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ABSTRACT

This paper addresses the U.S.-South Korea alliance in the
context of Asia’s evolving security architecture. At the crux
of the issue is the Biden administration’s desire to uphold the
rules-based international order by reinforcing the network
of inter-Asia alliances and multilateral institutions, on one
hand, and the Moon government’s relative reluctance to
deepen and expand security ties linked to an Indo-Pacific
strategy that counter-balances China, on the other hand.
Leveraging the existing alliance relationship, the Biden
administration should encourage Seoul to coordinate with
other like-minded countries committed to sustaining a rules-
based regional order while assisting Seoul in mitigating
potential strategic vulnerabilities. Conversely, as a middle
power, South Korea must not shy away from the region’s
security architecture, but instead actively coordinate with
other actors in shaping the region’s strategic environment.
By working in concert with other countries in the Indo-
Pacific, Seoul can reduce its geopolitical vulnerability while
advancing its national and regional interests.

Key Words: Regional architecture, Indo-Pacific, U.S.-South
Korea alliance, New Southern Policy, multilateralism

INTRODUCTION

After weathering several rough patches in their alliance
relationship over the past four years, stakeholders to the
U.S.-South Korea alliance have been mostly upbeat since
the arrival of the Biden administration in 2021. Much of this
optimism stems from the new U.S. administration’s support
for traditional alliance partners and multilateral institutions.
Most experts anticipate a period of greater stability and
support for US alliances under President Joseph Biden's
leadership. However, new leadership does not automatically
resolve existing and future challenges to the U.S.-South
Korea alliance. This includes ongoing alliance management
issues such as the transfer of wartime operational control
(OPCON) and coordination on North Korea policy.
Policymakers in Seoul and Washington must also address
strategic questions relevant to Northeast Asia and the
broader Indo-Pacific region. In particular, where does the
U.S.-South Korea alliance fit within the region’s evolving and
ever-expanding security architecture?

This paper addresses the U.S.-South Korea alliance in the
context of Asia’s evolving security architecture. At the crux
of the issue is the Biden administration’s desire to uphold
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the rules-based international order by reinforcing the
network of inter-Asia alliances and multilateral institutions,
on one hand, and the Moon Jae-in's government’s relative
reluctance to deepen and expand security ties linked to an
Indo-Pacific strategy that counter-balances China, on the
other hand. Leveraging the existing alliance relationship, the
Biden administration should encourage Seoul to coordinate
with other like-minded countries committed to sustaining a
rules-based regional order while assisting Seoul in mitigating
potential strategic vulnerabilities. Conversely, as a middle
power, South Korea must not shy away from the region’s
security architecture, but instead actively coordinate with
other actors in shaping the region’s strategic environment.
By working in concert with other countries in the Indo-
Pacific, Seoul can reduce its geopolitical vulnerability while
advancing its national and regional interests.

This paper is organized into four sections. Section one
briefly defines the concept of Asian regional architecture
and its expanded scope covering the Indo-Pacific area.
Section two discusses the Biden administration’s outlook
on the Indo-Pacific region and the U.S.-South Korea
alliance in reference to Asia’s existing security architecture.
Section three examines the Moon government's reticence
in integrating itself more deeply into the U.S. Indo-Pacific
strategy. Whereas bilateral alliance management issues
may be less of an issue under the Biden administration,
coordination on broader regional strategy may become
more difficult. Section four suggests how South Korea and
the U.S.-South Korea alliance can be better integrated into
the region’s evolving security architecture.

ASIAN REGIONAL ARCHITECTURE: FROM EAST
ASIATO THE INDO-PACIFIC

Regional architecture can be defined as “a set of institutions,
mechanisms, and arrangements within a geographic region
that facilitates the coordination, governance, and resolution
of a range of policy objectives of concern to states.”’
Although there is no single institution or master plan that
governs how states should behave, a region’s institutional
architecture should provide some semblance of order
and stability.

