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F
ROM ITS ESTABLISHMENT in 1948, the Republic of Korea has faced lim-

ited strategic options and has needed its security alliance with the 

United States in order to survive. The withdrawal of U.S. forces from 

South Korea prior to the Korean War and North Korea’s surprise attack 

revealed South Korea’s vulnerability and need for a protector. Since the 

Korean War, South Korean leaders have relied on the alliance to guaran-

tee its security, enable its prosperity, and, it is hoped, achieve Korean uni-

fication. No viable alternative to the U.S.-ROK alliance exists.

However, China’s rapid rise, increasing weight on the international 

stage, and geographic proximity to the Korean Peninsula have stimu-

lated an active debate within South Korea over whether it faces a trans-

formed strategic environment. Koreans are increasingly considering the 

need to make trade-offs among its fundamental objectives and the high 

costs and consequences of making a wrong strategic choice between the 

United States and China as a possible alliance partner capable and will-

ing to play the role of security guarantor for South Korea. The parame-

ters of this debate will be influenced more and more by a range of factors, 

including the relative power, influence, and commitment of the United 

States and China; the extent to which the relationship between the 

United States and China is cooperative or confrontational; and the South 
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Korean public’s comparative level of satisfaction with the relative level of 

autonomy and respect that their country receives from the United States 

and China.

As an example of the consequences of choosing the wrong partner to 

guarantee security of the nation, Korean scholars recall the disastrous fail-

ure of Korean leaders to switch their allegiances in response to the power 

transition from the declining Chinese Ming dynasty to the rising Man-

chus, the rulers of the succeeding Qing dynasty, in the 1600s. References 

to this sobering historical experience are used to underline the importance 

of being an early adapter in the midst of a power transition from the United 

States to China as the dominant global or regional actor or both. In the 

case of the Ming–Qing transition, Korea’s Joseon dynasty leader Gwang-

haegun initially sought to stay out of the conflict, but he was eventually 

overthrown by pro-Ming officials. Korea ended up paying a heavy price 

when the Manchus subdued Joseon Korea through force. The decision to 

challenge the Manchus had catastrophic consequences; it is estimated that 

as much as 10 percent of Korea’s population was taken to Shenyang as 

slaves of the new Qing leadership.1

However, even if China were to emerge as an alliance partner for South 

Korea, would it be an adequate and credible replacement of the United 

States in providing security guarantees on the peninsula and at what cost? 

These questions require convincing answers before South Korea can at-

tempt to pursue China as an alternative security guarantor to the United 

States. Another set of considerations involves the means available to South 

Korea to deal with the evolving strategic environment in East Asia. The 

questions include under what conditions South Korea might plausibly pur-

sue its security needs in an independent and autonomous manner, whether 

an alliance with a larger power is still necessary to ensure South Korean 

security objectives, the extent to which South Korea’s aspirations for secu-

rity and unification may involve contradictory pathways or means, and 

whether unification is perceived as a strategic dead end or as a pathway 

that will lead to a broader set of strategic options for securing an indepen-

dent and prosperous Korea.
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EVOLUT ION OF  SOUTH KOREAN POL ICY  TOWARD 
CHINA AND THE  EMERGENCE OF  DEBATES  

OVER  STR ATEGIC  CHOICE

During and after talks that led to diplomatic normalization in 1992, South 

Korea primarily pursued a strategy of accommodation with China. South 

Korea’s main strategic objective in pursuing normalization of relations 

with China was to further Roh Tae-woo’s Nordpolitik (as described in 

chapter 3) through the establishment of diplomatic relations with Beijing 

and Moscow. However, Roh’s eagerness to normalize relations with China 

by the end of his term led him to accommodate China’s strategic goal of 

marginalizing Taiwan, and South Korea failed to convince Beijing to favor 

Seoul over Pyongyang.2

Another factor leading South Korea to pursue an accommodation strat-

egy toward China was the tremendous growth in trade relations with 

China. Sino–South Korean trade relations grew at double digits consis-

tently for almost two decades, emerging as a primary driver for a closer 

relationship between Seoul and Beijing. The desire to keep mutually ben-

eficial trade relations on track led both Seoul and Beijing to minimize or 

proactively manage political crises. The burgeoning of the China–South 

Korea economic relationship was not regarded as a threat to the U.S.-ROK 

security alliance in the 1990s or early 2000s, but when China surpassed 

the United States as South Korea’s number one economic partner in 2004, 

the apparent divergence between South Korea’s economic opportunities 

with China and the security alliance with the United States began to draw 

attention in South Korean policy circles. A “China lobby” within South 

Korean business circles emerged that sought to protect South Korea’s 

relations with China because they had long considered China a low-cost 

production base at which intermediate goods might be assembled and 

produced for the U.S. consumer market.

