed its expansion.

Park Geun-hye’s North Korea Policy

On December 19, 2012, another conservative, Park Geun-hye, the daughter of Park Chung-
hee, won the presidential election to succeed Lee, but by a margin of only 51.6 percent
to 48 percent. Her progressive opponent was Moon Jae-in, the current president. Despite
North Korea’s nuclear and missile tests, Moon campaigned for a resumption of the Sunshine
Policy. Even Park Geun-hye expressed support during the campaign for what she called a
more “balanced,” i.e. less conservative, policy toward North Korea than Lee had pursued.**
But as with Lee, the North Koreans gave Park little leeway to pursue engagement, as they
committed a number of provocations from the beginning of her term in office.

Park was inaugurated shortly after the UN Security Council had passed yet another
resolution sanctioning Pyongyang for a rocket launch at the end of the preceding year, to
which the North Koreans responded by announcing another nuclear test and long-range
missile launch and declaring the United States to be their primary target. North Korea did
in fact conduct a nuclear test on February 12, 2013, its third, just two weeks before Park’s
inauguration. Two months later, Pyongyang manufactured a crisis over an annual U.S.-
South Korean military exercise and, on April 8, ordered all its workers to leave the Kaesong
industrial park. Park held firm and Pyongyang finally returned the workers to Kaesong on
September 16, 2013.
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Under Kim Jong-un’s rule since his father Kim Jong-il’s death in December 2011, North
Korea continued to accelerate its nuclear and missile testing. The North conducted its
fourth nuclear test—it claimed it was a hydrogen bomb—and another rocket launch in
the first five weeks of the year 2016. On February 10, 2016, Park responded by ordering a
halt to Kaesong operations and the withdrawal of South Korean personnel. She was clearly
motivated by her frustration that North Korea was continuing to develop a nuclear weapons
capability and apparently felt that South Korea had to take such steps to be consistent
with the U.S.-led international campaign to press North Korea to participate in good-faith
denuclearization negotiations. The Kaesong industrial park remains closed, and experts
believe it could not be reopened without violating UN Security Council sanctions that have
been passed in the meantime.

President Moon and the Return of the
Sunshine Policy

After having barely lost to Park Geun-hye in the 2012 presidential election, Moon Jae-in
succeeded her as president on May 10, 2017, after she was impeached and eventually
removed from office on corruption and other charges. The charges against Park and the
widespread perception that she was arrogant and uncommunicative, especially in light of
her handling of the Seweol ferry sinking that cost the lives of 304 people—mostly students
from a single high school—resulted in a massive loss in public support not only for Park but
also for her conservative ruling party. Her party, already riven by warring factions associated
with her and former president Lee Myung-bak, formally split before the election. With a
third major candidate (the centrist independent Ahn Cheol-soo) running, Moon decisively
defeated conservative candidate Hong Jun-pyo, by a margin of 41 percent to 24 percent.

Moon Jae-in’s Support for the Sunshine Policy

As in most South Korean presidential elections, the debate over North Korea policy played
a relatively small part in the campaign. Moon'’s victory was primarily due to his being seen
as the “anti-Park” candidate, especially in terms of being communicative and having the
common touch. Actually, throughout Park’s term, she had mostly benefitted in the public
opinion polls when she took “firm” measures against North Korean provocations, including
her handling of the Kaesong industrial park. In the 2017 campaign, it was conservative
candidates who went on the offensive against Moon’s North Korea policy, suggesting, in
effect, that he remained a Sunshine Policy supporter. Moon deflected such criticism but
without either renouncing or prominently reaffirming the Sunshine Policy. It was only
a couple of weeks before the election, when it was already clear that Moon would win
in a landslide, that he finally detailed his North Korea policy by releasing the statement
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter.’®

As with Roh Moo-hyun, it should not be surprising that Moon was and remains an adherent
of the Sunshine Policy toward North Korea. Moon was also an outsider. He came from a poor
family; his anti-Park Chung-hee activism resulted in his expulsion from university and jailing;
later he was a top law student but was unable to become a prosecutor or judge because of
his college activism; and he eventually became a human rights lawyer and partnered with
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Roh Moo-hyun. Like Roh, Moon does not speak English, and before becoming president he
had apparently only visited the United States twice and then very briefly. When Roh ran
for president, Moon served as his campaign manager. Throughout Roh’s term as president,
Moon served him in senior posts in the Blue House, including as Roh’s final chief of staff.

Shortly after Roh stepped down as president, prosecutors began investigating him on
corruption charges. In apparent agony, Roh responded by committing suicide. This
traumatized his circle and embittered many of them against the administration of Lee
Myung-bak, whom they blamed for an investigation they felt was an act of political revenge.
By all accounts, Moon too was deeply affected by the tragedy. Moon oversaw Roh’s funeral
and made arrangements for his private affairs. His longtime association with Roh, his
visibility during the nation’s period of mourning, and his evident intelligence and poise
made him the progressive camp’s presumptive next presidential candidate. Moon was thus
involved not only with most of the Roh administration’s North Korea policy deliberations,
decisions, and activities, he also identified with Roh personally.

Like the North Korea policy platforms of the successful conservative candidates for
presidents in 2007 and 2012, progressive candidate Moon’s North Korea policy statement
of May 19, 2017, sought to appeal not only to his base but also to moderate voters. Thus, he
characterized his policy as “a completely new plan” while in fact including many reassuringly
traditional elements, such as a strong defense, full support for the alliance with the United
States, and top priority on stopping Pyongyang’s nuclear and missile programs.

Reflecting his support for a Sunshine Policy approach, however, Moon began his policy
statement by blasting conservative forces in South Korea as responsible that “... [inter-
Korean] animosity has grown, and ‘unification’ is turning into something that is only
troublesome [to South Koreans].” He decried both South and North Korea for blaming
each other. “Neither peace nor prosperity can be assured this way,” he exclaimed. Instead,
“inheriting the Sunshine Policy [of Kim Dae-jung] and the engagement policy [of Roh Moo-
hyun] towards North Korea...we will strategically push North Korea towards change.” Under
his administration, things such as the closure of the Kaesong Industrial Complex would be
“preventable.” More broadly speaking, Moon said he would make “economic unification” a
top goal, “so that both the South and the North can prosper.”

Moon’s statement continued that “instead of urging that ‘Pyongyang should act first,” his
administration would take the lead to bring about “simultaneous actions from Pyongyang,
Washington and other parties concerned.” He also called for the National Assembly to
transform previous inter-Korean agreements, including Roh’s controversial October 4
Declaration agreements with Kim Jong-il, into domestic law, “so [that] we can establish
lasting inter-Korean policies that do not swing back and forth with changes of government.”

Regarding the U.S. alliance, too, Moon reverted to Roh administration policy, declaring
that “nothing is more dangerous than letting others decide our fate” and that “... wartime
Operational Control (OPCON) [of South Korean forces] will be transferred to South Korea
in early stages.” (Currently, the top U.S. general in Korea would have operational control
over both U.S. and South Korean forces in the event of war.) The statement also lays out
measures to strengthen South Korea’s own “independent” military capabilities.
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Released just before the presidential election and as the nation was consumed by Park’s
impeachment, candidate Moon’s North Korea policy statement received relatively little
attention at home or abroad, even though, as the Korean reporter who did a report and
summary translation commented at the time:

..the statement confirms what many believed would be the approach of a future
President Moon Jae-in: an unapologetic return to the “Sunshine Era” policies of the
early 2000s. His team calls it a “bold” blueprint, and, if enacted, it’s certain to cause
friction between Seoul and the Trump Administration, particularly in its proposals for
a South Korean defense policy which distances itself from the U.S.¢

Although a campaign platform, Moon’s May 19 statement remains worthy of attention. As
president, Moon has continued to use much of its rhetoric and, indeed, has acted largely in
accordance with it. For example, it said that Moon would induce Washington to “improve
its relations with Pyongyang and bring Pyongyang to the negotiation table.” The statement
even anticipated the role that the 2018 Pyeongchang Winter Olympics would play in
dealing with the North Korea problem: “We will support [both] the North Korean team’s
participation and [a] joint [North-South] cheering squad....”

Moon’s continuing support for the Sunshine Policy approach is also evident in his
personnel selections. He has filled key posts with people who played major roles in the Roh
administration’s North Korea and security policies.'’

e As director of the National Intelligence Service (NIS), Moon chose Suh Hoon.
During the Roh administration, Suh was NIS’s North Korea strategist. He was heavily
involved in preparations for both the Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun summits
with Kim Jong-il. (In addition to being the Korean government’s main source of
expertise on North Korea, NIS has also frequently engaged in covert contacts and
negotiations with the Pyongyang regime over the decades at the direction of South
Korea’s presidents.)

Moon named Cho Myoung-gyun as his minister of unification. Cho served in Roh
Moo-hyun’s Blue House from 2006 to 2008 as secretary for unification, foreign
affairs, and security policies. There, he worked with Suh Hoon to prepare Roh’s
summit with Kim Jong-il. As a career unification ministry official, Cho headed the
government’s Kaesong Industrial Complex Support Agency. At his confirmation
hearings in June 2017, Cho declared, “The industrial complex should be re-opened...
when the opportunity comes.”®

e Moon selected Suh Choo Suk as Vice Minister of National Defense. As Roh Moo-
hyun’s senior secretary for security policy, Sun was, as one South Korean expert has
put it, “responsible for a more independent defense policy from the US.”

e Moon also appointed Lee Sang Chul, who has participated in talks with
North Korea since 1991, as the first vice chief of the Blue House’s national
security office.®
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Two other Moon appointments warrant particular attention in regard to his North
Korea policy.

e As his special aide for foreign affairs and national security, an advisory position,
Moon named Moon Chung-in, who played similar roles for both presidents Kim
Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun. An academic, Moon is a prolific and outspoken
advocate of the Sunshine Policy. In 2012, he published an entire book in defense
of the policy, even though by that time North Korea had already conducted two
nuclear tests and numerous rocket and missile tests in violation of UNSC resolutions
and the regime’s own pledges at the Six- Party Talks in Beijing.?*° Moon Chung-in
frequently launches what appear to be trial balloons consistent with a Sunshine
Policy approach, such as suggesting limits on U.S.-ROK military exercises. Most
recently, he wrote that it would be difficult to justify the continued presence of U.S.
military forces in Korea if, as President Moon aims to achieve, North Korea signs
a peace treaty with the South and the United States.?* When criticized, Professor
Moon typically responds that he was speaking in his capacity as an academic, not
as the president’s adviser. In the case of his statement about USFK, the Blue House
publicly cautioned him but ignored conservatives’ calls that he be dismissed. While
observers debate the extent of Moon’s influence with the president, one report
noted that he was the last person to advise the president before his departure for
his first summit meeting with Trump.

As his chief of staff, Moon Jae-in selected Im Jong-seok, a former top student activist
leader who was involved in the controversial illegal dispatch of a South Korean
student to North Korea in 1989. Im also managed Moon’s presidential campaign.
Reportedly, Im played “a pivotal role in an inter-Korean detente fostered by

the Winter Games in Pyeongchang...” and Moon considered whether to dispatch
him to Pyongyang in response to Kim Jong-un’s invitation to Moon to visit for a
summit meeting.??

President Moon’s North Korea Policy in Action and the Responses to It

Since his inauguration on May 10, 2017, Moon has consistently striven to take a Sunshine
Policy approach toward North Korea. His rhetoric and deeds, however, have been tempered
by his apparent recognition that he needed to be cautious and pragmatic given the major
changes that have taken place regarding North Korea since Roh Moo-hyun left office
in early 2008. At that point, North Korea had only tested one nuclear device, one that,
according to most experts, was only partly successful. The Six-Party Talks on North Korea’s
denuclearization had not yet failed due to the North’s unwillingness to allow verification of
its undertakings. North Korea was still many years away from demonstrating a capability
of launching an ICBM that could hit the United States with a nuclear weapon. Since then,
the UNSC has passed numerous, increasingly stringent economic and other sanctions on
North Korea, and public opinion in South Korea, the United States, and the international
community as a whole has become much more skeptical of North Korean intentions
and statements.

As with the newly inaugurated Park Geun-hye, the North Koreans initially gave Moon no
quarter or political breathing space in terms of their nuclear and missile tests. Just four
days after Moon’s inauguration, they tested an intermediate-range ballistic missile (IRBM).
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On July 4, North Korea launched an ICBM that some experts estimated could have reached
the U.S. west coast. It launched two more IRBMs on August 29 and September 15, and
on November 28, it tested an ICBM it designated as Hwasong-15, which experts estimate
might be able to reach the U.S. east coast. On September 3, North Korea conducted its sixth
test of a nuclear device. Whether it was in fact a full-fledged hydrogen bomb, as Pyongyang
claimed, its yield was far larger than any previous test.

In the face of these tests, Moon was rhetorically firm. He condemned North Korea’s
actions, stressed the necessity of making “progress toward denuclearization” and
eventually complete denuclearization, and asserted his support for international sanctions
and combined defense efforts with the United States. But the thrust of the totality of his
arguments was fully consistent with the Sunshine Policy approach.

In Moon’s first major North Korea policy speech as president, delivered in eastern Berlin on
July 6, 2017, he declared that “Germany’s unification made us realize how important the
process of peace and cooperation based on mutual respect really is.”?® Explicitly hearkening
back to the North Korea policies of Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun, Moon said, “l am
inheriting these two former government’s efforts and...will embark on a dauntless journey
towards establishing a peace regime on the Korean Peninsula.” While declaring the North
Korea missile test just two days before to have been “reckless,” he said that he was
“pursuing...only peace” by “returning to the June 15 Joint Declaration [by Kim Dae-jung and
Kim Jong-il] and the October 4 Declaration [of Roh Moo-hyun and Kim Jong-il].” He said his
government had already “planned a ‘new economic map for [North-South cooperation on]
the Korean Peninsula’ for realization if “there is progress in the North Korean nuclear issue
and if appropriate conditions are met...” He also said his government would “consistently
pursue nonpolitical exchange and cooperation projects by separating them from the
political and military situation.”

In his Berlin speech, Moon concluded by proposing four “easy” steps to Pyongyang: another
round of divided family reunions the following month; North Korean participation along
with the South in the 2018 Winter Olympics in the South and the following Olympic Games
in Tokyo in 2022 and Beijing in 2022; “mutually” refraining from “acts of hostility” around
the DMZ; and Moon’s own meeting with Kim Jong-un “at any time at any place” under the
right conditions.

Pyongyang’s response throughout 2017 was to ignore Moon’s proposals. Meanwhile, it
continued to engage in the nuclear and missile tests noted above, culminating in the massive
“hydrogen” bomb blast on September 3 and the November 29 launch of a Hwasong-15
ICBM thought to be capable of reaching the U.S. east coast. Immediately after the ICBM
test, the regime stated that it had demonstrated it had the capability of “carrying [a] super-
heavy [nuclear] warhead and hitting the whole mainland of the U.S.” Kim Jong-un declared
that he had “finally realized the great historic cause of completing the state nuclear force.”?*
Without announcing it was doing so, it then ceased nuclear and missile tests.

Just as 2018 began, Kim Jong-un suddenly adopted a dramatically different approach to
Moon. In his new year’s policy address, after reaffirming that the nuclear and missile tests
of the preceding year had demonstrated for all to see that North Korea could strike the
entire U.S. homeland with nuclear weapons, Kim directly addressed “the south Korean
authorities.”?® Declaring that they “should respond positively to our sincere efforts for a
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détente,” he called on them to stop “siding with the United States in its hostile policy towards
the DPRK” by doing such things as holding combined U.S.-Korean military exercises. North
and South should, he continued, “improve the frozen inter-Korean relations... by promot[ing]
bilateral contact, travel, cooperation and exchange on a broad scale....” He concluded by
announcing that “...we are willing to dispatch our delegation [to the Pyeongchang Winter
Olympics] and...with regard to this matter, the authorities of the north and the south may
meet together soon.”

Moon, who had been strategically frustrated and politically embarrassed at home and with
the U.S. ally by Kim Jong-un having studiously ignored his proposals, moved with alacrity
to realize the North’s participation in the Olympics. (Moon may have not been completely
surprised by Kim’s turnabout; it was subsequently reported that his administration was able
to engage in covert contact with Pyongyang toward the end of 2017.) Although only a few
weeks remained before the Games began, Seoul took extraordinary measures to set up a
joint hockey team, help North Korean athletes qualify (even though the North Koreans had
missed all application deadlines), and arrange for the entry into South Korea of scores of
athletes, coaches, and minders, and hundreds of cheerleaders and performers, including
a North Korean popular entertainment group that performed twice in the South as the
Olympics were opening. The South Korean government also sought sanctions waivers from
international bodies and the United States to facilitate these activities and even covered the
North Koreans’ expenses.

But the highlight of North Korean participation in the Olympics was the visit to South Korea
as the Games began of North Korea’s nominal head of state and especially of Kim Jong-
un’s younger sister, Kim Yo-jong, who carried a letter to Moon from her brother inviting
him to visit Pyongyang for a summit meeting at the “earliest date” possible. Kim’s sister
is not only personally close to him but is also a senior party official in her own right and
works hand-in-hand with her brother, including at public events. Moon, demonstrating his
political sensitivity and pragmatism, reportedly responded to the North Koreans: “Let us
make it happen by creating the necessary conditions in the future.”?

North Korea’s participation in the Pyeongchang Olympics catalyzed, in short order, a head-
spinning series of dramatic diplomatic events. Among these, Moon dispatched his national
security adviser to Washington to brief the Trump administration on Seoul’s talks with
Pyongyang, and Trump immediately agreed to an unprecedented summit meeting with
Kim Jong-un based on Seoul’s characterization to him of Kim’s willingness to denuclearize.
Trump said he would meet Kim in May or early June. Kim then made his first visit as North
Korea’s leader to Beijing, where he met with President Xi Jinping. Moon held a summit
meeting with Kim on the southern side of the Demilitarized Zone at Panmunjom on April
27, and North Korea announced it was suspending nuclear and missile tests and would shut
down its nuclear test facility. Washington and Pyongyang continued to negotiate about the
site of their summit, ultimately deciding on Singapore.

Prospects and Recommendations

Moon is trying to implement a Sunshine Policy approach under very difficult circumstances.
North Korea is much farther along in having a deliverable nuclear weapons capability than a
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decade ago. The United States and the international community are much more concerned,
and much less inclined to give Pyongyang the benefit of the doubt. The many UNSC and
other international sanctions will continue to constitute formidable institutional barriers
to a negotiated settlement as long as Pyongyang is not actively denuclearizing. In South
Korea as well, there is much greater skepticism about Pyongyang and only limited political
support for resuming the kind of large-scale aid that the Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun
administrations provided.

The situation has led many outside observers to believe that the Moon administration could
not really still believe in, much less seek to pursue, the Sunshine Policy. In this they are
mistaken. Based on the author’s many discussions over the past two decades with South
Korean Sunshine Policy advocates, some of whominformally advise the Moon administration,
it is clear that they believe that the policy of Kim and Roh would have worked, or at least
would have worked better than other options, had it not been for what they regard as
the obstructionism of the George W. Bush administration and South Korean conservatives.
They further believe that the “hardline” policies of the succeeding conservative Lee and
Park administrations were demonstrably a failure. In this they include Obama, whom they
believe failed by not being willing to make greater concessions to Pyongyang to facilitate
dialogue. They now see a U.S. administration whose policy embodies their worst fears,
of another Korean war on the Korean Peninsula or, at best, a “new cold war structure”
forcing them to choose between the United States and Japan, on the one hand, and the
PRC, Russia, and North Korea, on the other. Thus, while South Korean progressives realize
how much more difficult it will be to realize a Sunshine Policy approach under the current
circumstances, they genuinely see no alternative to it.

Some outside observers further argue that, even if the Moon administration seeks to
salvage the Sunshine Policy, it would not really matter, because circumstances will not allow
it. But the very effort matters a great deal. The difficulty of dealing successfully with North
Korea is daunting, even under the best of circumstances; when Washington and Seoul differ
substantially about how to deal with Pyongyang, it becomes well-nigh impossible. The fact
is that both the Trump administration and Kim Jong-un, not to mention Xi Jinping and Putin,
are fully aware of Moon’s thinking. Despite Trump’s desire for a dramatic summit with Kim
Jong-un, Washington and Seoul are suffering from a deficit of mutual trust, something
that must encourage Kim Jong-un that, if he continues firmly on his current path, he will
eventually achieve his goals.

The stunning pace of developments since the beginning of 2018 and Trump’s unique
leadership style have raised hopes for a diplomatic resolution to the North Korea problem,
but the long-term prospects for Moon'’s effort to salvage the Sunshine Policy remain a major
question. Unless North Korea is truly willing to fully denuclearize and to do so expeditiously,
any general understanding reached between Trump and Kim at their summit will likely not
long be sustained. Trump might then return to his emphasis on a “military option.” It is
likelier, however, that the Trump administration will ultimately opt for a policy of enhanced
deterrence and containment of North Korea’s nuclear threat, something most experts in
Washington seem to support. Neither the Trump administration nor its successors will
likely ever accept North Korea, even tacitly, as a legitimate nuclear weapons state and ease
sanctions against it. Doing so, including in the form of some sort of a nuclear “freeze” on
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Pyongyang’s part, would contribute to the unravelling of the U.S. strategic position in East
Asia and the undermining of the global nuclear nonproliferation regime. As long as that is
the case, any ROK administration would find it extremely challenging to simultaneously
maintain its alliance with the United States while, in effect, ignoring North Korea’s nuclear
weapons program.

If the current diplomatic efforts do not result in a sustainable process of North Korean
denuclearization, the Moon administration would be well served by cooperating actively
with a renewed effort to apply “maximum pressure” on Pyongyang to enter into genuine,
good-faith denuclearization negotiations. In fact, by taking the lead in persuading the
international community to help exert such pressure, Moon might be able not only to
ensure the degree of pressure needed to change Pyongyang’s strategic calculation about
nuclear weapons, he might also be able to win the confidence of the Trump administration
sufficiently to guarantee that it does not launch a first strike on North Korea. South Korea,
especially under a progressive-led government, has much more influence on many countries
about how to deal with North Korea than does the United States, especially under the
Trump administration. Such a “counter-steering” approach should be Seoul’s “Plan B” if the
current diplomacy fails.
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The U.S.-ROK alliance faced a quickening pace of North Korean provocations in 2016-17,
with Pyongyang violating UN Security Council resolutions dozens of times.? Those violations
included a fourth nuclear test in January 2016, fifth in September 2016, and sixth in
September 2017, as well as numerous missile tests of various trajectories from different
platforms. North Korea tested intermediate-range missiles overflying Japan and missiles of
intercontinental range on lofted trajectories, while developing road-mobile and submarine-
launched ballistic missiles. As policymakers in Seoul and Washington coordinated responses
to those provocations, changes in national leadership and domestic political preferences
brought into question the bilateral trust the alliance needs to deter conflict, reassure
publics, and promote regional cooperation.?

Elections have consequences, even before votes are cast. Enduring international
security alliances are based on shared national interests and a track record of diplomatic
commitments and military cooperation. For allies with highly integrated defense policies,
such as the United States and South Korea, it is natural for policymakers and citizens to
keenly observe the national elections of the other country. Will the next government be a
reliable partner, or will it fail to honor existing agreements? Will the incoming leadership
improve relations, or will it downgrade cooperation? These questions were being asked
before Donald Trump and Moon Jae-in were elected. The search for answers inevitably
involves speculation, feeding expectations that are often overly optimistic or pessimistic.

Ahead of Trump’s election, his campaign rhetoric questioned the terms and intrinsic value
of the alliance to an extent not seen since Jimmy Carter’s 1976 campaign promise to
withdraw U.S. troops from the Korean Peninsula. President Moon came to power on the
heels of conservative president Park Geun-hye’s impeachment and removal for corruption.
Moon'’s politics are notably more progressive than Park’s or Trump’s, including a record
of pro-engagement policies toward North Korea.* Against this backdrop, Kim Jong-un
delivered his 2018 New Year’s Day address claiming that North Korea has the ability to hit
any U.S. city with a nuclear-armed missile, but that Pyongyang is ready to re-engage Seoul
via participation in the Winter Olympics.®

An unprecedented level of sports diplomacy ensued between North and South Korea.
According to the ROK Unification Ministry, “It was the first time since the division of the
Korean Peninsula that the constitutional head of North Korea and a lineal family member
of North Korea’s supreme leader came to visit the South. This shows that North Korea has
a strong will to improve inter-Korean relations.” The ministry spokesperson further claimed
that the Pyeongchang Olympics engagement was “the result of the consistent effort that
the Moon Jae-in administration has made since its day of inauguration to restore inter-
Korean relations...lead the initiative in a proactive manner and [find] resolution through
peaceful means.”®

Given the contrast with the Trump administration’s coercive diplomacy, a major question
surrounding Moon'’s pro-engagement policies is whether they allow space for North Korea
to drive a wedge between Seoul and Washington.” This chapter analyzes recent inter-
Korean engagement and finds that Seoul’s efforts did not breach trust in the alliance and
that the allies are not approaching a diplomatic rupture. There are signs of strain in the face
of uncertainty, especially given Moon’s ambitions regarding Korean national identity and
Trump’s unconventional alliance management style. Despite sometimes unhelpful political
rhetoric and media coverage critical of bilateral relations, trust between the U.S. and
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South Korean governments is allowing them to double down on the alliance, while shrewd
diplomacy by the Moon administration has increased space for South Korea’s middle power
role in Asia.®

North Korea at the Olympics: Test for the
U.S.-ROK Alliance?

Ahead of the Olympics, Moon said that South Koreans “need to protect inter-Korean
engagement like a candlelight,” an emotive reference to the popular candlelight
demonstrations that helped bring him to office.® Moon’s conviction for improving inter-
Korean relations was demonstrated at the beginning of his term by bringing many pro-
engagement officials back into government, many of whom had experience working directly
with Pyongyang during previous progressive administrations.'® These South Korean officials
engaged Pyongyang via secret messages and meetings in the latter part of 2017 so that
North Korean participation in the Olympics did not come out of the blue with Kim Jong-un’s
2018 New Year’s speech.

Despite tensions built up over 2017 with North Korea’s sixth nuclear test, provocative
missile tests, heated rhetoric, and rebuff of Moon’s public overtures, Pyongyang sent a
sizable and highly visible delegation to the Winter Olympics in February 2018. The North
Korean contingent of over 300 was made up mostly of performers: singers, an orchestra,
a taekwondo demonstration team, and the famous all-female cheering squad.!!* Of the 22
North Korean athletes, most did not earn their spot to compete, and none medaled. But
the North and South Korean athletes marched into the opening ceremony together under
a unification flag as they had at the 2000 Summer Olympics in Sydney, the 2004 Summer
Olympics at Athens, and other international sporting events. For the first time since table
tennis and youth soccer tournaments in 1991, and for the first time at the Olympics, the
two Koreas fielded a combined team. When the combined women'’s ice hockey team was
introduced, “Arirang,” played in place of either country’s national anthem.

Pyongyang also sent high-level political representatives to the Winter Olympics, as it did
to the 2014 Asian Games in Incheon. Kim Yong-nam led the delegation to the opening
ceremony. As the nominal head of state, he meets distinguished guests to Pyongyang whom
Kim Jong-un cares not to meet, performs ceremonial roles, and represents North Korea at
some international events (he attended the 2008 Summer Olympics in Beijing and 2014
Winter Olympics in Sochi). Gen. Kim Yong-chol, a vice chairman of the Central Committee
of the Workers’ Party and director of the United Front (intelligence) Department led the
delegation to the closing ceremony. Both delegations included senior officials focused on
sports and inter-Korean relations, and Kim Jong-un sent his sister, Kim Yo-jong, to personally
invite Moon to Pyongyang for a summit.

The Pyeongchang Olympics involved more sports diplomacy than seemed possible just
months beforehand. Inter-Korean exchanges continued after the Olympics with South
Korean K-pop stars holding a concert in Pyongyang in early April that was attended by Kim
Jong-un and others in the North Korean elite. A joint concert was also held with North
Korean singers, and the two Koreas staged a combined taekwondo event. Sports and
cultural diplomacy helped reopen channels of high-level political communication between
Pyongyang and Seoul, and restarted working-level cooperation. Also, the Kim regime
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increased its acceptance of South Korea as a dialogue partner on security, notable because
Pyongyang historically refused to discuss nuclear issues with Seoul, arguing those were to
be addressed with the United States.

Olympics Diplomacy Raising Questions about U.S.-ROK Trust

The speed and scale of inter-Korean engagement raised key questions for trust in the
U.S.-ROK alliance. First, whether the Moon administration is clear-eyed about the brutal
nature of the Kim regime. Second, whether Seoul values the strength of the alliance over
conflict avoidance. Third, whether the South Korean government remains committed to
international sanctions demanding North Korea’s denuclearization.

Many commentators criticized the Moon government for rolling out the red carpet for
the North Koreans and handing them a propaganda victory; some even argued that North
Korea should be banned from the Olympics.?? North Korea is indeed a human rights abusing
state that did not earn its ticket to the Winter Games, but when apartheid South Africa
was excluded from the Olympics, it was not half a divided nation that neighbors the host
country. The Olympics was an obvious domestic and international play for Moon, and not
just because of his progressive politics. Since his inauguration, Moon was pinned between
an aggressive North Korea, unfriendly China, and less predictable U.S. administration. It is
thus not surprising that he took the opportunity to take the initiative, welcoming the world
to Pyeongchang. Moon has long stressed the need for Seoul to be in the lead on inter-
Korean relations, and for North-South cooperation to determine the course of unification.®
Overseas observers are justified in drawing attention to international standards and the
grim realities of the North Korean regime, but ultimately, the people with the greatest
interest and say in Korea’s future are Koreans themselves.

For many South Koreans, U.S. “maximum pressure” on North Korea ran the risk of
miscalculation and unintended escalation; the Olympics thus offered a safety valve. Moon'’s
domestic politics prompted him to reiterate that the North Korea nuclear issue must be
resolved peacefully and “no military action on the Korean Peninsula shall be taken without
prior consent of the Republic of Korea.”** It may have been grating to Americans for Seoul
to advertise a veto over U.S. action when it has no such veto over North Korean military
moves. But given Seoul’s extreme vulnerability to North Korean attack and the importance of
alliance coordination, Washington would almost certainly consult with South Korea before
taking kinetic action. North Korea’s participation in the Olympics did not meaningfully
reduce the North Korean threat—it staged a military parade during the “Olympics truce”
period and continued weapons modernizations and cyberattacks. But welcoming the North
Koreans to Pyeongchang likely realized a “Peace Olympics” by forestalling North Korean
nuclear or missile tests and reducing fears of artillery fire and terrorism.*

Nonetheless, many observers felt that the Moon administration bent the rules and made
special allowances to facilitate North Korea’s participation and high-level visits during
the Olympics.t® The Kim regime likely intended to test sanctions enforcement and stir up
divisions among South Koreans by sending provocative political and cultural figures to
Pyeongchang. General Kim Yong-chol was under international economic sanctions and
blamed by conservative ROK administrations for the 2010 sinking of the Cheonan that killed
46 South Korean sailors. Other North Koreans had to be given special travel waivers on
humanitarian grounds from the United Nations in order to attend the Olympics. Meanwhile,
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the South Korean taxpayer appeared to be footing much of the bill for performances by
North Korea'’s large propaganda outfits, the Samjiyon Orchestra and cheering squad, raising
transparency issues about sanctions enforcement. However, the Moon administration
did consult with the UN and United States regarding sanctions exemptions and declined
certain North Korean requests such as refueling the Mangyongbong-92 ferry. South Korean
commitment to sanctions enforcement continued even as analysts suggested that UN
resolutions were beginning to take a toll on the North Korean economy.'” Seoul did not
soft-pedal implementation of UN sanctions after the Winter Games, nor did it remove its
unilateral sanctions known as the “May 24 measures,” or rush to restart the shuttered
Kaesong Industrial Complex and Mt. Kumgang tourism project.

Despite Some Daylight between Them, the ROK and United States Stayed
on the Same Page

U.S. and South Korean leaders are fond of saying that there is no “daylight between them”
when it comes to dealing with North Korea.’® That may be optimistic, but the Trump
pressure campaign did leave room for diplomacy and the Moon engagement approach
did not just revert to the Sunshine Policy of past progressive administrations. Much had
changed since South Korean progressives were last in government a decade earlier: North
Korea conducted numerous nuclear and missile tests, flagrantly attacked South Korea in
the Cheonan sinking and Yeonpyeong Island shelling, and broke various international and
inter-Korean agreements. Restarting the Kaesong industrial park and Mt. Kumgang tourism
facility are not just matters for ROK policy since those projects would likely violate current
international sanctions.?® The Kim regime’s commitment to byungjin replaced previous
North Korean ambiguity on maintaining nuclear weapons, making the Sunshine Policy
unsustainable and hardening South Korean public opinion.?

Ahead of the Olympics, North Korea demonstrated little progress on denuclearization,
missile test moratoriums, conventional military restraint, or human rights, but some South
Koreans viewed U.S. vice president Mike Pence’s positions at the Olympics as unhelpfully
strict.?! Pence visited the Cheonan memorial, met with North Korean defectors, and traveled
to South Korea with the father of Otto Warmbier, an American student who died from
mistreatment by North Korean authorities. Pence avoided greeting the high-level North
Korean delegation and did not stand to applaud the North Korean athletes walking in to the
Winter Olympics opening ceremony with the South Koreans under a unification flag. Pence
also skipped a pre-opening ceremony dinner where he would have been seated at the head
table with the North Koreans and taken a group photo thatincluded them. Moreover, before
the close of the Olympics, the U.S. Treasury Department announced additional sanctions to
crack down on North Korea’s deceptive maritime shipping practices and illicit coal and fuel
transports that help to fund its nuclear and ballistic missile programs.?

Despite the different approaches of the Trump and Moon administrations, the allies largely
remained coordinated and supportive of each other. Moon gave credit to Trump’s pressure
campaign for pushing North Korea into talks with the South, and there was strong U.S.
support of South Korea’s strategy of making the Olympics a success. Coordination was very
close on security matters, and the U.S. Treasury Department gave inter-Korean engagement
at the Olympics a pass from sanctions enforcement. The United States sent a large Olympics
delegation and high-level political representation. Trump was increasingly restrained in
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his tweets and rhetoric about North Korea. The U.S. delegation had even coordinated
with the Moon administration regarding an encounter with the DPRK delegation. Pence
was willing to talk with the North Koreans, and a meeting was scheduled, but the North
Korean side cancelled at the last minute, presumably irked with the vice president’s
focus on denuclearization and North Korean human rights. After Pence’s visit, the Trump
administration indicated it would be willing to talk with North Korea without preconditions;
but actual negotiations would require North Korea to commit to denuclearization, and any
sanctions reduction would require progress on denuclearization. Meanwhile, the Moon
administration consistently stated that denuclearization is a goal of its engagement policy.

Perhaps, the clearest sign of U.S.-ROK coordination was how the allies de-conflicted military
exercises with the Olympics. Trump and Moon agreed to delay Key Resolve and Foal Eagle
exercises to avoid overlap with the Winter Olympics and the subsequent Paralympics
ending on March 18. The Trump administration saw the Olympics as a special case for de-
conflicting military exercise schedules and supported the Moon administration’s vision
of creating an atmosphere for dialogue. At the same time, the allies agreed to maintain
readiness of U.S. forces on the peninsula and close coordination between their militaries.
This involves conducting two major theater-level command post exercises (Key Resolve and
Ulchi Freedom Guardian) and one theater-level field training exercise (Foal Eagle) each year.
Advocates of a “freeze for freeze” or “double suspension” arrangement tend to paint a false
equivalency between the United States and North Korea regarding tensions or instability.??
North Korea is the norm violator that threatens peace. It is a non-starter to suggest a
freeze on legal U.S.-ROK military readiness and defensive interoperability in exchange for
North Korea abstaining from violations of UN Security Council Resolutions. It was a strong
indicator of U.S.-ROK trust that previously scheduled military exercises resumed in early
April after the Olympics. It was also notable that the exercises occurred without derailing
the engagement process.

The Spring of Summits:
Building or Breaching Trust?

Moon clearly did not want to miss the window for engaging North Korea that had
been opened with the Olympics. He learned from the experience of the Roh Moo-hyun
administration (for which he was chief of staff), that a last-minute inter-Korean summit does
not succeed because of insufficient time to implement agreements before the next election.
As a result, Moon sought an early inter-Korean summit to continue the momentum from
the Olympics for deescalating tensions and building peace on the peninsula. But Moon and
his advisers knew that if South Korea drastically improved relations with Kim Jong-un with
no progress on denuclearization, trust between Seoul and Washington would be seriously
damaged. Hence, they pushed for a spring of high-level shuttle diplomacy to engage North
Korea multilaterally.

The Moon government engaged in working level and mil-mil talks at the Demilitarized Zone
(DMZ) between North and South Korea. Moon’s national security adviser, Chung Eui-yong,
and spy chief Suh Hoon, traveled to Pyongyang in early March 2018. It was the first occasion
South Korean officials had met with Kim Jong-un since he took power in late 2011. Kim
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appeared to receive them warmly, held the meeting at the Workers’ Party headquarters,
spent four hours with them, and allowed North Korean media coverage. The two Koreas
also agreed to establish a hotline between their leaders.

Immediately afterward, South Korea sent its top officials to Washington to report on their
meeting with Kim Jong-un. Chung recounted that North Korea affirmed its commitment to
denuclearize, pledged not to use nuclear or conventional weapons against South Korea,
and expressed willingness to freeze nuclear and missile activities during talks with the
United States. Chung also carried a message that Kim wished to meet Trump in person.
What happened next will be extensively reviewed and debated by historians but suggested
an impressive level of U.S.-ROK trust. Based on Chung’s briefing, Trump agreed to meet
with Kim and asked the South Korean national security adviser to draft, with White House
officials, a statement about a Trump-Kim summit, that Chung would announce outside the
White House that evening.?* Trump then personally expressed confidence in Moon and
endorsed his efforts for a Korean peace declaration.

Moon continued to move quickly on diplomacy, showing attention to achieving the “right
conditions” for an inter-Korean summit: getting North Korea to commit to talking about
denuclearization and to have the inter-Korean summit follow resumption of substantive
contacts between the U.S. and DPRK. The Moon-Kim meeting on April 27 at Panmunjom
was a political victory for Moon because it was the first inter-Korean summit at a neutral
location, effectively hosted by South Korea, so Moon avoided the optics of appearing to
pay tribute to or appease the Kim regime in Pyongyang. High-level encounters during the
Olympics occurred in the context of cultural diplomacy; meeting at Panmunjom carried the
added symbolism of military confidence building.