For much of the Cold War, a series of U.S. bilateral
alliances defined Asia's security architecture. Established
in the 1950s, the “hub-and-spokes” system included
mutual defense treaties between the U.S. and Japan, the
Philippines, South Korea, Taiwan, and Australia and New
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Zealand (ANZUS), respectively. Although bilateral alliances
were supplemented by multilateral institutions including
the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), and the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), SEATO
dissolved in 1975 and ASEAN remained limited to the affairs
of Southeast Asia throughout the Cold War.

The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 did not end U.S.
bilateral alliances which continued to function as the core
of Asia’s security architecture in the post-Cold War regional
order. However, it did open the door for institutional
experimentation as policymakers discussed the need for
greater multilateral cooperation in the wake of new and
emerging threats such as nuclear proliferation and terrorism.
Using ASEAN as an organizational template, the ASEAN
Regional Forum (ARF) emerged in 1994 as the first region-
wide multilateral security institution in Asia. Additionally,
the ARF, along with the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation
(APEC) established in 1989, expanded the scope of
Asia’s regional architecture to encompass the broader
Asia-Pacific.?

Formal and informal institutions proliferated over the next
two decades to include the ASEAN Plus Three, the East Asia
Summit, and a variety of security forums and dialogues such
as the ASEAN Defense Ministerial Meeting Plus, the Shangri-
la Dialogue, the Seoul Defense Dialogue, and the Xiangshan
Forum, among others. Asia's regional architecture is today
characterized by a complex patchwork of overlapping
formal and informal institutions including bilateral alliances,
trilateral dialogues, and mini-lateral and multilateral
forums.® Beyond the core U.S.-led bilateral alliance system,
the U.S. has more recently established additional security
or comprehensive partnerships with regional actors such as
Singapore, Vietnam, Indonesia, India and, most recently,
the Maldives.* U.S. partnerships have been complemented
by the formation of intra-alliance networks, or what former
Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter has called a “principled
and inclusive security network.”®

The geographic scope and expansion of Asia’s regional
architecture has always been somewhat fluid. For the
United States, East Asia—and especially Northeast Asia—
has traditionally served as a bulwark against security
threats in Asia. As a legacy of Cold War priorities, a large
contingent of U.S. forces continues to remain in Japan and
South Korea.® However, with the proliferation of multilateral
institutions, the regional architecture has expanded to
cover a much wider geographic scope than East Asia.
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The Obama Administration’s strategic rebalance to Asia
looked to expand and strengthen institutional ties, whether
bilaterally or multilaterally, with other actors throughout the
Asia-Pacific region. This included building partnerships in
Southeast Asia and elevating the importance of ASEAN by
signing ASEAN’s Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in 2009.
The U.S. became the first non-ASEAN country to establish a
permanent diplomatic mission with a resident ambassador
posted to the ASEAN Secretariat in 2010, paving the
way for U.S. entry to the East Asia Summit in 2011. On
the economic front, the U.S. led the mantle for the then
twelve-nation Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), making this
multilateral free trade agreement the centerpiece of Asia‘s
economic architecture. Militarily, the U.S. strengthened
bilateral alliances while simultaneously encouraging the
development of intra-alliance networks among U.S. partners
throughout the Asia-Pacific region.

The not-so-subtle shift from Obama’s “Asia pivot” to a Free
and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) strategy during the Trump
administration further widened the aperture of Asia’s regional
architecture. The “mental map” of an Indo-Pacific region
aimed to recognize and better incorporate the dynamic
economic, strategic, and political linkages connecting the
Indian Ocean and South Asian subcontinent with the Pacific
Ocean and East Asia. As a geostrategic concept, FOIP was
the U.S. answer to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) with
Washington following Beijing’s westward shift towards the
Indian Ocean.

Of course, the modern strategic concept of the Indo-
Pacific pre-dates the Trump administration. Prime Minister
Abe Shinzo made reference to an Indo-Pacific region as
early as 2007. Australia also developed the concept of an
Indo-Pacific strategy beginning with a 2013 Defense White
Paper.” The concept also appeared prominently in Australia’s
2017 Foreign Policy White Paper and has become a part of
the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade's diplomatic
lexicon. ASEAN also released its own “ASEAN Outlook
on the Indo-Pacific” in June 2019, further illustrating the
resilience of the Indo-Pacific concept that extends beyond
the Trump era and U.S. geopolitical interests.