South Korea’s views of relations with China remained remarkably 

benign, even despite the “garlic wars” of the late 1990s, which involved 

China’s barring of high-value South Korean electronics and telecommuni-

cations exports in retaliation for South Korea’s failure to open agricultural 
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markets to imports of Chinese garlic. The “garlic wars” sensitized South 

Korea to the potential leverage China could utilize to damage South 

Korea’s economy in the event of Sino–South Korean conflict.3 However, 

China’s entry into the World Trade Organization in 2001 provided a 

framework that incorporated China into the global economy, mitigated 

the prospect of trade retaliation by establishing an international mecha-

nism for resolving disputes, leveled the playing field for addressing eco-

nomic disputes, and catalyzed large-scale investment in China by South 

Korean conglomerates. As a result, South Korean trade and investment 

with China increased by nearly 30 percent per year following China’s entry 

into the World Trade Organization.4

The dispute in 2004 over the origins of the Goguryeo dynasty dramati-

cally shifted the South Korean public’s attitudes and spurred South Korean 

policy makers and strategists to publicly discuss the possibility that the di-

vergence in South Korea’s economic interests in cooperation with China and 

its security interests reflected by the alliance with the United States might 

come into conflict with each other.5 Much of this discussion revolved around 

South Korea’s economic exposure to the Chinese market and its implica-

tions for South Korea’s ability to win China’s cooperation on political and 

security matters, including the handling of North Korean refugees who 

sought safe passage to South Korea by entering Korean diplomatic facilities 

inside China and strategies for enhancing cooperation with China through 

Six-Party Talks on North Korea. The Goguryeo dispute stimulated more 

active strategic thinking among Korean specialists about South Korea’s fu-

ture options and strategic choices between Washington and Beijing.

In 2005, Roh Moo-hyun introduced the “balancer” concept, which 

generated considerable debate over South Korea’s strategic choice between 

China and the United States. Roh’s initial reference to the “balancer” con-

cept was intended to raise the possibility that South Korea could play a 

constructive role in the context of rising Sino-Japanese tensions. Never-

theless, the concept was interpreted as part of a discussion about whether 

South Korea should exercise relative autonomy from the United States 

while seeking to improve relations with China.6 South Korea’s negotia-

tions with the United States regarding “strategic flexibility” for USFK in-

volved its concerns about entrapment in a potential conflict between the 
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United States and China and seemed to emphasize its autonomy at the 

expense of U.S.-ROK alliance cooperation.7

The Roh Moo-hyun administration showed sensitivity to its growing 

economic dependence on China by negotiating a bilateral FTA with the 

United States. Although the negotiation of this FTA was part of a broader 

South Korean strategy designed to capitalize on export competitiveness 

and globalization, the decision to pursue it was also driven in part by the 

desire among senior Korean officials to find an economic counterbalance 

to growing dependency on China. Ratification of this FTA was also impor-

tant in 2011 as a catalyst for U.S. pursuit of an even more ambitious multi-

lateral trade agreement with Asian partners in the Trans-Pacific Partner-

ship. While seeking to maximize its advantage as a leading exporter in the 

global trading system, South Korea under Roh Moo-hyun used both 

hedging and efforts to promote a multilateral framework to support multi-

lateral cooperation under the Northeast Asia Cooperation Initiative.8

The Lee Myung-bak administration continued to build on the foundation 

of a thriving Sino-Korean trade relationship, but it also raised the profile of 

U.S.-ROK alliance cooperation in part as a form of hedging against China’s 

rising regional influence. Just prior to Lee’s first visit to Beijing in 2008, the 

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson referred to the U.S.-ROK alliance as 

a “historical relic . . . left over . . . from the Cold War era,”9 publicly signaling 