The first Moon-Kim meeting was only the third inter-Korean summit and carried much
symbolism for historical reconciliation. Kim Jong-un walked from the North Korean side to
meet Moon at the Military Demarcation Line (MDL) at the truce village where the Korean
War armistice was signed. The location is also very near where violent incidents occurred,
including when North Korea fired gunshots at a DPRK soldier who fled to the South in
November 2017. Moon and Kim shook hands at the MDL, Kim stepped onto the South
Korean side and then invited Moon to briefly step into the North. The details of the meeting,
from the ceremony, decoration, music, food, and video were all designed with inter-Korean
symbolism. Some of Moon and Kim'’s talks appeared quite personal, and the two planted
an inter-Korean peace tree in the DMZ—remarkable given how as a young soldier, Moon
participated in Operation Paul Bunyan to remove a tree that was the site of the 1976 axe
murder incident. As during the Olympics, North Korea was engaged in smile diplomacy with
South Korea’s support. Kim Jong-un appeared unfiltered in the international media for the
first time and attempted to project a normal country image and charm offensive with his
sister and wife in visible roles.

Many expected the inter-Korean summit to be long on symbolism and short on substance.
Critics pointed out that new declarations should not absolve North Korea of its previous
commitments, and engagement should not violate existing UN sanctions. But the
“Panmunjom Declaration for Peace, Prosperity and Unification of the Korean Peninsula”
offered a meaningful framework for engagement while stressing denuclearization. It was
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more than symbolic for Kim to be the first North Korean leader to step foot onto the South
Korean side, maintain a testing freeze, and include denuclearization in an inter-Korean
statement. North Korea made a high-profile announcement of nuclear restraint in advance
of the meeting; afterwards, it invited international journalists to witness the dynamite
closure of the Punggye-ri nuclear test site tunnels.

While these moves do not represent a strategic decision to denuclearize, much less constitute
irreversible dismantlement, the two Koreas established a basis for conflict prevention and
confidence building with steps that have significance in North Korean domestic politics.
The Kim regime also seemed to temper some of its explicit and expected demands, at
least temporarily. These include that U.S.-ROK exercises cease, U.S. forces withdraw
from the peninsula, the Kaesong and Mt. Kumgang projects be reopened, certain North
Korean escapees be returned by South Korea, and Pyongyang only discusses denuclearization
with Washington.

Dramatically, the inter-Korean summit was part of a larger schedule of summitry in spring
2018. The U.S. and ROK sides reacted in measured and coordinated fashion to abrupt China-
DPRK summits and exchanges between high-level officials in Beijing and Pyongyang. Prime
Minister Abe Shinzo of Japan met in a summit with Trump, spoke over the phone often
with Trump and Moon, and hosted a trilateral Japan-ROK-China summit in Tokyo. Moon
again visited Trump at the White House in May 2018 to discuss the results of the inter-
Korean summit and coordinate on a meeting between Trump and Kim Jong-un. When the
U.S.-DPRK meeting slated for June 12 in Singapore appeared at risk of cancellation, Moon
managed to hold a snap second summit with Kim in the DMZ in an attempt to bring North
Korea back on track.

Underappreciated by the first draft of history written by the media, U.S.-ROK trust was
actually higher than many thought going into and coming out of the Winter Olympics,
helping to make the spring of summits possible. Standing next to Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo, Foreign Minister Kang Kyung-wha said, “the close communication and trust
between Presidents Trump and Moon have been the driving force that has brought us to
this point of breakthrough for the denuclearization and peace on the Korean Peninsula.”?®
However, the long-term consequences of summit diplomacy are likely to hinge on the
maintenance of U.S.-ROK trust through a process of South Korean domestic political and
national identity change, and the Trump administration’s unconventional approach to
security alliance policy.

Political Contestation of Korean National Identity

The Moon administration is not only engaged in high-stakes diplomacy, it is has thus far
adroitly navigated domestic politics, maintaining high public approval rates and keeping the
conservative opposition on the defensive. The South Korean government did everything it
could to make the Pyeongchang Olympics a success in terms of inter-Korean relations and
domestic support. Moon administration officials asked South Korean media not to focus on
negative aspects of DPRK participation in the Olympics or publish speculation that might
offend Kim Jong-un, but also presented a positive narrative of inter-Korean reconciliation
strongly tied to progressive views of national identity. South Korean conservatives,
ideologically opposed to embracing the Kim regime, expressed concerns about the strategic
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and financial costs of engaging North Korea. They demanded greater transparency, so the
public could assess the benefits of sports diplomacy versus the costs of embracing a pariah
state that threatens its region and abuses its people. Conservatives argued that engaging
North Korea presents trade-offs for sanctions enforcement and diplomatic relations with
other countries and that delaying U.S.-ROK military exercises damages readiness and the
credibility of deterrence. In any event, South Korea achieved a successful Olympics not
disrupted by North Korean missile or nuclear tests, and it witnessed increased domestic
and international support for engagement.

Even before the Olympics, Moon had set out to unify South Korea under a more progressive
nationalidentity. He trumpeted the people power of the Candlelight revolution that unseated
his predecessor, Park Geun-hye. Moon wasted no time scrapping Park’s conservative history
textbook “reforms” and elevating national commemorations of the Gwangju Uprising and
Jeju Massacre, historical events considered by progressives to be pinnacles of resistance
against military authoritarianism but downplayed by conservative administrations. After
the Olympics, Moon looked to restore inter-Korean agreements made during the Kim Dae-
jung and Roh Moo-hyun administrations and to deepen a pan-Korean identity.

Remarkably, at the April 27 Panmunjom summit, Moon appeared to join Kim Jong-un
in blaming former presidents Park Geun-hye and Lee Myung-bak for a lost decade in
inter-Korean relations, defined by frayed ties and unmet agreements. To South Korean
conservatives, this sounded like revisionist history because Lee closed the Mt. Kumgang
tourism project after North Korean soldiers shot a South Korean woman in the back. The
Lee administration restricted trade with North Korea because of the Cheonan sinking. Park
later closed the Kaesong complex after a series of North Korean nuclear and missile tests.
Some South Korean conservatives allege political retribution as Moon’s two immediate
predecessors, both conservative presidents, are incarcerated for corruption and larger
investigations into the dealings of their administrations and associates are ongoing.
Opposition party leaders were predictably critical of the Panmunjom summit. Hong Joon-
pyo, the then chair of the Liberty Korea Party, said that Chamberlain was fooled by Hitler
at Munich, but Moon was a co-conspirator at Panmunjom. Yoo Seong-min, co-chair of
the Bareunmirae Party, said that no one should be impressed by handshakes with Kim
Jong-un since North Korea has not changed since having cheated on all previous inter-
Korean agreements.?®

Such political wrangling matters not only for South Korea’s summer 2018 elections, but
also for the longer-term trajectory of national identity. Many among South Korea’s young
generation share formative experiences of the 2010 Cheonan sinking and Yeonpyeong
Island shelling, in addition to North Korea’s provocative nuclear and missile tests. In other
words, the young generation is not predisposed to the Sunshine Policy or embracing North
Korea. Many lack enthusiasm for Korean unification, given identity distance from North
Korea and the expected financial costs. However, most want peace and stability, and were
moved by the emotional symbolism of the Olympics and Panmunjom summit. The Moon
administration looks to build upon that sentiment by enshrining inter-Korean engagement
in domestic law, using taxpayer money to promote inter-Korean exchanges, and expanding
municipal involvement in those exchanges after progressive candidates make advances in
the summer local elections.
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There are also questions of South Korean identity vis-a-vis China and Japan. These were
on display during the recent dispute when Beijing exercised diplomatic and economic
pressure on Seoul over the deployment of a U.S. missile defense system known as Terminal
High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) in South Korea. Moon and his advisers were skeptics
of THAAD during the campaign, and its deployment faced uncertainty at the beginning
of Moon’s tenure. Ultimately, Seoul stood its ground and prioritized the strength of the
U.S.-ROK alliance in defending against North Korea. But Seoul offered Beijing assurances
labeled the “three noes”: no intention of welcoming additional THAAD batteries, no plan
of participating in a regional missile defense network, and no establishment of a trilateral
military alliance with Japan and the United States. As a result, some American strategists
expressed concern about Seoul bandwagoning with Beijing, not just economically, but also
in dealing with North Korea.?” At the Panmunjom summit, Moon and Kim emphasized the
homogeneity and oneness of the two Koreas, evoking common ethnicity (minjok) dozens
of times in their speeches and joint statement. For some Japanese, this raises concerns
about inter-Korean unity on celebrations of historical anniversaries involving Japanese
colonialism, the status of the Dokdo/Takeshima islets, and reconciliation for surviving
“comfort women” victims.%

All this matters for trust in the U.S.-ROK alliance because South Korean identity may
internalize a lower threat perception of North Korea and a declining opinion of the United
States. South Koreans could ask: why pay more of the stationing costs of U.S. troops or
compromise on trade as Trump demands? Why host THAAD missile defenses and maintain
the frequency and scale of U.S.-ROK military exercises? Why keep strategic distance from
Beijing and accept U.S. requests for greater trilateral cooperation with Japan? How South
Koreans answer these questions will depend on their national identity politics, which will
also interact with the alliance management policies of the United States.

Trump’s Alliance Management Style a Source of Uncertainty

Any new national leader can be expected to differentiate in substance and style from their
predecessor, but Trump has taken that to a new level, pulling out from the Trans-Pacific
Partnership (TPP) trade agreement, the Paris climate change agreement, and the Iran nuclear
deal, and renegotiating the Korea-U.S. Free Trade Agreement (KORUS FTA). Especially in
presentation, Trump departs from his predecessors with the rhetorical tone of his tweets
and speeches, extreme frankness in public settings, assault on the “establishment,” and
constant disruption of the news narrative.

Trump has asserted that the United States gets little in return for protecting South
Korea, while Seoul benefits disproportionately from trade and takes American jobs. Such
rhetoric can damage trust because positive perceptions about an ally’s role and values
can come into question, driving suspicion and worst-case scenario planning. Consistent,
transparent communication is important for trust. Allies expect advance notification and
consultation regarding policy changes via diplomatic channels, not surprise developments
announced via Twitter.

South Koreans also perceived uncertainty in the Trump administration’s decision-making
process. On the one hand, Trump’s intuition to “flip the script” by front-loading interaction
between leaders ahead of a usually drawn out working-level process may interface
productively with the North Korean system. But South Koreans were made nervous by
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Trump’s threats to walk away from talks, and the appearance that U.S. diplomacy was
understaffed. The Trump administration was slow to fill positions in the State Departmentin
particular and relied heavily on the intelligence channel to communicate with North Korea.
Trump’s decision to meet Kim Jong-un seemed abrupt to U.S. allies and stoked concerns
that he may draw down U.S. forces in Korea and fall into a North Korean trap.

Aides argue that Trump was elected to do things differently, and that the North Korea policies
of previous administrations, Democrat and Republican, did not work. Supporters also claim
that Trump’s unconventional rhetoric toward North Korea, diplomatic maneuvers with
China, and military and economic pressure effectively brought Kim to the negotiating table.
Moreover, the Trump policy team on North Korea has expanded over time, coordinated
with South Korea, and communicated directly with the Kim regime. Pompeo first visited
Pyongyang as CIA director to meet Kim Jong-un and confirm North Korean intentions for a
summit. On his second visit, then as secretary of state, Pompeo again met Kim, discussed
denuclearization, and returned with three Americans who had been long detained in North
Korea. This bodes well for negotiations, and Trump appears to be seized with the idea of
ending the state of war on the Korean Peninsula.

However, the policy personnel in the United States has gotten tougher on Pyongyang than
when the Trump administration embarked on its “maximum pressure” campaign. Seasoned
diplomat Joseph Yun retired, Pompeo replaced Rex Tillerson as secretary of state, PACOM
Commander Admiral Harry Harris rather than a professor will become U.S. ambassador to
Seoul, and a more hawkish figure may take over for the deterrence-minded Gen. Vincent
Brooks as commander of U.S. Forces Korea. National security adviser H.R. McMaster was
succeeded by John Bolton, who has a record of advocating regime change; his “Libya model”
comments about denuclearization apparently provoked North Korea since the Libya story
did not end well for Muammar Gaddafi.

Trump himself has expressed great optimism for improvement in U.S.-DPRK relations and
economic development cooperation, but he has also made clear that the U.S. military is
ready if necessary, and sanctions should continue until North Korea denuclearizes. If the
spring of summits fails to advance denuclearization, the Trump administration may return
to a hawkish approach on North Korea. Trump already directed the U.S. military to update
Non-combatant Evacuation Operation (NEO) plans and considered ordering military
families home from South Korea. If such a pullout occurred, it would prompt a crisis of
confidence in South Korea’s security and the U.S.-ROK alliance because military action
would appear imminent.

Conclusion: Preserving Trust in the Alliance

Many observers associate fluctuations in the strength of the alliance with policy changes
by different occupants of the White House and Blue House.” After new leaders come to
office, it is easy to attribute policy changes and coordination failures to their intentions and
characteristics, even though the reality of alliance management is much more complex.
Leadership changes and initiatives are important, but it should not be forgotten how
enduring national interests and bilateral institutions provide the alliance with continuity.
Mutual trust has allowed the U.S.-ROK alliance to cooperatively address North Korean
provocations, relations with China and Japan, and basing and command reorganization.
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Inter-governmental trust holds an alliance together, despite changes in leadership. But
there is downward pressure on bilateral trust beyond the personalities and politics of the
current residents of the White House and Blue House. If South Korean identity perceptions
vis-a-vis North Korea change dramatically, and if the Trump administration’s style of alliance
management is evaluated negatively by South Koreans, the trust-based foundation of
alliance cooperation could be eroded.

However, controversies over inter-Korean diplomacy at the Olympics did not breach trust
in the alliance. Americans understood that Moon wanted to host an Olympics safe from
North Korean provocations and full of reconciliation theater. More than a few American
analysts support Moon’s engagement policies and criticize Trump’s coercive diplomacy.
They suggest exploratory talks during which North Korea would not test nuclear devices or
long-range missiles, a resumption of multilateral negotiations, and if Pyongyang recommits
to denuclearization, the U.S. and DPRK could set up diplomatic Interest Sections in each
other’s capitals.?* Meanwhile, skeptics insist that Pyongyang is trying to drive a wedge
between Seoul and its partners and to “normalize” international tolerance or acceptance
of its nuclear status.

Questions remain about the trajectory of South Korean and U.S. policy going forward. Even
if policies do not change much, rhetoric based on emotions and political pandering (rather
than on facts and national interests) can degrade perceptions in the other country about its
ally and set off a downward spiral of trust. The era of dealing with a North Korean missile
test by possibly “blowing it off the launch pad” has past. Talk of giving North Korea a “bloody
nose” may be good coercive diplomacy, but not reasonable military action. The expected
utility and effectiveness of such a strike is much less than the expected risks, unless the
United States and its allies had credible intelligence that the North Koreans were about to
launch a nuclear attack.**

Trump and Moon agreed that the United States and ROK do not seek North Korean
regime change or collapse. But there should be pressure, otherwise North Korea will not
denuclearize. The regime currently sees more safety with its nuclear weapons programs
than without. To change that calculation, Trump is right that Chinese cooperation on
pressure is needed, but Moon has a point that the carrots previously on offer look too small
to North Korea. Also, for Moon, it is important to reassure his domestic audience there will
not be a military conflict and to show he is pushing for a diplomatic process. The challenge
is persuading Pyongyang to change its behavior. That calls for pressure via coordinated
implementation of policy among the United States, South Korea, and Japan. The calibration
for Moon is to seek that cooperation without looking soft, while the calibration for Trump is
not to appear too hardline to realize that cooperation.

Some Korean progressives seem to want the United States to play “bad cop” focused on
denuclearization and human rights while South Korea plays “good cop” focused on social and
economic engagement. Others want Seoul to play an intermediary role between Pyongyang
and Washington and even between Washington and Beijing. That risks U.S.-ROK trust. It
is fine for Washington and Seoul to productively differentiate roles, but staying on the
same page is essential so that the efforts by one are not misconstrued as undermining the
efforts of the other. Eventually, sanctions relief and economic cooperation can accompany
North Korean progress toward denuclearization. Rushed solutions and grand bargains risk
unintended consequences. The safer bet is on better enforcing sanctions, strengthening
deterrence, and reinforcing alliances, while engaging Pyongyang in sustainable dialogue.®
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Meaningful dialogue does not mean giving North Korea something for nothing. It means
Pyongyang should desist from provocations and return to negotiations. If North Korea
maintained a testing freeze, moved artillery and troops back from the DMZ, and allowed
separated family reunions, that would be a good start for confidence building and further
humanitarian initiatives. In his Berlin speech, Moon offered such assistance on flooding,
infectious diseases, and forest management.®

The Moon government recognizes that South Korea has more to lose in terms of trust and
cooperation with the United States than it presently has to gain with North Korea. This is
why Seoul continues to double down on the alliance. But U.S. policymakers should avoid
a situation where South Koreans blame America for a lost opportunity for transformative
diplomacy. South Koreans must also be wary about being accused of soft-pedaling during
the “last chance” to arrest North Korea’s nuclear missile development. Confidence building
with Pyongyang can productively lower tensions and test North Korean intentions, but such
efforts should not contradict UN sanctions or sacrifice trust between Washington and Seoul.
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The question of the proper relationship between domestic sentiment and foreign policy
is a vexed one. Historically, statesmen and strategists have tended to distrust or disparage
the role of the demos in the elite enterprise of foreign affairs. In the immortal words of the
then vice president Richard Nixon: “If we indulge in the kind of thinking which assumes
that foreign policy decisions should be made on the basis of public opinion polls we might
as well decide now to surrender our position of world leadership to the communists.”? Yet
from even the most condescending foreign policy establishment perch, it is hard to dispute
the significance of securing public support for key foreign policy moves. Nixon as president
was fully aware of this, carefully stage-managing his most dramatic maneuver, the visit to
China in February 1972, in a way that would maximize support back home. And of course,
Nixon’s loss of public trust over the Watergate scandal brought about the abrupt end of
his influence on everything, including foreign affairs. Nixon’s impeachment, after years of
public opposition to the war in Vietnam, strengthened the view in the United States that
unsupervised elites were in fact the worst possible stewards of the instruments of national
power, and that popular, democratic checks were critical ingredients in wise and prudent
foreign policy.

Once the publicis accorded a decisive role in foreign affairs deliberation, we have to grapple
with the problem of determining what “the public” thinks in the first place. Who represents
“the public”? How can we assert “it” thinks one way or another? What do we mean by
expressions such as “the public seems to have changed its mind”? French theorist Pierre
Bourdieu, for example, challenged the validity of statistical representations of “public
opinion” based on polling data. Bourdieu argues that public opinion so constructed is an
“artefact” of the pollsters, rather than a reflection of an actual thing in the world.? Polling
data creates a false sense of certainty about public preferences—the illusion of a static and
knowable thing, “the public,” where one does not exist.

Despite the epistemological limitations and political biases embedded in the art of polling,
public sentiment must be brought into the equation of foreign policy analysis. Particularly
in a South Korean context, given the highly participatory nature of political culture, it would
be foolish to adopt an elitist premise that the public factor can be ignored. South Korean
president Moon Jae-in, for one, emphasizes the critical importance of democratic legitimacy
and public input in all aspects of governance, including foreign policy.

Yet Moon faces a dilemma. He entered the Blue House with three foreign policy ropes
tied like a noose around his neck: the “comfort woman” deal on the basis of which Seoul’s
channels were reopened with Prime Minister Abe Shinzo, the Kaesong Industrial Complex
closure on the basis of which channels were severed with Chairman Kim Jong-un, and the
THAAD [Terminal High Altitude Area Defense] missile defense battery deployment on the
basis of which ties were frayed badly with President Xi Jinping. Moon’s predecessor Park
Geun-hye made these decisions abruptly, with little effort to prepare the public or win a
broad consensus for them, and after Park’s impeachment, Moon campaigned against all
three decisions. However, his electoral victory had little to do with foreign policy, leaving
him without a clear mandate in terms of how to move forward.

Coming to power thanks to a “people power” movement known as the Candlelight
revolution, President Moon drew heavily upon participatory mechanisms and worked
hard to show that he was listening to the people. The Blue House created a new system
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of online petitions, promising to tackle issues as sensitive as abortion in response to public
comment, and Moon reversed his stand on shutting down a nuclear reactor after a citizen
review came out against the plan.* The Moon administration applied this same logic of
“democratic procedural legitimacy” to the three foreign policy ropes by ordering external
reviews of THAAD deployment, the “comfort women” deal, and Kaesong closure.®> With
the conclusion of those reviews in December 2017, Moon finally began to implement
his own foreign policy. As he did so, the question of domestic mandate came back to the
fore. During his first year in the Blue House, Moon sustained record high public approval
ratings. But as the dramatic peace-making diplomacy unfolded in early 2018, the question
of whether Moon can sustain a domestic mandate resurfaced in new guise. Where is the
Moon administration likely to encounter the most resistance in terms of public response
to foreign policy moves? Are there ways Moon can approach public opinion in order to
maximize the odds of achieving his foreign policy objectives? And how does he balance the
need to be proactive and flexible in foreign policy implementation with the imperative to
sustain public support among the citizenry?

The argument here begins with setting Moon’s domestic mandate dilemma in the context
of the contradictory foreign policy legacy he inherited from Park Geun-hye, the lack of clear
foreign policy mandate from the Candlelight movement that put him in power, and the
intensified need to be proactive on inter-Korean relations in the shrinking strategic space
between Kim Jong-un’s tests and Donald J. Trump’s tweets. The Moon administration drew
upon democratic or semi-democratic “review” mechanisms to escape the path dependence
effect from the late Park era and maintain public support along the way. Stuck with the
deployment of a THAAD battery that Koreans had mixed feelings about, Moon nonetheless
improved ties with Xi Jinping on the basis of the “three noes.” Saddled with an unpopular
deal meant to be the “final and irrevocable” settlement of the wartime sexual slavery issue,
he stabilized ties with Abe by upholding the letter of the deal while rejecting the spirit of
it. Finally, he opened a channel with Kim Jong-un through the Olympic détente, followed
by a dramatic inter-Korean summit in Panmunjom on April 27, setting the stage for heavy
diplomatic lifting to make progress on the bold agenda of “peace and denuclearization of
the Korean Peninsula.”

Moon’s maneuvers vis-a-vis Beijing and Tokyo were met with broad public support—or at
least, did not trigger significant backlash. However, the initial efforts to reopen and improve
inter-Korean relations met with pockets of public opposition and overall ambivalence.
Although Moon emerged from the success of the Panmunjom summit with sky-high
approval ratings, it is worth anticipating the domestic political complexity of a peace and
reconciliation approach to inter-Korean relations, if only to mitigate theirimpact on progress
with Pyongyang. In conclusion, it is argued that Moon’s key foreign policy preferences—
sustaining a robust alliance with the United States, restoring a close partnership with China,
and allowing a working relationship with Japan—appear to be grounded in fairly strong
domestic consensus. The challenging issue is likely to be in the sphere of inter-Korean
relations. Here, Moon faces fragmented public sentiment, and consensus might prove
elusive. Indeed, Bourdieu’s warnings about the mirage of a monolithic “public opinion”
seem especially germane when thinking through the question of public attitudes toward
North Korea, inter-Korean relations, and Korean reunification. How to win and maintain a
domestic mandate for improved inter-Korean relations is likely to be one of the most critical
foreign policy challenges facing Moon during his years in the Blue House.
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Candlelight Mandate

Park Geun-hye left a contradictory foreign policy legacy in the wake of her tempestuous
final year as president of the Republic of Korea. As a candidate and in her first two and
half years in office, she seemed to be developing a “third way” approach to foreign
relations that borrowed in significant ways from a progressive paradigm while retaining
key conservative features. The most notable progressive borrowings consisted in her effort
to engage Pyongyang in what her administration hoped would be an inter-Korean “trust-
building process,” along with her dramatic embrace of a close political relationship with
new Chinese leader Xi Jinping, culminating in her appearance on the Tiananmen Square
balustrade to watch China’s military parade celebrating the 70th anniversary of victory
in the war against Japan. Yet Park managed to keep a stable relationship to Washington,
in line with the public’s commitment to the U.S. alliance and favorable views toward the
United States.®

However, during the space of a few months in late 2015-early 2016, Park abruptly reversed
course, shifting to a neo-traditional conservative posture toward the key players in South
Korean foreign policy. The first reversal came with Japan. Having let ROK-Japan relations
atrophy for two years, Park held a summit with Abe in November and the following month
announced a deal that purported to be the “final and irrevocable” resolution of the sensitive
and controversial issue of Japanese wartime sexual enslavement of Korean women and girls
(the “comfort woman” issue). Although Park had been criticized for letting this issue hijack
all aspects of Korea-Japan relations, the sudden announcement of a final resolution based
on a narrow government-to-government negotiation only inflamed the issue.” With public
opinion extremely negative toward Abe and lukewarm on Japan, Park’s deal confirmed
many Koreans’ sense that Tokyo simply wanted the issue forgotten.® There was very little
public enthusiasm for or acceptance of the deal, and the backlash intensified as the Abe
government insisted Seoul prevent civic groups from putting up remembrance statues of
comfort women.®

The second reversal, in relations with Beijing, was triggered by North Korea’s fourth
nuclear test in January 2016. Frustrated that Xi Jinping was unwilling to help in her hour
of need, Park decided to move ahead with deployment of the controversial THAAD
missile defense system, cognizant it would incur Beijing’s wrath. China retaliated with
economic punishments including bans on group tourism, cancelations of cultural events,
and coordinated “inspections” that shuttered business operations by the South Korean
conglomerate Lotte, which had transferred a golf course to the government for use as the
THAAD site. Naturally, South Koreans resented Beijing’s wielding of an economic stick. On
the other hand, a majority of Koreans, while fretting over China’s military rise, want a good
relationship with China for purely economic reasons.?® The THAAD spat only reinforced the
importance of stable, friendly ties to Beijing, given South Korea’s economic vulnerability to
the Chinese market in terms of trade and investment.

The third reversal was that Park closed the door to cooperation with Pyongyang. For the
preceding three years in office, Park remained open to dialogue and improvement in
relations with Kim Jong-un, preserving a posture of openness despite numerous ups and
downs. She stuck with her signature “trust-building process” despite Pyongyang’s pre-



mOOood Delury: The Candlelight Mandate & Moon Jae-in’s Inter-Korean Dilemma | 53

inauguration nuke test in February 2013 and the ensuing springtime shadow war. Her first
tangible effort at reconciliation came with family reunions in February 2014, and Kim Jong-
un sent top aides to the Asian Games in Incheon in October. However, nothing much came of
their visit. In August 2015, a landmine incident in the DMZ raised tensions once again—and
Park authorized high-level talks resulting in a six-point agreement to stabilize and improve
ties. Implementation had already bogged down by the time of the fourth nuclear test on
January 6, 2016, followed by the satellite launch on February 7, 2016. Park responded by
ordering the closure of the joint industrial plant at Kaesong.

Kaesong closure had a polarizing effect. Progressive advocates of engagement were
outraged, and the progressive newspaper Hankyoreh took issue with flaws in the argument
put out by the Ministry of Unification to justify the decision on grounds that Kaesong profits
funded Pyongyang’s nuclear and missile programs.!! Even some conservatives had doubts
about the shutdown.? By shuttering Kaesong, Park foreclosed the last remaining platform
for inter-Korean cooperation built during the Sunshine era. Not even during the more
hardline era of her predecessor, Lee Myung-bak, faced with the sinking of the Cheonan
and shelling of Yeonpyeong island, was Kaesong shut down. Still, polling indicated a strong
majority of the public approved of the closure.'®* Predictably, North Korea severed the
military hotline to the South and stopped responding to the communications channel at
Panmunjom. The line to Pyongyang was cut. The line to Beijing was frayed. The line was
reopened to Tokyo, and loud and clear to Washington.

By mid-year, Park had seemingly restored a traditional conservative foreign policy posture.
But before the public could fully judge its merits, the Park presidency came crashing
down in a cascade of private scandal and public outrage. The Candlelight movement that
toppled Park is critical to understanding the Moon government, including its foreign policy.
It is a paradoxical effect since the movement had so little to do with foreign affairs. The
Candlelight protests relit the spirit of citizenship in South Korea, tapping into widespread
revulsion against corrupt practices, vested interests, and social injustice. They were led
from the center-left but represented a broad social consensus around the yearning for a
fresh start, for an open and transparent government, for a domestic political and economic
reset.* Protestors’ chants evolved from ‘Park Geun-hye, Resign!’ to ‘Impeach Park Geun-
hye/ Disband Saenuri/ Break up the Conglomerates’ (note the absence of foreign policy
issues). At its peak, Candlelight brought over a million people into the streets of Seoul and
cities across the country. Park’s disapproval rating bottomed out at 91%, an extraordinary, if
tragic, moment of civic solidarity.?® It was a very broad tent, and the under-45 demographic—
from Gen X families with young kids and baby strollers to Millennials still in school—was
well represented at the weekly rallies in Gwanghwamun Square.

Over time, counter-protests emerged. Although much smaller in scale than the Candlelight
marches, the so-called “ROK flag” protests were sociologically significant given the
striking demographics: the participants were overwhelmingly in their 60s or older. Unlike
Candlelight marchers, the pro-Park protestors incorporated a foreign policy stance into the
outward symbolism of their movement by carrying not one but two flags—those of the ROK
and USA. Devoted Park supporters rallied on the day that the Constitutional Court upheld
her impeachment in March, and railed in anger and sorrow, flags in hand. Three people
died, ages 60, 72 and 74, that day.'®



54 | Joint U.S.-Korea Academic Studies

At a final Candlelight rally just before the election in early May, billed as a victory party,
some organizing groups tried to shift the movement toward opposition to THAAD. But
the Candlelight masses did not follow the move toward foreign relations issues. The
compressed campaign to choose Park’s successor was dominated by domestic challenges.
When foreign policy and national security questions came up, Moon affirmed a progressive
approach while leaving himself room on policy particulars. He strongly rejected Park’s
“comfort women” deal, yet he affirmed the importance of maintaining an open channel
with Tokyo. Just before election day, the U.S. and ROK militaries fast-tracked THAAD
deployment, making it a fait accompli for the winner, and the Moon campaign criticized
the move.” But Moon stressed the importance of a strong alliance with Washington, along
with a close partnership with Beijing. He was critical of the Kaesong closure, promising to
reopen and expand the complex as a “stepping stone of Korean reunification.”*® At the same
time, Moon affirmed the importance of stopping North Korea’s nuclear progress, including
through the use of sanctions. Given his background as Roh Moo-hyun’s chief of staff, voters
closely associated Moon with the Sunshine Policy of engagement with Pyongyang and
inter-Korean reconciliation, principles that Moon reaffirmed during the campaign. But how
he would revive the concept, in the changed conditions two decades after Kim Dae-jung
inaugurated it, remained unclear.

In the May 2017 election, conservatives and older voters backed Hong Jun-pyo, the
standard-bearer of a rechristened conservative party (Liberal Korea Party), giving him
about a quarter of the votes. Centrists gravitated toward Ahn Cheol-su, who won 21
percent of the electorate with a heterogeneous bloc that also included regional supporters
from the southwest [under the flag of the People’s Party] as well as Ahn’s original post-
partisan adherents. Moon Jae-in handily defeated his two main rivals by commanding 40
percent of the vote, what might be called the Candlelight coalition. He performed well
among Millennials and Gen Xers, for some of whom Candlelight marked an initiation into
active political life, an expression of their yearning for a new politics and social progress. By
evicting Park and electing Moon, the Candlelight movement endowed the new president
with a clear and powerful mandate for domestic reform.

Coming after the outrage over Park and sense of deep political disillusionment, President
Moon skillfully tapped into people’s hope for a fresh start. He rapidly doubled the size of
his popular support—polls showed him receiving an 80 percent approval rating over the
course of his first months in office. From the moment he settled into the Blue House, Moon
effectively conveyed the image that the Candlelight coalition elected him to project—
openness, transparency, justice, and reform. There was one catch—the Candlelight coalition
did not as a group articulate clear expectations on the central foreign policy questions facing
their country—how to balance China’s rise and the U.S. alliance, how to lift the burden of
the past in dealing with Japan, and how to handle the North Korean conundrum. Moon’s
Candlelight mandate on domestic social, economic, and political issues did not extend with
much clarity into the sphere of foreign affairs.
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Fire and Fury

Outside the domestic bubble of South Korea’s snap presidential election, an overpowering
geopolitical and diplomatic dynamic was at work on the Korean Peninsula, creating a vortex
that would sweep Seoul into its wake and leave Moon limited room to maneuver. Kim Jong-
un and Donald Trump were well into a spitting contest that began on New Year’s Day, when
Kim swore he would test an ICBM that could threaten the U.S. homeland with a nuke and
Trump tweeted back “It won’t happen!” Tensions spiked in April with Kim threatening to fire
missiles around Guam and Trump warning that an “armada” was on its way to Korea. Kim
called off the Guam plan, but he continued testing a dizzying array of rockets, including a new
IRBM and a pair of successful ICBM tests in July. In August, Trump threatened Kim with “fire,
fury, and frankly power the likes of which the world has never seen.” To start September,
North Korea staged a massive thermonuclear detonation, and soon after, standing before
the United Nations General Assembly, Trump threatened to “totally destroy” North Korea.
DPRK Foreign Minister Ri Yong Ho, in New York for the UNGA, responded by suggesting
Pyongyang might next conduct an atmospheric nuclear test over the Pacific. Kim’s testing
regime slowed in the fall, punctuated by a final ICBM launch on November 28, on the basis
of which Kim proudly declared that his Strategic Rocket Force had “completed” its mission.

These represent only the highlights of what seemed like a constant stream of provocation
and counter-provocation between Pyongyang and Washington over the course of 2017.
Veteran Korea hands agreed the intensity of U.S.-DPRK antagonism was unprecedented
in comparison with the past few decades. For Seoul, the salient characteristic of this
confrontation cycle was that South Korea was relegated to the role of bystander. The Trump
administration aggressively and directly responded to almost every move made by Kim
Jong-un. On the diplomatic front, led by the then-Secretary of State Rex Tillerson with the
on-off backing of Trump, the effort focused heavily on the role of China, rather than South
Korea, as the key to progress. Trump made North Korea the number one issue in U.S.-China
relations and said on multiple occasions that China could solve the problem if it wanted to.
At a nadir of Trump-Moon relations, he condescendingly tweeted to Moon that he should
not waste his time with a policy of “appeasement” toward Pyongyang.

An even more perilous form of “Korea passing” emerged over the course of the year, as
preventive strikes and other euphemisms for war moved from fringe ideas to mainstream
policy debate in the United States. The debate was triggered not by experts—the majority
of whom argued forcefully against military action—but rather by the administration’s
frequent warnings that “if diplomacy fails” it would turn to force. The U.S. debate over the
merits of military action implicitly devalued the strategic and human significance of South
Korea—even those who argued against military options often pointed out that hundreds of
thousands of U.S. citizens residing in South Korea might perish in the ensuing conflict. The
ultimate expression of South Korea’s marginalization, if not dehumanization, was Senator
Lindsey Graham'’s public comment that in conversation with the president, Trump told him
it might be necessary to fight the war now while the casualties would be “over there,”
rather than let North Korea get to the point where Kim could threaten the homeland with
a nuclear-tipped ICBM.
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A secondary case for military action was made by Trump’s then-national security advisor,
H.R. McMaster, who asserted that Kim Jong-un was so brutal he could not necessarily be
deterred without the use of actual force, and that he was so aggressive, if he were not
stopped he would pursue coercive reunification with if not military invasion of South Korea.
McMaster told New Yorker reporter Evan Osnos, “There are reasons why this situation is
different from the one we were in with the Soviets. The North Koreans have shown, through
their words and actions, their intention to blackmail the United States into abandoning
our South Korean ally, potentially clearing the path for a second Korean War.”* National
security experts and Korea watchers in Washington elevated the assessed risk of a conflict
on the peninsula, with 25 percent becoming a common estimate.?’ Members of Congress
also began ringing alarm bells about the rising risk of war in Korea.» By December,
Graham put the chance of military action at 30 percent, rising to 70 percent if North Korea
were to stage a seventh nuclear test.? Public opinion polls, of which there were many,
indicated elevated fears among Americans of conflict breaking out—with three-quarters of
respondents worrying about war in Korea and an even higher percentage saying Trump’s
threats of military action should be taken at face value.?®

The spiraling tensions between Trump and Kim, laced by what seemed to be an increasingly
real prospect of military conflict, created a severe political dilemma for the Moon
presidency. Moon was performing well on the domestic issues that people elected him to
tackle. While critics to his right tried to attack him on national security and foreign policy
issues, nothing stuck. However, Moon was trapped in the path dependence created by
Park’s triple reversal, and in particular, he was hamstrung in his effort to interject South
Korea into a meaningful role in the standoff between the United States and North Korea.
Kim Jong-un was not making things any easier. Moon floated a pair of proposals to reopen
channels and probe for cooperation, suggesting a resumption of military talks and family
reunions. But Pyongyang threw cold water on the ideas (without formally rejecting them).
The North also snubbed the initial effort by South Korean civic groups to restore contacts
and resume cooperation, starting with the benign concept of a joint celebration on the
anniversary of the first inter-Korean summit. This had a dampening effect on the capacity
for civil society actors to support initiatives by Moon to improve North-South relations and
insert Seoul back into the North Korea equation. While McMaster was warning ominously
that Kim was undeterrable, his counterpart in Seoul, Chung Eui-yong, insisted there was
zero possibility of war.* Many South Korean experts agreed.” The South Korean public
appeared significantly less concerned about the prospect of conflict than Americans—one
poll found 37 percent of respondents thought war was possible, a decrease from a few
years ago.?® The relatively subdued attitude of the South Korean public was an asset in that
Moon did not need to act in desperation in response to domestic pressure—on the other
hand, the level of U.S.-DPRK tension was objectively becoming a danger to South Korean
security and public safety in a way that demanded intervention by Moon.

By September, Moon spoke openly of his “frustration and sadness” over Pyongyang’s
intransigence in opening the channel.?’ North Korean statements stuck to the party line
that the only way for inter-Korean progress was for Moon to break with the United States
and its pressure campaign against the DPRK. But the Moon government and likeminded
actors, including the United Nations Secretariat, kept probing for a breakthrough. A series
of backchannel contacts in China in December, in the wake of Kim’s declaration that he had
“completed” progress, may have represented a turning point. Moon openly acknowledged
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that he had requested Washington to delay joint U.S.-ROK military exercises until after the
Olympics and reiterated his invitation to Pyongyang to participate. Yet he was careful to
affirm the importance of the alliance and respect for Trump. Virtually the only place where
Moon took a contrary stand was his regular insistence that war was not an option—an
implicit rebuke to White House suggestions that military solutions were very much “on
the table.”