Although Asia’s institutional architecture still reflect the
priorities of East Asia, regional actors have revived or
launched new mini-laterals and forums to address traditional
and non-traditional security concerns in the Indo-Pacific.
Foremost is the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue involving
the U.S., Japan, India, and Australia, known as the “Quad.”
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Trilateral mechanisms such as the U.S.-Australia-Japan
and Japan-India-Australia trilaterals are also included in
this space. Other proposed groupings relevant to the
Indo-Pacific drawing attention are the “Quad-Plus” (Quad
members plus South Korea, Vietnam, and New Zealand)
and the D10, a consortium of ten global democracies (the
G-7 and South Korea, India, and Australia) that may serve
as an ideological counterweight to rising authoritarianism.
A web of security partnerships and dialogue are being
“woven among many unlikely partners as they meet in twos
and threes and more.”® As the scope of Asia’s regional
architecture expands, the structure of security cooperation
and its practices will also continue to evolve. The Indo-
Pacific narrative will, therefore, have a bearing on existing
alliances and regional institutions including the U.S.-South
Korea alliance.

THE BIDEN ADMINISTRATION'S APPROACHTO
THE INDO-PACIFIC AND THE U.S.-ROK ALLIANCE

The Indo-Pacific Strategy Under the Biden
Administration

From the early days of his 2020 election campaign,
President Biden sharply differentiated his own liberal
international worldview from President Trump's “America
First” approach, by offering his unequivocal support for
U.S. alliances and multilateral institutions. In his first major
foreign policy speech as president, Biden stated, “America’s
alliances are our greatest asset, and leading with diplomacy
means standing shoulder-to-shoulder with our allies and key
partners once again.”? President Biden’s own foreign policy
team, and key advisers such as National Security Adviser
Jake Sullivan and Secretary of State Anthony Blinken,
are also guided by liberal internationalism, a strand of
international relations thought that advances engagement
with the world by promoting democracy and strengthening
the rules, norms, and institutions that sustain a free and
open international order.”

At the same time, there was some uncertainty as to
whether President Biden would proceed with the Trump
administration’s FOIP strategy, given the new administration’s
desire to distance itself from Trump-era policies. Although
the Biden administration has not yet released full details
of its Indo-Pacific strategy, the administration’s Interim
National Security Strategic Guidance has retained the Indo-
Pacific concept.” President Biden also endorsed at least the
idea of FOIP, if not the strategy, in an op-ed penned by the
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four leaders of the Quad, stating “we are recommitting to
a shared vision for an Indo-Pacific region that is free, open,
resilient, and inclusive.”'? Secretary of State Blinken, in a joint
meeting with the Japanese foreign minister, also mentioned
the “shared vision of a free and open Indo-Pacific region.” "

Based on these limited statements, one can assume that the
Biden administration will build on at least a few key aspects
of the Trump administration’s FOIP strategy. This includes
taking a strong (but perhaps more disciplined) stand against
China on issues such as trade and technology, maritime
disputes, and human rights and democracy, among others,
even as it seeks room for cooperation on other issues such
as climate change and North Korean denuclearization.
However, “FOIP 2.0” will likely be reshaped to fit the Biden
administration’s liberal international outlook and the Indo-
Pacific strategies of its U.S. allies and partners. If the interim
National Security Strategic Guidance offers any clues,
the revitalization of democracy—a word evoked no fewer
than twenty-three times in the relatively short document—
remains at the forefront of Biden'’s Indo-Pacific strategy.