China’s desire to see South Korea loosen its security ties with the United 

States and move closer to Beijing. The Lee administration staked out a very 

different approach from the Roh administration on both inter-Korean rela-

tions and the relative importance of the U.S.-ROK alliance, an approach that 

clearly disappointed counterparts in Beijing. It strengthened and broadened 

the scope of the U.S.-ROK security alliance through adoption of the U.S.-

ROK Joint Vision Statement in June 2009 and reversed policies of engage-

ment, thus heightening tensions with North Korea. In response, China 

showed greater skepticism regarding Lee Myung-bak’s approach to North 

Korea. In the aftermath of North Korea’s sinking of the Korean naval vessel 

Cheonan in waters near North Korea and North Korea’s shelling of South 

Korea’s Yeonpyeong Island in 2010, Beijing protected Pyongyang from South 

Korea’s international drive to hold North Korea accountable at the United 

Nations, a choice that strongly disappointed the South Korean public.
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In contrast to the relative stagnation of the Sino-ROK relationship un-

der Lee Myung-bak, a positive relationship between the two countries was 

restored in the initial stages of Park Geun-hye’s and Xi Jinping’s terms in 

office. Park emphasized her Chinese-language study to establish a positive 

image with the Chinese public, and Xi continuously met with Park at vari-

ous international and bilateral forums and refused to meet with Kim Jong-

un. The warm personal relationship between the two leaders led many 

analysts to suspect a South Korean tilt toward China, especially following 

Park’s participation in a parade and ceremonies in Beijing in September 

2015 to commemorate the seventieth anniversary of the end of World War 

II. Despite warming relations, however, neither Park’s efforts to win Chi-

na’s support for South Korean policy toward the North nor Xi’s efforts to 

bring South Korea in line with China in opposition to Japan appeared to 

make much progress. Moreover, Park’s efforts continued to maintain strong 

U.S.-ROK alliance cooperation so as to avoid getting stuck in a strategic 

rivalry between Beijing and Washington. As described in chapter 7, Park 

also pursued the NAPCI to strengthen functional multilateral coopera-

tion in Northeast Asia as a way of promoting both regional and Sino-U.S. 

cooperation.

In her campaign statements and administration policies, Park raised 

concerns about the quality of the relationship between China and the United 

States and its potential impact on South Korea’s security environment as a 

component of her assessment of South Korea’s security environment as 

“Asia’s Paradox.” During the presidential election campaign of 2012, she 

expressed apprehension about the possibility that an arms race led by 

China and the United States would increase regional tensions and heighten 

the possibility of conflict, a development that would have clear negative 

consequences for South Korea.

Thus far, South Korea has made little effort to exploit Sino-U.S. strate-

gic rivalries or to play Washington and Beijing off against each other. For-

eign Minister Yun Byung-se made a statement in a meeting with senior 

South Korean officials in March 2014 that South Korea may also benefit 

from a certain amount of competition between China and the United 

States,10 but this statement became a lightning rod for public criticism in 

South Korea, and further discussion of such an idea was quickly muted. 
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However, South Korean responses regarding the existence of the Sino-

U.S. competition and its implications for South Korean interests have been 

self-contradictory and ambivalent. Such ambivalence is only likely to 

increase as a result of the mix of costs and benefits associated with almost 

every aspect of China’s rising influence on South Korea’s economic, politi-

cal, and strategic context. At the same time, public perceptions of China 

and the United States have shifted in favor of the United States as China’s 

relative power has increased.

DEBATES  ON THE  STR ATEGIC  CHOICE  BET WEEN 
WASHINGTON AND BEI J ING

South Korean debates on how to deal with China have revolved primarily 

around the following options: (1) accommodating China so as to maintain 

cooperation and avoid costs that might derive from antagonism with China 

as a larger power; (2) balancing to counter potential negative effects on South 

Korean security from China’s rise by strengthening alliance cooperation 

with the United States; (3) avoiding or deferring strategic choices between 

the United States and China, including hedging against a potential nega-

tive impact from China’s rise; (4) making efforts to maintain freedom of 

action by taking measures to promote or expand areas of common interest 

and forestall the spread of a conflict between Washington and Beijing; and 

(5) pursuing an independent foreign policy that capitalizes on Sino-U.S. 

rivalry so as to maximize South Korean freedom of action by playing off 

larger-power interests against each other. These options are not necessarily 

mutually exclusive, and South Korea has often debated and pursued them 

in combination with each other.