Three Reviews of Foreign Policy

Moon began to break free of the path dependency of Park Geun-hye’s reversals by the end
of 2017, and started the new year implementing something closer to his own foreign policy.
The first breakthrough came with Beijing, where Moon could count on fairly widespread
support in working to restore a constructive relationship to China—for economic self-
interest if nothing else.?® Strategic calculus and domestic political incentives aligned in a
way that encouraged Moon to find a way to strengthen ties to Xi Jinping and mitigate the
damage caused by the row over THAAD. Despite the THAAD sanctions, most South Koreans
wanted to see an improvement in Seoul-Beijing ties. The political danger was that giving
in too much to Beijing could cause a rupture in the ROK-U.S. alliance or cast an image of
weakness in the face of Chinese “bullying,” either of which would invite domestic criticism.

Moon stalled for time by conducting an environmental review of the THAAD battery site,
emphasizing the problem of “procedural legitimacy” in the manner in which the deployment
decision was made and suspending deployment of the four additional launchers in June.
On his visit to Washington, Moon explicitly linked THAAD to public sentiment and his
Candlelight mandate:

“Deployment of THAAD prompted some people to voice concern over the future of
the alliance. The discussion taking place inside the Korean government on this issue
is a vital process for ensuring democratic legitimacy and procedural transparency.
This is a matter of crucial importance to my government that was born on the
Candlelight Revolution.”?*

However, in the face of Kim’s blistering pace of missile tests and Trump’s “maximum
pressure” campaign, Moon dropped the suspension of additional launchers in early August
and announced “conditional” approval of the environmental assessment in September.3®
Although local protests against THAAD continued at the site in Seongju, and sporadic, small-
scale rallies were held in Seoul, THAAD opposition was not a galvanizing issue for the public
at large—indeed, polls indicated a strong majority supported the deployment.3* Whatever
reservations Moon might have harbored as to the military necessity for a THAAD battery,
there was no diplomatic space or domestic imperative to push for undoing the deployment.

Instead, Moon devised a diplomatic stratagem to improve ties to Xi Jinping despite retaining
THAAD. This was realized in late October with coordinated statements by the foreign
ministries in Seoul and Beijing announcing they would put bilateral relations back on a
normal track.3? Beijing implicitly relented to the presence of a THAAD battery on South
Korean soil. ROK foreign minister Kang Kyung-wha, meanwhile, articulated what was called
the “three noes”: no further THAAD batteries would be deployed; no further integration
into U.S.-led regional missile defense would be pursued; no trilateral military alliance with
Japan (and the U.S.) would be declared.
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The agreement with Beijing opened Moon to criticism for forsaking the alliance with
the United States. But speaking with South Korean journalists, National Security Advisor
McMaster avoided criticizing Moon’s decision.®® Soon thereafter, Trump’s visit to Seoul
went well both in terms of public diplomacy and private discussions. Moon and his advisors
were pleasantly surprised by Trump’s respectful, serious, and open attitude. The visit
was short, but there were no gaffes, Trump’s speech at the National Assembly was well
received, the First Lady made a very positive impression. Although the South Korean public
had been highly negative on Trump, polls found improvement after seeing him up close.
By showing Moon to be a good steward of the alliance, Trump’s visit inadvertently affirmed
Moon’s outreach to Beijing, since it had not damaged the relationship to the White House.
In early December, Moon made a four-day visit to Beijing, Nanjing, and Chongqging. Moon'’s
China trip received largely negative coverage back in South Korea, marred as it was by the
beating of a South Korean journalist by Chinese security guards and protocol slights such
as a low-level greeting at the airport and unaccompanied meals. Despite the failure of the
trip in terms of public diplomacy back home, Moon achieved his diplomatic goal of holding
a constructive summit with Xi, and there was no major backlash against either the “three
noes” or the trip.* The damage of Park’s THAAD deployment decision had been partially
undone, without triggering domestic blowback in South Korea.

On the heels of the Trump visit and Xi summit, Moon tackled the thorny problem of
relations with Abe and the legacy of the “comfort women” deal. Although Moon criticized
the agreement as a candidate, he was careful to establish an open channel with Tokyo after
taking office. A line to Tokyo was especially important in the early days, given how Abe had
established a confidant relationship with Donald Trump—in the words of Shelia Smith, a
“buddy and friend.”3¢ This was captured in the infamous photograph at Mar-A-Lago of the
makeshift U.S.-Japan national security caucus on how to respond to a North Korean missile
test, which led to a press conference at which Abe spoke at length and Trump added only a
single sentence. For this reason alone, Moon would have wanted to have his own channel to
Abe. Yet the unpopular “comfort women” deal hung like a cloud over Korea-Japan relations.

Moon’s solution was to commission an outside panel of experts to review the process
behind the deal. Formed at the end of July, the nine-member panel announced its findings
in December, on the basis of which Foreign Minister Kang announced that the government
would not formally abrogate the agreement. But while upholding the fact of the deal, the
Moon government rejected the spirit of it, claiming that the Park government approach
lacked procedural and democratic legitimacy. So, while Moon would not seek to renegotiate
the deal, he made it clear that the wartime sexual slavery issue was not considered “solved”
from Seoul’s perspective. At the same time, in encouraging Abe to attend the upcoming
Olympics, Moon made his intention clear to keep a regular channel open to Tokyo. Polling
suggested that a majority of people approved of Moon’s somewhat ambiguous handling
of the issue.”’

At the same time that the “comfort women” review panel announced its findings, the Policy
Reform Committee of the Ministry of Unification did the same. The Committee was launched
in September composed of figures from outside government. Tasked with advising on a
new direction for North Korea policy, the focus of its press conference on December 27
was to release the conclusions of its review of the Park administration’s decision to shut



mOOood Delury: The Candlelight Mandate & Moon Jae-in’s Inter-Korean Dilemma | 59

down the Kaesong joint industrial zone. The panel found no evidence that Kaesong funds
had in fact been diverted to North Korea’s illicit weapons programs, as claimed in the Park
government’s closure announcement. Addressing the issue of procedural legitimacy, the
panel concluded that the decision was made in an “unilateral and verbal” way—in other
words, as fiat by Park Geun-hye, rather than based on institutional review, including
sanctions procedures.** The committee advised the Moon government to reopen the plant
as soon as conditions allowed. The Ministry of Unification announced that it “humbly
accepts” the finding and promised to boost transparency.*® The Kaesong closure discussion
was theoretical in the sense that no one expected Moon to reopen the plant anytime soon.
However, just a few days after the announcement, the prospect of inter-Korean cooperation
suddenly became real for the first time since Moon took office.

Moonshadow

The inter-Korean détente of early 2018 exposed what may prove to be the most serious
dilemma facing Moon’s foreign policy in so far as public opinion is concerned, of how to
win and sustain public support for a policy of dialogue, reconciliation, and cooperation with
North Korea. This challenge should come as no surprise to Moon and his advisors. After all,
domestic consensus proved to be the Achilles Heel of the original Sunshine Policy, on which
many of them labored. Although in the early years (for most of the Kim Dae-jung term) the
policy enjoyed widespread support, by the end of the Roh Moo-hyun era public support
was flagging.** During the progressives’ subsequent decade in the political wilderness,
Sunshine Policy advocates only strengthened their convictions about the correctness of
their approach, while many recognized the need to re-establish a public consensus behind
the policy. Conservative critics, meanwhile, grew equally confident in their opposition to the
wisdom of engagement. But the problem of public sentiment became increasingly complex
as a new generation came of age in the absence of contact with the North. Today, the
Moon government faces a fragmented public. “386” progressives will support his efforts to
improve inter-Korean relations. Older conservatives will attack. But younger Koreans will
respond based on a different paradigm entirely.

Today’s college-age South Korean is too young to appreciate the early euphoric moments
of inter-Korean rapprochement of the Kim Dae-jung era. Teenagers who became curious
about North Korea in the last decade could find themselves investigated for violating
the National Security Law with a Facebook post or ironic retweet—the criminalization of
curiosity since 2008 had a dampening effect.*? The most vivid experience of inter-Korean
relations for Millennials was the violent conflict of 2010, leaving an intensely negative
impression. The concept of a “Cheonan generation” is probably a distortion but gets at
a generational fact.”® Survey research indicates more negative views toward North Korea
among younger South Koreans compared with their elders. The polls also indicate young
South Koreans are significantly less interested in reunification.* Surveys conducted by the
Justice Party’s foundation demonstrate that among people over 60 years old, 75 percent
consider unification a duty, whereas under 40, only 36 percent consider it necessary. The
Asan Institute for Policy Studies comes to similar conclusions based on its polling, describing
“youth detachment” toward North Korea.*
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Steve Denney and others have argued that apathy and negativity toward North Korea reflect
something deeper—a shift away from an ethnic conception of Korean identity among
young South Koreans.* Coming of age after the democratic transition and alienated by
decades from a sense of connection to people in the north, Millennials think of themselves
as citizens of the Republic of Korea, full stop. The ROK is not a divided half—it is whole and
complete unto itself. Instead of caring about healing the wound of division, they care about
making South Korea a fair, just, prosperous place. They read Sandel and Piketty. They march
for a better ROK. Younger Koreans are often described as “individualistic” and “pragmatic”
unlike their “ideological” and “romantic” elders. Even those who identify as “nationalistic”
direct their patriotism toward the ROK, as distinct from the DPRK. Their nationalism is not
frustrated at the thought of division, it springs from it.*’

The weaker sense of pan-Korean ethnic solidarity and diminished need to rectify division
exacerbates Moon’s dilemma in winning youth support for inter-Korean reconciliation. But
the dilemma is not limited to Millennials. It seems safe to say that for the vast majority of
South Koreans at this stage in history, “domestic” issues take precedence over inter-Korean
relations. Progressives who support dialogue do not want it to detract from addressing
social injustice. Conservatives who take a hard line do not want it to jeopardize economic
growth. Under-45ers do not want North Korea issues detracting from urgent political,
economic, and social reform. Almost no one wants to pay for reunification, even those who
yearn for it spiritually, as Lee Myung-bak’s “unification tax” initiative demonstrated. But if
the risks of U.S.-DPRK conflict are real, Moon finds himself in a bind, as he cannot afford to
ignore North Korea. Once broken, the delicate balance that allows South Koreans to indulge
the luxury of disinterest, to focus on “domestic” matters and essentially ignore the North,
could never be restored. But under current conditions, his public is prone to punish him
politically for paying too much attention to Pyongyang.

The complexity of public sentiment is on full display now that the two Koreas are talking,
interacting, even trying to get along. Moon’s concept of involving North Korea in the Winter
Olympics garnered overall public support. But the devil was in the details. There was a
negative reaction to Pyongyang’s unexplained 24-hour delay in sending their inspection
delegation, for example. There were mixed feelings about walking under a joint flag and
singing to a joint tune. But the sharpest resistance, especially from younger Koreans,
came in response to the announcement of a joint women’s hockey team. The Moon
government had unwittingly tripped over the third rail of Candlelight politics—they acted
in a high-handed, paternalistic manner and violated a common-sense notion of fairness.
The government made the decision without consulting the team (un-democratic) and
seemed to be sacrificing the interests of individual athletes who might be cut to make
room at the last minute for the North Korean players (unjust). Picking the women’s team
probably added to the perception of paternalistic, chauvinistic bias. Although it was hard to
disaggregate the impact of the Olympic truce arrangements from perceived missteps by the
government—most significantly the bitcoin controversy—Moon’s golden approval ratings,
which started slipping in December, continued to slide, with noticeable uptick in negativity
among young respondents.*®

The Blue House acknowledged the discontent, releasing a statement on behalf of the
president appealing for solidarity and pleading for understanding of the geopolitical stakes
and hinting at the Candlelight spirit. “I ask the people to show their support in maintaining
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and expanding the dialogue as they will protect a candle in the wind, which we may not be
able to create such an opportunity again... | also ask the political circle and the media to
lend their support at least for the successful hosting of the Pyeongchang Olympics.”* Blue
House officials “humbly accepted” findings that young people were not happy with the
joint hockey team, and a postmortem by the Unification Ministry acknowledged the need to
improve consultations with the public, as Seoul eyed a third inter-Korean summit based on
the invitation extended to Moon by Kim Jong-un’s sister Kim Yo-jong during her three-day
visit.*® Moon’s support rate inched back up above 60 percent. But it was a cautionary tale
in the difficulties facing Moon as he seeks to sustain support for inter-Korean reconciliation
and cooperation going forward.

Do You Have to Reunify?

A necessary (albeit not sufficient) condition for Moon Jae-in’s success in achieving his
foreign policy goals will be the strength of public consensus behind them. Moon’s foreign
policy preferences seem to lean toward revived linkages with North Korea, a close
partnership with China, a strong alliance with the United States, and neutral ties to Japan.
Moon’s preferences on managing ties to the United States, China, and Japan seem to
conform to public sentiment. Retaining the THAAD battery while promising “three noes”
did not trigger a backlash. Nor did the “uphold the letter, reject the spirit” approach to the
“comfort woman” deal. The hard part from a public opinion perspective looks like it will
be winning and sustaining public support for improved inter-Korean relations. Progressives
and conservatives will clash, while the under-45s will sit back in judgment, case by case,
depending on the results and how they affect the things about which they care most deeply.

The Moon government would appear to be in need of a multilayered strategy to lead the
fragmented public forward on the pressing challenge of inter-Korean relations. Moon must
contain the fallout from conservatives who will criticize every misstep based on deeply-held
ideological and principled convictions. While defending their free speech, he will have to
be prepared for and respond as best he can to their criticisms. Second, he has to rally the
support of progressives, reinvigorate civic society engagement on the inter-Korean issue,
and broaden the aperture of exchange beyond narrow government channels. Civic groups
and local actors played a catalytic role in the Sunshine decade, and they need to be enlisted
again in support of a new chapter in inter-Korean reconciliation.

Finally, and most importantly, Moon might need to do more listening to the under-45ers
and understand where they are coming from on inter-Korean issues. He will have to resist
the temptation to tell them what to think, or assume he knows what they mean, let alone
try to indoctrinate them with the “right” answers. Consider Moon’s answer when pressed
by a foreign journalist during the campaign on the question of young people’s lack of affinity
with North Korea and resistance to reunification. Moon responded:

“It is not that they are less enthusiastic about reunification. Rather, they have
more immediate challenges, like finding a job. On top of that, the two [previous]
conservative administrations pursued a different strategy. They pursued
reunification by absorption, assuming that the North would collapse quickly.
Under that scenario, there is a cost issue. Young people are concerned about
the cost they might have to shoulder. That’s why they seem less in favor of
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reunification. The only way to reduce the cost of reunification is to achieve
economic reunification first through inter-Korean economic cooperation,
then later, ultimately, legal and political reunification.”*!

Implicit in his answer is a refusal to consider the possibility that young South Koreans have
a fundamentally different framework for national identity and Koreanness. If young South
Koreans do not identify with the ethnic solidarity underpinnings of reunification theory that
is implicitly shared by progressives and conservatives of Moon’s generation, he will need to
come to grips with that reality, rather than try to explain it away.

When Donald Trump visited Seoul he reportedly asked Moon point blank: “Do you have to
reunify?” In response,

“Moon took the opportunity to educate Trump on the history of the Korean
conflict and relate that to the crisis facing the peninsula today.... Moon told
Trump about his great sense of responsibility for those people who are still in
North Korea, suffering under the inhumane treatment of the Kim Jong Un regime.
Moon also talked about the need to bring the light of democracy to the North
Korean people.”*?

That “history of conflict” is something Moon’s generation lived through directly—he was
brought as a small child from North to South during the Korean War. But for Millennials, it is
a history to read about in books. Committed to preserving democratic life in their country,
they do not necessarily feel the same onus to spread the “light of democracy” to the other
country to their north. As their leader, Moon may need to give them a new language and
logic for inter-Korean reconciliation—or maybe peaceful co-existence is a better term. After
the flowering of civic spirit during the Candlelight movement, Moon and his advisors need
to rethink the question of reunification as their society moves from a pan-ethnic to an
ethno-civic concept of national identity, as the political definition of ethnic community
seems to have narrowed among many young South Koreans, to no longer necessarily
include the North.

Moon may need to invent a new language about inter-Korean “harmony” that does not
presuppose a commitment to reunification or a strong identification with pan-ethnic
nationalist solidarity. While probably no Korean wants to affirm division, most younger
Koreans do not embrace reunification either. Can Moon invent a new symbolic vocabulary
to give expression to this sentiment, which is perhaps shared in the North as well? For
example, could Seoul and Pyongyang jointly celebrate the 70th anniversary of the founding
of their separate states in August and September this year in a way that recognizes one
another’s existence, and in that sense, affirms both unity and division? Was Kim Jong-un
hinting at such an idea when he mentioned the anniversary of the founding of the DPRK
in his New Year’s Speech in the same breath as offering to send a delegation to participate
in the South’s Winter Games? This is just one concrete example of how a new language of
“peaceful co-existence” could be politically acted out in new symbolic terms.

Apart from this ideational level, Moon would be wise to continually stress the ways in which
inter-Korean dialogue, reconciliation, and cooperation make meaningful improvements in
the daily lives and address the things most South Koreans care most about. For example,
back during the campaign when Moon explained his support for expanding the Kaesong
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Industrial Complex, he defended it as “a stepping stone of Korean reunification.”*® That
rationale might not make sense to younger Koreans. But if Moon explains how resumed
inter-Korean economic cooperation can create opportunities and growth in the South, then
at the very least the idea will speak to young people’s priorities. The problem of course is
that in appealing to younger Koreans and developing a new vocabulary for inter-Korean
rapprochement, Moon risks antagonizing older Koreans—even progressives. Also, he cannot
be sure how events and processes of renewed interaction will in themselves alter public
attitudes, for better or worse. Perhaps there is some consolation in the one advantage of a
single-term presidency, liberating a leader to think beyond re-election, since there is none.

The overwhelming public support for Moon’s daring gambit to hold a day-long summit with
Kim Jong-un inside the DMZ provided more indication that the president has his finger on
the people’s pulse when it comes to handling North Korea. The rhetoric and symbolism
around “reunification” resonated with Koreans of Moon’s own age, while the prospect of
reduced tensions, perhaps even serious progress toward peaceful co-existence, is in line
with the preferences of younger South Koreans. Can Moon hold this coalition together as
his peace offensive advances into the harder stages of resolving the nuclear threat and
transforming the Armistice regime with a peace system? This is without doubt one of the
central questions facing the Moon administration in the months and years ahead.
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Pertinent literature abounds on how East Asian states have struggled to position themselves
vis-a-vis a rising China over the past two decades. Due to its geographical proximity and
cultural similarities with China, as well as its strategic importance to both the United States
and China, South Korea’s tightrope-walking has been more pronounced than anyone else’s.?
Given the crucial strategic issues regarding U.S.-China relations and the North Korean
conundrum, how the Seoul-Beijing relationship is to evolve undoubtedly constitutes a key
variable in regional security dynamics. This chapter asks what is Seoul’s recipe for dealing
with a China that is becoming more “assertive,” examining its changing strategic and
diplomatic stance over the years of the Park Geun-hye administration and the first year of
the Moon Jae-in government.

Of the six sections, the first offers a brief overview of the complex relationship since
diplomatic normalization in 1992. The second outlines key features of an era of over-
optimism during the first three years of the Park administration (2013-15). The third delves
into the issue of THAAD (terminal high-altitude area defense) deployment and how that
utterly shattered the Park-Xi honeymoon in 2016. The fourth offers a discussion on China’s
narrowly-focused sanctions during 2016-17. The fifth is devoted to the first year of the
Moon administration, focusing on envoy politics, the “three-noes controversy,” and Moon'’s
state visit to China. The final section provides concluding assessments of the factors critical
in shaping Moon'’s policy toward China and where the room for mending relations remains.

Four Crises and Three Variables: An Overview
of South Korea-China Relations

Over 25 years, in terms of official designations, the bilateral relationship has gone from a
“cooperative partnership for the 21st century” (under Kim Dae-jung) and a “comprehensive
cooperative partnership” (under Roh Moo-hyun) to a “strategic cooperative partnership”
(under Lee Myung-bak, Park Geun-hye, and Moon).2No elaboration is needed here on the
rapid pace at which bilateral trade, investment, and human exchanges expanded during
the quarter century. Euphemism alone, however, does not suffice to describe Sino-South
Korean relations as they went through ebbs and flows, most notably, four principal crises:
1) the “garlic battle” of 1999-2001;3 2) the Koguryo-centered historiographical controversy
of 2004;* 3) the rift in the midst of two military provocations by North Korea—the Cheonan
sinking and the Yeonpyong shelling in 2010—when China one-sidedly defended North
Korea, rendering Sino-South Korea relations politically frozen for nearly two years; and 4)
the worsening relationship since 2016 over the issue of deploying THAAD.®> The earlier two
crises were of a purely bilateral nature and were over more or less “soft” issues. In contrast,
the latest two included third parties (North Korea in the Cheonan and Yeonpyong cases,
and both the United States and North Korea in the case of THAAD) and were over hard-
security issues. South Korea-China relations have recently entered a stage where conflict
resolution is more difficult than before due to the third-party involvement as well as to the
hard-security nature of the problems.®
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Another key factor increasingly weighs in; while economic relations were the most important
cornerstone of Sino-South Korean relations before and after the diplomatic normalization—
mutual complementarity and increasing interdependence characterized the ever-growing
trade and investment between the two—the rapid “rise” of China significantly altered
the structure of economic relations, introducing ample room for disparities in mutual
dependence. The bilateral trade increased from $19 million in 1979 to $239.9 billion in
2017, thus China is South Korea’s top trading partner and South Korea has been China’s
fourth largest trading partner for several years. Since 1992 South Korea has not had any
trade deficits with China. As Seoul has long valued trade, investment, and tourism as its
core national interests, China’s economic rise meant an increasing level of vulnerability
for South Korea.

Table 1: Mutual Trade Dependence of South Korea and China (%)

China trade in South Korea’s total trade (%) South Korea trade in China’s total trade (%)

1990 2.8 33
1995 6.4 5.9
2000 9.4 6.6
2003 153 6.1
2007 19.8 8.9
2010 21.0 6.3
2013 21.0 5.5
2015 21.1 7.0
2017 22.8 5.8

Sources: http://www.kotis.or.kr/tjgb (last accessed on November 17, 2011); and Korea International Traders
Association, “2017nyon Junggukeui muyok teukjing,” KITA Market Report (January 2018).

As Table 1 illustrates, South Korea’s trade dependence on China (22.8 percent) was much
higher than China’s dependence on South Korea (5.8 percent) in 2017. While China’s ratio
remained relatively low and stable (due mainly to its fast-growing trade volumes), South
Korea’s dependence on China skyrocketed from 2.8 percent in 1990 to the 20-percent range
during the 2010s. Some earlier estimates went so far as to suggest that a one-percent drop
in China’s GDP might generate a decrease in Korea’s GDP by 0.2 percent.”

Academic and policy communities in South Korea have naturally been concerned that China
might utilize such high levels of economic dependence on China as a means of leverage
or retaliation. Chinese media already hinted at the possibility of making use of South
Korea’s economic dependence on China as a policy instrument if necessary.® The records
suggest that China threatened to use Japan’s heavy dependence on China-produced rare
earth products in the row over the Senkaku/Diaoyudao in 2010. Considering the chilling
effect of China’s import ban on South Korea-made polyethylene and mobile phones during
the garlic dispute in 2000 (when trade dependency on Beijing was less than 9 percent),
South Korea should have sought ways to reduce such dependency in preparation for a
worst-case scenario.
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Days of Over-optimism: From State Visits
to the V-Day Commemoration

When Park Geun-hye was elected in December 2012, relations with China had reached their
nadir for two reasons. First, for much of the Lee administration revitalizing the Korea-U.S.
alliance was the top foreign policy priority, relegating China to a secondary or even tertiary
place. Second, North Korea’s two provocations in 2010 put Sino-South Korean relations in
a very awkward situation for nearly two years. Naturally, the incoming government and its
foreign policy team saw a blue ocean in rebuilding Seoul’s badly damaged relations with
Beijing. Coincidentally, Park and Xi came to power nearly at the same time and from similar
family backgrounds (children of national leaders), on which advisors on both sides sought
to capitalize.

In retrospect, much of what went on in Sino-South Korean relations during the first three
years of the Park administration was an outcome of excessive politicization of foreign affairs
management and of exaggeration of the individual leader’s accomplishments. For instance,
Park’s state visit to China in 2013 was named a “trip for heart-to-heart building of trust”
(xinxin zhi lu). The first summit in Beijing in 2013 produced a series of agreements, including
the establishment of a dialogue channel between South Korea’s national security chief
and China’s state councilor in charge of foreign affairs, but only one meeting occurred in
2013. Xi’s state visit to Seoul in 2014 was designated a “trip to look for relatives” (tangin),
making China and South Korea more than just friendly neighbors. From Seoul’s viewpoint,
it was significant that the Chinese president visited South Korea for the first time before
the North and that Xi’s itinerary had only one country—South Korea—on the list while his
predecessors covered a few countries on a single tour. Expectations soared.

Xi’s visit produced important agreements, including those to conclude a bilateral free
trade agreement (FTA) before the end of 2014 (it was signed on November 10, 2014 and
ratified on November 27, 2015), to establish an offshore yuan center in Seoul (the first one
in Asia outside the greater China region), and to grant South Korea an 80 billion renminbi
quota for domestic investors to buy Chinese securities under the Renminbi Qualified
Foreign Institutional Investor (RQ-Fll) scheme. One notable non-economic outcome was
the commencement of official negotiations on the demarcation of maritime boundaries,
including the exclusive economic zones (EEZ) in which the Socotra Rock (leodo, Suyanjiao)
is located.® A South Korean official offered the following comments on the 2014 summit:
“The media in Seoul went way ahead on setting the atmosphere and agendas for the
summit.... Granted that media people always look for something new instead of important
continuities, they were generally excessive and often dead wrong.”*® The same official
also pointed out that some media organizations performed as a mouthpiece for China by
demanding that the bilateral relationship be “upgraded” to a “comprehensive strategic
cooperative partnership,” which was quietly rejected by Seoul’s decision to keep the official
designation intact.

Many analysts on both sides lauded the current state of affairs as another heyday for
Sino-South Korean relations. Some even went so far as to characterize the relationship
as “two fish caring for each other by spitting to remain wet” (xiangru yimo). China might
have come to consider the bizarre regime in North Korea as a political liability and, at the
same time, it was high time to drive a wedge between Seoul and Washington. Naturally, the
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Xi administration put much effort into wooing Seoul, often at the expense of Pyongyang.
Several South Korean officials interviewed in 2014 by the author referred to Beijing’s
approach as a “charm offensive.”

Right after the 2014 summit, the People’s Daily described Seoul as Beijing’s close partner
in regional peace and global prosperity. The Global Times went further to characterize the
bilateral relationship as “politically hot and economically hot as well” (zhengre jingre), as
if to contrast it with the relationship under the Lee administration (economically hot but
politically cold).!* Soon, however, sober voices grew louder in Seoul. Mainstream editorials
warned the Park administration against moving too fast to consolidate security ties with
China.*? In Washington and Tokyo the view spread that South Korea was tilting increasingly
toward China at the expense of U.S. relations, and would eventually align itself with
China.® It was also common to hear in Seoul and Beijing that South Korea-China relations
were never better.

If we look into Seoul’s specific positioning on the three intricate issues during the period
of 2013-15, the view that South Korea was increasingly tilting toward China made more
sense. First, Seoul’s hesitation to join the negotiations for the U.S.-centered Trans-Pacific
Partnership (TPP) agreement was one indicator although Seoul had its own rationale—
having signed FTAs with 10 of the 12 countries in the framework, joining the TPP would not
bring much marginal utility. Second, in spite of Washington’s opposition, Seoul’s decision
to join the China-initiated Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AlIB) in 2014 was deemed
as yet another sign of South Korea tilting more toward China. Third, against Washington’s
explicit reservations, Park’s attendance at Beijing’s V-Day commemoration in September
2015 offered further evidence.*

Optimism Shattered: The Case of THAAD

Despite the excessive optimism in the first three years of the Park administration, dark
clouds began to appear. As the earlier manifestations of the bilateral relationship rested
largely on the excessive emphasis on the personal friendship between Park and Xi,
insufficient attention was paid to the task of institutionalizing adequate channels of high-
level communications and formal mechanisms for conflict prevention and resolution.
Beginning in early 2016, relations took a steep downturn with the disagreement over
the issue of THAAD. The THAAD controversy is a highly complex and long-lasting case of
inter-state dispute involving many dimensions: 1) technical; 2) strategic; 3) diplomatic; 4)
domestic politics; and (5) “proxy competition.”

The Technical Dimension

THAAD is indisputably a defensive system designed to destroy incoming missiles at an
altitude of 150 kilometers or higher. Four issues are particularly pertinent. One: while Seoul
views THAAD as effective against incoming North Korean missiles launched at a high angle,
Beijing disagrees. Two: whereas Seoul argues that the range and direction of X-band radars
can be arranged in such a way that China’s Northeast (Liaoning in particular) is not to be
detected by it, Beijing argues otherwise with its finger pointing to South Korea’s lack of
direct access to them. Three: Seoul contends that X-band radars are more useful in detecting
incoming (rather than outgoing) missiles, whereas Beijing hints that those in South Korea
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may actually provide critical information on the back side of Chinese outgoing ICBMs
launched in its Northeast. Four: while Seoul argues that THAAD deployment is irrelevant to
joining the U.S.-led system of missile defense (MD), Beijing sees it as getting closer to MD.

The issue is replete with uncertainties, and even knowledgeable experts talk with radically
different perspectives. However, first, national security and defense are the utmost realm of
one’s sovereignty and, if so, why was Seoul so talkative about all these in the first place??®
Second, if it could not maintain silence, why did it not better coordinate with Washington
while persistently engaging in technical debates with Beijing? Seoul lost on both fronts as
Washington often produced differing voices (as discussed in a later section), and Beijing
simply refused to listen to what the South had to say.

The Strategic Dimension

The strategic dimension here refers to three specific issues. First, Seoul must have over-
estimated the strategic bonds it was then cultivating with Beijing in the midst of the excessive
politicization of state visits by Park and Xi and “trust diplomacy.” Overdoses of optimism
were self-defeating in retrospect. Second, if THAAD were so important and effective against
North Korean missiles, the Park administration should have done some serious strategic
thinking. It could have said: “THAAD may be deployed under two conditions: if North Korea
should undergo a fifth nuclear test and/or if the North Korean nuclear weapons problem
could not be frozen before the end of 2016.”*® Third, THAAD was interpreted by China as
Washington’s effort to consolidate trilateral defense cooperation. Unfortunately, no high-
level channel (military or civilian)—including that between Park and Xi—was working
effectively between Seoul and Beijing to discuss such an intricate issue. Kim Jang-Soo, who
as national security chief (a vice-premier level position) had opened a dialogue line with
State Councilor Yang Jiechi in 2013, was appointed to be ambassador to China in March
2015 and, thereafter, was only able to meet regularly with the deputy-minister of foreign
affairs on the Chinese side.

The Diplomatic Dimension

Despite the technical uncertainties surrounding THAAD and strategic concerns expressed
by China, diplomatic prudence could have mitigated the adverse impact on relations with
China. Quite the opposite occurred. Above all, Seoul’s insistence on the “three-noes” (i.e.,
no request from the U.S., no consultation with Washington, and no decision whatsoever
regarding THAAD) from mid-2014 through early 2016 took away valuable time that could
have been utilized for diplomacy. The “three-noes” was an outright lie from China’s
viewpoint as Seoul was in fact discussing the issue with Washington while it was also a
confidence-discounting measure in the eyes of America. After all, it was neither strategic
ambiguity nor diplomatic dexterity."

Another episode illustrates the pathetic state of South Korea’s diplomacy at that critical
juncture. On February 12, 2016, Chinese foreign minister Wang Yi, in an interview with
Reuters, cited an old Chinese saying to the effect that “South Korea is dancing with a sword
to help the United States but her real intention is to kill China” (xiangzhuang wujian yi zai
peigong).*® This was a derogatory remark from the serving foreign minister in that: 1) South
Korea was branded as America’s henchman; 2) although THAAD is at best a defensive system
(i.e., shield), it was described as a sword; and (3) despite so many statements by Seoul that



mOOood Chung: South Korea’s Strategic Approach to China (or Lack ofit) | 77

THAAD was against the North Korean threat, China rejected them outright without giving
specific reasons. More pathetic is the fact that South Korea’s foreign ministry did not issue
any official statement rebutting Wang’s insulting remark.

Another diplomatic mishap concerns the timing at which South Korea officially announced
its decision to deploy THAAD. After Pyongyang’s launch of the Kwangmyungsung long-range
missile in January 2016, South Korea’s Ministry of National Defense announced that Seoul
was to discuss the deployment of THAAD in response to Commander Scaperotti’s request.
The official decision, however, came on July 8th, three days prior to the announcement of
the Permanent Court of Arbitration’s ruling against China on the South China Sea dispute.
Given that it was widely expected that an unfavorable ruling was to come against China and
that actual deployment of THAAD would take at least six months, why the timing of the
announcement had to be determined as such remains highly controversial.

In retrospect, South Korea’s diplomatic frontline was in complete disarray. Seoul was not
able to hold on to what was clearly within the conventional realm of sovereign decisions—
protection of national security.’® South Korea could not execute a well-though out plan
of “flexible diplomacy” that could have somehow struck a balance between the ally
(Washington) and the strategic cooperative partner (Beijing). Nor was Seoul capable of
pressuring provocative Pyongyang by making use of the THAAD deployment. Worse yet,
South Korea came to be viewed as a non-transparent opportunist by her ally as well as her
strategic partner.

The Domestic Politics Dimension

In terms of domestic politics, two factors are notable. First, there was much confusion
within the South Korean government as well as among the populace regarding whether
THAAD was mainly for defending the Korean people at large or the U.S. armed forces in
Korea, and whether THAAD was able to protect the most populous Seoul metropolitan,
which did much to put the Park administration into disarray. Second, more importantly,
the “Blue House line” —national security chief General Kim Kwan-Jin and his subordinates
within the Ministry of National Defense—monopolized the entire process of agenda-setting,
discussions, and implementation related to THAAD. Apparently, the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs was largely excluded from the process and, even within the Ministry of National
Defense, only a few loyal followers of General Kim were directly involved.?* On the day of
announcing THAAD deployment, Foreign Minister Yoon chose to detach himself from the
issue by appearing at a department store while Defense Minister Han Min-ku denied such a
decision at the National Assembly in the morning.?*

The “Proxy Competition” Dimension

One interesting factor was the involvement of what could be dubbed “proxy competition.”
The United States and China are in a stage of acute strategic competition in East Asia, which
Beijing has long considered its “sphere of influence” and Washington just cannot dispense
with in both strategic and economic terms. Yet, the strategic nuclear balance between the
two giants prevents them from engaging in a direct war. China’s lack of loyal allies—unlike
the former Soviet Union—also precludes a proxy war with America’s allies as in the Cold
War era. Therefore, the only remaining option, at least at this stage, is a proxy competition
in which Washington and Beijing keep asking regional states the same exclusivity question
“are you with us or against us?”??
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Regarding the priority issue on which many high-level officials, including Xi himself,
expressed staunch opposition, China was not going to back off due to her strong
preoccupation with “face.”?* An editorial in Global Times relays such an atmosphere: “South
Korea relies completely on the United States for her security...and does not consider China
in the deployment of THAAD...Seoul even preaches to Beijing that the latter must learn
to put itself in the other’s shoes. China’s patience with South Korea is about to dry up.”*
On the other hand, to Washington, lives of the American armed forces stationed in Korea
were on the line. As the level of perceived threat from North Korea rose over time, popular
perceptions toward THAAD deployment also turned more positive.?®

China’s Sanctions over the THAAD Issue

Prior to Seoul’s declaration of its final position to deploy THAAD in July 2016, China repeated
her strong opposition on various occasions. On June 5th, General Sun Jianguo (deputy chief
of staff of the People’s Liberation Army) made China’s position crystal-clear in front of the
delegations from 35 countries present at the Shangri-la Dialogue in Singapore. On June
30th, in a meeting with South Korea’s prime minister Hwang Gyo-an, Xi Jinping reiterated
his opposition.?® On July 7th—one day prior to South Korea’s announcement—Park sent
a personal letter to Xi explaining that THAAD deployment was by no means against China
but North Korea.?” The next day came the announcement. On the very same day, China’s
Foreign Ministry called in South Korea’s ambassador to file a complaint and, on that night,
China’s Ministry of Defense issued a statement that Beijing would consider all necessary
measures in response. From August 1st onward, People’s Daily, Global Times, Guangming
Daily, and CCTV all lambasted South Korea, even with a threat that South Korea would be
the first to be attacked in case of war.® The long-rumored phase of retaliation finally began,
and the politics of vulnerability noted in an earlier section weighed in. The Park-Xi summit
at Hangzhou’s G-20 in September 2016 only found mutual disagreements over THAAD.?

China’s sanctions against South Korea possessed the following characteristics. First,
retaliatory measures were concentrated in the sectors where adverse impact on China
would be minimal. Applying tighter inspection measures to Korea-imported cosmetic
products was one example.>® Virtually no barrier was set up against the sectors—e.g.,
semi-conductors, displays, and other key intermediate goods—that were crucial to China’s
economy. In 2016, South Korea’s trade surplus with China amounted to $37.4 billion, and
the export of semi-conductors accounted for 64.7 percent of that value. But China applied
no sanction to this item as it was so important to her own economy.3!