The Biden Administration and the U.S.-ROK Alliance
The Biden administration’s shift (or return) to liberal
internationalism likely increases the relevance of the regional
security architecture, and will have a positive impact on
bilateral alliances such as the U.S.-South Korea alliance. The
Biden administration moved quickly to put U.S. alliances on
a firmer footing by concluding negotiations with Seoul on
the Special Measures Agreement (SMA) that had remained
unresolved following President Trump’s demand for a 400%
increase in South Korea's defense burden cost. The Biden
administration settled for a more modest, but still significant
13.9% increase, allowing alliance stakeholders to direct their
focus on substantive issues and broader strategic challenges
without the distraction of the SMA.™ Biden also dispatched
his top envoy and defense official to Seoul in his first 100
days of office and has kept Seoul abreast with its ongoing
(as of mid-April) North Korea policy review.'> Washington
and Seoul still differ on key issues including diplomatic
engagement with North Korea and the pace and timing
of the transfer of wartime operational control (OPCON) to
South Korea.' However, President Biden's commitment to
and respect for alliances can reassure Seoul that mechanisms
for dialogue, transparency, and trust remain in place should
alliance disputes emerge.
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Although Biden'’s support for alliances and institutions will
generally improve U.S.-South Korea alliance management,
it will also put more pressure on South Korea to stretch
its capacity and capabilities beyond the Korean Peninsula
and the Northeast Asia corridor. Rather than hide behind
the U.S. security umbrella, the Moon government might
take advantage of its status as a “lynchpin” to regional
stability while finding its place within the evolving regional
architecture. The Moon government’s New Southern
Policy (NSP), aimed at deeper cooperation with ASEAN
countries and India, is a step in the right direction. Outside
of the NSP, however, the Biden administration is keen on
looping in South Korea and using the U.S.-South Korea
alliance to further promote a free and open Indo-Pacific
order. Seoul and Washington have begun exploring areas
of mutual cooperation between their respective NSP and
Indo-Pacific frameworks."” South Korean experts are also
giving the “Quad Plus” format a closer look.’® Beyond
development assistance and economic cooperation, the
Biden administration has made clear to South Korea that
a “common approach among allies” is needed to address
“Beijing's aggressive and authoritarian behavior.”'? In other
words, the U.S. would like nothing more than for South Korea
to join other Quad nations to counter China’s subversion
of international rules and norms. Such expectations are
likely to stretch the Moon government beyond its comfort
zone, especially as progressive leaders seek to reduce their
reliance on the U.S.-South Korea alliance over the long term.

SOUTH KOREA AND THE INDO-PACIFIC

South Korea’s Place in Asia’s Regional Architecture

South Korea is no slouch when it comes to providing regional
public goods. Inthe late 1990s and 2000s, South Korea under
President Kim Dae-jung (and to a lesser extent Roh Moo-
hyun) contributed to the vision of East Asian regionalism by
joining the ASEAN +3 and advancing its own proposals for
building a broader East Asian community.?’ By 2010, Lee
Myung-bak’s “Global Korea” agenda endeavored to boost
South Korea's diplomatic profile, with Seoul becoming a
net provider of regional and global public goods ranging
from hosting summits to providing development aid and
assistance. Such actions reflected South Korea's status as
a middle power. More than possessing sufficient material
capabilities, middle power leadership means “acting
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cooperatively with others in solving international problems”
and contributing to global public goods.?! Middle powers
should, therefore, exhibit greater “network centrality,”
serving as a broker or bridge between actors within a
regional system.?? To this end, South Korea participates in
dozens of formal and informal regional institutions, summits,
and forums. Seoul has also been keen on proposing different
peace mechanisms (to varying degrees of success) covering
Northeast and Central Asia in support of Korean unification.
This includes the Northeast Asia Peace and Cooperative
Initiative (NAPCI) and the Eurasia Initiative under Park Geun-
hye, and the New Northern Policy under President Moon
that includes Russia, Mongolia, and other Eurasian states.
South Korea has also joined Chinese led-institutions such
as the AlIB, and regional institutions including the China-
Japan-Korea Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat, that fall
outside of the U.S. domain.

Outside of Northeast Asia, the centerpiece of the Moon
government’s Asia policy has been the New Southern
Policy (NSP). Launched in 2017, the NSP aims to develop
a "people- centered community of peace and prosperity,”
boosting ties with ASEAN's ten member countries and
India. In November 2019, President Moon hosted the
ASEAN-Republic of Korea commemorative summit in
Busan, celebrating thirty years of ASEAN-ROK relations with
all ten ASEAN heads of state. Moon and Indian President
Narendra Modi have also discussed ways to connect the
NSP with India’s Act East Policy, and they have committed to
boosting the two countries’ trade, investment, and people-
to-people relations.