ACCO M M O DAT I O N WI TH  CH I N A

South Korean progressives, who had long sought to lessen South Korean 

dependency on the U.S.-ROK alliance, have seen strengthened ties with 

China as a means of enhancing South Korean autonomy, especially during 
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the Roh Moo-hyun administration. In 2006, Robert S. Ross viewed South 

Korean policies toward North Korea under Roh as bringing South Korea 

closer to China than to the United States and considered South Korea’s 

approach to “strategic flexibility” as part of a strategy of accommodating 

China at the expense of the U.S.-ROK alliance.11 These developments led 

to questioning within security circles about the future of the U.S.-ROK 

alliance in light of China’s rise. In 2009, David C. Kang argued that both 

South Korea and the United States have not been balancing China but 

have been accommodating Beijing’s peaceful rise.12 More recently, a 

Mainichi editorial in 2015 warned that “[President] Park’s observation of 

the military parade in Beijing could give Tokyo and Washington the false 

impression that Seoul is siding with China in security issues” and called 

on her to “proactively adopt a well-balanced form of summit diplomacy.”13 

This statement exemplifies the argument that South Korea will somehow 

tilt toward China, away from the United States and Japan.

Chinese analysts have floated the idea that South Korea might accom-

modate China by forging an alliance with it that has equal status to the 

alliance with the United States. According to Yan Xuetong of Tsinghua 

University, Beijing and Seoul have a number of important mutual inter-

ests: “the Japan threat, North Korea’s nuclear threat, and maintaining 

peace in East Asia.”14 Chen Dingding argues that these interests might 

lead South Korea to form an alliance with China over the long run.15

South Korean proponents of accommodation argue that the economic 

opportunities represented by the China market are too valuable to pass up 

and that antagonism of China in areas that it perceives as in its core inter-

ests will entail great costs that would ultimately damage South Korean 

interests. The magnitude of economic gains made by the two countries as 

a result of two decades of double-digit growth in trade relations has pro-

moted accommodationist approaches as a way of maximizing mutual eco-

nomic opportunity. The implicit judgment underlying a Korean strategy of 

accommodating Chinese interests is that South Korea cannot afford con-

flict with China because of the risks and dangers of retaliation and the 

ensuing costs to South Korean economic and strategic interests. Some 

supporters of South Korean accommodation of Chinese interests also per-

ceive closer relations with China as a strategic opportunity to loosen South 
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Korea’s long-standing dependence on the United States for its security in 

ways that will enable it to increase its autonomy and freedom of action.

Moreover, as South Korean economic interests have grown, a “China 

lobby” has emerged in the South Korean business community. This group 

benefits immensely from doing business with China, particularly by tak-

ing advantage of the low cost of manufacturing in China, and tends to 

prefer accommodation with China out of the concern that Beijing might 

use its economic leverage to coerce Seoul. One risk to South Korea of rely-

ing solely or excessively on a strategy of accommodation of China is that 

the strategy indirectly supports assumptions among Chinese strategists 

that South Korea will eventually and inevitably be pulled into China’s 

strategic orbit as a consequence of China’s rise and South Korea’s eco-

nomic dependency on China.

BA L A N C I N G

South Korea could balance against China, but South Korean experts 

have yet to make strong recommendations urging this option. Many in the 

South Korean foreign-policy community and newspaper editorials have 

argued in favor of taking a principled stance on defending national inter-

ests on issues such as the deployment of the THAAD system and illegal 

fishing by Chinese in South Korean waters, but there has yet to be a call to 

shift South Korea’s overall posture from hedging to balancing China’s 

rise.16 Indeed, Seoul has not pursued a clear balancing policy against 

China since the 1960s, when Park Chung-hee supported U.S. efforts to 

counter Chinese aggression in Asia. This is understandable, given that at-

tempts to push back against China might spur Beijing to double down in 

supporting Pyongyang, while leaving South Korea at the frontline of the 

U.S.-China competition.

H ED G I N G O R  CH O I CE  AVO I DAN CE

A popular strategy favored by South Korean analysts is hedging or, argu-

ably, choice avoidance. Within this strategy, there are a wide range of 

views in and out of South Korea regarding how best to hedge so as to avoid 
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making strategic choices between China and the United States. Generally 

speaking, however, hedging means South Korea must maintain good rela-

tions with both countries and avoid taking sides in any conflict in order to 

escape entrapment.