Second, China’s sanctions were applied mainly to the areas where government regulations
were convenient to be meted out or withdrawn, tourism in particular. China’s retaliation
against South Korea’s tourism industry began with the cancellation of simplified procedures
granted for visa applications.?? Local governments in Shanghai, Zhejiang, and Anhui issued
oral instructions that the number of Chinese group tours to South Korea be reduced by 20
percent, and the frequency of local shopping be limited to only once a day.** The number
of Chinese visitors to South Korea in January 2017 was 563,000 as opposed to 917,000 in
July 2016.3* China’s National Bureau of Tourism, in a meeting on March 2, 2017 instructed
travel agencies that all group tours to South Korea be suspended after March 15th and only
individual tourists who purchased tickets online would be permitted to go.*
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Third, China’s General Administration of Communication and Television issued an oral
instruction (to evade criticisms of government intervention) that forbid the airing of K-Wave
(hanliu) programs from South Korea and prohibited Chinese studios from re-making South
Korean TV dramas and co-producing TV programs and movies with South Korean partners.3®

Fourth, China’s retaliation also included tough sanctions against individual corporations.
The first target, of course, was Lotte—a South Korean conglomerate which provided one
of its golf courses as a site for THAAD deployment. Lotte was followed by Amore-Pacific
(cosmetics), LG Cosmetics, and Hyundai Motors as targets of retaliatory sanctions. Even a
Chinese expert was critical of China’s use of economic and cultural means to retaliate over
the THAAD issue.*”

Fifth, China shut down most formal diplomatic channels with South Korea. Ambassador Kim
was left quite inactive as counterparts refused to meet with him, a state of affairs alleged to
have lasted for eight months from July 2016 through March 2017 (until the impeachment
of Park).® The same was true with the mil-mil exchanges. South Korea’s request for
Defense Minister Han Min-Ku’s visit was unrealized. The PLA refused to attend the Seoul
Security Forum held in September 2016, and China’s Air Show held in Zhuhai forbid South
Korean participation.®

Overall, China’s sharply focused sanctions were painful from South Korea’s perspective—
particularly for tourism industries—but they were not as painful as though Seoul had to
give in unconditionally. Reflecting on the shameful experiences during the “garlic battle,”
government agencies, corporations, and media organizations were more or less united in
feeling as if they somehow had to put up with Chinese pressure this time around. South
Korea’s Ministry of Trade and Industry was contemplating suing China at WTO for its THAAD-
related sanctions in September 2017, but the Blue House immediately stopped the effort
“in consideration of cooperation with China.”

The Moon Phase: Politics of Appeasement?

While THAAD was generating a big fuss in foreign affairs, tectonic plates were shifting
in South Korea’s domestic politics in the latter half of 2016. Park was implicated in
unprecedented power abuse, violations of due diligence, and monetary scandals. Popular
outrage was so overwhelming that on December 9, 2016, the National Assembly passed
the proposal for Park’s impeachment with 234 votes out of its 300 members. On March
10, 2017, the Constitutional Court in a unanimous decision among its eight judges finalized
Park’s impeachment. On May 10th, Moon Jae-in was elected president, obtaining 41.8
percent of the votes, and commenced his five-year term the very next day.

It is more than ironic that the Moon administration found itself in a similar situation to
Park Geun-Hye right after her inauguration—i.e., having to rebuild Seoul’s badly damaged
relations with Beijing. It appears that the Moon government—and its national security
advisors— was already determined to improve relations with China even if that meant
that it had to make considerable concessions. In retrospect, much of the overall design
(a rapprochement with China, starting a dialogue with North Korea, and utilizing the
Pyeongchang Winter Olympic Games as a venue for summit meetings with the United
States, China, and Japan) had already been drawn up before Moon’s inauguration.*
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Envoy Politics

Within a short span of two months after the inauguration on May 11th, three special envoys
were separately dispatched to China. First was a delegation for the “One Belt, One Road”
conference on May 14-15, 2017. In the midst of serious political turmoil, the government
initially had no plans to send a delegation. After Xi Jinping gave a congratulatory phone
call to Moon on May 11th, however, Seoul quickly decided to send a delegation headed
by Park Byung-seok, former deputy speaker of the National Assembly. According to media
reports and the author’s interviews, in his meetings with Chinese officials (including Xi
Jinping and Yang Jiechi), Assembly member Park maintained a relatively reasonable and
modest position that THAAD deployment was largely inevitable and closely related to the
growing threat from North Korea’s nuclear and missile programs (i.e., not a means for
containing China).*

Only a few days after the inauguration, Moon sent special envoy delegations to the United
States, China, Japan, Russia, and the European Union. Of these five delegations, the head of
the China delegation—former prime minister Lee Hae-Chan—enjoyed the highest protocol.
Regarding the delegation’s visit to China on May 18-20, a couple of issues merit mention.
First, the members of the delegation offered much criticism of the Park government
including its THAAD deployment, and, as expected, Chinese counterparts (Xi, Yang, and
Wang Yi) demanded that “obstacles” to healthy bilateral relations be removed by Seoul.*?
Second, more importantly, the delegation allegedly remarked, as for THAAD deployment:
1) no further progress beyond the status quo;* 2) officiating THAAD deployment must go
through due process, including endorsement by the National Assembly; 3) THAAD may be
permanently withdrawn once the North Korean threat is effectively terminated; and 4)
South Korea will not join the America-led missile defense system.**

Third, the delegation allegedly also inquired about a Moon summit with Xi at the
G-20 meeting in Germany and about his early visit to China possibly in late August to
commemorate the 25th anniversary of South Korea’s diplomatic normalization with China.
China said yes to the former since Xi was to attend it as well but offered no response to the
latter as if to reflect continued concerns with THAAD.* Fourth, the delegation’s meeting
with Xi caught much of the media’s attention in terms of inappropriate protocol. Unlike Xi’s
similar meeting with the presidential envoy from South Korea in early 2013, the head of the
delegation Lee was seated right across from State Councilor Yang Jiechi while Xi sat alone at
the head seat. No formal complaints were filed, however.*®

Former prime minister Lee visited China again in late June to head a delegation to a forum
organized by the Conference on Interaction and Confidence-Building in Asia (CICA). During
this visit, Lee met again with Wang Yi, offering the same position to the pleasure of his
Chinese counterparts. The overtures during the three high-profile visits clearly showed how
serious the Moon administration was in improving relations with China.
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The G-20 Summit and the “Three-Noes” Controversy

The Moon-Xi summit at the G-20 in Germany was preceded by Trump’s state visit to
South Korea. At the Moon-Trump meeting on June 30th, THAAD deployment was clearly
defined as the alliance’s joint decision and to be respected as such. Furthermore, due
to North Korea’s launch of a ballistic missile on July 4th, it was declared that THAAD was
not to be withdrawn. Seoul’s decision also reflected the changing popular sentiments in
South Korea at a time when those in support of THAAD deployment were 57 percent (versus
27 percent opposed).”’

The Moon-Xi summit in Berlin on July 6th is notable in three respects. First, the exact
schedule and venue (Xi’s hotel) of the summit were notified to the South Korean government
only on the night of July 5th.* Yet, the summit was such a priority that no complaints were
filed. Second, although both sides formally acknowledged the importance of Seoul-Beijing
relations, no agreement was reached on how to remove the “key obstacle” (THAAD). Xi
specifically demanded that China’s core interests be protected in order for relations to go
back on track.* Moon, however, could not make any commitment on this after the summit
with Trump only a couple of days earlier, where the position of “no reversal” was declared.
Third, South Korean media paid much attention to Xi’s reference to “Sino-North Korean
relations as sealed in blood” (xianxie yingcheng de guanxi) during the summit. While the
media interpreted it as China still caring for her relations with North Korea, the Blue House
explained that Xi used it in the “past” tense.

In its effort to walk a tight rope between the United States and China, the Moon
administration’s best bet was putting off the deployment of the remaining four batteries
of THAAD while operating the two already set up during Park’s tenure. In addition, it
announced a general environmental assessment on the deployment site, which could take
as long as 15 months. Close to midnight on the same day, however, North Korea launched
its Hwasung-14 ICBM. Two hours later, South Korea’s National Security Council presided
over by Moon decided to deploy all four remaining batteries as early as possible, though
only “temporarily” until the general environmental assessment was completed.*®

The Moon administration’s overtures toward China culminated with the so-called “three-
noes position” meted out in a State Affairs Audit meeting at the National Assembly on
October 30. Assembly member Park Byung-seok (who had headed the “One Belt, One
Road” delegation in May) posed a question to Foreign Minister Kang Kyung-wha. In her
reply, Kang remarked that: 1) the South Korean government is not considering additional
deployment of THAAD; 2) there is no change in the long-held stance that Seoul will not
join America’s MD system; and 3) trilateral security cooperation among South Korea,
the United States, and Japan will not develop into a military alliance.*! These exchanges
seemed at the time out of the blue. But, the next day, the reason became crystal-clear. On
October 31st, the South Korean and Chinese foreign ministries posted the following text
on their websites. Since it was announced only in their respective languages without an
English text, here, the official Korean text is translated with potentially controversial parts
highlighted in bold.
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Text of Consultation as to Improving
Korea-China Relations (China and Korea
Carry out Communication on China-Korea
Relations and so on)

Korea and China of late carried out mutual communication on issues of the Korean
Peninsula between Nam Gwan-pyo, Deputy Chief of the Office of National
Security of the Republic of Korea, and Kong Xuanyou, Deputy Minister of Foreign
Affairs of the People’s Republic of China. The two sides once again confirmed the
principles of de-nuclearizing the Korean Peninsula, of peaceful resolution, and of
resolving North Korea’s nuclear problems by way of diplomatic means. The two sides
also agreed to further strengthen strategic communication and cooperation for
that purpose.

The Korean side was aware of China’s position and concern regarding THAAD and
made clear that the THAAD deployed in South Korea is in accordance with its
original purpose and not targeted at a third country and does not harm China’s
strategic security interest. The Chinese side once again expressed her opposition
to THAAD in order to safeguard national security. At the same time, the Chinese
side took note of the stance South Korea had announced and hoped that the
Korean side would handle the pertinent problems properly. The two sides agreed
to engage in communication between their military authorities on THAAD-related
issues about which the Chinese side is concerned.

The Chinese side expressed its positions and concerns regarding MD, additional
THAAD deployment, Korea-U.S.-Japan military cooperation, and so on. The Korean
side once again stated her previously and publicly announced position.

The two sides regard bilateral relations as very important and, in accordance with
the spirit of the communiques of the past, agreed to develop the Korea-China
strategic cooperative partnership. The two sides concurred that strengthened
exchanges and cooperation are in the mutual interest and agreed to put exchanges
and cooperation in all areas back on a normal track as fast as possible.*?

The “October 31st statement” (how to brand it—consultation outcome, agreement,
position or what—was an issue since it was not officially signed) is problematic in five
aspects. First, the titles of the same statement are different as the Korean one includes
the word “improving” —i.e., more wishful thinking—while the Chinese one (in parenthesis)
does not. This is not trivial as high doses of wishful thinking were sustained for much of the
Moon administration’s dealing with China in its first year. Second, many were critical of the
fact that South Korea’s deputy chief of the Office of National Security (of vice-ministerial
level) was paired with China’s deputy minister (of which there were five in the ministry) in
negotiating the statement. More puzzling is the fact that Nam himself—not the Chinese
Foreign Ministry—had to explain why he was paired with Kong.>
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Third, a close reading of the statement suggests that the Chinese position on THAAD is
very specific and Beijing’s concerns are repeatedly emphasized. In stark contrast, the South
Korean position—i.e., its deployment was both necessary and inevitable to cope with North
Korea’s growing and imminent threat—is completely missing.

Fourth, the statement includes the following two phrases: “[the Chinese side] hoped that
the Korean side would handle the pertinent problems properly..The Korean side once
again stated her previously and publicly announced position.” Yet, the statement does not
specify what are these problems and position. The missing piece of the puzzle is found in
the exchange between Assembly member Park and Foreign Minister Kang in which were
declared no further consideration of additional THAAD deployment, no change in Seoul’s
position on not joining America’s MD, and no development of Korea-U.S.-Japan security
cooperation into a military alliance.>

There is much room for criticism regarding this October 31st statement. Even though the
first two positions were previously expressed by the South Korean government, they should
not have been explicitly stated. The chance of turning trilateral security cooperation into a
military alliance is low, but that does not mean that Seoul should voluntarily give it up. Most
importantly, strategic situations constantly change (as does North Korea’s threat); therefore,
South Korea should not have limited its own options that way. The draft statement initially
had conditionality of “under the current situation,” but the Blue House deleted it.>

Fifth, the South Korean side once again had a high dose of wishful thinking as to what the
October 31st statement could do for the THAAD conundrum. It appears to have thought
that the problem was effectively “sutured” by the statement, not to be brought up again.
The Chinese side, however, had a totally different idea: the statement was just a beginning,
and the whole problem had to be gradually dealt with until the complete withdrawal of
THAAD.”*® The size of South Korea’s loss can be measured with the positive coverage of the
issue in Chinese media. People’s Daily referred to the statement as “South Korea’s sincere
accommodation of China’s demand” and Global Times viewed it as a “materialization of
optimal results.”*” A Hong Kong-based newspaper branded it “China winning its war against
THAAD without firing a shot.”*® Furthermore, both Xi Jinping at the Danang APEC and Li
Kegiang at the Manila ASEAN+3 specifically referred to the THAAD issue. Xi demanded that
South Korea must face the responsibility of history, and Li emphasized that the problem
must be managed stage by stage.>®

Why did South Korea agree to the October 31st statement despite the fact it could not
resolve all the differences with China at once? For one, the Moon administration wished
to continue implementing its grand design of improving relations with China, setting up
Moon’s state visit to China before the end of the year, inviting Xi to the Pyeongchang Winter
Olympic Games, and facilitating a summit between Trump and Xi, thereby paving the road
to peaceful resolution of the North Korean problem. For another, the administration was
apparently “confident” in talking with two voices regarding the October 31st statement.
Toward China, it branded the statement a “position” or “stance” (ipjang), while toward
the United States, Seoul designated it only an “intention” (euihyang) but not a commitment
or agreement. Perhaps it was a bad case of inexperienced hedging only inviting distrust
from both.
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Moon’s State Visit to China

After the Moon-Xi summit in Danang on November 11th, the South Korean statement
referred to Moon’s China visit scheduled for December although the Chinese statement did
not mention it. At a meeting with Foreign Minister Kang on November 24th, designed to
mete out details of Moon’s China visit, Wang Yi remarked that “words must be reliable and
deeds must produce results” (yanbixin xingbiguo), pushing Seoul to do more to mitigate
China’s security concerns with THAAD. Kang subsequently denied that Seoul was mulling
any restriction on THAAD operations, including that of installing a wall near the site.°

Moon’s China visit provided abundant sources of controversy. First, the state visit started
on December 13th, the 80th anniversary of the Nanjing Massacre. All national leaders—
including Xi and other members of the Politburo Standing Committee—were in Nanjing that
day. It is not clear why that particular date was chosen for the start of the visit. Naturally,
Moon’s itinerary for the first day did not have any meetings with Chinese officials. Given that
South Korean media reported on the selection of a wrong date only after the visit actually
took place, it is possible that the South Korean side was not aware of what December 13th
stands for in China.

Second, criticisms abound as to whether the visit was worthy of a state visit. China typically
accords a state visit with highest protocol to a national leader once in his or her term.
Several aspects of the visit, however, suggest that the occasion was not really up to a state
visit. There was only one formal dinner with Xi out of ten chances for meals while in China.
Another formal meal was not in Beijing—i.e., not with Li Kegiang or Zhang Dejiang—but, in
Chongging with Chen Min’er (a Politburo member).5! Seven meals out of ten were among
the delegation members. This was not exactly a state visit, it seems.

Third, once again, South Korea’s wishful thinking proved futile as Xi, Li, and Zhang all talked
about the THAAD issue, making one wonder of what use the October 31st statement was.
Moon issued an invitation to Xi to attend the Pyeongchang Winter Olympic Games, but Xi
showed reservations.®? Eventually, China decided to send Han Zheng (the lowest ranked
Standing Committee member) as the head of the delegation.

Fourth, Moon’s visit produced no joint statement or joint press statement. It was the
first time since March 1994 that the state visit of a South Korean president to China
did not produce any joint statement. A few accomplishments were realized, including
commencement of negotiations for a second phase (i.e., regarding services and investment
issues) of the Korea-China FTA. But Seoul’s proposal to designate 2018 as the year of mutual
visits was bagged by Beijing.®* A seven-month journey of the new administration culminated
in Moon’s state visit to China. One may wonder, however, if a state visit was necessary at
that juncture. If the answer is negative, that provides abundant food for thought as to the
Moon phase of Sino-South Korean relations.

At the time of this writing—early May—the historic South-North Korean summit had already
taken place, raising expectations for the Trump-Kim summit meeting as well as for North
Korean denuclearization. The recent dramatic developments have created a vital concern
for China: how much of a role can they really play given the fast pace of rapprochement
between the South and the North, and possibly even the United States? Will South Korea
utilize this new window of opportunity as its leverage vis-a-vis China or will it, again, give
this away as a gift to China?
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Conclusion

The Moon administration refuses to define itself as Roh 2.0. (Moon pledged that he would
not return to Roh’s residence before his term expires). The rationale for such a conscious
differentiation is that the new administration would not repeat the mistakes of Roh
1.0. As far as its foreign affairs management is concerned—although the assessment is
about the first eight months only—it cannot be more than mediocre. A couple of issues
need mentioning.

Some of the problems are not unique to the Moon administration as the previous
administrations were also plagued with them. One concerns the over-politicization of
foreign affairs. Since managing foreign policy has become such a media-prone agenda for
politicians, in an era of shuttle diplomacy, all heads of states wish to stand at the center
of global affairs. Naturally, the White House or the Blue House gets more involved in
foreign affairs than such conventional players as the State Department or the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. The core objective of these institutions is to get the president re-elected
or at least sustain his high popularity. Politicization takes place often at the expense of
national interests.

South Korea’s successive governments, including the current one, talked a lot about
“balanced diplomacy’ (gyunhyong woegyo). Yet, lacking clearly defined national goals
and strategic roadmaps, most of the time, “balanced diplomacy” ended up being mere
sutures for damaged relations with the ally or neighbors. One related symptom was that of
“talking too much too fast.” Many slogans, such as “Northeast Asian balancer,” “New Asia
Diplomacy,” “Trust Diplomacy,” and “Northeast Asian Peace and Cooperation Initiative,”
are no longer talked about. It is hoped that the Moon administration’s new line of “New
Northern and New Southern Diplomacy” does not go down the same path.

Another concern is an overdose of ideological ingredients in the Moon administration’s
foreign affairs management. This may, to a considerable extent, be inevitable in an
ideologically polarized country. Yet, the government appears to be lacking a rational
assessment of the overall strategic environment in three respects: 1) underestimating the
level of threat posed by North Korea; 2) overestimating China’s willingness to resolve the
North Korean conundrum; and 3) undervaluing the necessity of sustaining the alliance
with the United States, particularly at this critical juncture. The whole process thus far is
reminiscent of Roh 1.0. One must wonder what remains if the “Pyeongchang Master Plan”
should fail to offer an effective way out of the North Korean problem.

Seoul’s confusing responses to America’s new concept of the “Indo-Pacific” illustrates the
intertwining of the symptoms noted above. The concept, though still quite vague, refers to
a multilateral strategic network interweaving the United States, Japan, Australia, and India
designed to sustain America’s hegemonic influence and contain revisionist forces (most
likely, targeting China). From Seoul’s viewpoint, it is a tough call as was the case with AllIB
and THAAD. The best bet, therefore, must be strategic ambiguity if it could not maintain
silence. The following responses by Seoul, however, lead to quite an opposite conclusion. In
the joint press release on November 8, 2017 after the Moon-Trump summit in Seoul, the
first clause stated that “President Trump highlighted that the United States-Republic of
Korea Alliance, built upon mutual trust and shared values of freedom, democracy, human
rights, and the rule of law, remains a linchpin for security, stability, and prosperity in the
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Indo-Pacific.”® The next day, Moon’s economic advisor (not national security advisor)
remarked that “South Korea does not need to be in it.” Two hours later, the spokesperson of
the Foreign Ministry commented that “it [the Indo-Pacific concept] does share something
in common with our policy direction.” One hour later, someone (usually referred to as “high
official”) from the Blue House explained that “the clause was included in the joint press
release due to Washington’s request, and we did not necessarily agree to it.” Again, one
hour later, an unnamed official from the Foreign Ministry said that “more consultation is
needed to see if that concept is a proper one [for South Korea].” The next day, Second Vice-
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Cho Hyun, remarked that “the concept is still in evolution...and
South Korea needs to find a nexus with the U.S.”%

The first official response should have been what Cho said, reflecting Seoul’s well-considered
mindset when it comes to national security issues. The most reasonably crafted definition of
hedging (risk-diversifying) seems “an alignment choice involving the signaling of ambiguity
over the extent of shared security interests with great powers.”®® If the Moon government
is indeed trying to hedge against the United States and China, has it been successful? Were
Seoul’s diverse messages noted above designed to be ambiguous intentionally? Or were
they merely the debris of a lack of experience, coordination, and strategic thinking? Many
experts in Seoul are worried the answer seems to be the latter, not the former.

Endnotes

1Such mind-boggling dilemmas have been documented in Jae Ho Chung, “South Korea
between Eagle and Dragon: Perceptual Ambivalence and Strategic Dilemma,” Asian
Survey 41, no. 5 (October 2001): 777-96; idem, Between Ally and Partner: Korea-China
Relations and the United States (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007); Chung-in
Moon and Seung-chan Boo, “Coping with China’s Rise: Domestic Politics and Strategic
Adjustment in South Korea,” Asian Journal of Comparative Politics 2, no. 1 (2017): 3-23;
and Ye Min, China-South Korea Relations in a New Era: Challenges and Opportunities
(Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2017).

2 Although the Park administration wished to differentiate itself from the Lee
administration by adding the prefix of naesilhwa (meaning substantiating), both
accepted the designation of the strategic cooperative partnership (zhanlue hezuo
huoban in Chinese).

3The “garlic battle” was the first full-scale trade dispute in which Seoul and Beijing
exchanged safeguards and retaliatory import bans. See Jae Ho Chung, “From a ‘Special
Relationship’ to Normal Partnership: Interpreting the ‘Garlic Battle’ in Sino-South Korean
Relations,” Pacific Affairs 76, no. 4 (Winter 2003-4): 549-68.

4The Koguryo controversy was a full-blown diplomatic conflict in which South Korea filed
complaints against China’s efforts to make revisionist interpretations as to the ancient
history of Koguryo. See Jae Ho Chung, “China’s ‘Soft’ Clash with South Korea: The History
War and Beyond,” Asian Survey 49, no. 3 (May/June 2009): 468-83.



mOOood Chung: South Korea’s Strategic Approach to China (or Lack of it) | 87

>Seoul sees THAAD as a defense mechanism against Pyongyang’s ever-advancing missile
threats while Beijing views it as a destabilizer of the strategic nuclear balance between
China and the United States.

¢Jae Ho Chung, “Uncomfortable Allies or Uncertain Neighbors? Making Sense of China-
North Korean Relations, 1949-2009,” Pacific Review 26, no. 3 (2013), 243-64; and Jae Ho
Chung, “China’s Evolving Views of the Korean-American Alliance: Antagonism, Wishful
Thinking and Reawakening,” Journal of Contemporary China 23, no. 87 (2014): 425-42.

" Maeil Gyungje sinmun, March 18, 2011, 5.
8 Huangiu shibao, December 23, 2010.

9Park Sung-min, “Park daetongryeong-Sijuseok chaetaek hanjung gongdongseongmyeong
jeonmun,” Yonhap News, July 3, 2014, http://www.yonhapnews.co.kr/politics/2014/07/0
3/0501000000AKR20140703143800001.HTML.

0 Author’s interview with a South Korean official in November 2014.

1Yao Dawei, “Xi Jinping tong Hanguo zongtong Park Geun-Hye huitan,” Renmin ribao, July
4, 2014; and the editorial in Huangiu shibao, July 4, 2014.

12park Jung-Hoon, “6:25reul wideaehan ‘hangmi wonjo jonjaeng yila haetdeon,” Chosun
Ilbo, July 11, 2014; Kim Younghee, “Xi Jinping pyo Jungguk eui ggumeul gyonggyehanda,”
JoongAng Ilbo, July 11, 2014; Sunwoo Jung, “Yiyi jeyi,” Chosun Ilbo, July 12, 2014; Kim
Dae-Jung, “Byongja horaneul yingneundae Xi Jinping yi watda,” Chosun Ilbo, July 15,
2014; and Kim Dae-Jung, “Jungguk e jongsokjokin Park Geun-Hye woegyo,” Chosun Ilbo,
February 3, 2015.

13 Alain Guidetti, “South Korea and China: A Strategic Partnership in the Making,” Global
Asia 9, no. 3 (2014): 110-15; Nishimura Kinyichi, “Shinmitsu na Chuukan kankei ga
kakkoku e oyabosu eikyo to sono tenbo,” Quarterly Report, no. 62 (October 2014):
28-34; and Tom Wright, “South Korea Looks to Prosper in China While Staying Close
to U.S.,” Wall Street Journal, November 25, 2014.

“The Program on US-China Relations (SNU), ed., Mijung sai Hanguk eui dilemma: sarye
wa pyongka (Seoul: Echo Books, March 2017).

15The fact that people around the world now know where THAAD is deployed in South
Korea is not something to boast about if it is such an important defense system.

16 Jae Ho Chung, “Overall Assessments,” in Mijung sai Hanguk eui dilemma, ed. The
Program on US-China Relations (SNU), 101.

7 Foreign Minister Yoon Byung-Se remarked on March 29, 2015 that “if the U.S. should
request the deployment of THAAD, the National Security Council will deliberate and
then persuade China.” What really transpired did not match such a process. JoongAng
Ilbo on July 22, 2016 lambasted the “three noes” as an outright lie.



88 | Joint U.S.-Korea Academic Studies

8“Jungguk woegyobujang eui biwoegyojok eonsa,” Huffpost Korea, February 29, 2016,
http://www.huffingtonpost.kr/bawerk/story_b_9248646.html.

9 China already deployed in Inner Mongolia its own over-the-horizon radar system
(Tianbo) with a detection range of 3,000 km, in addition to those with a 5,500 km range
in Heilongjiang. South Korea was never consulted on their deployment. See Chosun Ilbo,
March 14, 2017.

20 According to a media report, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs proposed that the
announcement of the deployment decision be delayed for a few weeks (i.e., after the
PCA’s ruling), but the Blue House apparently pushed for it. JoongAng llbo, July 14, 2016.

21See The Program on US-China Relations (SNU), ed., Mijung sai Hanguk eui dilemma, 99.

2 “proxy competition” is similar to what Ross characterizes as “third party coercion.” See
Robert S. Ross, “The United States and China in Northeast Asia: Third-Party Coercion and
Alliance Relations,” in Strategic Adjustment and the Rise of China: Power and Politics in
East Asia, eds. Robert S. Ross and Oystein Tunsjo (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2017),
262-84.

2 Xi Jinping made his position clearly known as early as July 2014 during his state visit
to Seoul. This position allegedly made a reversal very difficult by rendering all of
his subordinates strong opponents of THAAD. Particularly those in the Office of the
President (zhuxishi) held on to the position by pressuring the relatively more flexible
Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

24“Sheping: rang women dui Chaohanmei doushuodian shihua he henhua,” Huangiu
shibao, March 6, 2017.

% See Jiyoon Kim, et al., “Hanbando THAAD baechiwa geupbyonhaneun Hangukin eui
jubyonguk insik,” Asan Institute for Policy Studies, March 19, 2017.

% Joong-Ang llbo, June 6, 2016; and Chosun llbo, June 30, 2016.
|nterview in Beijing, April 22, 2017.

BThe editorial of People’s Daily for the first time criticized Park head on. See Renmin
ribao, August 3, 2016. China Daily warned that Park’s accomplishments in improving
relations with China would be erased. See China Daily, August 13, 2016.

29 At the Hangzhou summit, Xi remarked that “South Korea must think of the origin of the
water it drinks” (yinshui siyuan), reminding the politics of vulnerability between South
Korea and China. Chosun llbo, September 6, 2016.

30 Chosun llbo, July 27, 2016.
31 Maeil gyungje sinmun, August 22, 2017.
32JoongAng llbo, August 4 and 13, 2016.

3 JoongAng Ilbo, October 25, 2016.



mOOood Chung: South Korea’s Strategic Approach to China (or Lack of it) | 89

34Chosun Ilbo, March 7, 2017.
% JoongAng Ilbo, March 3, 2017.
3% JoongAng Ilbo, November 21, 2016 and February 8, 2017.

37 As for the sanctions against Korean corporations, see JoongAng Ilbo, December 3, 2016;
and Chosun Ilbo, March 7 and 16, 2017. And for the critical remark by Jia Qingguo of
Peking University, see JoongAng Sunday, March 26/27, 2017.

% JoongAng Ilbo, December 3, 2016; Chosun llbo, January 5, 2017; and interview in Seoul,
March 23, 2017.

3% Chosun Ilbo, December 5, 2017.

4 |nterview in Seoul, February 12, 2018.
“Interviews in Seoul, May 23 and July 23, 2017.
42 JoongAng llbo, May 19 and 20, 2017.

“There was, of course, some room for misunderstanding since China viewed it as
stoppage of radar operation while South Korea regarded it as no additional deployment
of THAAD. In any case, the delegation (and probably the Blue House as well) was trying
to defer the complete deployment of all six platforms to as late as possible. Interview in
Seoul, May 23, 2017.

4 According to an interviewee, the South Korean delegation replied positively to four of
the demands. Interview in Beijing on June 24, 2017. Also see JoongAng llbo, May 20
and 24, 2017.

% Interview in Seoul, May 23, 2017.

4 Chosun Ilbo, May 20, 2017.

47 Chosun Ilbo, July 8, 2017.

“*8|nterview on September 4, 2017.

4 Renmin ribao, July 6, 2017.

0 JoongAng Sunday, July 30/31, 2017.

51 Chosun Ilbo, October 31, 2017.

>2The texts can be accessed from the respective country’s foreign ministry website.
33 Chosun Ilbo, November 2, 2017.

4Such a linkage was reported in JoongAng Sunday, November 5/6, 2017; and JoongAng
Ilbo, November 7, 2017.



90 | Joint U.S.-Korea Academic Studies

%5 As for the criticisms, see JoongAng Illbo, November 2, 3, and 7, 2017. As for the temporal
conditionality, see JoongAng Ilbo, November 28, 2017.

6 JoongAng Illbo, November 13 and 15, 2017.

57 Renmin ribao, November 1, 2017; and Huangiu shibao, November 1, 2017.
8 South China Morning Post, November 18, 2017.

9 Chosun Ilbo, November 13 and 15, 2017.

€0 “Deal with China Denied Again,” Nelson Report, November 27, 2017.

61 According to a media report, South Korea initially requested that Moon meet with
a new Standing Committee member—Li Zhanshu or Wang Huning—but no avail.
JoongAng Ilbo, December 16, 2017.

62 Chosun Ilbo, December 15, 2017.
& JoongAng Ilbo, December 15, 2017.

4 See “Joint Press Release by the United States of America and the Republic of Korea,”
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/joint-press-release-united-states-
america-republic-korea.

8 See Chosun Ilbo, November 10, 2017. A detailed chronology of the episode is provided
in JoongAng Ilbo, November 11, 2017.

¢ Darren J. Lim and Zack Cooper, “Reassessing Hedging: The Logic of Alignment in East
Asia,” Security Studies 24, no. 4 (2015): 696.



The U.S.-dapan-ROK Trilateral: Better
at Deterrence than Diplomacy?
Sheila A. Smith



94 | Joint U.S.-Korea Academic Studies

Once more, the United States, South Korea, and Japan have confronted a crisis with North
Korea. The pattern is now well established. First, there is a provocation—a missile test,
a nuclear test, and even worse, the use of force.! Next, the United States and its allies
in Northeast Asia muster their forces, strengthen their trilateral policy coordination, and
sanction the belligerent Pyongyang. The three nations advocate for the accompanying
effort by the United Nations Security Council to condemn North Korea’s behavior.? Setting
aside their political differences, Seoul and Tokyo intensify their military cooperation and
Washington calls for greater trilateral unity in confronting a shared security challenge.?

In 2017, policymakers in Seoul, Washington, and Tokyo found themselves in a similar cycle
but with the threat of war ever more real. The dramatic escalation of tensions between
President Donald J. Trump and the North Korean leader Kim Jong-un seemed to bring
the region to the brink of a second Korean conflict. But today, just as dramatically, an
accelerated series of high-level summits suggests that the Korean Peninsula could be on
the brink of peace. President Moon Jae-in met with Kim at Panmunjom, and both Kim and
Moon stepped across the line of demarcation at the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) between
North and South Korea.* The two leaders have embraced a “new era of peace,” with the
promise of ending the state of war on the peninsula.®

Trump has also said he is willing to meet Kim to discuss denuclearization. CIA director
Mike Pompeo visited Pyongyang on April 1 to test out that proposition, and as secretary of
state, Pompeo had the lead in setting the stage for a meeting in Singapore. The Moon-Kim
meeting set up the premise of a negotiated denuclearization process. Trump and Kim will
define the contours of that path forward.

Transitioning from confrontation to negotiation, Japan’s prime minister Abe Shinzo has
sought to stay close to Trump. As Moon led the process of easing tensions Abe also seemed
ready to give peace a chance, meeting with Kim’s sister at the Pyeongchang 2018 Olympic
Games and later voicing his willingness too to meet with Kim should the Trump-Kim summit
succeed.® In his meeting with Trump on April 17-18, Abe set forth the three Japanese
equities in a negotiated settlement with the North.” A complete, verifiable, irreversible
denuclearization process is at the top of that list. But a close second will be Pyongyang’s
missile arsenal. While the United States undoubtedly will focus on the intercontinental
ballistic missile (ICBM) Kim has been testing, Abe will urge a broader disarmament of the
array of missiles at Kim'’s disposal. The ROK and Japan are well within reach of North Korea’s
short and medium-range missiles, and Abe will be unwilling to leave those in place. Finally,
Abe will want Pyongyang’s accounting of the Japanese citizens abducted by the North
Koreans. Both Trump and Moon promised to take this up with Kim in their meetings. At
their summit at Mar-a-Lago, Trump publicly repeated this pledge to Abe.?

It is too soon to see how these new negotiations will proceed. Only a few weeks after
the South Korean government announced that Trump had agreed to meet with Kim, the
diplomatic geometry seemed to proliferate and accelerate. After Kim Jong-un agreed to
leave the North to meet Moon in Panmunjom, the designated meeting spot just south of
the DMZ, South Korea’s national security advisor appeared in Washington, and in front of
the White House, announced the Trump-Kim summit.’ Not to be outdone, Abe made plans
to visit Trump, which he did on April 17.%° Not long after that, Kim Jong-un set out for Beijing
in his armored train, accompanied by his wife, to visit with Chinese president Xi Jinping
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and his wife, once again showing how important these talks will be to the future balance
of power in Northeast Asia.!’ On May 7-8 Kim went to Dalian, China for a second summit
with Xi. On May 9 another trilateral summit was held in Tokyo, as Abe hosted Moon and the
Chinese premier, Li Kegiang.!? Later in May, Moon travelled to Washington to consult with
Trump. The diplomatic track had grabbed the spotlight.

Ironically, negotiations with North Korea could put even more strain on the trilateral
framework that Washington has been striving to establish with its allies in East Asia. The
bilateral relationship between Seoul and Tokyo, in particular, could suffer. This was apparent
in the nervousness visible in Japan, particularly after the surprise decision by Trump to hold
a summit with Kim. While the U.S.-Japan-ROK trilateral has faced pressures in negotiating
with North Korea before, this round of talks could be even more fraught. There is far more
at stake in Northeast Asia; the region’s military balance, the political futures of Moon,
Trump, and Abe, and the geopolitics of the region.

The Military Challenge of Confronting Pyongyang

North Korea is closer than ever to being able to threaten the United States, thereby testing
the proposition that Washington will want to risk an attack on behalf of its regional allies.
Kim Jong-un has developed his military arsenal in a deliberate attempt to change the status
quo on the Korean Peninsula, and, by extension, in Northeast Asia. The U.S. allies in Asia
have directly felt the impact of his willingness to risk confrontation by using these rising
military capabilities.

Seoul felt the brunt of this challenge early, even before Kim Jong-il passed away in 2011. The
2010 sinking of the Cheonan and the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island were widely attributed
to Kim Jong-un’s growing influence. Since coming to power in 2012, Kim has shown little
restraint in the use of force or his willingness to risk provoking the South. Repeated news of
executions in the consolidation of his hold on power brought this point home, especially the
brutal execution of his uncle, Jang Song-thaek.®* North Korea is suspected of carrying out
the 2014 hacking of Sony Pictures Entertainment, and the U.S. government accused North
Korea of carrying out the May 2017 “WannaCry” cyber-attack, which hit over 150 countries
and in some cases caused hospital closures.'* The open assassination of his half-brother in
Kuala Lumpur—using a banned nerve agent called VX—further added to the impression
that Kim Jong-un felt little if any restraint in the use of force if it meant a challenge to his
hold on power.?®

Japan too now feels the direct brunt of Kim’s military ambitions. As North Korea’s missile
arsenal grew, new launchers allowed short to medium-range missiles to be launched
without detection. Growing numbers of missiles and no warning time means that Japan is
now in far greater danger than in the past.'® Missile testing in 2016 and 2017 demonstrated
that Japan has few options on its own to defend itself from a missile attack. In 2017, ten
of North Korea’s tests landed in the Sea of Japan, including two ICBMs, and two missile
tests overflew northern Japan.' Japan’s existing ballistic missile defenses are simply not
enough to cope, should Kim provoke a war. U.S. bases in Japan also make it likely that in a
conflict North Korea would seek to eliminate the ability of the United States to use its forces
based there. Japan is now the only country in Northeast Asia that cannot retaliate with its
own forces.™®
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Over the past year or more of missile testing by Kim Jong-un, Tokyo and Seoul have
expanded their military cooperation. In 2017, as North Korea’s missiles flew repeatedly
over Japanese territory, the three militaries of the United States, South Korea, and Japan
upped their coordination. Military signaling by each alliance provided a strong signal of
military readiness. When North Korea tested a missile over Japanese airspace, South
Korean forces demonstrated their ability to retaliate. When U.S. bombers were sent to
signal American intent, Japan’s Air Self Defense Force fighters accompanied them through
Japanese airspace to meet up with South Korean Air Force fighters over the East China Sea,
who then accompanied the U.S. bombers the rest of the way to Korea. When a second test
of an intermediate-range ballistic missile occurred, U.S.-ROK forces conducted a combined
strike exercise while U.S.-Japanese forces conducted a ballistic missile defense exercise
simultaneously. Similarly, the U.S., Japanese, and South Korean militaries conducted a
tabletop exercise on non-combatant evacuation. U.S. commanders had hoped to push this
trilateral military exercising further, but South Korean sensitivity to having Japanese military
on Korean soil continues to limit the full integration of alliance planning and exercising.

Asia’s geopolitics are suggesting a new regional context within which events on the Korean
Peninsula must be considered—one in which the trilateral relationship between Seoul,
Tokyo, and Washington may be challenged by the new dynamics of major power military
competition. Trilateral cooperation has proven very effective in mobilizing military force
during moments of crisis. But if conflict emerges, will this be sustainable as Pyongyang
approaches the ability to effectively target the United States? Will America’s allies be
confident in the extended deterrent that has long allowed them to avoid the nuclear
option themselves? The governments of both the ROK and Japan have sought greater
conventional military capabilities to redress their vulnerabilities. The ROK has enhanced
its own missile arsenal, and Japan has recently decided to significantly increase its ballistic
missile defenses.'® Both Seoul and Tokyo have begun to have open debate over the nuclear
option as Kim tested his ability to develop an intercontinental ballistic missile capable of
delivering nuclear weapons to the United States.?