Seoul’s participation in multilateral institutions has not
diminished the relevance of the U.S.-South Korea alliance
which remains at the core of South Korean defense and
national security policy. In fact, the mission and purpose of
the alliance has also expanded in conjunction with South
Korea's integration into the region’s broader institutional
architecture and now extends beyond the Korean Peninsula.
The 2009 U.S.-South Korea Joint Vision Statement helped
recalibrate the alliance to the 21 century to “ensure a
peaceful, secure and prosperous future for the Korean
Peninsula, the Asia-Pacific region, and the world.”2®

Connecting to the Indo-Pacific Framework

During the Moon-Trump era, the U.S.-South Korean alliance
remained relatively robust as both countries faced increasing
tensions with China and hostility from North Korea.
However, a disconnect between the two governments
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emerged as the Trump administration rolled out its Indo-
Pacific strategy. Meanwhile, the Moon government turned
inward to hone in on inter-Korea relations. Some degree
of geopolitical disconnect has always been present in U.S.-
South Korea relations given the interests and responsibilities
of the U.S. as a global power and South Korea's narrower
and more limited subset of concerns as a regional middle
power. These differences became more pronounced as the
U.S. widened its traditional strategic focus on East Asia and
in the Pacific to cover the Indian Ocean region.?* Moreover,
by declaring a free and open Indo-Pacific region as an area
of principal strategic interest, the Trump (and now Biden)
administration intensified its rivalry with China, prompting
South Korea to distance itself from FOIP.

Although the Moon government has also invested in
diplomatic, economic, and human capital in the Indian
Ocean region through the NSP, President Moon’s foreign
policy priority has always been on North Korea and inter-
Korea relations. This is both understandable and inevitable;
any North Korean provocation or potential instability on the
Korean Peninsula directly affects South Korea more than
any other nation. However, in its desire to make progress
on inter-Korea relations despite being constantly rebuffed
by Pyongyang, the Moon government risks becoming
disengaged, if not marginalized, in discussions pertaining
to the Indo-Pacific security landscape. Although Seoul has
consulted closely with Washington on North Korea policy,
it has mostly avoided associating itself with the Indo-Pacific
strategies of other countries, including that of the U.S.,, in
deference to Beijing, its largest trading partner and a major
stakeholder behind Korean reunification.?®

While South Korea supports Asia’s existing institutional
architecture as demonstrated by its commitment to the
U.S.-South Korea alliance, its membership in regional
organizations, and its recent launching of the NSP, the
Moon government has taken a more passive than active
role in shaping the region’s strategic environment. On
the economic front, South Korea neither played a leading
role in discussions framing the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP), nor did it join the Trans-Pacific
Partnership (TPP). On the security front, South Korea has
remained peripheral to the Quad. And despite its status as
a fully consolidated democracy, the Moon government has
scaled back South Korean advocacy for North Korean human
rights and remained relatively low key on rights violations
taking place in Hong Kong and in Xinjiang province. South
Korea's open support for democracy in Myanmar, however,
has been a welcoming sign.
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Setting aside its ambitiousness and ambiguity, not to
mention the risk of spreading U.S. resources too thin across
a vast region, the Indo-Pacific framing is likely to stay. As
Australian strategist Rory Medcalf notes, “The Indo-Pacific
is now the standard American lens for the region.”? At
the same time, it is an "authentically regional approach
to diplomacy, security, and economics.”? The Indo-
Pacific narrative originated from the region, but it is now
embraced by countries within and outside of Asia. Regional
cooperation around the Indo-Pacific strategy is moving
forward and South Korea should not fall behind.