Seoul National University professor Chung Jae Ho has recommended 

that South Korea “not  .  .  . make any specific choice prematurely, lest it 

should limit the range of strategic options available to itself.” This option 

does not mean South Korea should reject choosing but simply that Seoul 

should not make choices prematurely. Chung acknowledges that “South 

Korea may find it increasingly difficult to locate a suitable middle ground 

between the United States and China without offending either of the 

two.”17

Ellen Kim and Victor Cha argue that South Korea could choose two 

alternative ways to avoid taking sides. First, it could maneuver back and 

forth between China and the United States and make choices on individ-

ual issues. Second, South Korea could consider its relations with China 

and the United States to be not mutually exclusive and thus avoid choosing 

as long as U.S.-China-ROK relations remain cooperative. Choice avoidance 

in this context is a passive approach that exploits but does not try to 

actively encourage Sino-U.S. cooperation. 18

Han Sukhee of Yonsei University has described South Korean policy 

toward the United States and China as dual hedging or “strategic hedg-

ing.” Han argues that “the major objective of Korea’s strategic hedging in 

contrast to dual hedging is not aimed at balancing the two powers, but 

aimed at accommodating or to some degree bandwagoning with the coun-

terparts. Since the major goal of Korea’s strategic hedging is to maintain 

favorable relationships with both [the United States] and China, Korea 

tends to emphasize the bilateral cooperation in the fields with comparative 

advantages for mutual development, respectively.”19An alternative version 

of hedging, as a U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission 

report sees South Korea pursuing, is “cultivating its security relationships 

not only with the U.S. but with China as well.”20

According to Gilbert Rozman, South Korea is not engaging in “heavy-

hedging” toward China, as Japan is doing with the United States to 

increase security cooperation against China, but in “light-hedging,” 
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understandably focusing on the more immediate North Korean threat. 

Hence, in this approach China is seen as a necessary strategic partner.21 

Park Jin believes that the Park Geun-hye government not only practiced 

“heavy-hedging” in the security field, with a degree of ambiguity because 

China is an increasingly assertive power, but also pursued a more even-

handed hedging in political relations and accommodation in economic re-

lations.22 As strategic competition between Beijing and Washington inten-

sifies, however, dual hedging may be harder for South Korea to sustain.

Since the 1990s, South Korea has pursued hedging by maintaining a 

strong alliance with the United States while developing strategic and 

economic cooperation with China. To achieve this, it has, at least until 

2016, shied away from entering into closer security cooperation with Japan, 

remained outside of the U.S.-led regional missile defense network, re-

mained quiet on territorial disputes in the East and South China Seas, and 

made China the largest trading partner, all the while pushing for closer 

ties with the United States as well. Yet this hedging policy might not be 

sustainable over the long-run.

CO O PER AT I V E  S ECU R I T Y

Another possible strategy is one that actively attempts to encourage and 

expand space for cooperation between the United States and China, pri-

marily by encouraging institutionalization of multilateral regional coop-

eration. This strategy builds on the premise that South Korea benefits 

from cooperative relations between the United States and China but suf-

fers from competitive relations between the two countries by attempting 

to lock in and expand cooperative Sino-U.S. relations. South Korean mul-

tilateral initiatives such as the NAPCI would be an example of South Ko-

rean efforts to promote functional cooperation in the region as a buffer 

against the possibility of heightened regional tensions or major power con-

flict. Moon Chung-in, the former chairman of Roh Moo-hyun’s Presiden-

tial Committee on Northeast Asian Cooperation, argued in 2005 that 

South Korea should “mediate the chronic feuds and dissonance that have 

plagued this region through open diplomacy, and to establish a new order 

of cooperation and integration.”23 As shown in previous chapters, almost 
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every South Korean president since Roh Tae-woo has pursued the goal of 

achieving some kind of a cooperative security mechanism. None of these 

ideas, however, came to be realized. South Korea simply does not seem to 

hold enough leverage throughout Northeast Asia to achieve such a vision.