The future of the U.S. alliances is further complicated by the Trump administration’s desire
to leverage allied defenses for better trade numbers. Allied concerns about the United
States have only worsened with the election of Trump, who campaigned on ending U.S.
alliances. In his interview with New York Times, candidate Trump said the ROK and Japan
would one day have to defend themselves against North Korea. He has since embraced
the U.S. alliances, but has held Moon and Abe accountable for their trade deficits with
Washington, arguing that the United States is getting a bad deal on relationships that have
been the mainstay of regional balances of power since the end of World War II. Even as
the confrontation with Pyongyang deteriorated badly in the fall of 2017, Trump insisted
on re-opening trade negotiations on the Korea-U.S. trade pact, using Seoul’s weakness
as leverage. In Tokyo in November of that year, Trump similarly told Abe he should buy
expensive American weapons as a way to reduce the deficit, openly linking longstanding
security assurances to increased U.S. arms sales.
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The Trilateral and Diplomacy with Pyongyang

As the bilateral summitry of Northeast Asia took off in early 2018, the U.S.-Japan-ROK
trilateral once more faces considerable political hurdles. If the Trump-Kim summit is realized
and a negotiation process results, this will usher in the third significant attempt to engage
with a Kim on North Korea’s military build-up. Each time negotiations have been tried, the
diplomacy has been organized differently. In the mid-1990s, when Kim Jong-il announced
his intention to deny access to his nuclear reactors to the International Atomic Energy
Association, the Clinton administration responded by organizing its allies in a coordinated
effort to entice him away from a path of nuclear development. The Trilateral Coordination
and Oversight Group (TCOG) process resulted in economic incentives for North Korea,
cooperation on providing it with light water nuclear reactors, and a largely shared vision by
Seoul and Tokyo on the benefits of this approach. But this effort ultimately did not forestall
the progression of Pyongyang’s stockpiling of fissile material. The UN and the United States
then imposed sanctions on the North, the former with the approval of the Security Council
members, and the latter unilaterally and targeted on the bank used by the Kim family.

A second effort, led by the Bush administration, organized the six nations active in Northeast
Asia to discuss a comprehensive path to denuclearization and ultimately a peace treaty that
would end the militarized division of the peninsula. China played a leading role in hosting
the resultant Six-Party Talks, creating the veneer of multilateralism around what was
essentially a U.S.-North Korean dialogue. This approach, while lauded for its comprehensive
approach to a settlement and its multilateral regional framework, left much to be desired
for Washington’s allies, as both Seoul and Tokyo found cause for disgruntlement in being
left out of the U.S. negotiating strategy.

Prior attempts to negotiate with Pyongyang have demonstrated that the United States,
South Korea, and Japan each have different interests at stake in a Korean settlement. The
domestic politics of sustaining diplomatic initiatives and offering compromise needed to
realize results are rarely in synch. For South Koreans, peace on the peninsula is paramount,
for obvious reasons. Millions live in close proximity to North Korea’s artillery, making
any South Korean threat to use force lack credibility. For Americans, the proliferation of
nuclear technology has long been the primary concern, and after 9/11, North Korea’s role
in exporting its fissile material to terrorist organizations took precedence over its missile
development program. Japanese viewed this with chagrin, as they have long seen the
North Korean missile program as having the greatest impact on their security. Add to that
the domestic sensitivity to the abduction of Japanese citizens by the North in the 1970s,
and Tokyo’s stance on North Korea becomes ever more complicated. When Prime Minister
Koizumi Junichiro’s bilateral negotiations led to a visit to Pyongyang in 2002, his team
negotiated with Kim Jong-il for the return of five of the 17 abductees thought to still be in
North Korea. Instead of being praised for the success of bringing these five home, Koizumi
and his team were criticized for not getting them all.?* Subsequent governments were hard
pressed to engage in any effort at negotiation with the North without putting the abductee
cause at the center of their talks.
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Tokyo has been sensitive to being left out of the critical decisions in the diplomacy with
Pyongyang. Japan preferred the early emphasis on the alliance trilateral to the larger Six-
Party multilateral effort. The model used in the 1990s, TCOG, relied on close allied policy
coordination, and this still appeals to many Japanese. But the broader regional dynamics
seem to make this inconceivable. Today, no resolution on the Korean Peninsula is possible
without China. The Six-Party framework that brought all regional powers to the table
remains a preference for some, particularly in China, which hosted these talks.

The politics of when to compromise with Pyongyang reveals itself early, and who has
compromised too much or too little becomes a source of tension. Tokyo worries about
Seoul being too ready for compromise and thus sacrificing security in the interest of
a peace regime. Seoul worries about Tokyo’s harder military line and ultimately about
Japan’s “remilitarization.” Both allies in varying degrees worry that Washington might
either sacrifice their security interests in an attempt to reach a deal or become too rigid
for compromise to emerge. Given Pyongyang’s development of ICBMs potentially able to
reach cities across the United States, there is ample reason for concern that Trump will
prioritize ending this threat, leaving in place the threats to Japan and South Korea and also
calling into question U.S. commitment to extended deterrence. In his confirmation hearings
for secretary of state, Mike Pompeo confirmed these fears when he told senators that his
primary aim was “to develop an agreement with the North Korean leadership such that the
North Korean leadership will step away from its efforts to hold America at risk with nuclear
weapons, completely and verifiably.”??

Today, neither of these past models seems just right. Moreover, there is far greater concern
about China’s ambitions in, and far less confidence in U.S. leadership of, a negotiating
process. Kim Jong-un looks more assertive in shaping the context for negotiations, and his
ability thus far to drive the talks indicates greater strategic savvy than many have been
willing to admit. To be sure, it is early in the process, and there are conflicting accounts of
what may have prompted Kim Jong-un to initiate this newest round of diplomacy. To date,
however, Kim has asserted his country’s right to have nuclear weapons and has already
claimed North Korea as a nuclear power. What he seems to want is recognition of that
status. While Beijing may be ready to provide that, Washington, Tokyo, and Seoul are not.

A second concern today is the shape of Northeast Asia’s security architecture beyond peace
on the Korean Peninsula. The region today is no longer a backwater in global geopolitics.
China’s emergence as a global power has knit the choices about the region’s security into
the fabric of the global balance of power. The choices ahead on the Korean Peninsula are
not simply about how to persuade Kim Jong-un to give up his military arsenal; they are now
about what sort of strategic balance will be embraced by all of the region’s major powers.

The future role of nuclear weapons in Asia’s security has considerable implications for
existing arrangements for managing global security. Particularly worrisome for U.S. allies
are intermediate-range nuclear forces, which have altered the regional military balance.
Theoretically, these theater nuclear forces do not threaten major nuclear powers beyond
Asia and thus would allow nations to threaten their neighbors without necessarily drawing
retaliation from the United States. The concerns in Seoul and Tokyo are similar to what NATO
allies worried about in the 1970s. Soviet deployment of SS-20s missiles to its European
theater prompted a U.S. deployment of Pershing missiles to offset this advantage in the
military balance. The United States and Russia concluded an Intermediate Nuclear Forces
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(INF) Treaty in 1987 designed to eliminate this threat of decoupling. Japan at the time
wanted to ensure that Soviet SS-20s would not simply be moved from Europe to the Asian
theater. Today, the regional military balance in Asia is similarly unsettled, and China is not
subject to the INF Treaty’s limitations. In fact, the absence of a serious Asian disarmament
framework now means that the proliferation of missiles has as much strategic significance
to China, Russia, and the United States as arsenals of weapons of mass destruction. For
the non-nuclear states, such as Japan and South Korea, missile defenses have become a far
more daunting task.

In the midst of this burgeoning problem for Asia, both South Korea and Japan are considering
what may be needed to bolster the U.S. military’s capabilities in the region and/or what
they might do to bolster their own military power. The diplomacy that may be emerging
over Kim Jong-un’s arsenal will thus need to consider the broader context of Asia’s rapidly
evolving military balance. No longer is denuclearization sufficient. Pyongyang’s missile
arsenal will also be under scrutiny, and there are difficult questions for Beijing, Washington,
and Moscow should a broader disarmament effort for Northeast Asia be pursued.
Whether Kim Jong-un’s neighbors are prepared to build a regional disarmament regime
remains to be seen, but without it, the global management of nuclear technology will be
difficult to sustain.

Trump, Moon and Abe: The Decisions Ahead

The U.S.-Japan-ROK trilateral has always faced the challenge of synchronizing national
approaches to the North Korea problem. All three democracies elect leaders who put their
own stamp on how to deal with Pyongyang. Since Kim Jong-il announced his withdrawal
from the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, all three nations have had
multiple turnovers in government, and these leadership transitions have colored the effort
to respond to North Korea’s proliferation and shaped alliance responses.

In contrast, North Korea has had one family in power, three generations of dictatorship
that have sought the wherewithal to build sufficient military power to ensure their
regime’s survival. Kim Jong-il’s son now has the opportunity to realize the Kim dynasty’s
dream of becoming a nuclear power. Whatever their belief in how Pyongyang’s nuclear
testing and missile launches affect China’s interests, China’s leaders—three since the mid-
1990s—certainly understand from their own history that acquiring a nuclear arsenal brings
with it status and a considerable degree of independence from the whims of those with
nuclear power.

Leaders matter—and have taken risks—in diplomacy with North Korea. In the United
States, South Korea, and Japan, elections have often produced a reset in North Korea policy.
Four U.S. presidential administrations have worked on the nuclear proliferation problem.
In South Korea, five presidents have sought to cope with the North’s nuclear ambitions;
and in Japan, no less than fourteen prime ministers have wrestled with the problem over
the past two-plus decades. Notable overtures by various leaders have caught others by
surprise and created distrust in motives among the three allies. South Korea’s progressive
political leaders have produced more opportunity for dialogue with the North, starting with
Kim Dae-jung’s “Sunshine diplomacy” and his famous summit meeting with Kim Jong-il in
2000. Roh Moo-hyun, elected in 2003, continued that path of direct dialogue, and he too
met with Kim Jong-il, in 2007. Now Moon Jae-in and Kim Jong-un will carry on that legacy,
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once again asserting the primacy of the two Koreas in the effort to negotiate a lasting peace
on the peninsula. Today, however, Moon faces the prospect of a North Korea that can
threaten others far beyond the Korean Peninsula, and thus his hands are tied far more than
his predecessors.

Japan too has had its moments of engagement with Pyongyang. In their 2002 Pyongyang
Declaration, Koizumi and Kim Jong-il outlined a moratorium on missile testing and a
sustained effort at finding the remaining Japanese in North Korea.?® Even Abe has tried
his hand at direct negotiations with Kim in 2013 over investigating the whereabouts of the
Japanese abductees.?

Washington, however, has insisted on prioritizing the North’s nuclear program and has
tended to see the idea of a direct meeting with Pyongyang at the leadership level as reward
for denuclearization rather than as a step in the negotiating process. Pyongyang’s desire
for normal diplomatic ties with the United States could be realized if and when it gives up
its nuclear weapons. The Clinton administration seemed ready to take a risk on a summit
meeting, but it was insufficiently impressed with Kim Jong-il’s follow-through on the 1994
Agreed Framework. When it was discovered that the Kim regime had a clandestine uranium
enrichment program underway despite its pledge to end production of plutonium, the Bush
administration abruptly shifted gears away from negotiations to coercive sanctions. Calling
North Korea part of an “axis of evil,” President George W. Bush condemned the Kim regime
not only for its proliferation but also for its human rights abuses.?

Sustaining engagement with North Korea requires keeping all three leaders committed to
diplomacy and to a unified strategy for pursuing a common end game. Synchronizing this
takes considerable effort—and trust. Today’s moment is no different. As Abe and Trump
argued for “maximum pressure” and sanctions in 2017, Moon was hoping to find a way to
entice Kim Jong-un to the table. The stakes are always higher for Seoul, and as the Trump
administration’s rhetoric on the preventive use of force seemed increasingly real, the
pressures on Moon only grew.?

The unpredictability of the Trump administration’s approach to Kim makes formulating
a trilateral strategy far more difficult. Allied leaders were shaken as the U.S. president
threatened Kim Jong-un with “fire and fury the likes of which have never been seen.”?’

In Tokyo, Abe campaigned in Japan’s October 2017 election on his ability to manage the
North Korean crisis, and for many Japanese, his relationship with Trump was one of the
reasons for his success.”® Abe’s close consultations with Trump are reassuring, but the
lack of consultation before Trump decided to meet with Kim shook the confidence of the
Japanese government. In South Korea, Moon is given a lot of credit for persuading Trump to
pursue diplomacy with Kim. After his meeting with Kim, his support soared.?® South Koreans
are grateful for Trump’s willingness to buy into the idea of a summit with Kim, even though
there is ample reason to worry about what it will produce.

The Japan-South Korea Hurdle

Now that Moon has succeeded in realizing a summit with Kim Jong-un, the Japan-ROK
relationship will need particular attention. The most often cited challenge to effective
trilateral policy coordination has been the difficult relationship between Seoul and Tokyo.
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Troubled by war memory politics in both nations, Seoul and Tokyo have had difficulty
overcoming the raw sentiments surrounding residual South Korean grievances over colonial
and wartime behavior by Japanese. The most recent effort to address those grievances was
the so-called “comfort women” agreement forged by President Park Geun-hye and Abe in
2015. Before this agreement, two years of estrangement at the highest level of government
had made for an explosion of anti-Japanese sentiment in South Korea and a similar rise
in anti-Korean sentiment in Japan. Obama facilitated a leadership meeting at The Hague
in 2014, opening the way for a restart of bilateral talks about how to overcome these
differences. The result was the settlement by private Japanese companies of compensation
for the forced labor of Koreans, and a government-to-government agreement to establish
a fund to be administered by the South Korean government for the women subjected to
forcible sex work in brothels used by Japan’s imperial military. Yet the Korean public rejected
this agreement when Park was impeached, and in the campaign for president that resulted,
all the candidates openly called for renegotiation of the agreement.

Once in office, however, Moon sought to separate the difficult issues associated with his
country’s colonial and war legacy from contemporary diplomacy. Abe too had attempted
the same path when he had come into office, and his chief cabinet secretary undertook
a policy review of past statements on the “comfort women” to clear the political air at
home for a new discussion with Park.*° Both Abe and Moon organized a policy review and
an oversight panel of various non-governmental experts and stakeholders on the past
agreements on the “comfort women.” Facing pressure from within their own supporters
and parties, both leaders have tried to find a resolution that will allow their relationship
to develop in other areas. On December 27, 2017, Moon announced the results of his
advisory committee, and while expressing his dissatisfaction with the 2015 agreement, he
acknowledged it represented a formal commitment by the South Korean government, and
he would not reopen it.3* Despite the difficult politics of the past, the rising tensions with
North Korea brought Abe and Moon together. Not only did the two U.S. allies coordinate
their military responses to Kim’s missile launches, but they also coordinated their sanctions
against the North.

Again, as the diplomatic breakthrough with Kim Jong-un develops, the interests of Seoul
and Tokyo are likely to diverge somewhat. Seoul welcomes the opening of talks and is
cautiously optimistic about the prospects for a peace regime on the peninsula. Moreover,
it is difficult to ignore the emotional impact on South Koreans of the unified Korean teams
at the Olympics and the visit of Kim Jong-un’s sister to the games. A South Korean K-pop
group performed in Pyongyang—an amazing display of optimism in a country that rarely
experiences unscripted performances, let alone the globally recognized talent to be found
in South Korea.*? But the historic meeting between Moon and Kim at Panmunjom has
raised the bar on past summitry between South and North Korea. Today, in its wake, South
Koreans visit a movie set to perform the scene of crossing the divide between those blue
huts to embrace the notion of peace.®

Japanese views on North Korea are also emotional, but in a far different way. Angered by
Kim Jong-il’s admission that his regime systematically abducted citizens from Japan’s shores
and from European travel destinations, Japanese continue to see North Korea as a nation
that violated their borders and stole their people. Many blame past Japanese governments
for weakness in allowing the country to be so easily penetrated by a foreign nation. But
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the more widespread sentiment in Japan is one of sympathy for the families of those taken
decades ago. The parents of those abducted as children or young adults are now elderly.
Their faces are now well known to all Japanese, and their personal losses are felt keenly
across society.3* Most important, Japanese blame their government for not protecting them
from these abuses and for failing to gain their return to Japan. Even Abe cannot ignore this
national sentiment as he considers this newest opening to Pyongyang.

Conclusion

The negotiating process unfolding with North Korea will test the U.S. allies in Northeast Asia
far more than the military crisis that Kim Jong-un’s missile launches created. Once more,
Seoul will be looking for engagement and talks with Kim Jong-un to end hostilities and to
ensure peace. Tokyo, on the other hand, will want more. It will want not only complete,
verifiable, and irreversible nuclear disarmament; it will also want a reduction in North
Korea’s missile arsenal. Japan has felt an escalating military pressure from Pyongyang. With
China’s rise as a backdrop, Japanese policymakers are feeling their country’s vulnerability
in a rapidly changing Northeast Asia. Furthermore, an unpredictable U.S. president with
an increasingly hardline cabinet also suggests a more fraught sense of the steps forward.
Trump’s insistence on America First has left both allies worried that their interests
will be abandoned in the course of negotiating with Kim Jong-un. Close consultations
among the three leaders can mitigate those fears, and yet there is still a sense that anything
might happen.

Kim Jong-un has proven more adept at diplomacy than most in the region imagined. Kim’s
rapprochement with Xi Jinping reveals a far more geostrategic impulse at play in these
sequential summits. Knitting together a strategy for Seoul, Tokyo, and Washington in the
midst of this chess game will be a challenge. Moon, Abe, and Trump will need to be adroit
and adaptive. But they must also look beyond the next summit. Nothing less than the
future of Northeast Asia is at stake, and with it, seventy or more years of alliance history is
up for grabs. Old grievances cannot hold sway here if Japan, South Korea, and the United
States are all to emerge with greater security from this process of peace building on the
Korean Peninsula.
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The way Chinese officials and writers view the history of Korea—from ancient times to
the post- Cold War developments in South Korea—matters for at least three reasons. It
is a commentary on Chinese national identity since Korea bears importantly on multiple
dimensions of how that identity has recently been constructed. It is likewise a window on
how Chinese view the order they seek to forge in East Asia, linking it to the earlier Sinocentric
order. Finally, Chinese views of Korea’s history offer valuable insight into China’s vision of
the future of the Korean Peninsula and its relationship to China. It is commonplace to regard
historical narrative as a lens on views of the present and plans for future policies, but this
is even more the case for a country with the tradition of Confucian historiography with
its extraordinary stress on correct thinking about the past, and communist historiography
redolent with socialist realism insistent on a zero-sum understanding of the past. We read
in Chinese historical writings on Korea a morality tale with undoubted relevance to how
China constructs both its identity and its international relations.

The Korean Peninsula has significance for Chinese national identity beyond that of any
foreign country except Russia and the United States with the possible exception of Japan. It
is where ideology was honed as China sent the PLA to prevent the fall of North Korea after
Mao had given his blessing along with Stalin to the North’s attack on the South. As ideology
has grown again in importance, the significance of North Korea’s socialist pedigree and
shared origins in the crucible of revolution against imperialism has risen. In the historical
dimension of national identity, China’s leaders in the 1990s weighed allowing candor about
the origins of the Korean War at a time when de-ideologization was fitfully taking place
and there was no established narrative on history. Some saw sensitivity to North Korean
reactions as the key to why China did not go further, but the resistance inside China proved
more tenacious than they assumed. Historical purity toward Japan intensified apart from
a short-lived interval with “new thinking” in 2003. With South Korea on the frontlines in
China’s quest for demonization of Japan over history, its own history became a test case for
the national identity gap between it and China. The history of Korea is so interwoven with
that of China and it can reveal much about recent views.

As the country that even recently took pride in being the most Confucian of all, South Korea
also spurred Chinese demands to show loyalty to the civilizational aspects of identity being
constructed along with support for an increasing sense of a common economic space and
of political restraint in siding with the United States without accepting balance with China.
The meaning of civilizational deference was inseparable from historical memory, i.e., to
recognize the benevolence of China’s past regional order as a source of harmony and stability,
which should not be challenged, as in the “cultural wars” on the Internet between Chinese
and South Koreans around 2007-10 or in hosting the Dalai Lama with obvious invocations
of a shared past in dealing with China’s centrality. South Korean dramas attracted a wide
audience in China, but they were carefully screened to avoid historically sensitive themes,
revealing the wide gap in thinking about history—not only about Koguryo, as took center
stage from 2004, but about any indication of a “superiority complex” unwilling to credit the
Chinese order for its great merits.

The four chapters that follow cover Chinese publications on Korea’s past chronologically.
The first chapter by me ranges from the ancient period with an emphasis on the 7th century,
when three states vied for control in Korea and drew Japan and China into their wars, to
the 16th and 17th centuries, when Japan’s invasion of Korea drew Chinese troops back
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but also Korea’s role in the Ming-Qing transition that garnered Chinese writers’ attention,
to the 19th century, when a third period of instability and international rivalry rocked the
peninsula. In each of the three cases, China is seen as virtuous, Japan as evil, and Korea as
vacillating—falling short of what was expected of it. Some of the same shortcomings found
in Japan’s conduct were visible on the Korean side too: pursuing autonomous diplomacy
in contradiction to the norms of the China-led order; aspiring to a micro-order of its own
in relations with neighbors such as the Jurchens, the Ryukyus, and Tsushima, and lacking
gratitude for the benevolence of China in sustaining its harmonious regional order. In each
instance, Korean intrigues did not bode well for peace and stability, Koreans suffered, Japan
capitalized on Korean moves, and finally only China coming to the rescue saved Korea,
although in the last case, that is still a work in progress as China recovers from a period
of weakness and is only beginning to offer a “community of common destiny” as a way
forward for Seoul as well as a better solution for North Korea’s future in the context of the
nuclear crisis and uncertainty over how reunification can ensue.

Gilbert Rozman, “Chinese Views of Korean
History to the Late 19th Century”

The premodern era seemingly presented a promising opportunity for China to find
common ground with South Korea. Both see Japan’s aggressive moves in the three critical
periods noted above in a similar light. Both have a benign outlook on Confucianism, at
least in comparison to other countries’ thinking. China could have concentrated on the
commonalities and proceeded to nudge Koreans to accept a positive attitude toward revival
of an East Asian community. Yet, the historical writings in China eschew common ground
for insistence on demonization of Japan with spillover to guilt by association for Korea,
for glorification of Confucianism interpreted in so narrow a manner that a hierarchical,
authoritarian element stands out, and for making full support for a China-led community a
sine qua non. As the Koguryo dispute made crystal clear, historical issues related to Korea
are too important to leave room for seeking understanding.

Kirk Larsen, “Chinese Views of Korean History
in the Late 19th and Early 20th Centuries”

Kirk Larsen makes clear in his chapter that Chinese officials identify a shared understanding
of history with Korea as one of the pillars of the Sino-ROK relationship, emphasizing the
response to imperialism in the 19th and 20th centuries. Yet, whereas Chinese insist that
their country was uniquely peace-loving and benevolent to neighbors, Koreans recall
aggressive and overbearing Chinese historical behavior. Chinese make no apology for China’s
unassailable position of political superiority and civilizational arbiter, while Koreans find this
incompatible with the principles of equality between states and respect for autonomy—a
relic for which no pride should be taken.

Larsen finds not only that a sense of mutually-shared victimization at the hands of the
Japanese has been utilized by leaders in both Beijing and Seoul to seek to cement closer
ties, but that this is manipulated by Chinese to drown out other narratives on the Korean
side: a Korea struggling for separation from China to establish a modern national identity
and to clarify its sovereignty. What he views as Chinese moves to assert greater control by
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an empire—contrary to both the notion of “national humiliation” and the idea of China
as an exceptional, non-aggressive, and peace-loving power—are perceived differently in
Chinese publications, which show no sympathy with neighbors fearful of China’s intentions
as they draw on different memories of its past deeds.

After Japan had annexed Korea, Larson finds Chinese contemporaries as well as recent
writings longing for Korean liberation not so much because they envisioned an independent
Korea but rather because it would allow Korea to return to its proper status as a Chinese
possession or, at least, a subordinate in a China-led hierarchical order. He writes that one
can imagine a future in which Xi Jinping’s attacks on Western values might be expanded to
include an attack on the Westphalian system itself, opening up space for China to re-imagine
and re-structure its relations with its neighbors in ways that might be consistent with a new
tributary order. Capitalizing on the popularity in South Korea of An Chunggun, the assassin
of Ito Hirobumi, Chinese have made him a central feature of the narrative they seek to
share about the history of this period and its significance for Sino-ROK cooperation against
Japan’s current policies and aspirations. The high-water mark of such historical comradery
was 2015, but doubts were building over: 1) the tension between the lionization of An’s
heroic act of violence and the general tendency today to condemn violence in general
and acts that can be described as “terrorism” in particular; 2) An’s vision of Sino-Korean-
Japanese cooperation is ignored in China as is its inspiration for regional cooperation on
an equal basis; and 3) Park’s late 2015 breakthrough with Abe on the “comfort women”
issue threatened to derail the “maximum pressure” campaign against Japan centered on
history. Recent Chinese heavy-handedness toward South Korea has put Chinese writings on
the past in a more unfavorable light, serving as warnings to Koreans about being dragged
into any “history war” with a partner whose intentions may be sharply at variance with
Seoul’s interests.

Jin Linbo, “Chinese Views of Korean History
in the Cold War Era”

The singular event shaping Chinese views of the Korean Peninsula in the Cold War era and to
the present was the Korean War. Jin Linbo examines its impact on writings on history during
the height of the Cold War and even in the 1980s, while assessing changes in the 1990s
and 2000s. In 2016 he argues that the THAAD deployment rekindled attitudes lingering
from the Cold War period, which had been deeply embedded in historical memory. The
engrained interpretations were that the capitalist enemy, not the socialist friend, started
the Korean War with a view to overthrowing not only the socialist government in Pyongyang
but also the similar one in Beijing. Against this background China’s attitudes and policies
toward the two Koreas in the post-Korean War era were doomed to be ideology-driven
and DPRK sympathetic, completely fixed within the Cold War framework of friend and foe
until the end of the 1970s and only partially modified after normalization to convey an
“objective description” of the origin of the Korean War without accusing South Korea of
provoking it. As China’s national image of the ROK has generally transformed into a much
more positive one in comparison to the image of the DPRK, the insuperable differences
between mainstream Chinese and South Korean views of Korean history have endured with
significant implications for relations in the post-Cold War era. Perceptions of the Korean
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War formulated right after the start of the war and partially reshaped four decades later
when diplomatic normalization was realized and the relevant dossiers of the former Soviet
Union were released from the middle of the 1990s have remained influential in shaping
China’s attitudes and policies toward the Korean Peninsula at the present time.

The sudden deterioration of Sino-South Korean relations caused by the deployment
of THAAD in 2016 explicitly revealed the limits of the economic cooperation centered
redefinition in China-ROK ties since the end of the Cold War, Jin explains. After more than
two decades of the redefinition efforts, the mainstream Chinese view of Korean history
in the Cold War era remains largely unchanged. In 2014-15 China’s expectations for Sino-
South Korean relations rose to an unrealistic level, as the South Korean political will for
broadening shared interest in history issues against Japan raised expectations, the potential
for a sharp letdown was obvious in the historical understanding conveyed in China, that
went far beyond the era of Japanese imperialism.

If some Chinese authors started making arguments against North Korea with regard to the
origin of the Korean War and questioned the legitimacy of China’s participationinit, including
its negative impact on the resolution of the Taiwan issue and on China’s economy at that
time, those academic arguments had only resonated weakly and were far from embraced
by the mainstream. In Chinese eyes the situation created by the THAAD deployment was
something quite similar to the situation in the 1950s-60s when China and the DPRK fiercely
condemned the U.S.-Japan-South Korean military alliance relations. China’s disapproval of
the ROK-U.S. alliance and the trilateral military cooperation remains unchanged from what
it was during the Cold War years.

After more than two decades of redefinition efforts, mainstream Chinese views of Korean
history in the Cold War era remain largely unchanged, especially when it comes to the
confrontational relations between China, South Korea, and the United States, concludes Jin,
who refers to a congenital deficiency—the mutual security distrust caused by the remaining
Cold War legacy. China’s disapproval of the continued military alliance relations among the
United States, Japan, and South Korea has clearly revealed the limitations in the redefinition
of perceptions towards South Korea in the post-Cold War era. As long as the assessments
of the history of the Cold War era remain rooted in arguments long familiar to the Chinese
people, there will be a disposition to find continuities and doubt that the post-Cold War
decades and the history of China’s relations with South Korea have brought fundamental
change on matters of geopolitics or national identity.

Yun Sun, “The Chinese Perception of the
U.S.-Japan-ROK Triangle”

In writing about the post-Cold War period with an emphasis on geopolitics, Chinese authors
do not often treat South Korean policy or Sino-ROK relations as autonomous. Because of
the weight given to the U.S. role, it is important to take a triangular approach in assessing
these writings centered on South Korea. There are primarily three angles that the Chinese
policy community adopts in its discussion of relations with South Korea. First is the bilateral
angle between China and South Korea, of which the Chinese assessment has been largely
positive. This lens concentrates on what authors regard as the state of evolving relations
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between Beijing and Seoul, but it does not escape the shadow of triangularity since Seoul
gains credit by boosting bilateral ties with strategic implications while losing credit when
it makes strategic decisions that ignore Beijing’s concerns and demonstrate greater U.S.
significance. The second lens is the regional one. For China, South Korea has an important
regional role and could become a key supportive force in China’s desired regional order
as a critical “ally” in battling Japanese historical revisionism and militarism and jointly
keeping Japan’s political and regional ambitions in check. A test of this lens is whether Seoul
subscribes to either U.S.-Japan-ROK triangularity, deemed to be aimed at containment of
China, or the Indo-Pacific framework touted by both Abe Shinzo and Donald Trump in late
2017. The third lens is the U.S. angle. All the damage and/or burdens that South Korea has
imposed on China originates from the U.S.-ROK military alliance. Because of the existence of
the military alliance, South Korea is not believed to have the authority to pursue completely
independent national security policies, authors argue.

Chinese have identified growing indications of South Korea subtly recalibrating its relations
with China and the United States. Although the U.S.-ROK military alliance remains
dominant, the hope of strategic realignment has always been on the horizon. Under Kim
Young-sam, South Korea'’s relations with the United States endured some major turbulence,
primarily because of different policies toward North Korea, showing the possibility of a
closer relationship with South Korea even as a U.S. ally. In the 1995 rift between South
Korea and the United States, as well as the negative changes in South Korea-Japan relations,
the Chinese saw an opening. Under Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun the rifts between
South Korea and the United States over the North Korea issue and South Korea’s pursuit
of equality with the United States undermined, to some degree, the military alliance. The
emerging anti-Americanism and South Korea’s growing nationalism were also affecting ties
with China. Chinese experts found a list of issues that South Korean nationalists exploited
that damaged bilateral relations. Under Lee Myung-bak, the decision by Obama and Lee to
regionalize and globalize their strategic alliance during Lee’s 2009 visit to the United States
proved very alarming. Chinese saw this as an extension of the U.S.-ROK strategic alliance
beyond its original focus on the Korean Peninsula. In 2010 China blamed the North Korean
provocations and the cooling of inter-Korea relations almost entirely on Lee’s abandonment
of the Sunshine Policy.

With Park Geun-hye in charge, Xi Jinping raised his hopes to improve China’s strategic
position, planning to turn South Korea into China’s “pivotal” state in Northeast Asia, thus
undermining the U.S. alliance system. This was the boldest attempt during the entire
quarter century to fundamentally alter the shape of the triangle, although it came at a
time of conservative leadership in Seoul and of intensified South Korean alarm about the
direction of North Korea’s actions. One might have assumed that expectations would not
have risen so high in such inauspicious circumstances. Xi Jinping seized the opportunity of
Park’s early overtures to intensify contacts and boost ties, while Chinese narratives extolled
the significance of these improved relations. Xi’s diplomacy was more a sign of taking
Pak’s straddling for granted than of wooing her in a sustainable manner. Chinese writings
obscured the essence of the challenge and fueled the far-reaching letdown that followed.
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China sees the THAAD deployment as a threat to strategic stability with the United States
and an obstacle to its desired regional blueprint. Simply aiming to improve ties with South
Korea and undermine the U.S.-ROK alliance without answering the critical question of
China’s relationship with North Korea is unlikely to succeed. To the Chinese, Moon appears
more interested in a balanced approach toward the United States and China than did Park
at the end of her time in office. He did not withdraw the decision to deploy THAAD but tried
to appease China with the “three noes.” Hopes for driving a wedge in the alliance are again
on the upswing.



Chinese Views of Korean History to
the Late 19th Century

Gilbert Rozman
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In the tradition of imperial China and communism, Chinese publications see history as a
morality tale. In the case of Korean history to the late decades of the nineteenth century
there are essentially three actors: virtuous China, evil Japan, and variable Korea. There are
three critical periods which receive the bulk of attention: the 7th century, the late 16th
century trailing into the 17th century change of dynasty in China, and the last decades of
the 19th century. The narrative advances the notion of competing visions of regional order,
contrasting Chinese and Japanese frameworks and examining Korean policies in light of the
choices made between these options.

Official Chinese narratives couch today’s opportunities in historical context. A battle rages
between socialism and capitalism, offering China a unique prospect to tip the balance.!
This is not only a present-day challenge; it is a struggle over consciousness of history—a
campaign against “historical nihilism” that disagrees with orthodoxy in support of
communist party legitimacy and the rectitude of Chinese civilization. A speech given by Xi
Jinping in July 2010 at the Central Party School and only recently made available leaves no
doubt about the tight censorship imposed on publications about history.? South Korea’s
history is especially sensitive as the poster-child for the benevolence of the imperial Chinese
regional order, the battleground for the key war fought by China to maintain its surroundings
against capitalist encroachment, and a chief testing grounds for the rejuvenation of China
against U.S. hegemonism and Western civilization. Premodern history is an inseparable part
of this agenda.

How official Chinese thinking treated Korean premodern history did not become a matter
of concern during the first decade after normalization of PRC-ROK relations. It was assumed
that outdated narratives in the tradition of socialist realism would be replaced, given that
much of communist hagiography failed the test of “seeking truth from facts” or only seemed
to linger due to sensitivity toward North Korea. History writings from normalization to the
early 2000s were less tendentious, as Chinese authors lacked a clear narrative from which
to draw required deductions.?

World attention took little interest in Chinese views of history, especially before the
revolutionary era. A 1997 book on history, cognition, and peace in East Asia covered
perceptions of other countries but left aside Chinese narratives.* When a collection of
articles on memories of WWII appeared in 2014, Chinese thinking was again not a major
theme, even as | pointed to Chinese writings on premodern times to showcase their
significance. | wrote that they “idolize the order led by imperial China” and accuse South
Korea of making a “direct challenge to China’s civilization and its positive influence but also
to mutual understanding at a time when South Koreans are proceeding to erase traces of
its legacy.” The nation, arguably most shaped by Chinese civilization—after all it considered
itself the purest case of Confucianism—is distancing itself from China and its interpretation
of that posed a big challenge.®

When the Koguryo controversy burst into the limelight in 2004, it was a wake-up call for
South Koreans, who interpreted China’s unexpected thinking about ancient history as a
danger signal for bilateral relations and China’s approach to the future of North Korea.
Yet, diplomats soon set this aside, and many were comforted to see it as an aberration by
historians in Northeast China unlikely to gain ascendancy.® It was not until six years later—
in the midst of a downturn in Sino-ROK relations—that there were concrete indications
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of Chinese policies reflecting such thinking. Xi Jinping later brought history more to the
forefront of ideology and demonstrated more clearly the impact of sinocentrism backed
by views on past regional relations. Recent Chinese articles cited in this chapter reveal a
morality tale disguised as history.

Examining these writings on Korea’s past, | put them in the context of Xi’s national identity
rhetoric and foreign policy. The underlying assumption is that China built a regional order
centered on itself with room for neighboring states to pursue their own national interests in
accord with civilizational ethics that promoted stability.” Historical studies insist, however,
that Korea was not content: with individual states turning to Japan rather than Tang
China or breaking with the etiquette of the Ming China-led order in their dealings with
Japan after trying to form a micro-order of their own incorporating the Jurchens, or by
abandoning the traditional order when China was weakening in the late 19th century. All
of these manifestations of a Korean “superiority complex” ended badly, requiring armed
intervention by China to rescue their country. The choice between China and Japan is
essentialized as Korea'’s fate.?

Implicit in historical writings are parallels to the situation on the Korean Peninsula in the
2010s as well as implications that South Koreans lack a correct view of their past that could
guide them to make the correct foreign policy choices. They fail to appreciate China’s
historic contributions to Korea, insufficiently link Japan’s past perfidy to its lingering threat,
and have succumbed to Western ways of thinking. Interpreting history and national identity
in this manner, Chinese sources link this to ongoing bilateral relations, blaming Seoul for the
tensions that have been rising.

The Context of Xi's National Identity Rhetoric
and Foreign Policy

Historical narrative is often an offshoot of some political agenda, and in communist ideology
it is an essential element of an unquestioned national identity showing the righteousness
of national policies. The 2008-10 Internet “culture wars” on who is entitled to claim
UNESCO sites were enflamed by Chinese authorized publications casting history and the
way it is treated today in a zero-sum light.° The continued way Korean history was treated
even after Lee Myung-bak was gone and political ties had been mended exposed the
superficiality of the “honeymoon” between Xi Jinping and Park Geun-hye.'® Instrumental to
this messaging was Xi’s assertiveness about national identity, boosting sinocentrism as the
historical core of identity to the twentieth century. It became incontrovertible that China
had benevolently managed its neighborhood, forging a harmonious region under the un-
imperialistic leadership of China. Just as the history of Chinese communism is whitewashed
of negative elements, so too has the history of dynastic China’s foreign relations been culled
of incriminating evidence—a trend that began even when Confucianism was condemned
and then intensified when it was tightly embraced as a positive force.

South Korea presents a challenge for Chinese historians as for those writing more broadly
about national identity. It is a dangerous outpost of a Western worldview, as seen from
China, in the values Koreans espouse, in their outlook on past inequality between states,
and in their aspirations to build pride in past Korean achievements. The ongoing sinocentric
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narrative lauds the regional architecture that kept Korea in a subordinate status, denigrates
Western thinking about history, and attributes the main, premodern achievements and
cultural symbols of Korea to participation in the China-led regional order. This divide makes
history a battleground in China’s effort to shape the future order of East Asia, notably the
rhetoric to make it “harmonious.”