U.S.-SOUTH KOREA COOPERATION IN AN INDO-
PACIFIC REGIONAL ARCHITECTURE

The Biden administration’s support for multilateralism
not only provides opportunities for the U.S.-ROK alliance
and South Korean participation in building an expanded
regional architecture, but it also brings challenges to the
Moon government’s existing foreign policy agenda. The
Biden administration may mobilize multilateral coalitions,
but its allies and partners are expected to do more of the
rowing. The Moon government is already facing increased
diplomatic (as well as domestic) pressure to engage in the
Quad and strengthen Korea-Japan relations to bolster U.S.-
Japan-Korea trilateral cooperation. The British proposal for
a "D10" meeting of ten leading global democracies, which
includes South Korea, may also put pressure on Seoul to join
a multilateral grouping perceived by Beijing as anti-China.

Progressive foreign policy voices in South Korea have called
on Seoul to maintain a more independent posture by not
becoming too reliant on the U.S. alliance or joining coalitions
(presumably the Quad) that exclude other countries (i.e.
China).?® However, foreign policy autonomy and hedging
behavior are no guarantee for regional stability, much less
Korean security, given the "thickening web” of security
ties.?? Nor will the adoption of a more neutral position in
the Indo-Pacific prevent China from bullying Korea or
from undercutting Seoul’s regional economic interest. For
instance, Chinese economic coercion leveraged against a
third country may still indirectly impact Seoul. Additionally,
the Moon government'’s deference to Xi Jinping has not
stopped Chinese fisherman from violating South Korea's
exclusive economic zone (EEZ) in the Yellow Sea, or from
breaching its Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ).3
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Without Washington calling on Seoul to “choose sides,”
South Korea can leverage the U.S.-South Korea alliance
and its middle power status to play a more constructive
role in shaping its strategic environment. Avoiding potential
fall-out with Beijing should not be the primary factor
driving the Moon government's strategic decisions in the
Indo-Pacific. Rather, to protect its own maritime interests,
including exports that accounted for 40% of Korea's GDP
in 2019, Seoul must continue to cultivate bilateral and
multilateral partnerships with “like-minded” regional actors.
By remaining fully engaged in Asia‘s regional architecture,
the Moon government can signal to China and other
nations South Korea's support for rules, norms, and laws
that enhance, not undermine, regional governance. Such
an approach need not exclude China and can include
acceptance of legitimate Chinese interests that do not
violate existing international laws.

Downplaying the Indo-Pacific narrative at this point would
only marginalize South Korea's position in the making of an
Indo-Pacific regional architecture. As Rory Medcalf argues,
“...moderation of Chinse power will likely fail if middle
powers do not seek solidarity but instead are cowed by the
observation that there is little each can do to influence China
on its own. Much will depend on how nations choose to
use the current window of pan-regional awareness”®' South
Korea has not exactly been on the forefront of multilateral
defense diplomacy. However, it has quietly developed
bilateral ties with several other regional actors. South Korea
holds a biyearly 2+2 meeting with Australia.®> Seoul has
also developed security partnerships with India since 2015%
and with Vietnam since 2018.3* On weapons sales and arms
procurement, South Korea has recently supplied naval
ships to the Philippines® and submarines and fighter jets
to Indonesia.*

Although alliances and coalitions are often associated with
defense cooperation, Indo-Pacific principles such as respect
for sovereignty and a rules-based order can be harnessed
through non-military means to resist Chinese coercion.
Defending a free and open Indo-Pacific involves setting
new norms and standards that cover issues ranging from
technological innovation, cybersecurity, climate change,
infrastructure development, and pandemics. U.S. and
South Korean officials have discussed some of these issues
in the context of the Indo-Pacific Strategy-New Southern
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Policy Dialogue.®” While this is a good start, the Moon and
Biden governments should adhere to the following five
recommendations:

1. Seoul should boost the "peace pillar” of the NSP by
addressing common issues such as protection against illegal
fishing and encroachment of EEZs, and support for freedom
of navigation in the Indo-Pacific. Doing so would strengthen
South Korean credibility as a reliable strategic partner in
the region. Although the NSP has bolstered diplomatic
ties, economic trade, foreign investment, and development
cooperation with ASEAN members, security cooperation
continues to lag behind other areas.*® Washington and
Seoul should try to leverage their alliance relationship
in order to boost South Korea’s strategic position in the
region. Participation in meetings such as the Quad Plus
provides an efficient mechanism for Seoul to integrate NSP
objectives with the Indo-Pacific strategies of other actors
beyond the U.S.