I N D EPEN D EN T  FO RE I G N P O L I CY

Last, another option available to South Korea is pursuing an independent 

foreign policy by playing larger powers off against each other in order to 

maximize its room to maneuver and to avoid excessive dependency on a 

single great power. North Korea used this strategy in the past, seeking 

both aid and autonomy from the Soviet Union and China during the Cold 

War. Thus far, South Korea has not pursued such a strategy. Nevertheless, 

there has always been a strain of idealism within Korean strategic thought 

that imagines the possibility of an independent or neutral Korea that does 

not align itself with great-power interests. The desire for autonomy will re-

main a powerful influence in South Korean discourse on strategic choices, 

especially in the event that South Korea faces an environment in which no 

great power can provide an absolute security guarantee to it. This prospect 

is most likely to present itself if there is an extended period in which U.S. 

and Chinese power are in rough parity with each other, and South Korea 

has sufficient capacity to provide for its own defense.

As South Korea’s own capacity has grown, pursuit of greater autonomy 

vis-à-vis great powers has already begun to play a larger role in its strategic 

discourse. South Korean foreign minister Yun Byung-se hinted at the idea 

of taking advantage of great-power competition when he said that “some 

local critics portray South Korea as suffering a side blow in a fight between 

big powers or sandwiched in between them. . . . [I]t could not be a head-

ache or dilemma to receive love calls from both the U.S. and China. It 

could be, so to speak, a blessing.”24 Yun, however, faced criticism from 

South Korean experts, who said that he was probably too gleeful in por-

traying South Korea’s dilemma as a blessing.25

Yoon Sukjoon at the Korea Institute for Maritime Strategy, however, 

agrees with Yun Byung-se and argues that “South Korea’s current posi-

tion offers new opportunities: it is a great blessing, not an intractable 
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dilemma.”26 Hwang Byung Moo also suggests that “prospects for both ri-

valry and co-operation between the US and China, and between Japan and 

China, would allow greater space for South Korea to pursue its own national 

objectives, rather than put it in a position where it is forced to choose sides.”27 

Kim Seong-kon, writing for the Korea Herald, suggests, “Perhaps, Korea, 

once a powerless piece on the board, can now play the players off against 

each other. For example, using THAAD as leverage, we can demand that 

China exert its influence on North Korea. At the same time, when things go 

awry and the time comes when THAAD is imperative in Korea, we can 

demand the U.S. to deploy it at their own expense, arguing that ultimately 

it is a game between the two players.”28

Nevertheless, South Korea remains a weak power compared to its neigh-

bors, making a balance-of-power strategy risky. Writing in 1972, Hahm 

Pyong-choon, then special assistant on foreign affairs to Park Chung-hee, 

mentioned

the dangerous game of playing the three powers [China, Japan, and 

Russia during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century] off 

against one another. The failure to play this age-old game with any de-

gree of finesse may have been due to an innate clumsiness of the Korean 

people. However, the real reason seems to have been again the weakness 

of the Korean polity. The game only intensified the mutual distrust and 

belligerence among the three powers and encouraged the fear that Ko-

rea might at any time undermine the position of one in the peninsula by 

snuggling up to one of the others. Moreover, the game helped Koreans 

to earn a reputation among their neighbors for being tricky and deceit-

ful, thus reinforcing their [neighbors’] desire to extinguish Korea’s 

political independence.29

South Korea certainly has greater capacity today than it did in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries or in 1972, but its relative capacity 

remains less than that of all of its neighbors except North Korea, leaving 

in place inherent limits on its capability to independently shape its own 

environment.
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LOOKING FORWARD:  DETER MINANTS  OF  
KOREAN STR ATEGIC  CHOICE  BET WEEN  