National identity in China has a multi-layered ideological dimension, including not only
socialism centered on the twentieth century and anti-imperialism starting from the
nineteenth century, but also Confucianism, roughly 180 degrees removed from Mao’s
verdict on it, and sinocentrism, for which Korea is a prime example. Virtuous China is,
in this ideological understanding, the source of civilizational beneficence, of strategic
protectiveness, and of economic unselfishness in this unassailable rhetoric. There is an
unmistakable legacy of communist thought in this outlook on national identity, which
makes consciousness of North Korea’s communist heritage a factor in the approach to
South Korea'’s thinking about history as well as its U.S. alliance.!! Yet, the divide with North
Korean views of history to the 1900s is unbridgeable too.

Korean history presents an opportunity for Chinese to pinpoint a villain in contrast to
China’s benevolence. This, of course, is Japan. In the national identity dimension of external
relations, China appears as a protector and even savior. It offers a world order that provides
peace and stability in contrast to what Japan threatened or did. In 2014-16 when Xi Jinping
was striving to align South Korea closely with China in condemning Japan’s historical
revisionism with implications for its illegitimate steps at military strengthening, the battle
over Seoul’s historical acknowledgements was in full force, but this should not be seen as
only limited to the period of the 1890s to 1940s. For China, Korea’s insubordination about
the harmonious, China-centered, regional order is proof of distorted attitudes toward China
both in the past and the present. The Sino-ROK national identity gap has an ineradicable
premodern component.

Deference starts with symbolic boundaries such as not inviting the Dalai Lama to South
Korea despite the shared Buddhist tradition. It proceeds to avoidance of the historical and
cultural themes of high sensitivity to Chinese authorities, which also become lightning rods
for public arousal against South Korea. Yet, there is no way to escape the entanglement
of Korean and Chinese national identity themes, leaving no room for prideful Koreans to
find common ground on such emotionally charged items as the provenance of the Koguryo
state. If room for a shared outlook appears unimaginable for the Korean War and Cold War
era and has proven elusive and easier for the joint humiliation in the half century leading
to 1945, then the prospects are likely to be best for the long period in the late nineteenth
century when three things potentially bring China and Korea closer: 1) demonization of
Japan; 2) adoration of Confucianism; and 3) pride in the legacy of an Asian community that
can be revived.

The problem with appeals to these shared historical memories is that Chinese insist on
narrow, self-serving interpretations of them, threatening both to Korean national identity
and to future mutual respect. South Koreans do not demonize Japan in the manner of a
zero-sum framework of benevolent imperial China against malevolent Japan. Confucianism
has been twisted by China in ways that contradict its meaning in Korea, undermining
its continued value as a component of national identity. Also, the Asian “community of
common destiny” sought by Xi Jinping poses a direct threat to South Korean autonomy and,
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arguably, sovereignty. Thus, premodern history has failed to become the starting point for
shared identity to which other elements could have been added. Chinese writings show
little interest in looking for commonalities that could bridge existing differences instead of
imposing their own narrow scheme.

The Ancient Period

Chinese writings on Korean history, even the ancient period, approach it from the angle
of regional history. Integrative forces in East Asia are assumed to be busy at work at an
early date.!? The tianxia order is viewed as in place with China its sole, unrivaled center.
Yet, states within the boundaries of present-day Korea are seen as seeking support to defy
that order, even to make themselves the center of an order usurping the existing one. The
Koguryo state expanded exchanges with Japan in this pursuit during the Tang era, seeking
strategic backing when Silla and Baekje were drawing together and finding support from
Tang troops. One article accuses Japan of trying to forge its own tianxia order, shifting to
help Baekje attack Silla. But it ended up on the losing side and was finally driven out by the
Tang, readers are informed.*

The message suggested in writings on this decisive period in Korean history is that China
saved Korea from an undesirable fate. This is sometimes echoed in writings on contemporary
international relations. In 2012, citing one such source from 2010, | summarized the
argument that “Koreans should look back with gratitude to their good fortune, rather
than with resentment, insisting on their own superiority and determination to remove the
legacy of Chinese culture.”** Already Japan was eager to establish an alternative regional
order with negative consequences for Korea as well as China, and the Koreans were not
sufficiently on guard but finally escaped.

Much has been written about the Koguryo dispute and its deeper meaning.’> There has been
exploration of China’s motives in claiming the state that straddled today’s North Korea and
Northeast China as part of its own tradition, as if this were not the forerunner of modern
Korea. One interpretation is that this strengthens China’s claims to legitimacy for control
over a border area, i.e., what remained Manchuria in the 19th century. Another explanation
is that this muddles the question of North Korea’s sovereignty, along with socialism leaving
in doubt whether South Korea has the right to take control of reunification. An even more
sinister interpretation is that the issue of full sovereignty is put in question for the entire
Korean Peninsula. There is no reason to expect clarity in Chinese sources on these choices
in today’s climate.

Koguryo remains a thorn in Sino-ROK relations nearly a decade and a half after it emerged
as the focus of conflict. Korean dramas could no longer broach this period in a manner
befitting national identity. Chinese no longer sought to assuage concern by arguing that
this issue had been raised locally without official authorization. Not looking for common
ground, Chinese have simply dismissed Korean thinking as if it is one more manifestation
of narrow nationalism arousing emotions toward China. As the great power, China has
shown no need to approach the national identity gap with its less powerful neighbor with
sensitivity in order to gain its trust. Historians should have no trouble sticking to facts in
recalling what is known from the extant records, but they are pressed into the service of a
far-reaching sinocentric agenda.
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The Medieval Period

The so-called hua-yi (China-barbarian) order is treated as essentially sacrosanct, assuming
that there is no reason to overturn it. When in the 1590s it is challenged, some Chinese
argue that it was not just Japan with its expansionist ambitions that did so, but also Korea
that harbored designs on establishing its own hua-yi order. According to Liu Yongnian and
Xie Xiangwei, pursuant to the expansion of a China-centered order, both Korea and Japan
had a sense of superiority themselves and intended to bring the other side into their own
order. Each sought to include the other in its own smaller regional order. At fault is not only
Japan’s aspirations to be a “small China” (xiao Zhonghua), as Silla also had called itself in the
7th century, but Korea’s deceit in conducting independent diplomacy with Japan, contrary
to what was permitted in the existing regional order.'® Actually, Koreans from the mid-16th
century had acted in a manner that made relations with China tenser, violating the existing
protocol, readers are told, after Japan had broken altogether from the tribute system. Policy
toward the Jurchens and the Ryukyus was indicative of this effrontery. At its core, this is a
denial of autonomous diplomacy as well as of armed actions such as Hideyoshi’s invasion
of Korea. Yet, after Korea ignored the attitudes of the Ming, it eventually had to turn to the
Ming for help, revealing the importance of sticking to the existing regional order as the
foundation of peace and stability. Its disloyalty, e.g., getting embroiled in a dispute with
Japan over Tsushima, had led to painful results from which only appealing for China’s help
finally rescued Korea.

The article charges that Korea had been coveting its own regional order for a long time,
arousing friction with the Ming over the Jurchens and then seeking tribute from Tsushima in
a burgeoning dispute with Japan. Korea’s defiant exchanges with Japan are variously viewed
as seeking to bring Japan into Korea’s own hua-yi circle, as Japan was seen as the barbarian
side: in an effort to save Tsushima, a vassal facing war or even as a way to save face for
the Korean king. In any case, these accusations suggest that China could not accept Korea
as a sovereign state not only in premodern times, when the sadae relationship has been
deemed benevolent in forging a civilized order with a functional ritual system supportive
of peace and stability, but today as well. Inequality between states does not seem to be a
problem for the Chinese analysts. The idea that a Chinese hub and spokes does not allow
room for full-fledged Japan-Korea bilateral ties is not questioned in these works.

Joining the huayi order, as Japan did in the 7th-9th centuries, is regarded as a source of
transferring civilization, which others may proceed to emulate as Japan did in its relations
with the Ainu. Yet, some are tempted to go too far. With the Ming in decline in the second
half of the 16th century, neighbors even saw a chance to adjust the East Asian regional
order. Long-cradled ambitions had risen to the surface, targeting the edges of the empire,
such as the Ryukyus. Japan and Korea each saw the other as inferior and a target for one’s
own order-building, leading them both to violate the existing order. Actions were not just
based on differentials in power, but on one’s civilizational assumptions. Thus, the Japanese
annexation of Korea in a later period is not accidental, the article concludes, without having
to add that Korean as well as Japanese attitudes in the 2010s are outgrowths of such
erroneous thinking and are barriers to the reemergence of a natural China-centered order.
The charges of self-serving thinking based on ethnic superiority are, of course, not leveled
at China.
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Wang Guidong asked why did the Qing leaders, after the battle of 1637 with Korea, not
obliterate Korea?'” The Qing made Korea their first vassal state but limited their demands
despite heavy financial impositions. Although there were differences from the way past
dynasties dealt with Korea, the Qing once ruling over China accepted a compliant Korea’s
acquiescence to its authority. The article omits discussion of how Koreans questioned the
Qing’s legitimacy and quietly cast doubt on the sadae order, taking the perspective that
Korea was more truly Confucian than the upstart Qing.

The morality tale of rapacious Japan attacking innocent Korea and being saved by a
benevolent China is complicated by charges against Korea as culpable in its dealings with
Japan and others, unsavoriness in Qing-Korean relations before and after the dynastic
changeover, and accusations against signs of Korean uneasiness with and even undermining
of the sinocentric order during the Qing era. Many of these criticisms appear in publications
tracing the roots of Korean actions in the 1890s.

One finds in Chinese publications a long-term outlook on history, suggesting that the
civilizational underpinnings persist from one era to the next and that commonalities exist
in aspirations for power. There is no indication of fault by any Chinese dynasty in managing
external relations or conceptualizing the regional order. Impugning the motives of Koreans
as well as Japanese serves a simplistic historical narrative, while also carrying implications
for unwelcome policy choices by these nations of late.

The Nineteenth Century

The nineteenth-century story of Korean history adds more actors to the mix and is
unavoidably encapsulated in a broader narrative of China’s decline and inability to project
power or offer a path to modernity. Much could be written about the Korean dilemma of
losing China as a bulwark of regional order and the inevitability of eying other, modernizing
states as essential partners. Yet, the Chinese narratives on this era blame Korea’s choices
without striving to understand the circumstances clearly.

One example is Jin Chenggao’s analysis of a switch in Korean thinking toward China over
roughly half a century from the mid-1870s as Koreans shifted from sadae to “leave China,
open the country” as well as ”join Japan, exclude Qing.” In 1876 Korea was forced to enter
the whirlpool of modern capitalist civilization, readers are told. Koreans awakened to a
world of richer and more civilized states than China after long embracing traditional Chinese
thought as their political foundation. One faction stuck firmly to the old thought, seeking
to purge what was new and stop any social reforms. A second sought to use the West but
keep China as the foundation. The third group was reformist. Harking back to past socialist
jargon, the author sees a struggle between feudalism and capitalist culture, a split in the
feudal classes, and the rise of patriotic independence thinking opposed to both feudalist
and capitalist forces. China was in decline, and Japan was quick to reform; so, the struggle
soon became one between these two countries. Feudal Qing China sought to retain its
position, while capitalist Japan aimed to annex Korea, readers are told. It was both a battle
of aggression vs. anti-aggression and feudalism vs. capitalism. China’s stance was non-
interference, but from the early 1880s with this goal still in mind it started to use barbarian
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against barbarian, as the Russo-Japanese competition was building, seeking a balance of
power to maintain its framework in Korea. It strove to preserve Korean sovereignty and
secure its own Northeast China borders. Feudal China could not prevail in Korea. Only a
different China could assist Korea in restoring an order that had served it well and would
serve it again once aggressors were driven away.

When the Qing dynasty stepped up its interference in 1882 it had a positive effect, but it
damaged the China image in Korea, fueling the reform school’s call to “join Japan, expel
the Qing.” The Qing obstructed modernization reforms, could not protect Korea, and could
not develop bilateral relations, readers are told, despite the insistence that China’s effect
was positive. Korea needed to find its own path toward independence. Only then on the
basis of equality and Korean sovereignty could its bilateral relations be rebuilt, the article
concludes, but it leaves these concepts ill-defined and avoids criticism of the old China-led
order.’® In the final analysis, Koreans recognized that only standing with China against Japan
in the resistance from the 1920s was the pathway to achieve the civilizational, strategic,
and political balance that they had been seeking since losing the security of the old order.

Hahm Chaibong has written that Korea was torn between a longstanding and deeply
entrenched understanding of civilization—drawn from China but centered more on its
past than on the Qing—which was unsustainable, as notions of race and nation were
taking hold. Defensive of Confucian civilization, many Koreans in the earliest decades of
interaction with the West were slow to embrace race and nation, which delayed the adoption
of a national identity capable of mobilizing the mass of people. Modernity proved to be an
irresistible civilization. Chinese writers, however, ignore such categories of analysis, as they
insist on the outworn concept of feudalism and the all-purpose notion of capitalism for the
modernity that was being introduced. Linguistic fidelity to traditional socialist categories
leaves recent publications blind to modern social science analysis of historical periods as in
the case of Korea.

The Chinese narrative dismisses alternatives to China’s regional order as negative:
imperialist, exploitative, and at odds with national aspirations. There is no liberal order
based on equality among countries, no mutual respect for national interests. China may
have lost its appeal for Koreans, but this did not mean that what other countries offered was
in Korea’s interest. Only by repudiating them and fighting for socialism in place of capitalism
would Korea eventually escape from this dilemma. This is the rote message that is conveyed
regarding the situation Korea faced from the latter part of the nineteenth century to the
revolutionary upsurge decades later.

The struggle for Korea was not just against imperialist powers in favor of self-determination.
There was no alternative to regaining a regional system amid the continuing great power
struggles under way. The nineteenth century saw China unable to protect the Korean
Peninsula—Japan prevailed, Russia tried to prevail, and the United States later became the
hegemon imposing its regional system. In time, however, China would again be capable of
protecting the peninsula, while offering a regional system favorable to it, Chinese authors
argue in many writings.?

Great power conflicts from the 19th century sacrificed small countries, leaving little hope
until recently, argue Chinese sources. China’s revival offers promise of peace and stability.
Koreans may have lost confidence in China in the nineteenth century and been deceived
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by Japan. They should refocus on great power balancing and on how China will continue
to rise, while appreciating the historical contribution China made to Korea. This view from
the 1990s foreshadows what is argued of late with ever more certainty and more obvious
implications for international relations.?

Conclusion

Chinese publications on Korean history, before Japanese imperialism swept across
East Asia and the Chinese Communist Party, with assistance from the Soviet Union and
collaboration with Korean communists, became the centerpiece in writings on China and
its environs, would appear to be an easy place to find objective analysis. The history of
sinocentric relations with neighboring states has generally gained a favorable response in
Western historiography, while Japan’s treatment of Korea in the late sixteenth century and
three centuries later has drawn condemnation. If the memories in Korea are ambivalent,
Chinese could accentuate a shared Confucian tradition beneficial to both nations in many,
undisputed ways. Showing respect for core elements of South Korean national identity would
come with little cost to what is most valued in Chinese national identity. The foundation
exists for accentuating the harmonious character of Sino-Korean history to reinforce
newfound harmony.

Acceptance of modern principles of state-to-state relations in reflecting on what was not
ideal in the past could also be accomplished without meaningful self-abasement. That past
Sino-Korean relations were hierarchical and left matters of sovereignty in some doubt is
not a more serious blemish than is found elsewhere in premodern times. Acknowledging
flaws in the old order in recognition of the importance of forging new bilateral relations on
modern principles should be standard fare for modern social scientists. Yet, Chinese writers
appear to be compelled to justify and even glorify China’s record as if it alone warrants
pride and can serve as a model for the future. Hagiography slips into coverage in ways that
can discredit the analysis.

It would seem natural that countries that had imbibed the Chinese model in building their
state institutions and realized substantial achievements through the transfer of Chinese
civilization would consolidate their gains and aspire to more autonomy and even a mini-
tribute system on their own periphery. Recognition of the development trajectories of Korea
and Japan, which were gaining rapidly on China in indicators of premodern development,
would be a useful starting point for historical analysis, not the deceptive and often stagnant
category of feudalism. Appreciation for national identity formation and how maintenance
of China’s identity should not preclude acceptance of Korean identity as it was evolving is
also missing in Chinese sources.

Chinese publications are intent on conveying a morality tale. Class struggle is gone in
versions since Deng Xiaoping changed the fundamental narrative. Nonetheless, a zero-
sum approach to foreign policy puts virtuous China at odds with those seeking to distance
themselves from the China-led order. This serves several purposes: for an authoritarian
system it presents a simplistic vision typical for sustaining what is not to be questioned; for
an aspiring regional hegemon it affirms the historical role of regional leadership without
any tolerance for doubt; and for a state determined to shape the future of the Korean
Peninsula it rejects alternative versions of lessons to be drawn from historical memories in
favor of one clear-cut story-line.
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Three questions appear to be answered, if indirectly, in the Chinese narrative about
premodern Korea. First, which country should the Korean people trust in promoting peace,
stability, and prosperity? The answer looking back to the history reported in Chinese
sources is China, not Japan. Elsewhere, the U.S. role too is demeaned, but this takes us
beyond the premodern era. Second, are Korean efforts to forge a regional order, whether
as a balancer or as in intermediary in managing a balance of power, deserving of support?
Given the ill-advised nature of how upstart Korea strove to separate itself from the China-
led order, the answer obviously is “no.” Koreans must not only reconcile themselves to their
fate but positively accept it as in their country’s own best interest. Third, in the whirlpool
of intrigue over the North Korean nuclear weapons and missile programs, what echoes of
earlier power struggles can be seen? Whether in the seventh century or sixteenth century
when China came to the rescue or in the nineteenth century when tragedy struck because
China could not play the savior role, Koreans should recognize the parallels to today.

There was a time not long ago when hope was placed on joint histories to narrow the
wide gaps over memories aroused for political purposes. It was assumed that professional
historians dedicated to objective standards of analysis would jointly in the course of
academic exchanges find common ground on which to agree. While many doubted that
any consensus could be achieved in perceptions of the sensitive decades of the first half
of the twentieth century, the premodern period looked most promising. After all, shared
Confucianism could be invoked. Yet, once the Koguryo dispute came to light, hopes were
dashed in South Korea. Given recent Chinese writings on the entire sweep of Korean history
to the late nineteenth century, no illusions should persist that the Sino-Korean divide can
be bridged. As long as the foreign policy of China remains fixated on a sinocentric order
inclusive of Korea and on a path to Korean unification conducive to that order, the gap over
the premodern era of history has no prospect of narrowing.
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In July 2014, Ambassador Qiu Guohong in preparation for Xi Jinping’s visit to Seoul stated
that the “relationship between South Korea and China couldn’t be any better.”* Among the
many reasons for this—economic, geostrategic, cultural—was a shared sense of history.
China and Korea, officials and commentators in both nations claimed, were close because
of their agreement regarding the significance of their experiences as victims of foreign,
particularly Japanese, imperialism in the 19th and 20th centuries.

History, that constellation of memaories, stories, and notions about the past, has often been
deployed to reinforce conceptions of identity, to support certain courses of action, and to
demarcate between the in-group and the other. But history is ever malleable and protean.
Not only do individuals, institutions, and ideas change but so does the understanding of
them. When one draws on the past, one inevitably focuses on a limited set of events or
narratives that best serve one’s interests—to the exclusion of potentially equally valid
candidates. Their utility can vary over time; one need only think of how figures such as
Zheng He or Confucius have been imagined and re-imagined over the last century.

This has been the case with the history of relations between China and Korea from the late-
nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries. For many Chinese, Korea has served first as a
subject of contestation as China’s position in Korea was challenged by both Western and
Japanese powers. Then, when it became increasingly clear that China (or the Qing Empire)
was losing this contest, Korea became an omen of China’s own fate absent significant
course changes. As Japan’s growing empire engulfed Korea and subsequently threatened
parts of China, resistance served to bring China and Korea closer; many in China celebrated
what they saw as courageous resistance to Japan—such as when An Chunggun assassinated
Ito Hirobumi in 1909. Shared status as victims of Japanese imperialism in an age of
“humiliation” brought the two closer, and the mutually shared memory of “humiliation”
has been deployed by contemporary Chinese and South Korean leaders—Xi Jinping and
Park Geun-hye—to foster greater levels of cooperation.

However, past conceptions of China, Korea, and the Sino-Korean relationship have
sometimes ranged far afield from the cherished tropes of humiliation and the struggle for
independence. Even seemingly universally agreed upon symbols, such as An’s heroic 1909
assassination, find themselves subject to changing interpretations such as recent emphasis
by some on his pan-Asian vision of Sino-Korean-Japanese cooperation rather than his bold
anti-Japanese act. As interests and priorities change, so does the utility of any particular
historical narrative.

From a Peaceful “Tribute System” to “Humiliation”

Several broad concepts thought to have been present in China’s past have animated China’s
sense of itself and its perception of its relations with others. The first is a general sense of
China and the Chinese as a peace-loving people. While other cultures may have glorified
violence, war, and conquest, China, largely by virtue of its “Confucian” culture, is thought to
have been different. This perception of traditional culture goes back at least to Confucius’s
refusal to even discuss military formations with Duke Ling of Wei?and Mencius’s denunciation
of claiming military expertise as a “grave crime.”® Sun Yat-sen echoed these sentiments,
stating “China has never attempted by economic weapons to oppress other races...China’s
aspirations for peace were fully evolved even at the time of the Han Dynasty.” Chiang Kai-
shek concurred, “We do not oppress the weak and we do not bow before tyranny.”*
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These sentiments have been echoed by contemporary Chinese leaders such as Wen Jiabao,
who declared that “peace loving has been a time-honored quality of the Chinese nation.”®
While the notion of Chinese or Confucian pacifism has not been without its critics,® recent
PRC rhetoric has more or less accepted the idea—everything from Hu lJintao’s idea of
“China’s peaceful rise” to Xi Jinping’s extensive references to “peaceful development,” e.g.,
in Xi’s declaration, “The Chinese nation loves peace. To abolish war and achieve peace has
been the most pressing and profound aspiration of the Chinese people since the advent of
modern times. Pursuing peaceful development is what the fine traditional Chinese culture
calls for...””

The idea of China as exceptionally, if not uniquely, peace-loving has also influenced
perceptions of interactions with its neighbors. It is assumed that China has eschewed
policies of coercion or aggression, using these to expand the size of the realm, in favor of
allowing the persuasive power of Chinese culture and the benevolence of Chinese rulers to
structure peaceful relations with neighbors. Mencius had nothing but praise for King Wu
who “marched on Yin,” but proclaimed “Do not be afraid. | come to bring you peace, not to
wage war on the people.”® China was thought to have interacted with its neighbors through
the peaceful mechanism of “tribute,” with neighbors voluntarily approaching China seeking
amicable relations in response to the power of China’s culture (or the lure of trade). Chinese
officials have accepted this conception of Chinese foreign policy. “China has never had the
tradition of expanding abroad,” declared Qian Qichen in 1997.° Liu Mengfu, author of the
influential 2010 book The China Dream expresses similar sentiments when he declares,

“The Chinese Empire, at its peak, could have looked at the world in disdain, because
there was no other nation strong enough to challenge it, and if China had had the
desire to expand, no other nation could have resisted, However, the Chinese Empire
made the choice not to impose its central authority on the ethnicities or territory
of other nations. As we can see, China is a nation that does not invade smaller or
weaker nations and does not threaten neighboring countries...China was a major
power for thousands of years, but the small countries bordering it, like Annam
(Vietnam), Burma, Goryeo (Korea), and Siam, all maintained their independence.”*°

Xi Jinping concurred with his 2013 statement that “we have made a solemn pledge to the
whole world that we will never seek hegemony or commit any act of expansion...Looking
back on history, we can see that those who launched aggression or sought expansion by
force all ended in failure. This is a law of history.”**

Thought to have demonstrated these characteristics of Chinese political and cultural identity
and foreign policy most clearly has been the relationship with Korea, which is seen as
having eagerly imported and adopted a wide range of Chinese practices—everything from
statecraft to major belief systems to written language—and the attendant Korean respect
for China made Korea the tributary par excellence. Korea topped the list of tribute nations
and peoples in the Ming and Qing and was renowned for the consistent dispatch of tribute
missions, which reinforced the core principles of the relationship: Chinese superiority in a
hierarchical structure but also the lack of coercion in the relationship. Liu Mingfu provides a
summary of the conventional wisdom in China regarding the nature of the “tribute system”
when he declares “The universal spread of China’s civilization and the variety of nations
that sent emissaries to China were simply a reflection of the attractiveness of the central
nation, and the admiration that neighboring countries had for China’s civilization.”*? Hence,
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the confusing (given Westphalian conceptions of sovereignty and international relations)
19th-century Qing Chinese declarations that Korea was simultaneously a Chinese vassal and
an autonomous state.

This “harmonious and mutually beneficial” relationship was challenged by the arrival of
Western and Japanese imperialists. Juxtaposed against the Chinese self-conception of
pacifism and benevolent foreign relations is a narrative of “national humiliation” that China
endured from the first Opium War (1839-1842) to the establishment of the PRC in 1949.
While those doing the humiliation were initially Westerners, Imperial Japan occupied an
increasingly prominent place among those who sharply reduced China’s power and sphere
of influence in Asia and ultimately threatened its very survival. Invocations of “national
humiliation” as well as admonitions to “never forget” this period of China’s history are
legion. Xi Jinping summarized them aptly in 2014:

“In the 100 years from the Opium War in 1840 to the founding of the People’s
Republic in 1949, China was ravaged by wars, turmoil and foreign aggression. To the
average Chinese, it was a period of ordeal too bitter to recall. The war of aggression
against China waged by Japanese militarism alone inflicted over 35 million Chinese
military and civilian casualties. These atrocities remain fresh in our memory.”*®

Korea plays a prominent role in this conventional narrative, first as an object of contestation
among the various powers in Asia, then as a cautionary tale for what might befall China
itself (absent significant awakening and reform), then as a mutual victim of Japanese
depredations and a comrade in the anti-Japanese struggle. It is perhaps this last element
that occupies the most attention in contemporary Chinese (and Korean) declarations about
the period in which Korea fell into Japanese colonial rule.

While the suffering of both Koreans and Chinese under Japanese imperialism should not
be neglected, other elements of the Sino-Korean relationship do not fit easily into the
straightforward narrative of Chinese peace and benevolence supplanted by Japanese
aggression finally overcome with a presumed return to peace and benevolence.

The Late Nineteenth Century

The arrival of Western and, later, Japanese powers in and around the Korean Peninsula in
the mid-to-late nineteenth century challenged long-held mutual assumptions about Sino-
Korean relations. For two centuries, relations between the Qing Empire and Korea had
more or less followed a pattern described as “tributary relations.” But both this pattern,
which reinforced the idea of Qing/Chinese superiority and Korea’s acceptance of its inferior
position in the East Asian hierarchy, and the very idea of an East Asian hierarchy were
challenged by Western powers that had forcefully changed the Qing Empire’s relations
with the West via military force. The ensuing struggle for power saw Japan “open” Korea in
1876, compete with the Qing Empire, Russia, and other Western powers for preeminence
in Korea, and annex Korea in 1910.

The Qing Empire’s claimed suzerainty over Korea was challenged first by Westerners, who
sought to explain the relationship in ways that accorded with Westphalian norms and who
sought to force Asian powers to accede to these norms by signing and abiding by treaties.
It was then challenged by more aggressive imperialism, which often gave little heed to the
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very treaties that Western powers had imposed upon China, Japan, and Korea or to the
notions of sovereignty that the treaties supposedly guaranteed. Insult was added to injury
as Meiji Japan quickly Westernized and joined the game of “high imperialism.” Japan’s
defeat of the Qing in the 1894-95 Sino-Japanese War brought the annexation of Taiwan.
The 1904-1905 Russo-Japanese War paved the way for the establishment of Korea as a
Japanese protectorate (1905) and ultimately for the annexation of Korea in 1910.

Chinese observed these developments with increasing alarm. Not only did the loss of Taiwan
and Korea highlight a growing sense of weakness, it also provided a stark example of the
fate that China itself would suffer, absent significant reform and self-strengthening. “Our
‘Colossal Empire’ is about to be divided into about ten Koreas,” lamented one commentator
in 1909.'® Works such as A Mirror of Fallen Countries and its supplement, a “Record of
National Shame” listed Korea among the “fallen countries,” serving as a warning to China
about what was to come."’

As foreign, particularly Japanese, imperial encroachment upon China itself only increased in
the early 20th century, Korea and Koreans functioned both as victims of foreign/Japanese
imperialism and as allies in the anti-imperialist struggle. For example, in 1945 Chiang Kai-
shek declared that “for fifty years, the National Revolution of the Kuomintang-overthrowing
the Manchu government and resisting Japan-has not only been a movement for China’s
own freedom and equality, but also for the liberation and independence of Korea.”*®
Looking back on this period of mutual suffering and struggle, Xi Jinping concluded, “China
and the ROK represent important force [sic] in promoting regional and world peace. People
from the two countries stood by and helped each other in opposing the Japanese colonial
invasion and fighting for national liberation, making important contributions to the victory
of the World Anti-Fascist War.”*°

The sense of mutually-shared victimization at the hands of the Japanese has been utilized
by leaders in both Beijing and Seoul (and to some extent Pyongyang) in order to cement
closer ties. While there is much in the historical record to support the notion that an
important story for both China and Korea is one of victimization and resistance, exclusive
focus on the tropes of “humiliation” masks other ways of understanding the relationship in
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Re-imagining Korea not as a Chinese vassal but as an
independent nation-state according to Western, Westphalian principles was only one way
that Chinese conceptualized the relationship. Many also focused on a Korea that was much
more thoroughly integrated into China in ways that complicate the full-throated defense of
Korean independence.

The focus on loss and humiliation masks a countervailing narrative, one that took root at
the time and has been noted more by scholars than by politicians or the general public,
not of Chinese weakness and humiliation but of Chinese dynamism and strength. Some
have found unexpected strength and resiliency even in moments of defeat like the 1894-
1895 Sino-Japanese War.?° Others have noted a dramatic increase in state capacity—fiscal,
strategic, and even military—in the last decades of the Qing Empire.?

Korea presents a dramatic example of events where one can envision both weakness and
strength, failure and dynamism. When the Qing Empire’s position in Korea as well as the
sovereignty and security of Korea itself were challenged by Western nations and by Japan,
the Qing Empire’s response was to engage in a series of unprecedented acts designed to
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protect and promote China’s interests in Korea. Qing officials negotiated Korea’s first treaties
with the United States, Great Britain, and Germany. Qing troops went several times to the
peninsula to protect Chinese interests, at one point kidnapping King Kojong’s father and
holding him prisoner in China for three years. Chinese merchants, supported and protected
by new Sino-Korean treaties and by a multilateral infrastructure often labeled the treaty port
system, did a growing and successful business in Korea. Indeed, it is remarkable how many
of the tactics described by Liang Qichao as being used by the “new” (foreign) imperialists
were actually utilized by the Qing in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. “Some use trade
to destroy the nation...Some use debts. Some use military training. Some use consultants.
Some use (rail)road-building. Some take advantage of factionalism. Some use the excuse
of quelling domestic disturbances. Some use the excuse of assisting revolution.”?? With the
possible exception of “assisting revolution,” all of these tactics were considered or used by
the Qing in Korea.

These actions were understood by some observers of the time as at least somewhat
effective assertion of greater control by an empire that was far from dead. In 1887, Zeng Jize
described that in response to “the loss of some of the most important of her possessions,
China, to save the rest, has decided on exercising a more effective supervision on the acts of
her vassal princes, and of accepting a larger responsibility for them than heretofore.”? Zeng
called for the “colonization of these immense outlying territories” mentioning Manchuria,
Mongolia, and Chinese Turkestan by name” for both “economical” and “military reasons.”
In an age of “high imperialism” the Qing Empire proved to be a worthier competitor and
participant than many in China recognized.

The idea of a “China” that actually behaved like many other imperialist powers runs contrary
to both the notion of “national humiliation” and the idea of China as an exceptional, non-
aggressive, and peace-loving power. Acknowledging the reality that the Qing Empire
forced an unequal treaty upon Choson Korea which granted many of the same privileges—
extraterritoriality, self-governing concessions in treaty ports, favorable tariff rates, etc.—to
Chinese in Korea that were resented when imposed on Chinese in China is inconvenient to
the narrative of innocent victimhood and humiliation.

The PRC has forgotten these narratives of China as a successful imperialist or colonial power,
choosing instead to characterize the doubling of Chinese territory under the Qing (nearly
all of which is either controlled or claimed by the PRC today) as “national unification” or
“border affairs” rather than as conquest or colonization. Moreover, non-Chinese scholars
who choose to view the history of the Qing through the lens of empire and imperialism
are sometimes castigated in China as “academically absurd” with one Chinese calling upon
“all scholars with a sense of righteousness to fiercely oppose it [the so-called New Qing
History].”?* This collective forgetting is understandable—few are the major world powers
that do not regard themselves as exceptional—and somewhat astonishing. Early Republic of
China maps of Asia sometimes labeled Korea as “originally our vassal, now a vassal of Japan”
or listed Korea among China’s “lost territories.” But as William Callahan aptly observes,
“spaces marked as ‘lost territories’ on twentieth-century maps were conventionally marked
as ‘gained territories’ on Qing dynasty’s eighteenth-century maps.”?
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The implications of which narrative—China as benign, peace-loving power or China as an
imperialist power akin to other powers—is predominant in the minds of actors in East Asia
(and beyond) are significant. China’s refusal to acknowledge the imperialist parts of its own
past results in an inability to sympathize with the fears of China’s neighbors.

Re-imagining Korea in the Early 20th Century

The notion of “liberation” is predicated on acceptance of the Westphalian norms of the
modern international order in which sovereign, independent nation-states interact with
each other on the basis of equality as expressed by treaties and international law. While
the Qing Empire was thought to have resisted accepting these new international norms,
preferring its own traditions of hierarchical relations with its neighbors and a relative
absence of diplomatic representation or exchange (to say nothing of treaties or embassies),
once the new international order was forced upon East Asia, largely at gunpoint, there
were influential statesmen—everyone from Li Hongzhang to Sun Yat-sen—who embraced
the new norms. They were often critical of the myriad cases in which Western powers and
Japan failed to live up to the ideals of the “family of nations.”

In the first half of the twentieth century, Chinese opinion on both the actual and the ideal
status of Korea was much more varied. The straightforward narrative of transformation
from willing vassal of China (dramatically different from other forms of imperialism) to
independent nation-state to Japanese colony belies the fact that as Chinese grappled with
the implications of both a Westphalian system of international relations and the age of
high imperialism, they imagined Korea'’s relations with China—both past and present—in a
variety of ways, some not conducive to the idea of Korean independence.

“e

Many Chinese assumed that, in the words of Gwen Guo, “‘Chinese’ empires had exhibited
more grace or benevolence to other countries than modern Western and Japanese colonial
empires have.”? However, some wondered whether Korea’s status was something more akin
to an actual Chinese possession than a tributary vassal. Wei Yuan wrote in 1842 that Korea
should be regarded as part of China’s “inner realm.”?” Similar declarations can be found in
the 1883 Twenty-four Rules for the Traffic on the Frontier between Liaodong and Korea®®
and in Choson King Kojong’s 1887 expression of thanks to the Qing for negotiating an end to
the Komundo (Port Hamilton) Affair.?° The fact that, in the 1880s and early 1890s, the trade
reports of the Korean Maritime Customs Service, which had been established at the behest
of the Qing Empire, were simply included in the reports of the Chinese Imperial Maritime
Customs Service, “in the same manner as though Korea were but a province of China,”
caught the attention of some foreign observers as well.* Jiang Dengyun, while maintaining
some distinction between inner and outer domains, argued that Korea (along with
Vietnam and Ryukyu) were “no different than Chinese territory” because they were such
good tributaries.

Even after the complete loss of Chinese influence in Korea and the Japanese annexation,
many in China longed for Korean liberation but not so much because they envisioned an
independent Korea but rather because it would allow Korea to return to its proper status
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as a Chinese possession. Li Zhipu mourned the loss of Korea but concluded that “in the
last 2,000 years, [Korea] has never had a day of independence. Historically, it does not
have the qualifications to be a nation.” Another wrote “Korea originally was our China’s
subject country’ but with the Sino-Japanese War ‘Korea first broke away from its shackles
to our motherland and became independent for a short while! This ‘independence’
was a beautiful name, he commented, but true political power had been in the hands
of the Japanese all along.”* In 1933, Zhang Binglin and Ma Xiangbo described Japanese
territorial encroachment into Rehe as moving like a “rubber band” and concluded that “the
aforementioned rubber band not only should not be extended to our Rehe; it should also
retract to beyond Korea, in accordance with universally accepted truths.”** A 1935 map
highlighted by the geographer Ge Suicheng listed both Korea and Taiwan as “Japanese-
held territory that came from our country.”* In an extensive review of the voluminous and
diverse literature on Korea in early 20th century China, Gwen Guo finds a “hardening of
boundaries” to have taken place in the 1920s and 1930s: “boundaries were hardened in the
historical imagination, or re-invention of the past, that took place in the minds of writers of
the time. Boundaries that once held ambiguity now yielded a single interpretation: Korea
had belonged to China.”3®

The adoption of Westphalian norms and the increasing acceptance of Western notions of
the nation-state would appear to have left little room for tributary relations. Chinese would
be forced to choose between territories and peoples that were “Chinese” (even if now lost)
and were, therefore, suitable for recovery and those that were other peoples and, therefore,
allies in the anti-imperialist struggle but with the ultimate aim being independence rather
thanincorporation into China. Most would readily conclude that some cases such as Xinjiang
and Taiwan would fall into the former category while Korea (and perhaps Mongolia) would
fall into the latter—the official position of the PRC today. However, running through the
discourse in the first half of the twentieth century is the strong sense that things were
not so clear. Often, Korea would be included in a list of “lost” places with little to no
distinction between Korea and other putatively Chinese possessions. The 1919 Textbook of
Chinese Language for Elementary School includes the following: “Japan is an island nation
developed after the Meiji Restoration. It placed Okinawa prefecture on our Ryukyu, forced
us to cede our Taiwan, leased our Luda [an industrial port in northeastern China], annexed
Korea, colonized our Manchuria.”?’