2. Seoul and Washington can support forums and
institutions that advance human rights, democracy, and
the rule of law in the Indo-Pacific. The elevated status
of human rights and democracy under President Biden
suggests that the U.S. will be seeking greater cooperation
from allies and partners in this area. Seoul and Washington
should speak out and put pressure on governments where
gross human rights violations are taking place, even as the
issue of North Korean human rights in South Korea will likely
remain unresolved during President Moon’s tenure. The
Moon government's response to the Myanmar crisis, and
Korean steelmaker POSCO's recent decision to end a joint
venture with the Myanmar military, are positive steps.? To
maintain their credibility and commitment to a rules-based
regional order that respects democratic values, U.S. allies
and partners (including not only the United States and South
Korea, but also countries experiencing more severe rights
violations, such as India and the Philippines) should hold each
other accountable.

3. Washington must continue to encourage trilateral
cooperation between Japan and South Korea, its two
closest partners in Northeast Asia, particularly in regards
to the sharing of information and intelligence on North
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Korea's missile and nuclear program. A breakthrough in
Korea-Japan relations appears distant during Moon’s final
year in office given the heavy domestic capital the ruling
party must expend to make this happen. Nevertheless,
such cooperation is crucial for all three countries. Although
Japan is often seen as peripheral to a Korean peace regime,
Japan’s geographic proximity and economic links to the
Korean Peninsula mean that Korea-Japan relations (and not
just Sino-Korea relations) will be integral to any permanent
Korean peace regime. The U.S. is still in the best position
to encourage and facilitate such reconciliation. Secretary of
State Blinken, who championed U.S.-Japan-Korea trilateral
relations during his tenure as deputy secretary of state during
the Obama administration, may prove to be a persuasive
interlocutor in drawing Seoul and Tokyo towards a truce.*

4. Navigating relations between Beijing and Washington
need not be seen as a “choice.” Washington should first
recognize and appreciate South Korea's unique historical and
geopolitical concerns that inform the Moon government’s
foreign policy objectives. Meanwhile, rather than hedge
between the U.S. and China, Seoul should play more of a
bridging role between the two great powers. While Seoul
understandably prefers staying on the sidelines of maritime
disputes in the South China Sea, it can prod Beijing to adhere
to international norms and standards on issues ranging from
intellectual property, cybersecurity, and financial technology.
Should U.S.-North Korea diplomacy resume, Seoul can also
encourage Beijing to play a constructive role regarding
Korean peace.

5. South Korea's increased defense spending should
be welcomed by the United States. Under Moon, South
Korea has increased defense spending on average close
to 7% annually with the military set to spend $48 billion in
2021.4 The push from Moon's Democratic Party to expand
its own capabilities is partially driven by the progressive
government's desire to reduce their dependence on the U.S.
Strengthened South Korean defense capabilities should not
be associated with possible alliance decoupling, but instead
should be seen as a boost to the U.S.-South Korea alliance
and the region’s security architecture. It also tampers the
critique that U.S. allies are not doing enough to provide for
their own security.
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CONCLUSION

Given the rapidly changing dynamics of the Indo-Pacific
region, Asia’s security architecture is also likely to evolve.
South Koreans may feel less compelled to stretch their
strategic outlook beyond the immediate Northeast Asia
corridor. However, South Korea's own strategic and
commercial interests will become increasingly dependent
on Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean region. The U.S.-
ROK alliance can still serve as the anchor behind South
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Korean national defense, but its maritime strategy may
require deeper engagement with the Indo-Pacific strategies
of the U.S. and others. Meanwhile, deeper integration of
the U.S.-ROK alliance to the U.S. Indo-Pacific strategy
will add to the legitimacy of liberal internationalism and
provide the Biden Administration with additional leverage
when engaging Beijing on the military, economic, and
diplomatic front.
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