CH INA AND THE  UNITED  STATES

An evaluation of the determinants underlying South Korean strategic 

choices between China and the United States ultimately must focus on 

three primary factors as likely influences. First, South Korea is sensitive 

to the relative power of the United States and China, especially as deter-

mined by these two countries’ relative ability to provide leadership in 

shaping the international environment and global rules of the interna-

tional order. South Korea ultimately must live in and seek opportunities to 

enhance its security and prosperity based on the established rules of the 

international order as shaped by the predominant global power or the 

dominant norms that characterize the global order. Its current policies 

maximize its ability to exploit global trade rules based on transparency, 

free markets, and rule of law, a regime that up to now has been shaped 

primarily by the United States. Second, South Korea must be attentive to 

the respective intentions of the U.S. and Chinese foreign policies. How 

the United States deals with China’s rise, whether by seeking to contain 

or to accommodate it, and whether China will use its increasing capabili-

ties to modify the U.S.-led global order are important factors. South Korea 

is sensitive to the relative level of cooperation and conflict between the 

United States and China in aligning their interests and policies and in 

enjoying greater cooperation. Greater alignment will lessen the degree of 

pressure that South Korea might face to choose between these great pow-

ers. Sino-U.S. cooperation will expand the space in which South Korea 

might try to facilitate cooperative efforts that enlist the respective strengths 

of the United States and China to establish an environment most condu-

cive to South Korean strategic interests and goals. Conversely, a higher 

degree of conflict between the two sides will constrain South Korea’s ma-

neuvering room and generate an environment in which South Korea feels 

compelled to maneuver between the United States and China. Under such 

circumstances, South Korea may feel compelled to make strategic choices 

to align with one or another of the larger powers, to play the larger powers 
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against each other to maximize its freedom to maneuver, or to seek neu-

trality so as to avoid making a strategic choice to the extent possible. Third, 

South Korea is sensitive to the tone and approach taken in the respective 

major powers’ interactions with Seoul and is particularly focused in inter-

actions with great powers that show respect for and provide standing to 

Seoul. This factor reflects South Korea’s long-standing sensitivity to the 

fact that it has long been dominated and subjugated as a consequence or 

outcome of rivalries among major powers. Based on South Korea’s strate-

gic position, desire for respect, and potential to contribute capabilities that 

may be increasingly valuable to larger powers in close competition with 

each other, an effective major-power strategy to win South Korea’s support 

may be characterized less by coercive or dominating behavior toward it 

and more by strategies that explicitly recognize and appreciate its strategic 

position and contributions. An assessment of these three factors provides a 

basis upon which to understand the international factors influencing South 

Korea’s strategic choices as it considers its own external environment.

TH E  R E L AT I V E  BA L AN CE  O F  P OWER  BE T WEEN  

CH I N A  AN D  TH E  U N I T ED  STAT ES

As South Korean analysts consider their strategic environment, a major 

factor influencing South Korea’s strategic choices is the relative balance of 

power between China and the United States. Korea’s historic preference 

has been to accommodate the country with the greatest influence on Korea 

while seeking to preserve Korea’s security and sovereignty. When China’s 

power was dominant, South Korea naturally aligned itself with the Mid-

dle Kingdom and adopted many Chinese cultural norms, even as Koreans 

also maintained their distinct culture. The tributary relationship between 

Korea and China involved economic trade that symbolically reinforced re-

lationships of protection and loyalty. China’s dominant influence on Korea 

during this period meant that China was the provider of the normative 

order and the hierarchy in relationships through which order and stability 

were perpetuated. Korea accepted China’s status and protection, but, even 

more important, it accepted Chinese thought as a normative foundation 

for regulating international relations. David Kang characterizes this situation 
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as a critical element of Asia’s traditional Sino-centric order, characterized 

by well-understood hierarchical and power relationships between China 

and its periphery that also proved to be a source of peace and stability for 

hundreds, if not thousands, of years.30

Thus, China’s recent reemergence as East Asia’s potential hegemon has 

triggered a Korean debate for the first time in Korea’s modern history over 

which country is best suited to serve as its protector and benefactor. The 

task of determining the components of power that are likely to be most 

salient as factors shaping South Korea’s strategic choices, especially in the 

event that Chinese power challenges or possibly even eclipses U.S. power, 

is more complicated than simply placing China and the United States on a 

scale and measuring what the Chinese refer to as “comprehensive national 

power.” As South Koreans anticipate that China may surpass the United 

States as the dominant regional actor in Asia, a wide range of forms of 

influence must be taken into account, including South Korea’s relative 

geographic proximity to China, the Sino-U.S. regional competition within 

Northeast Asia, and the respective U.S. and Chinese influence on the 

norms that compose the global order.

S I N O - U.S .  R E L AT I V E  ECO N O M I C  P OWER

China’s economic rise has been at the center of South Korean debates over 

whether such economic interdependence might somehow undermine pre-

viously existing security alliances as a result of divided allegiances between 

economic and security partners. As figure 9.1 shows, South Korea’s trade 

with China has outstripped its trade with the United States and Japan 

combined. However, its dependence on trade and investment with China 

has not had a discernible effect on the strength of the U.S.-ROK alliance. 