Similar ambiguity can be found in the declarations of Chiang Kai-shek. The need to reclaim
China’s full sovereignty in the face of the unequal treaties forced upon China was an abiding
concern of his. So, too, was maintaining the territorial integrity of nearly all (if not all) of
the territory once controlled by the Qing as part of the new and modern China. However,
the rhetoric concerning lands and peoples that had been lost and needed to be regained
often did not make a clear distinction between areas that remain firmly claimed by China
and those that have managed to stake out an independent existence (Mongolia and Korea).
In one breath, Chiang would speak of his goals of regaining the Northeast (Manchuria),
recovering Formosa (Taiwan), and restoring Korea to freedom.3® And while one might see
a meaningful distinction between, say, the Northeast (Chinese territory) and Korea (ally to
be liberated), Chiang declares that the Nationalist government has never regarded “Outer
Mongolia as colonials” and calls for continued “friendly relations “not only with the Outer
Mongolians but also with the Tibetans” in the name of “the spirit of our National Revolution,”
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“our entire program of national reconstruction,” and “world peace and security.”*® Chiang
strongly implied that support for independence in either Tibet or Korea was somewhat
conditional: “I solemnly declare that if the Tibetans should at this time express a wish for
self-government, our Government would, in conformity with our sincere tradition, accord
it a very high degree of autonomy. If in the future they fulfill the economic requirement
for independence, the National Government will, as in the case of Outer Mongolia, help
them to gain that status. But Tibet must give proof that it can consolidate its independent
position and protect its continuity so as not to become another Korea.”*

After 1945, all of the indeterminacy found in the writings when China was actively resisting
Japanese imperialism would seem to be water under the bridge. The PRC recognized the
independence of Korea and went to war to help defend the independence of North Korea.
Not only did it accept the Westphalian system of nation-states, it elevated non-interference
into to the affairs of other sovereign nations as one of the most important principles of
its foreign policy, especially during the Maoist era. However, one can imagine a future in
which Xi Jinping’s attacks on Western values might be expanded to include an attack on the
Westphalian system itself. Such an outcome might open up space for China to re-imagine
and re-structure its relations with its neighbors in ways that might be consistent with a new
tributary order or perhaps even include the more ambitious and aggressive designs of some
Chinese in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

An Chunggun in China

The case of An Chunggun illustrates many of the themes already established including the
overarching Chinese emphasis on peace and overcoming “humiliation,” the use of history
to support current political and diplomatic initiatives, but also of how the protean nature
of history sometimes supports and sometimes subverts these aims. On October 26, 1909,
An shot and killed Ito Hirobumi at the Harbin Railway Station. An was quickly captured, put
on trial by Japanese authorities, and executed. But his fame and notoriety quickly spread.
Worried about the growing Japanese presence in Korea, Manchuria, and beyond, as well as
about the seeming inability of the Chinese state to successfully resist Japanese imperialism,
many looked to An’s example for motivation.*

As is the case with nearly any historical event, the reasons why Chinese commented on and
commemorated An’s assassination of Ito varied. Some, while acknowledging An’s courage,
noted that his deed did little to slow the expansion of the Japanese empire and may have
actually accelerated the Japanese annexation of Korea. Others questioned An’s choice
of target, arguing that he should have focused on “national traitors” among the Korean
population (such as Yi Wan-yong) and called on Chinese to do likewise.*

But the majority of Chinese public opinion and commentary celebrated An’s heroism, saw
it as inspiration for China’s own struggle against foreign imperialists, and looked forward
to the day when a Chinese An Chunggun might arise. When one surveys the commentary
on An, one is struck by how frequent and widespread it was and how many luminaries
in 20th century China participated. Sun Yat-sen praised An whose name was known
“through myriad countries.”* Li Dazhao wrote a shadow puppet play entitled “An Chunggun
Assassinates Ito Hirobumi” which was performed by Sun Zhaoxiang.** A young Zhou Enlai
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directed a play celebrating An at the First Women’s Normal School of Zhili and would later
marry the actress who played An in the play, Deng Yingchao.* Liang Qichao composed a
well-known poem “The autumn wind cuts down wisteria” (with “wisteria” being a pun
for Ito); there is strong evidence to support the conclusion that Liang traveled from Japan
to Lishun to personally witness An’s trial.** On May 4, 1919, Chen Zhidu, a leader of the
student demonstrations that now bear the name May 4th Movement, severed his finger in
imitation of An and as an indication of his commitment to his country.?” It is probably not
an exaggeration to conclude that An Chunggun was the most well-known Korean in China
in the first half of the twentieth century.

An Chunggun continued to be commemorated in post 1949 China. 1950s elementary school
textbooks recounted his story. Reputed scholars such as Yang Shaoquan and An Qingkui
wrote academic studies of An. In a meeting with a North Korean scholar in 1963, Zhou Enlai
declared “The common struggle of our two countries’ peoples against Japanese imperialism
began with An Chunggun’s assassination of Ito Hirobumi.”*®

However, as the decades passed and as the CCP developed and promoted its own pantheon
of heroes (Long March veterans, Lei Feng, etc.), it is not surprising to find that knowledge
and celebration of An in China declined. But he was to experience something of a resurgence
in the early 21st century. This was largely due to the continued promotion of An in South
Korea and was particularly manifest in the public diplomacy of South Korean President Park
Geun-hye. In 2013, Park visited China and gave a well-received speech (part of it in Chinese)
at Qinghua University. Also in 2013 she suggested to Xi Jinping that An’s assassination of Ito
should be commemorated by the establishment of a memorial at the Harbin Railway Station.
In something of a reciprocal speech to South Korean college students at Seoul National
University in 2014, XiJinping quoted the “righteous martyr An Chunggun,” albeit only giving
rather anodyne advice on not wasting one’s irreplaceable youth.*® In the same speech, Xi
declared that “China will always be a country that maintains peace,” and characterized PRC-
ROK ties as “their best in history.”>°

Xi and local authorities in Harbin responded with enthusiasm to Park’s 2013 request and the
“Ahn Jung-geun Memorial Hall” was created and opened to the public on January 19, 2014.
The Hall introduced visitors to An’s life and shows the exact spot where the assassination
took place (the clock on the outside of the hall is permanently stuck at 9:30 am, the moment
when the shooting took place, and markers on the ground indicate where both An and Ito
were standing at the time).>* Writing of the memorial to a Korean on Chinese soil, Li Chao,
a researcher at the Liaoning Academy of Social Sciences, noted “Previously there have been
almost no sculptures or memorials for foreigners in Chinese territory...So this thing is out of
the ordinary.’>? Chinese media reported on the Hall, some noting that memorials to An had
been established in North Korea, South Korea, China, Russia, and even Japan.>?

Since then, growing numbers of Korean tourists have joined local Chinese in visiting the
Memorial Hall which was praised for stimulating the local economy in Harbin and increasing
interest in joint cultural activities.>* Some Chinese visitors expressed only a dim awareness
of An and his deed before visiting the Hall. But as one visitor, Ms. Gao, noted, “I’'m indignant
at Japan, and this man is a hero...The things Japan has done lately has forced China and
South Korea to launch an anti-Japanese campaign. This shows heroism has no borders.”*®
The South Korean musical “Hero” which lionizes An and his deeds has toured in China both
in Harbin and beyond.>® A group of prominent Chinese and South Korean filmmakers have
also announced their intention to produce a feature film that will re-tell An’s story.*’
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The new-found cooperation and admiration for An Chunggun was part of a broader effort to
bring the PRCand the ROK closer together in their mutual acknowledgment of their suffering
at the hands of imperial Japan and their shared determination to hold Japan accountable.
In 2015, the PRC and the ROK joined forces to seek UNESCO acknowledgment of Japanese
atrocities.>® Both sides also expressed appreciation for progress in the repatriation of
Chinese Korean War remains and the establishment of a memorial in Xi’an honoring Korean
independence fighters. In the same year Park Geun- hye attended a parade in China that
celebrated the victory over Japan in World War II, standing alongside Vladimir Putin, Xi
Jinping, and former Chinese leaders Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao. Park’s presence made her
perhaps the second-most prominent foreign head of state (second only to Putin) to attend
the parade (the United States by contrast sent only its ambassador Max Baucus) and was
surely appreciated by Xi and the PRC government.

This public display of shared identity and aims demonstrated, according to Yang Xiyu, an
analyst at the China Institute of International Studies, that “cooperation between the two
countries has moved from non-sensitive fields to traditionally sensitive ones.” Qu Xing,
head of the same institute declared that “China-ROK relations are now at their best in
history.”*® Some analysts noted that this newfound amity threatened to transform the ROK-
US relationship; for example, Beijing University’s Jin Jingyi declared, “Since South Korea had
joined China in opposing Japan’s regression on history and had appeared to be distancing
itself from its alliance with the US, China pulled South Korea closer...”®°

After this high point, a series of developments, some related to the ways in which An
Chunggun has been deployed, some related to broader security and cultural issues,
threatened to complicate and fray relations between China and South Korea.

First was the ever-present tension between the lionization of An’s heroic act of violence
and the general tendency among many in the world today to condemn violence in
general and acts that can be described as “terrorism” in particular. Unsurprisingly, it
was Japanese officials and commentators who first raised this issue in connection to the
recent celebrations of An. For example, in January of 2014, Chief Cabinet Secretary Suga
Yoshihide declared, “The Japanese opinion of Ahn Jung-geun...is that he is a terrorist who
was sentenced to death for murdering Ito Hirobumi, our first prime minister.”®* This direct
challenge was forcefully met by Chinese officials such as PRC Foreign Ministry Spokesman
Qin Gang who replied that “Ahn Jung Geun was a renowned anti-Japanese activist” and
quipped that “If Ahn Jung Geun was a terrorist, then how should we define the 14 Japanese
Class-A World War Il criminals enshrined in the Yasukuni Shrine?”% Moreover, “Ahn Jung
Geun was not a terrorist but one who confronted colonists bravely,” said Da Zhigang,
director of the Institute of Northeast Asian Studies of the Heilongjiang Academy of Social
Sciences.® Nevertheless, there likely remains at least some cognitive dissonance generated
by the fact that the same regime that was openly celebrating An’s use of violence to resist
unwelcome imperial encroachment also freely utilizes the term “terrorist” when referring
to Uighurs or others who arguably are engaged in a similar struggle against the PRC itself. &
Interestingly, this cognitive dissonance may have recently manifested itself in South Korea
when the Inch’on police used the famous handprint of An Chunggun (recognizable in part
because of the missing portion of An’s ring finger—An had severed his finger as a testament
to his determination to kill Ito) in an anti-terrorism campaign.®
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A second manifestation of tension or divergence is found in the fact that a growing minority
of those who focus on An Chunggun, his life, and his writings, increasingly emphasize his
unfinished treatise On Peace in the East. A collection of An’s observations on the current
state of Korea and East Asia as well as recommendations for future action, On Peace in the
East stands in contradistinction to An’s famous act of violence in that it not only calls for
peace, but it also articulates a vision of a future East Asia in which Korea, China, and Japan
cooperate in a pan-Asian unity. Although the existence of On Peace in the East was known
immediately after An’s execution, few in China (or Korea) paid its contents much attention.
Wang Yuanzhou is surely correct when he concludes that “An’s On Peace in the East would
have had difficulty earning the acceptance of a Chinese audience.”®® However, after the full
contents of An’s treatise were discovered in 1979, some have argued that An’s vision of
Sino-Korean-Japanese cooperation might provide inspiration for regional cooperation and
even the creation of a European Union-like apparatus in East Asia. While an inclusive vision
of a future East Asia that actually includes Japan as a full partner seems unlikely to take hold
in today’s climate of competition and hostility, perhaps some future thinkers and opinion-
makers might draw on both An’s vision as well as that of Sun Yat-sen (as per his famous 1924
speech on “Greater Asianism”) to deploy An Chunggun in a very different fashion.

Finally, it bears noting that a shared veneration for An Chunggun was not, in and of itself,
sufficient to bind South Korea and China together in the face of other centrifugal forces.
For example, while Park Geun-hye and Xi Jinping’s mutual focus on shared suffering at
the hands of Japan may have served to bring the PRC and the ROK closer together, Park’s
decision to pursue a breakthrough with Japan regarding another thorny historical issue—
the “comfort women”—threatened to see the ROK veer off of its anti-Japanese course.
Hailed as Park’s “main diplomatic achievement,” the December 2015 agreement between
Park and Japanese prime minister Abe Shinzo promised to resolve the issue in a “final
and irreversible” way and to restore a “veneer of normalcy to the Japan-South Korean
relationship.”®” Some noted that this bold South Korean move more or less constituted
“deserting China in their joint front on historical issues.”®® And even though Moon Jae-in,
the successor to the impeached Park, has expressed criticism of the terms of the December
2015 agreement, he has also declared his intent to continue to abide by it (at least for the
time being). Clearly, geopolitical and economic concerns can and do trump shared historical
consciousness or even historical enmity.®

This is perhaps most clearly demonstrated in the case of the recent dispute over the ROK'’s
2016 decision to allow the deployment of American Terminal High Altitude Area Defense
(THAAD) missile batteries on South Korean soil. Ostensibly aimed at defending against a
North Korean missile strike, the move was vigorously criticized by the PRC, which engaged
in a campaign of ratcheting up pressure on Korea by denying K-Pop groups the right to tour
in China, banning the sale of some South Korean products citing safety concerns (grassroots
boycotts of Korean goods also meant that Chinese purchases of Korean food products and
automobiles dropped sharply in 2016-2017), and ordering Chinese travel agencies to stop
selling package tours to South Korea. Some estimates indicate that the resulting decline in
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Chinese tourism in Korea cost South Korea nearly $7 billion dollars in revenue in 2017.7°
These latest conflicts are only the most intense of a series of disputes—the “garlic wars”
and the “kimchi wars” (among others) of the 1990s and early 2000s—that characterize
what many Koreans see as a heavy-handed Beijing wielding its power and influence in
ways that belie the rhetoric of cooperation and mutual affection. South Korea, it seems to
some, is allowed to be “independent” only when such independence leads to decisions and
actions that comport with Chinese interests.

In this heated atmosphere, the number of South Koreans traveling to Harbin dwindled and
South Korean media observed that when the An Chunggun shrine was removed from the
Harbin Railway Station (ostensibly to allow for renovation of the station), “many people
have doubt that the memorial will be reopened at the railway station after the remodeling,
given the strained relations between Seoul and Beijing.””*

However, An continues to be deployed as a potential symbol of PRC-ROK comity as when a
Chinese think tank, the Charhar Institute, donated a statue of An to the South Korean city of
Uijongbu in mid-2017 in order to “promote friendship between the two countries.””? Despite
official denials, some in Korea speculated that the statue was sent under the direction of Xi
Jinping and hoped that it augured better relations between China and South Korea.”®

In his 2014 speech to South Korean students at Seoul National University, Xi Jinping noted
that “as China is a country with over 5,000 years’ history of civilization, it is a matter of
concern to many people that facing the future, what kind of country China will choose to
be.””* Xi’s consistent message to the world is that China will continue to be what it has always
been: a peace-loving, friendly neighbor. These themes were on full display in a speech Xi
gave the following year at the parade marking the 70th anniversary of the end of World War
I, where he was visibly flanked by Park Geun-hye. The themes of peace, “humiliation,” and
regional cooperation were repeatedly mentioned with Xi declaring:

“In the interest of peace, China will remain committed to peaceful development.
We Chinese love peace. No matter how much stronger it may become, China
will never seek hegemony or expansion. It will never inflict its past suffering on
any other nation.””®

Of course, also on display at this event was in impressive array of modern battle tanks,
artillery, and missiles (with helicopters and fighter jets overhead). Given its protean nature,
history is unlikely to be dispositive in shaping “what kind of country will choose to be.” China
could very well draw on its long tradition of loving peace and respecting the sovereignty
and independence of its neighbors. But it could also draw on strands of history in which
China is understood to have behaved as a “normal” nation, or, indeed, a great world empire
subject to the same dictates of realpolitik as other great powers. Should decision-makers in
China opt for the latter, it is unlikely that a dozen or even a hundred shrines to An Chunggun
will be able to stem the tide.
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This chapter draws a rough sketch of the evolution of Chinese views on Korean history in
the Cold War era in three parts. The first focuses on the formulation of Chinese views of the
Korean War in 1950 and the mainstream assessment of the war after Sino-South Korean
diplomatic normalization in 1992. The second focuses on China’s attitudes and policies
toward the two Koreas in the Cold War years. The third deals with the changes and limits of
perceptions on Korean history after diplomatic normalization and their impact on bilateral
relations between Beijing and Seoul.

For centuries many Chinese have firmly believed that the relationship between China and
the Korean Peninsula is like that between lips and teeth, they are not only close to but also
dependent upon each other. If the lips are gone, the teeth will be cold. From the middle of
nineteenth century, the geopolitical proximity and interdependence between the two have
become the determining factors in formulating Chinese perceptions towards Korea. Since
then the national security concerns symbolized by the sense of lips and teeth had been
frequently stressed by some Chinese intellectuals and officials when both China and Korea
were exposed to the growing imperialist expansion and geopolitical competition in East
Asia. In order to maintain the traditional tributary relationship between China and Korea,
China fought the first Sino-Japanese War in 1894-95. Although it was miserably defeated,
and Korea was consequently annexed to the Japanese empire in 1910, the Chinese sense of
lips and teeth remained undiminished. Rather, it was further strengthened among ordinary
Chinese when the Cold War began and especially when the Korean War broke out in 1950.

After the end of World War I, China faced a new situation on the peninsula. Korea was
liberated from Japanese rule but soon divided into the Soviet backed socialist North Korea,
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), and the U.S. backed capitalist South
Korea, the Republic of Korea (ROK). As a newly established socialist country, China naturally
allied itself with the Soviet Union and viewed the DPRK as a close friend while regarding the
United States and ROK as hated foes. The intensified Cold War confrontation between the
two camps and two Koreas triggered the outbreak of the Korean War. In order to safeguard
its own political, ideological, and security interests, China quickly got involved in the war by
sending the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army (CPVA) to fight together with its DPRK friend
against their common enemies. The war ended with a cease-fire armistice and created
a friend and foe Cold War framework, which the new China was compelled to face even
beyond the Cold War era. Under these circumstances, the majority of Chinese held the view
that it was the capitalist enemy rather than the socialist friend who started the Korean War
with a view to overthrowing not only the socialist government in Pyongyang but also the
similar one in Beijing. Therefore, it was against this background that China’s attitudes and
policies toward the two Koreas in the post-Korean War era were doomed to be ideology-
driven and DPRK sympathetic.

Throughout the Cold War period national images of the two Koreas had drawn a sharp
contrast. In Chinese newspapers and magazines, the DPRK was always portrayed as politically
democratic, economically prosperous, and socially stable while the ROK was always seen as
a political dictatorship, in economic crisis, and in social chaos. In foreign policy, China praised
almost all the arguments and policies of the North while denouncing almost everything
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from the South. Thus, the contrasting descriptions of, and opposite policies toward the two
made Chinese views completely fixed within the Cold War framework of friend and foe until
the end of the 1970s, when China started to adopt the reforming and opening up policies
and then mitigated its harsh attitudes toward South Korea from the late 1980s.

The change in China’s attitudes toward South Korea accelerated around the end of the
Cold War by a series of internal and external events, including China’s desperate need
for breaking its diplomatic isolation and the final collapse of the Soviet Union. China’s
redefinition of its attitudes broke the long-fixed Cold War framework of friend and foe and
eventually led to the establishment of diplomatic ties between the former adversaries in
1992. The long-awaited normalization has not only made remarkable progress in bilateral
economic cooperation, but also pushed overall relations to an unexpectedly high level in
only one decade. In 2003, the two countries announced the establishment of an “all-around
cooperative partnership,” and it was further upgraded to a “strategic and cooperative
partnership” in 2008.

The swift upgrading of Sino-South Korean ties not only demonstrated the strong political
willingness on both sides to further strengthen their relations, but also brought about
explicit changes in Chinese views of Korean history in the Cold War era. For instance, after
normalization almost all Chinese publications used an “objective description” of the origin
of the Korean War without accusing South Korea of being the provoker of the war. At
the same time, China’s national image of the ROK has generally transformed into a much
more positive one in comparison to the image of the DPRK in many aspects. Although the
favorable South Korea image was seriously undermined by the “Koguryo controversy” in
2004, the positive momentum in Sino-South Korean relations has been largely sustained by
the swift crisis control efforts of the two governments.!

With all these achievements, however, China-ROK relations remain unable to overcome
a congenital deficiency. The contradiction between the economic cooperation centered
Sino-ROK relations and the security cooperation centered ROK-U.S. relations has made
South Korea’s balanced big power diplomacy unsustainable. The sudden deterioration of
Sino-South Korean relations caused by the deployment of the Terminal High Altitude Area
Defense (THAAD) system in 2016 explicitly revealed the limits of the economic cooperation
centered redefinition in China-ROK ties since the end of the Cold War. Although the
redefinition of China’s attitudes toward the ROK and Chinese views of Korean history has
made a great difference in many areas, China’s disapproval of the ROK-U.S. alliance and the
ROK-U.S.-Japan military cooperation remains unchanged from the Cold War years. Thus,
after more than two decades of the redefinition efforts, the mainstream Chinese view of
Korean history in the Cold War era remains largely unchanged, especially when it comes
to the confrontational relations between China and South Korea. Even when the two sides
have successfully stabilized relations through the summit between President Xi Jinping and
President Moon Jae-in in Beijing at the end of 2017, it remains to be seen if the insuperable
differences between mainstream Chinese and South Korean views of Korean history could
be greatly narrowed in the years ahead.
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The Korean War

It is no exaggeration to say that the Korean War was the most crucial event in formulating
contemporary Chinese perceptions towards the Korean Peninsula, not only directly
affecting attitudes and policies toward the two Koreas during the Cold War, but also having
significant implications for these relations in the post-Cold War era. Chinese perceptions of
the Korean War were first formulated right after the eruption of the war and were partially
reshaped four decades later when diplomatic normalization was realized, and the relevant
dossiers of the former Soviet Union were released from the middle of the 1990s.

On July 25, 1950, a month after the war began, Xinhua News Agency issued a crucial report
entitled “On the Issues of the Korean War,” giving a comprehensive interpretation in a
Q&A format about what had just happened on the peninsula. In answering the thirteen
questions such as “who provoked the Korean War?” and “why did American imperialism
invade Korea?” the report first provided background information about the policies of the
two Koreas and the overall security situation on the peninsula, and then pointed out that
“it was Syngman Rhee’s puppet troops which were instigated by American imperialism
that had started the war.” The report described the details as follows. “The puppet troops
launched a sudden attack from three directions all along the 38th parallel at dawn on June
25 and invaded into North Korea one to two kilometers.” With regard to the aim of the
provocation, the report stressed that “the aim of the American imperialist invasion was
to seize the whole of Korea, establish an anti-people puppet regime, deprive the Korean
people of independence, freedom, and unification, and transform the whole of Korea into
an American colony to serve as the aggressive springboard on the eastern borders of China
and the Soviet Union for the United States.”? This report helped to shape mainstream
Chinese views on the Korean War right after it broke out and remained largely influential
throughout the Cold War years.

Although such an interpretation of the origin of the Korean War contradicted the
mainstream views in the international community, the report’s description of the situation
on the peninsula as a whole, especially the escalating political rivalry and military tensions
between the two camps, and the anti-communist attempts taken by the South Korean
authority and the U.S. forces, was much easier for the majority of the Chinese public to
embrace. In fact, since the end of WWII, the Cold War confrontation between the Soviet-led
socialist camp and the U.S.-led capitalist camp on the Korean Peninsula had loomed large.
As the report explained, the South had long been preparing for the invasion of the North,
and “from January 1949 to April 1950 Syngman Rhee’s puppet troops had already launched
1,274 attacks on the 38th parallel,” and Syngman Rhee himself had repeated his desire to
conquer the North just days before the eruption of the Korean War.

Under these circumstances, the newly founded China had no option but to further
strengthen its ties with North Korea and the Soviet Union, with which it already shared a
wide range of political and diplomatic interests as well as security concerns. From China’s
perspective, supporting the DPRK’s stance was not only a political and diplomatic necessity,
but also an essential measure for safeguarding its own political and national security
interests. When the U.S. Seventh Fleet was dispatched to the Taiwan Strait and a Chinese
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city near North Korea was bombed, China was compelled to fight the war for not only the
survival of its communist ally but also its own national security. The war slogan of “resisting
American aggression and aiding North Korea, protecting our homes and defending our
country” clearly reflected both the circumstances and the perceptions in which China had
made the decision to send the CPVA to cross the Yalu River and head south in October 1950.

During the three years of war on the peninsula, the CPVA experienced the hardest fighting
and paid a heavy price. However, from the mainstream Chinese perspective, as one Chinese
high school history book described the event a half century later, the outcome of the Korean
War was quite positive for China. “In the Korean War, the new China has carried out three
years of war with the United States—the most powerful country in the world—and broken
the myth of the invincible American army. The attempt by the U.S. to kill the Asian socialist
countries through the war was a complete failure. The new China was forced to carry out
the war of ‘resisting America and aiding North Korea, protecting our home and defending
our country’ when the imperialist forces spread the flames of the war to its threshold.
Consequently, the war has helped secure China’s national security, aided the just cause of
the Korean people, and China’s international status has been greatly improved.”?

The significance of the war has been further stressed by Xu Yan, Ruan Jiaxin, and Zhang
Shunhong. Xu made an impassioned argument, saying that current “China’s status as a
strong world military power was just created by the war, the national pride lost during the
hundred years after the Opium War had been restored, and thus it became the psychological
strong point for the Chinese national rejuvenation...the war of ‘resisting America and aiding
North Korea, protecting our home and defending our country’ was the most glorious victory
in Chinese modern foreign war history. It started from the Yalu River and repelled the
world’s strongest army back for 500 kilometers and saved its neighbor. From the military
point of view, the war forged a security buffer zone for several hundred kilometers and a
peaceful situation for several decades. Today, looking back to the war, we feel deeply the
correctness of Mao Zedong’s analysis, that is, ‘we should participate in the war, we must
participate in the war, the interests of participation will be enormous, and the damages of
non-participation will be tremendous.”*

In his article refuting some criticisms of China’s participation in the war, Ruan criticized
the argument that China had actually supported North Korea to wage the Korean War as
“il-founded,” and emphasized that China’s participation in the war was not only necessary
and significant, but also “demonstrated new China’s national image and responsibility as a
rising big power to the world.”> Similar to Yuan’s argument, Zhang rebutted the view that
“China’s participation in the war was a mistake” by raising four points to further emphasize
the meaning of China’s involvement in the war, namely: 1) the United States compelled
China’s involvement; 2) the spirit of the CPVA was world shaking; 3) China’s participation
enormously inspired the Chinese people; and 4) China’s participation highly raised China’s
international status.® As mentioned above, all these enthusiastic assessments of China’s
participation in the Korean War have represented the mainstream Chinese perception of
the Korean War and remain influential in shaping China’s attitudes and policies toward the
Korean Peninsula at the present time.
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Friend and Foe

There seems no doubt that the Korean War demonstrated to the world that new China had
substantially stood up as a strong political as well as military power, but it also produced
an unfortunate result by which Chinese perceptions of and relations with the two Koreas
were completely confined to the Cold War framework of friend and foe for nearly four
decades. Within this framework, Chinese viewed North Korea as a close political friend
and security ally while regarding South Korea as a hated political foe and security threat—
national images of the two presented a sharp contrast.

In the early 1950s depictions of the two Koreas in Chinese newspapers and magazines
were as follows. “The government of the DPRK was democratically elected by the People
of all of Korea” and its political, economic and social policies have made great progress.
On the contrary, “Syngman Rhee’s so-called ‘government of the ROK’ was an anti-national
and anti-people regime which was supported by American imperialism by bayonets and
unlawful elections.”” In the late 1950s, the economy of the DPRK had made incredible
achievements, its per capita production of major industries such as coal and electricity had
already exceeded or would soon catch up with that of Japan by 1961.2 Around the same
time South Korea was in a state of economic bankruptcy. Its statistics showed that in 1959
the trade deficit and the unemployment rate reached a high level, more than 70 percent of
the small and medium-sized enterprises, which accounted for 99 percent of South Korean
manufacturing companies, had collapsed or stopped doing business, and South Korean
industrial output had fallen to only half of that at the end of Japanese imperialist rule.
Furthermore, political life was in chaos. In 1960 the election fraud triggered mass protests
and Syngman Rhee’s puppet government was finally overthrown by the South Korean
people, this was the message transmitted to Chinese audiences.’

In the 1960s and 1970s similar stories appeared. A report in the early 1960s noted that
in the past 15 years the DPRK had achieved two great victories—safeguarded its freedom
and independence by defeating the annexing attempts of American imperialism, and
successfully “built a hundred times better industrial and agricultural socialist country.”
“During the recent 15 years Korean history has entered into an era of leaps-and-bounds
development.”*° It has continued to march smoothly along the road of socialist construction
and constantly made new achievements in both the agricultural and industrial areas.!* And
the people of the DPRK are “living in great happiness.”*? South Korea, however, was reported
to be under the strict control of U.S. imperialism and to have become an American colony,
i.e. “American commodity market, raw material base, and military base.”** Meanwhile, the
American and Japanese colonization of Korean culture has become a serious social problem
in South Korea,* readers were told.

Due to two decades of economic plunder by U.S. imperialism, the economy of South Korea
was not only going bankrupt, the country as a whole had turned into “a hell on earth.”?®
Politically, South Korea was under the brutal dictatorship of Park Chung-hee whose fascist
rule had encountered constant crisis and could collapse at any time.*®

In the 1980s the positive tone of Chinese views on the DPRK remained the same. For
example, a member of the Chinese governmental delegation which visited the DPRK in
1983 wrote his thoughts on North Korea as follows. “During the past 35 years the DPRK
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has undergone dramatic changes. This is the most glorious time in Korean history.”*” In
1987 a Chinese reporter who revisited the DPRK after 34 years could not believe his eyes:
the city of Pyongyang had not only turned into a completely new modern city, but also an
unbelievably huge city of industrial arts. During his trip near the DMZ, he felt that there was
one thing disastrous for Koreans—the continued division of the Korean Peninsula.®

Although China’s views on North Korea remained unchanged, its views on South Korea have
shown some positive change from the late 1980s—not only had the tone on South Korean
politics become less negative, but also the comments on its economy shifted completely
to the positive side, partially due to China’s adoption of the reform and opening up policy
at the end of the 1970s. In the increased reports and articles focusing on the economy,
South Korea was for the first time in the Cold War years introduced positively by Chinese
media as the top economic power among “the four dragons in Asia,” which not only created
“the most recent successful story in Asia,” but also showed its strong capacity in economic
competition with Japan and the United States. In this regard, “South Korea’s experience is
worth learning.”*?

The-friend-and-foe framework had been reiterated by Chinese mainstream sources for more
than three decades with serious implications for China’s foreign policy and diplomacy in the
Cold War era. Attitudes and policies toward the two Koreas were consequently twisted to a
great extent by those perceptions. On the one hand, China formed a “special relationship”
with the North and tried hard to maintain it at any cost. On the other, China took a harsh
attitude towards the South and made great efforts to denounce the South’s stances and
policies. As a result of the unbalanced approach, China-North Korean relations showed
signs of unusual development while China-South Korean relations made no progress until
the end of the Cold War.

China’s stereotyped attitudes and policies toward North Korea stand out. Throughout the
Cold War period, China had supported almost all the arguments and policies of the North
even when they were pursued in an inconsistent and self-contradictory way. For instance,
China had been a strong supporter of North Korea’s reunification policies during the Cold
War years. In the 1950s China enthusiastically supported North Korea’s argument of
withdrawing all foreign troops from the Korean Peninsula in order to achieve reunification
through free elections by all Koreans. In August 1960 when North Korean leader Kim II-
sung made a reunification proposal that the North and the South should achieve their
reunification by federalism, China quickly issued a statement backing the North’s stance.
In June 23, 1973 when Kim ll-sung issued a five-point plan for achieving “independent
and peaceful reunification,” China quickly gave its strong endorsement by saying that this
proposal represented all of the Korean people’s strong desire for the reunification of their
motherland, and it is not only good for reunification itself, but also conducive to easing
tensions on the peninsula.

Premier Zhou Enlai expressed China’s “warm welcome and firm support” two days after
Kim’s remarks were made.?’ Even when North Korea refused the U.S. proposal for holding
three-party (North, South and U.S.) talks and instead called for bilateral talks with the
United States in the late 1970s, China backed North Korea’s position by saying that the
three-party talks were “unrealistic and unreasonable.” However, when North Korean leader
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Kim 1l-sung changed his mind and picked up the U.S. proposal years later in October 1983,
China quickly followed North Korea’s new position by saying that the three-party talks
would be “conducive to ease tensions and also promote North-South reunification on the
Korean Peninsula.”?

All these positions reflected the unusual development of the “China-North Korean special
relationship” and the weakness in China’s policies toward the DPRK. As Liu Jinzhi’s research
suggested, China’s stances and policies concerning Korean reunification were “unscientific
and less objective” simply because they had been more or less affected by the stances
and policies of North Korea rather than independent policies of China’s own, which should
be based on the objective truth and China’s own national interests. Consequently, they
prevented China from playing a “bigger, more positive and constructive role on matters
relevant to Korean reunification.”?

Onthe contrary, China’s attitudes and policies toward South Korea in the Cold War years were
stuck with a sharp contrast. In the 1950s China viewed it mainly as a security threat because
the South reiterated its intention to attack the North and reunify the Korean Peninsula.
In many news reports, South Korea was portrayed as an aggressive tool for American
imperialism in Northeast Asia. In the 1960s, especially when South Korea established
diplomatic relations with Japan in 1965, the alliance relationships among South Korea,
Japan, and the United States became the main target of Chinese criticism. China believed
the signing of the Treaty on Basic Relations between Japan and the Republic of Korea was a
“serious step taken by American imperialism to prop up Japanese militarism to return to the
Korean Peninsula, and conspire to piece together the ‘military alliance in Northeast Asia’
and escalate tensions in the Far East.” This alliance, “which was designed and manipulated
by American imperialism, would put Japan at its core and include South Korea, the Jiang
Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) bandit gang, and the Philippines as its major members, with a view
to containing the socialist countries of China, North Korea, and Vietnam. In this malicious
plot, the United States wanted to “turn Asians against Asians” while Japan wanted to realize
its old dream of building “the Great East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.”?

In the 1970s when the Park Chung-hee administration further strengthened ties with Japan
and the United States, especially when the increasing number of U.S.-South Korea military
exercises were condemned by North Korea, South Korea bashing in Chinese newspapers
and magazines intensified accordingly. Park was depicted as a counterrevolutionary and
saboteur of the independent and peaceful reunification of the two Koreas, who was not
only making South Korean society more fascist, but also preparing war against the North,
and escalating tensions on the peninsula. And, thus, even his assassination in 1979 was not
sufficient punishment for his crimes.?

In the 1980s Chinese attitudes toward South Korea were characterized by firm support of
the North’s reunification policies and harsh criticism of the South’s “splitting attempts.”
Especially when South Korea and the United States refused Kim ll-sung’s proposals for
reunification and three-party talks, newspapers condemned South Korea’s stance by
saying that “the United States and Chun Doo-hwan forces were the culprits to obstruct the
peaceful reunification of the Korean Peninsula.”?® And when North Korea criticized the visits
to the South by Prime Minister Nakasone Yasuhiro and President Ronald Reagan in 1983 as
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attempts to split the Korean Peninsula and legitimize the “two Koreas” permanently, Chinese
newspapers expressed their unchanged support for the North’s position by saying that the
visits were not conducive to maintaining peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula.?”

All these views showed that in the Cold War years China’s attitudes and policies toward
South Korea were explicitly restrained by the friend and foe framework. As Liu’s research
concluded, in the Cold War years, “China’s policies toward South Korea were in large part a
product of a Cold War mentality. China viewed South Korea as an American bridgehead trying
to contain and stifle China. China had an extremely strong ideological bias towards South
Korea. In the eyes of the Chinese people, South Korea was a country under the control of
the United States and with the features of a political dictatorship, economic backwardness,
and constant student strife and mass movements.”?® It was in this context that China had
opposed all of the unification suggestions from the South even when they were in line
with China’s principles, while supporting every unification proposal of the North even when
at odds with China’s stance throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Thus, China’s unbalanced
relationship with the two Koreas not only made the early improvement of China-South
Korea relations difficult, but also gave the green light to the continuation of the unusual
development of China-DPRK relations.

Redefinition and Its Limitations

The rigid attitudes and policies toward the two Koreas faced a new domestic reality in the
late 1970s. The reform and opening up policy required not only a dramatic domestic policy
change—from a class struggle-centered policy to an economic development-centered
policy—but also a profound foreign policy change to broaden contacts with the outside
world. The fast-growing domestic demand for foreign trade, investment, and technology
entailed improvement of relations with the advanced economies, especially with those
of close neighbors. After the successful diplomatic normalization in 1972 and smooth
economic cooperation in the 1980s with Japan, the “economic miracle on the Han River”
became much more attractive for meeting China’s national needs. It was against this
backdrop that from the late 1980s Chinese attitudes toward the ROK have shown some
signs of positive change—harsh criticism of the government disappeared, meanwhile,
economy-focused reports and articles increased. Nevertheless, the Cold War framework of
friend and foe was so deeply rooted in Chinese society that the economic necessity alone
was not strong enough to bring a redefinition of attitudes and policies toward the ROK. It
was not until several internal and external historical changes, including China’s desperate
need for breaking its diplomatic isolation, the ROK’s implementation of Nordpolitik toward
the DPRK and its allies, the establishment of diplomatic ties between Russia and the ROK,
and the final collapse of the Soviet Union, occurred at the end of the 1980s and in the
early 1990s, that favorable conditions for the redefinition of China’s attitudes and policies
materialized. In 1992 China and the ROK established diplomatic relations after nearly forty
years of Cold War confrontation.

The hard-won diplomatic normalization between the former adversaries facilitated fast-
growing economic cooperation and led to new levels of political cooperation, as in the 2008
“strategic and cooperative partnership.” From the Chinese perspective, factors contributing
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to these developments were geographic proximity, similar cultural background, interlinked
values, similar experiences suffering from aggression and oppression by Japanese
militarism, mutual support for each other’s national liberation war against Japan, and
common interests at the present time.?® Furthermore, in 2013, President Park Geun-hye
skipped Japan and paid a state visit to China. In return, President Xi Jinping visited Seoul
instead of Pyongyang in 2015.

China’s expectations for Sino-South Korean relations rose to an unrealistic level. As Li
Dungiu argued in a newspaper article published in August 2015, not only should the South
Korean president attend the 70th anniversary of the victory in China’s resistance war against
Japan in Beijing, but also the two countries should take this opportunity to transform their
relations into a “destiny community,” because historically such destiny community relations
were long maintained between China and the Korean Peninsula in the form of a traditional
tributary relationship, and the first transformation from a tributary relationship to modern
diplomatic relations was realized by signing the Sino-Korean treaty of commerce in 1899.
Now China and South Korea have another historic opportunity to transform their economic
community into a new destiny community. “History has long proven that only if China and
South Korea will be able to maintain their destiny community, will real peace on the Korean
Peninsula and real stability in Northeast Asia be achieved.”*°

Although South Korea was far from ready for building a destiny community with China,
political will for broadening shared interest in history issues against Japan remained. As
the symbolic showcase of their common stance on history issues against Japan, the An
Jung-geun memorial located in Harbin was open to the public in 2014. And in 2015,
Park disregarded the pressure from the United States and Japan and attended the 70th
anniversary of the victory of China’s resistance war against Japan.

Along with these developments, Sino-South Korean normalization has also brought about
explicit changes in Chinese views of Korean history in the Cold War era, especially with
regard to the Korean War. After normalization, almost all formal publications have adopted
the “objective description” for the origin of the war by simply saying that “the Korean War
broke out in June 25, 1950” without mentioning who started the war. This change reflected
both political considerations for carefully handling relations with the two Koreans and
the view that the Korean War was a civil war and the U.S.-led UN intervention compelled
China’s involvement. Although from the late 1990s as the relevant dossiers of the former
Soviet Union were released, some Chinese authors started making arguments against North
Korea and the former Soviet Union with regard to the origin of the Korean War and even
questioned the legitimacy of China’s participation in it including its negative impact on
resolution of the Taiwan issue and on China’s economy at that time,*! it seems that these
academic arguments resonated weakly and have been far from being embraced by the
mainstream at the present time.

The “objective description” of the Korean War has also indicated China’s political efforts
of trying to play a balanced role in dealing with the two Koreas after its diplomatic
rapprochement with South Korea, even though the outcomes often turned out to be less
positive than China had expected. For instance, when the Cheonan sinking incident occurred
in March 2010 and the ROK-led international investigation concluded that the South Korean
warship had been sunk by a North Korean torpedo fired by a midget submarine (North
Korea denied that it was responsible for the sinking), China dismissed the ROK conclusion
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as not credible and argued that “China will not be partial to either side” but hopes South
Korea and other relevant parties remain calm and handle the incident properly. Thus, the
UN Security Council issued a presidential statement condemning the attack but without
identifying the attacker. It was obvious that China’s “objective and balanced” stance
concerning the Cheonan sinking incident was a big disappointment to South Korea’s high
expectations for its already established strategic partnership with China, and consequently
further strengthened the existing strategic ties between South Korea and the United States.
Such a result was apparently in contradiction to what China wanted to see.

If China’s redefinition of its attitudes and policies toward South Korea has made a great
difference in many respects, its limitations became apparent when Sino-South Korean
relations encountered a sudden downturn in 2016 caused by the South Korean decision
to deploy the U.S.-made THAAD system and the Chinese response. From the Chinese
perspective, the THAAD deployment in South Korea means that “the United States’ plan
to incorporate South Korea into its global anti-missile system has finally made a substantial
breakthrough, it has not only continued destroying both the global strategic stability and
regional security environment, but also become the fuse of a new Cold War in Northeast
Asia.”®? In other words, China believed that the THAAD deployment was part of a U.S.
global strategy, and in the process South Korea has already become “an accomplice of the
United States in containing China.”*® Meanwhile, South Korea’s softened attitude toward
Japan including reaching agreement both on the “comfort women” issue and on military
information sharing, which means building military alliance relations among the United
States, Japan, and South Korea, was with the aim of eventually confronting China.**

Although the Cold War was formally over in Europe, it still remained in Northeast Asia
especially on the Korean Peninsula. “The reason why the Korean Peninsula is unable to get
rid of the Cold War is that some countries are reluctant to give up the goal of subverting
the socialist country and do not want to give up their military presence in Northeast Asia.”*®
Therefore, in Chinese eyes the situation created by the THAAD deployment was something
quite similar to the situation of the Cold War confrontation in the 1950s-60s when China
and the DPRK fiercely condemned the U.S.-Japan-South Korean military alliance relations.

It seems obvious that the sudden deterioration of Sino-South Korean relations has revealed
the congenital deficiency in this relationship: the political as well as mutual security distrust
sustained by the remaining Cold War legacy on the Korean Peninsula, including the existing
U.S.-South Korean alliance and increasing military cooperation among the United States,
Japan, and South Korea. This inborn weakness in China-ROK relations manifestly emerged
when the South Korean government decided to deploy THAAD in 2016, which consequently
created a sharp downturn in bilateral relations some twenty years after normalization. The
sudden deterioration of bilateral ties has explicitly revealed the limits of the economic
cooperation-centered redefinition in China-ROK relations since the end of the Cold War.
Although altered Chinese views of the relationship and of Korean history have made a great
difference in many areas, China’s disapproval of the ROK-U.S. alliance and the trilateral
military cooperation remains unchanged from what it was during the Cold War years.
This might be the main reason that after more than two decades of redefinition efforts,
mainstream Chinese views of Korean history in the Cold War era remain largely unchanged,
especially when it comes to the confrontational relations between China, South Korea, and
the United States.
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Conclusion

During the Cold War years, Chinese views of Korean history were decisively affected by
the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950. The mainstream view on the Korean War was
dominated by the following arguments: the war was planned and waged by the U.S.
imperialists and the puppet South Korea authority with a view to overthrowing the North
Korean and Chinese governments; China, therefore, was compelled to fight for not only the
survival of its communist ally but also its own national security; the outcome of the war,
however, was quite positive for China—proving to the world that China has substantially
stood up as a great power which had just overwhelmed the world’s strongest army on the
battleground of the Korean Peninsula. The Korean War further fixed the Cold War framework
of friend and foe, in which China viewed the DPRK as a close political friend and security ally
while regarding the ROK as a hated political foe and security threat. China’s images of the
two Koreas were in sharp contrast. In foreign policy, it supported almost all of the North’s
policies while denouncing almost everything from the South. The diplomatic normalization
between China and South Korea and the redefinition of China’s views and policies toward
the ROK, along with the remarkable achievements in only two decades in Sino-South Korean
relations, were unable to overcome a congenital deficiency—the mutual security distrust
caused by the remaining Cold War legacy. China’s disapproval of the continued military
alliance relationship and cooperation among the United States, Japan, and South Korea has
clearly revealed the limitations in the redefinition of Chinese perceptions towards South
Korea in the post-Cold War era.

Writings about Korean history construct a framework through which to interpret how
ongoing developments in bilateral and international relations will be perceived. As long
as the assessments of the history of the Cold War era remain rooted in arguments long
familiar to the Chinese people, there will be a disposition to find continuities and doubt
that the post-Cold War decades and the history of China’s relations with South Korea have
brought fundamental change on matters of geopolitics or national identity.

Endnotes

Jin Linbo, “Sino-South Korean Differences over Koguryo and the U.S. Role,” in U.S.
Leadership, History, and Bilateral Relations in Northeast Asia, ed. Gilbert Rozman
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 171-189.

2Renmin ribao, July 26, 1950.
3 Lishi: 20shiji de zhanzheng yu heping (Beijing: Renmin jiaoyu chubanshe, 2004), 108.

4Xu Yan, “Chaoxian zhanzheng yu kangmei yuanchao shi liangge gainian,” Huangiu shibao,
July 27, 2013.

>Ruan Jiaxin, “Liging kangmei yuanchao zhong de jige zhongda wenti,” Bainian chao,
no. 9 (2014).



Om0Od Jin: Chinese Views of Korean History in the Cold War Era | 161

6Zhang Shunhong, “Kangmei yuanchao de yiyi burong digu,” Zhongguo shehui kexue bao,
June 9, 2014.

"Renmin ribao, July 26, 1950.
8Fang Wei, “Minzhu Chaoxian gan Riben,” Shijie zhishi, no. 3 (1959): 13.
9Yu mu, “Chunlei zhenche Nanchaoxian,” Shijie zhishi, no. 9 (1960): 7-10.

®Wang Yuzhang, “Cheng gianlima gaoge mengjin: ji Chaoxian jiefanghou shiwu nian
lai de jianshe chengjiu,” Shijie zhishi, no. 16 (1960), 27-29.

1Zhong Ming, “Chaoxian shehuizhuyi jianshe de xin chengjiu,” Shijie zhishi,
no. 6 (1965): 11-12.

2Tjan Liu, “Tamen shi zui xingfu de,” Shijie zhishi, no. 10 (1964): 10-13.

13 Guo Quanyou, “Meiguo zai Nanchaoxian de zhimin tixi,” Shijie zhishi,
no. 14 (1964): 12-13.

14Song Dou, “Nanchaoxian wenhua de zhimindihua,” Shijie zhishi, no. 9 (1964): 22.

15Zhang Xueli, “Mei diguozhuyi kongzhi xia de Nanchaoxian jingji,” Shijie zhishi,
no. 13 (1965): 13-14.

¥Song Dou, “Fengyu piaoyao zhong de Nanchaoxian kuilei zhengquan,” Shijie zhishi,
no. 6 (1964): 17-19.

17Zhen Ya, “Yingxiong de Chaoxian renmin zai kuobu gianjin,” Shijie zhishi,
no. 20 (1983): 18.

8Yang Xuechun, “Chongfang Chaoxian,” Shijie zhishi, no. 20 (1987): 14-15.

¥Hao Wenping, “Nanchaoxian jinjun Meiri shichang,” Shijie zhishi, no. 13 (1988): 18-19;
Xue Fang, “Riben he Nanchaoxian: xungiu hezuo,” Shijie zhishi, no. 4 (1988): 21.

20Renmin ribao, June 25, 1973.

2 Lju Jinzhi, “Zhongguo dui Chaoxian bandao guojia de zhengce,” Shijie jingji yu zhengzhi
luntan, no. 5 (2007): 84.

2|bid, 79.
2 Renmin ribao, February 28, 1965.

%4Tao Cheng, “Fensui Meiguo yishou cehua de ‘Hanri huitan,”” Shijie zhishi,
no. 6 (1965): 17-18.

% Renmin ribao, January 14, 1975, July 4, 1978, October 30, 1979; Ye Yi, “Cong ducaizhe
Piao Zhengxi zhisi tanqi,” Shijie zhishi, no. 23 (1979): 10-12.



162 | Joint U.S.-Korea Academic Studies

26 Renmin ribao, November 18, 1982.
27 Renmin ribao, January 21, November 16, 1983.
2 Lju Jinzhi, “Zhongguo dui Chaoxian bandao guojia de zhengce,” 79.

2Ru Xin, “Zhonghan jianjiao ershinian de huigu yu zhanwang,” Dangdai Hanguo, no. 4
(2012): 1.

*Li Dungiu, “Piao Jinhui de lishixing kaoyan yu Zhonghan guanxi zhuanxing,” Zhongguo
gingnian bao, August 19, 2015.

31See Qing Shi, “Sidalin lizhu Zhongguo chubing yuanchao: laizi Eguo dangan de mimi,”
Bainian chao, no. 2 (1997): 38-48; Shen Zhihua, Mao Zedong, Sidalin yu Chaoxian
zhanzheng (Guangzhou: Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 2003), 9, 342-62; He Fang,
“Zhongguo zai Chaoxian zhanzheng wenti shang de jiaoxun,” Yanhuang chungiu, no. 9
(2013): 19-27.

32Lu Yin, “‘Sade’ gei Chaoxian bandao huoshang jiaoyou,” Jiefangjun bao, August 3, 2016.

31i Dungqiu, “‘Sade’ hui cuihui Zhonghan guanxi ma?” Zhongguo gingnian bao,
August 20, 2016.

**|bid.

% Dong Shuanzhu, “Chaoxian bandao miju, mowei fuyun zhe wangyan,” Zhongguo
guofang bao, March 2, 2016.



The Chinese Perception of the
U.S.-China-ROK Triangle

Yun Sun



166 | Joint U.S.-Korea Academic Studies

Since being applied to U.S.-Soviet-China trilateral relations after the Sino-American
rapprochement in the early 1970s, the notion/theory of “strategic triangles” has been
widely used to examine many trilateral relations. The model of “U.S.-China plus one” is
popular among students of U.S.-China relations and, consequently, the policy community
has witnessed an increasing amount of scholarship on triangles among U.S.-China-India,
U.S.-China-Japan, U.S.-China-Russia, and even U.S.-China-Taiwan. Unsurprisingly, this begs
the question whether a strategic triangle could be construed and constructed among the
United States, China, and South Korea. Generally speaking, despite the trilateral nature of
U.S.-China-ROK relations, the Chinese policy community rarely subscribes to the existence
of a strategic triangle among the U.S., China, and South Korea. This is not necessarily
because South Korea does not carry the same strategic weight as the two great powers, but
more importantly is because China does not see South Korea as possessing the strategic
autonomy to act as an independent player in the trilateral relations. Although arguably such
autonomy might exist in economic and trade relations, on key political and security issues,
the Chinese see South Korea as invariably constrained by the U.S.-ROK military alliance and
unable to form its own independent national security policy.

In writing about the post-Cold War period with an emphasis on geopolitics, Chinese authors
do not often treat South Korean policy or Sino-ROK relations as autonomous. Given the
great weight given to the U.S. role, it is important, therefore, to take a triangular approach
in assessing these writings centered on South Korea. | do so first explaining in more detail
why the “strategic triangle” framework does not apply, then examining views on how this
triangle has evolved in a period of rising Chinese power relative to U.S. power and fluctuating
U.S.-ROK relations as the leadership in Seoul changed hands, and finally returning to the
triangular theme to grasp how this shapes China’s understanding of Seoul’s policies with
emphasis on the ongoing Moon Jae-in era.

Does “Strategic Triangle” Apply?

There are primarily three angles that the Chinese policy community adopts in its discussion
of relations with South Korea. The first one is the bilateral angle between China and South
Korea, of which the Chinese assessment has been largely positive. The Chinese official
narrative describes a long mutual isolation between China and South Korea during the
Cold War, referring to the hostility and lack of official relations during this period. However,
according to the government’s official definition, bilateral relations have experienced rapid
growth since diplomatic normalization in August 1992. In 1998, the leaders of the two
countries agreed to establish a 21st century-oriented cooperative partnership.! Two years
later, the two countries announced their joint decision to expand areas of cooperation.
In 2003, presidents Hu Jintao and Roh Moo-hyun agreed to enhance bilateral relations
to the level of comprehensive cooperative partnership.? Roh’s successor, President Lee
Myung-bak, added a layer of strategic importance to the partnership.® After President Park
Geun-hye ascended to power, her interest in closer alignment with China further elevated
bilateral relations to the so-called “honeymoon” period since diplomatic normalization.*
The “honeymoon,” however, was short-lived after the deployment of the Terminal High
Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system decisively sank bilateral ties to its nadir, leading to
China’s tacit sanctions to punish South Korea. Since the inauguration of the Moon Jae-in
government, for China, South Korea has shown signs of again pursuing a balanced foreign
policy between the United States and China. Although China’s efforts to undermine alliance
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relations have not borne fruit, Moon Jae-in’s desire to strengthen and improve ties with
China has been particularly appealing for Beijing.

This bilateral lens concentrates on what Chinese authors regard as the state of evolving
relations between Beijing and Seoul, but it does not escape the shadow of triangularity
since Seoul gains credit by boosting bilateral ties with strategic implications while losing
credit when it makes strategic decisions that ignore Beijing’s concerns and demonstrate
the greater U.S. significance. Even as an upward trajectory prevailed over a quarter century,
Beijing’s expectations for balance were growing along with its reasoning that its leverage
over Seoul was rising. While leaders in Seoul may have tried to avoid openly flaunting their
tilt toward Washington, they were under increased pressure due to North Korea’s growing
threat capacity and the U.S. response to it. Thus, in 2016 Park Geun-hye defied Beijing with
THAAD, leading to assessments of a sharp setback to Sino-ROK relations, while Moon Jae-in
has won some praise for paying more heed to the concerns over THAAD and other Chinese
strategic interests since he took office in 2017.

The second lens through which South Korea is discussed in the Chinese foreign policy
community is the regional one. For China, South Korea has an increasingly important
regional role to play and could become a key positive and supportive force in China’s desired
regional order. China sees South Korea as a critical “ally” in battling Japanese historical
revisionism and militarism and jointly keeping Japan’s political and regional ambitions in
check. As victims of Japanese occupation during World War I, China believes that it and
South Korea share a natural interest in denying Japan’s regional leadership role. In addition,
South Korea as a “middle power” could prove highly valuable in China’s pursuit of regional
leadership. For example, South Korea’s decision to join the China-led Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AlIB) and Park’s participation in China’s anti-Japanese WW!II anniversary
military parade in 2015 strongly backed China’s regional and political agenda, alleviating
China’s isolation and embarrassment internationally. Overall, although both are U.S. allies,
South Korea is seen as categorically different from Japan and is regarded as generally
complacent with China’s future leadership role.

A test of this lens is whether Seoul subscribes to either U.S.-Japan-ROK triangularity,
deemed to be aimed at containment of China, or the Indo-Pacific framework touted by
both Abe Shinzo and Donald Trump in late 2017. Its refusal to endorse these concepts
despite U.S. pressure is treated as a test in Beijing, avoiding crossing what could be a red
line comparable to the THAAD deployment decision. Yet, creeping security cooperation
with Tokyo is viewed with suspicion, and Moon Jae-in’s decision to include as one of the
“three noes” a promise not to join with Japan in a trilateral military alliance was one step in
reassuring China on this dimension.

The third lens through which China-South Korea relations are examined and considered in
China is the U.S. angle. No discussion on political and security issues between China and
South Korea could happen without the United States being a critical, if not determining,
factor. The Chinese essentially do not see South Korea itself as posing a serious threat to
China’s national security. However, in the Chinese view, all the damage and/or burdens that
South Korea has imposed on China originates from the U.S.-ROK military alliance. Thus, the
U.S. factor permeates nearly every discussion of the bilateral and regional dimensions as
well as ongoing triangular analysis.
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In the sense that inclusion of the U.S. factor is unavoidable in Chinese narratives on
the history of South Korea’s post-Cold War security policies, there is indeed a trilateral
relationship among the United States, China, and South Korea. However, whether this
trilateral relationship qualifies as a strategic triangle is far less obvious in the Chinese
judgment. The Chinese instinct to deny the presence of such a strategic triangle, in fact,
coincides with Lowell Dittmer’s original definition of a strategic triangle. According to
Dittmer, two conditions need to be fulfilled to form such a relationship:®

1. All three parties must recognize the strategic salience of the three principles. What
are the 3 principles? Each player may concurrently engage in various side-games,
but these must be subordinate to the central game with other members
of the triangle.

2. The second condition is that although the three players need not be of equal
strategic weight, each must be accepted as a legitimate autonomous player.

Obviously, while both the United States and China recognize the strategic salience of South
Korea, neither really sees South Korea as a legitimate autonomous player. Especially for
the Chinese, because of the existence of the U.S.-ROK military alliance, South Korea is not
believed to have the authority to pursue completely independent national security policies.
Therefore, for China, rather than this relationship qualifying as a strategic triangle, the
trilateral relationship should be more accurately characterized as U.S.-China bipolarity, with
the ROK existing as a pro-U.S. minor player moving along a spectrum with the U.S. and
China on the two far ends.

Evolution of China-U.S.-ROK Trilateral Relations

Since the diplomatic normalization between China and South Korea in 1992, six South
Korean presidents have tried to navigate relations with the United States and China: Kim
Young-sam, Kim Dae-jung, Roh Moo-hyun, Li Myung-bak, Park Geun-hye, and Moon Jae-in.
The six are evenly split between conservatives (Kim Young-sam, Li Myung-bak and Park
Geun-hye) and progressives (Kim Dae-jung, Roh Moo-hyun, and Moon Jae-in). While all
of the presidents have attempted to pursue a more friendly and positive policy toward
China to different degrees, in the Chinese perception their affinity toward and cooperation
with China are subject to overarching dominance by and the priority of the U.S.-ROK
military alliance. However, throughout the years, combined with South Korea’s domestic
aspirations for strategic independence, the Chinese have identified growing indications of
South Korea subtly recalibrating its relations with China and the United States. Although the
U.S.-ROK military alliance remains a dominant theme, the hope of a South Korean strategic
realignment has always been on the Chinese horizon. In publications on each period, this
theme is either explicit or implicit, beginning soon after normalization of ties.

Initial Exploration: President Kim Young-sam

When President Kim Young-sam was inaugurated in February 1993, months after the
diplomatic normalization with China, bilateral relations with China were still at an initial
explorative stage. For China, the factor of North Korea played a key role in advancing positive
development in China-ROK relations. North Korea’s withdrawal from the Non-Proliferation
Treaty in March 1993 and its provocative stance in the following negotiations with the
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Americans and the South Koreans paved the way for South Korea’s strategic demand for
China to play a more important role in dealing with North Korea. In the Chinese perception,
this hope for China to deliver more on North Korea made Kim Young-sam decide to pay
the first visit to China by a South Korean head of state.® China reciprocated the visit by
committing to a more “positive and cooperative policy to promote the solution of the North
Korean nuclear issue.”” This is also regarded as the first instance of cooperation between
China and South Korea on the North Korean nuclear issue.® At least from the Chinese side,
it has preferred to portray this relationship as cooperative during the following years. From
1997, China participated in six rounds of the Four-Party Talks in Geneva proposed jointly by
the United States and South Korea.

Under Kim Young-sam, South Korea’s relations with the United States endured some major
turbulence, primarily because of different policies toward North Korea. First, between 1993
and 1994, the United States and North Korea held three rounds of bilateral talks on the
nuclear issues. The Chinese believe that Kim Young-sam was irritated by these talks because
they disregarded South Korea’s priority of reunification based on absorption.® Second, when
President Clinton informed Kim Young-sam of the U.S. decision to bomb the North Korean
nuclear facilities, Kim Young-sam'’s ardent opposition eventually forced Clinton to abandon
such an attack plan.’® For China, these events indicated different priorities between the
two allies. Although the differences were not sufficient to undermine the foundation of the
alliance, it did show China the possibility of forging a closer relationship with South Korea
evenasa U.S. ally.

Such an opportunity rapidly emerged under Kim Young-sam in 1995. With the attack on
the South Korean government’s legitimacy by North Korea, the rift between South Korea
and the United States, as well as the negative changes in South Korea-Japan relations, the
Chinese saw the Kim Young-sam government in a serious domestic and foreign policy crisis.
Therefore, when President Jiang Zemin accepted Kim Young-sam’s invitation to pay the first
state visit to South Korea by a Chinese head of state, the Chinese believed that they were
doing Kim Young-sam a huge favor.?* Chinese narratives took this rift in the alliance as an
opening for triangularity of the sort that allowed some possibility of widening, but without
promise of a strategic triangular relationship.

Troubled Alliance: Presidents Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun

For China, the ten years under presidents Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun (1998-2008)
witnessed significant growth of China-ROK ties. The rifts between South Korea and the
United States over the North Korea issue and South Korea’s pursuit of equality with the
United States were undermining, to some degree, the military alliance between the two.*
On the other hand, although China identified more common positions with South Korea on
key issues such as engagement with North Korea and the future of the U.S.-ROK alliance,
nationalism and growing national pride under Roh also brought out thorny historical issues
between China and South Korea, such as over the ancient state of Koguryo.

Kim Dae-jung initiated the Sunshine Policy toward North Korea, which led to the inter-
Korea summit with Kim’s visit to North Korea in June 2000.*® For China, the Sunshine Policy
agreed with its desired approach toward the North Korean nuclear issue, which is through
engagement, assistance, and reassurance. Chinese experts have not been shy about
complimenting the significant historical achievements of the Sunshine Policy, such as the



170 | Joint U.S.-Korea Academic Studies

promotion of inter-Korea engagement and dialogue as well as the realization of economic,
social, and cultural ties between North Korea and South Korea. In their view, the Sunshine
Policy was conducive to bringing China and South Korea closer together. On the philosophical
level, China shares the premise of the Sunshine Policy to promote inter-Korea reconciliation
and affinity through economic cooperation and social exchanges. China consistently calls for
understanding and addressing the origin of North Korea’s insecurity, which coincides with
the approach of the Sunshine Policy. On the working level, the Sunshine Policy provided
opportunities for China to play a bigger role in the inter-Korea dialogues and take credit
for their progress. Under Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun, many of the key inter-Korea
dialogues in fact happened in China, such as those between senior officials, vice-ministerial
level officials, and the Red Cross of the two countries.'

To China’s greater satisfaction, the Sunshine Policy successfully deepened the rift between
South Korea and the United States. The conciliatory tone of the policy fundamentally
differed from President George W. Bush’s hostile position toward North Korea. In his famous
2002 State of the Union address, he listed North Korea, along with Iran and Iraq, as an “axis
of evil, armed to threaten the peace of the world.”*> Bush’s insistence on North Korea’s
acceptance of the 1994 Framework Agreement conflicted with South Korea’s priority of
the implementation of the Sunshine Policy. Therefore, the differences in their North Korea
policies became the main factor in the discord between the United States and South Korea
in the Chinese perception.

Meanwhile, brewing anti-Americanism in South Korean society further undermined the
social foundation for the U.S.-ROK military alliance. With the growth of South Korea’s
comprehensive national power, a rising sense of independence and sovereignty increased
dissatisfaction in South Korea with the unbalanced relationship between Washington and
Seoul.’® The controversies over the activities of the U.S. Forces in Korea stirred up more
anti-Americanism in the country.'” For China, the anti-Americanism in South Korea was the
foundation for Roh Moo-hyun’s pursuit of “independent national defense,” which eventually
led to him raising the issue of the transfer of wartime control of South Korean troops.*®

While the emerging anti-Americanism had undermined the military alliance with the United
States, the underlying cause, South Korea’s growing nationalism, was also affecting ties with
China. Chinese experts found a list of issues that South Korean nationalists exploited that
damaged bilateral relations, including but not limited to the disputes over the Koguryo
kingdom, territorial disputes over Mount Baekdu, and the change of the Chinese translation
of the South Korean capital Seoul from “SX15” to “B /R.”*° For China, South Korea’s desperate
attempt to strengthen historical legitimacy, credibility, national cohesiveness, and domestic
support of the government’s agenda distorted historical facts and led to the creation of
extreme nationalism. The anti-China nationalism and the victim mentality of South Koreans
also damaged relations with China, as well as China’s potential support for a South Korea-
led reunification.

Swinging between Two Extremes: Presidents Lee Myung-bak and Park Geun-hye

Although Lee Myung-bak and Park Geun-hye both belonged to the conservative political
party, their policies toward China and the United States represent the two extremes of the
spectrum. Lee prioritized the military alliance and completely subordinated South Korea’s
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national security agenda to that of the United States, as seen in China, which considers
him the most pro-U.S. South Korean leader since the diplomatic normalization with China.
In order to regain the lost decade between the United States and South Korea under Kim
Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun, Lee exhausted all possible efforts to repair U.S.-ROK relations,
by catering his foreign policy to the American foreign and security policies, observing an
ultra-conservative policy toward North Korea, restoring policy coordination with the United
States and Japan on North Korea issues, strengthening cooperation on the regional missile
defense system, actively participating in the U.S.-led war on terrorism, and repairing and
consolidating the U.S.-ROK military alliance.?

China was further disturbed that during his visit to the United States in April 2008, Lee agreed
to the establishment of a “21st century strategic alliance,” elevating the alliance structure
from a traditional military one to a comprehensive strategic alliance that encompasses
political values, mutual trust, and alliance in peace time. What was even more alarming was
the decision by Obama and Lee to regionalize and globalize their strategic alliance during
Lee’s 2009 visit to the United States. Chinese cannot help but see this as an extension of the
U.S.-ROK strategic alliance beyond its original focus on the Korean Peninsula that inevitably
will have a China-related utility.

Later developments on North Korea under Lee, especially the Cheonan sinking and the
North Korean shelling of Yeonpyeong Island heightened South Korea’s desire to protect
its national security through a strengthened military alliance with the United States. The
two reached an agreement in June 2010 to delay the transfer of wartime control of the
military from April 2012 to late 2015. The Cheonan incident also promoted the first “2+2”
consultation between the two, in which they agreed to counter any threat from North Korea
and to deepen their alliance cooperation on bilateral, regional, and global levels.?! For a
time, China saw the Lee Myung-bak government as the nadir of China-ROK relations since
diplomatic normalization, blaming the decline on the Cheonan incident, the Yeonpyeong
shelling, and the issue of North Korea defectors.?? North Korea’s provocative behavior had
precipitated South Korea’s desire to strengthen its U.S. alliance. However, China blamed
the North Korean provocations and the cooling of inter-Korea relations almost entirely on
Lee’s abandonment of the Sunshine Policy.?® China’s biased position on the Cheonan and
Yeonpyeong issues was obvious. Not only was it reluctant to hold North Korea responsible
for the sinking, but it termed the Yeonpyeong shelling “North Korea and South Korea firing
at each other” to mitigate North Korea’s responsibility.?*

The significant deterioration of bilateral ties between China and South Korea laid the
groundwork for the Park Geun-hye administration. Lee Myung-bak seemed to have proved
to China that the campaign to drive a sharp wedge in the U.S.-ROK military alliance was
rather futile. Even though South Korea understands that China’s support is essential for
the reunification of the Korean Peninsula, faced with the real and acute national security
threat by North Korea, Seoul has no other option than to consolidate its alliance with the
United States, which, in turn, will inevitably undermine China’s support for reunification.
At the same time, no matter what signs of improvement there are between Beijing and
Seoul, North Korea always has the option to sabotage such rapprochement through its
provocations, knowing that Beijing will not punish it to Seoul’s satisfaction.
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This, as shown by the record of the Park government, is indeed the dilemma of China-ROK
relations. It is no secret that for the first three years of her government, both China and
South Korea attempted to test a different alignment strategy. Frustrated with North Korea’s
brinkmanship that continuously damaged China’s security interests, Xi Jinping placed his
hopes on Park to improve China’s strategic position. At the heart of this scheme was a plan
to turn South Korea into China’s “pivotal” state in Northeast Asia, thereby undermining the
U.S. alliance system in the region and diminishing its threat to China. According to Chinese
specialists, “The paradigm shift of China’s Korean Peninsula policy paid special attention
to the China-South Korea relationship in order to replace the quasi-‘special’ state-to-state
relations with North Korea.”? This was the boldest attempt during the entire quarter
century to fundamentally alter the shape of the triangle, although it came at a time of
conservative leadership in Seoul and of intensified South Korean alarm about the direction
of North Korea’s actions. One might have assumed that expectations would not have risen
so high in such inauspicious circumstances.

|Il

XilJinping seized the opportunity of Park’s early overtures to intensify contacts and boost ties,
while Chinese narratives extolled the significance of these improved relations. As a result
of the China-ROK rapprochement, senior-level visits soared. Xi and Park held eight summits
between 2013 and 2016, while until March 2018 there had been no meeting between the
Chinese top leader and North Korean leader Kim Jong-un.? China became South Korea’s
largest trading partner in 2014, and the two countries signed a Free Trade Agreement in
2015.77 South Korea arguably supported China’s global strategy, as manifested through its
participation in the China-led AlIB as a founding member, and Park’s attendance at China’s
World War Il military parade in 2015.?% The United States declined participation on both
occasions, and China saw South Korea’s participation as successfully arousing alienation in
the alliance relationship.?

How fragile was the edifice on which Chinese optimism about Park’s foreign policy and
Sino-ROK relations in 2013-15 had been built? Kim Jong-un was testing the patience of
Obama as well as many in South Korea. Obama was pressing for an end to the standoff
between Park and Abe. Park may have gone to the September 2015 parade in a last-ditch
effort to secure greater cooperation from Xi in pressuring Kim Jong-un, but China’s booming
economic ties with North Korea only emboldened Kim, in the eyes of many South Koreans.
Xi’s diplomacy was more a sign of taking Pak’s straddling for granted than of wooing herin a
sustainable manner. Chinese writings obscured the essence of the challenge and fueled the
far-reaching letdown that followed.

Events after the fourth North Korean nuclear test in January 2016 entirely derailed China’s
scheme. Overestimating its presumed influence over Seoul, Beijing refused to adequately
address South Korea’s legitimate security concerns, which eventually led to Seoul’s decision
to deploy the THAAD system. China sees the THAAD deployment as a threat to strategic
stability with the United States and an obstacle to its desired regional blueprint. In this
sense, the year of 2016 witnessed a significant evolution of China’s policy toward the
Korean Peninsula—not because of North Korea’s unprecedented nuclear and missile tests
or South Korea’s decision to deploy the THAAD system in response. Rather, it was important
because it served as a wake-up call to China that simply aiming to improve ties with South
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Korea and undermine the U.S.-ROK alliance without answering the critical question of
China’s relationship with North Korea is unlikely to succeed. It was evidence that South
Korean security anxieties must be taken into consideration without blithely assuming that a
balanced triangle can soon be within reach.

Moon Jae-in: A New Independent Foreign Policy?

The deterioration of bilateral ties between China and South Korea in 2016 was triggered
by North Korea’s nuclear test, the South Korean decision to deploy the THAAD system, the
perception in China that the THAAD deployment is a threat to its security, and the political
and economic pressure it applied on South Korea to revoke the decision. When China
realized in the fall of 2017 that the deployment had become irreversible, it abandoned its
uncompromising position in favor of a more pragmatic course to halt the downward spiral
in bilateral ties. To give Beijing cover for its retreat, the Moon government is reported to
have agreed to the controversial “three noes”: no further THAAD deployment; no trilateral
military alliance with Japan and the United States; and no participation in the U.S. missile
defense system. In response, the Chinese quickly agreed to Moon’s visit to Beijing in
December 2017.

To the Chinese, Moon appears more interested in a balanced approach toward the United
States and China than did Park at the end of her time in office. He did not withdraw the
decision to deploy THAAD, but at the same time tried to appease China with the “three
noes.” While his intention might be to avoid angering either China or the United States,
the end result is that both Washington and Beijing are perturbed by the perceived damage
to their interests. One issue on which South Korea may have exceeded, at least for the
time being, the expectations of the United States and China is the inter-Korea dialogue.
With improved engagement and relations with North Korea, South Korea has enhanced
its bargaining position with both great powers, although this advantage seems to have
been easily overwhelmed when bilateral channels opened between both countries and
North Korea.

Chinese expectations for Moon have not reached the lofty heights seen in Park’s first years.
This could be because of the lingering THAAD impact. It could be because the security
environment is sufficiently uncertain or even ominous, despite recent diplomacy, that the
prospect of Moon pursuing balance against U.S. wishes appears too improbable. Yet, Moon
is a progressive with an agenda focused on North Korean diplomacy that is problematic for
the Trump administration and promising for China. The spring of 2018 just may be too early
to assess Chinese responses to the impact of the Moon administration on prospects for
major change in the trilateral framework.

Back to the Triangle Concept

The Chinese narrative of China-U.S.-ROK trilateral relations is largely focused on the
development of two bilateral relations: between South Korea and China, and between South
Korea and the United States. Since the establishment of bilateral relations in 1992, what
China sees is a gradual process of China strengthening ties with South Korea economically,
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politically, and socially. Generally, China has seen the progressive governments of South
Korea as more in line with its strategic agenda, particularly given South Korea’s innate
desire to pursue independence from the United States and its interest in engagement with
North Korea. However, both the nadir and the peak of China-ROK relations occurred under
conservative governments, under Lee Myung-bak and the first three years under Park
Geun-hye respectively.

In China’s view, given its regional power status, geographic proximity, and economic
influence over South Korea, it is natural for South Korea to bear affinity and anxiety toward
China at the same time. However, although China and South Korea do not share the same
political system, there are no fundamentally irreconcilable differences or clashes of national
interests between the two, other than the North Korea factor (for South Korea) and the U.S.
factor (for China), according to Chinese thinking. From the Chinese perspective, all the most
critical damage to China-ROK relations for South Korea invariably comes from the North
Korea issue due to China’s reluctance to abandon North Korea. Meanwhile, also from the
Chinese perspective, all the most critical damage to China-ROK relations for China comes
from the South Korean alliance with the United States. That is, out of its consideration for
national security, South Korea has to choose to support American security deployment and
policy in Northeast Asia, which is seen by China as undermining Chinese national security.

Dittmer listed three primary scenarios for a strategic triangle:*
e Ménage a trois: symmetrical amity among all three principals

e Romantic triangle: amity between one pivot player and two wing players,
who have enmity between them

e Stable marriage: amity between two players against a third

Because China does not see South Korea as having strategic autonomy or independence,
it therefore does not qualify as an essential player of the triad. This is similar to the China-
U.S.-Soviet triad between 1949 and 1960, when China was perceived as a member of
the communist bloc led by the Soviet Union, and the primary nature of the global power
structure was a bipolar cold war. Therefore, a strategic triangle did not exist.

The current state of China-U.S.-South Korea dynamics is closer to the situation among China,
the United States, and the Soviet Union from 1960 to 1971. Dittmer argued that during this
stage none of the three scenarios applied fully, and the decade was an ambiguous and
transitional one. Not until China decided to break away from the Soviet bloc and identify
Moscow as China’s biggest threat, and not until the United States decided to exploit that
opening and pursue détente with Beijing vis-a-vis Moscow, did the real strategic triangle
begin to form.

If we hypothesize that South Korea is an equal, legitimate, and autonomous player in the
triad (which it is not), some Chinese characterize the U.S.-China-South Korea triangle as a
“stable marriage” scenario. That is, the United States and South Korea enjoy amity between
them but both bear enmity toward China. However, this characterization misses important
factors such as South Korea’s differing regional strategic outlook. If the determining factor
of the amity between the United States and South Korea is their common enemy—North
Korea—and if China is seen as essential to the resolution of the North Korea threat, it is
conceivable that South Korea will not want to maintain a hostile policy toward China. This is
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not just because the U.S.-ROK military alliance has proven insufficient to help South Korea
achieve its goal of national unification, but also because China’s economic and strategic
influence over South Korea is so significant that South Korea must increasingly respect
China’s tolerance and accommodation in its national security policy.

Chinese specialists further point to a ménage a trois as China’s desired endgame in the
triangular relations among the three. Symmetrical affinity among the three may be desirable
for South Korea, but China’s ambition may not end at merely undermining and dismantling
the U.S.-ROK military alliance. Given China’s strategic aspirations under Xi Jinping, South
Korea’s neutrality might be China’s bare minimum requirement for Seoul. In the long
run, China would demand South Korea’s deference on key strategic issues and not just its
neutrality. In this sense, the Chinese narrative of a desired ménage a trois might just be
bait to entice South Korea to distance itself from its military alliance with the United States.

Due to South Korea’s fundamental constraints, including its status, national power, and,
more importantly, its vital need for the United States to ensure its national security and for
China to assist in reunification, it remains to be seen how South Korea could achieve the
same status China enjoyed in the 1970s between the United States and the Soviet Union.
Perhaps upon the completion of its national reunification, South Korea could really begin to
assert itself as a middle power with strategic salience and autonomy.
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