In fact, the alliance has grown stronger since the mid-2000s despite South 

Korea’s increasing economic exposure to China. Liberal theorists have also 

cited increasing economic interdependence as a factor that arguably re-

duces the prospect of military conflict, especially given that Sino–South 

Korean economic interdependence exists in parallel with deep economic 

interdependence between the United States and China. The primary coun-

terargument to this claim is that levels of economic interdependence in 
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Europe prior to World War I, particularly between Great Britain and 

Germany, did nothing to prevent the outbreak of war.

South Korea’s increasing trade dependency on China has not thus far 

resulted in increased Chinese political leverage on Seoul’s strategic choices, 

especially as related to security. It appears to have influenced primarily 

private-sector choices rather than state concerns. South Korean corporate 

desires to manage political risks, pursue diversification, and respond to ris-

ing costs of doing business in China stimulated South Korean companies to 

look for alternative investment destinations, but the influence of govern-

ment-driven strategic considerations appears to have been a secondary in-

fluence on economic patterns in the relationship. In addition, Chinese in-

vestment in South Korea has sparked fears that it comes with excessive 

Chinese influence. Nevertheless, South Korean private-sector concerns 

serve as an autocorrective instrument that diminishes the possibility that 

China will be able to derive decisive political leverage from trade and invest-

ment flows.
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Conversely, in the aftermath of North Korea’s sinking of the Cheonan 

and shelling of Yeonpyeong Island, South Koreans witnessed the limits of 

increased economic ties with Beijing regarding their country’s ability to affect 

Chinese political decisions. Many South Koreans observed that although the 

volume of South Korean trade with China was at least thirty times the vol-

ume of North Korean trade with China, Beijing still protected Pyongyang 

from international condemnation. Figure 9.1 shows South Korea’s trade ties 

with China relative to those with the United States and Japan.

S I N O - U.S .  R E L AT I V E  M I L I TA RY  P OWER

If economic power proves to be a relatively limited influence on South 

Korean strategic choice, what about the relative military power of the 

United States and China? As China modernizes its military, this factor 

will likely have a direct influence on South Korean assessments of the 

credibility of the United States as an ally. In fact, if China were to usurp 

the U.S. role as the dominant political and military power in East Asia, 

such a development would no doubt shake South Korean confidence in the 

capacity of the United States to provide for South Korea’s defense. Given 

South Korea’s historic preference to align itself with the dominant regional 

or global power, active debates over whether to abandon the alliance with 

the United States in favor of an understanding with China are not hard to 

imagine in the long run. History suggests that South Korea is more likely 

to align with the most powerful actor rather than try to join with others to 

restrain or balance against a hegemonic regional or global actor; however, 

the involvement of the United States as a factor in the East Asian equation 

is historically unprecedented. In fact, South Korea’s anticipation of the im-

pact of China’s rise and its implications for the U.S. security guarantee 

could become a source of friction in the U.S.-ROK alliance as the gap in 

relative military power between the United States and China diminishes. 

South Korea arguably is already employing a hedging strategy against the 

prospect of U.S. decline, on the one hand, and against the negative conse-

quences of China’s rise, on the other.

For the time being, the United States remains the dominant global and 

regional security actor. China’s capacity to challenge the United States in a 
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direct military confrontation is limited. However, China’s asymmetric 

strategies that challenge American credibility and expose American weak-

nesses are a political concern that could prematurely do damage to Korean 

confidence in U.S. capability to meet its commitments to defend South 

Korea. However, South Korean pragmatism and realpolitik assessments 

are likely to keep the country on the side of the United States until South 

Korea is able to find a clear alternative to the U.S.-ROK alliance as a pri-

mary means for achieving security.

S I N O - U.S .  R E L AT I V E  P OWER  TO  SHAPE  

I N T ERN AT I O N A L  N O R M S

A third component of relative U.S. and Chinese power that will likely be 

an important influence on South Korean strategic choice is the two pow-

ers’ relative ability to set the rules and conventions that shape the global 

order. The United States still maintains a significant advantage in this 

area, and South Korea’s relative success in building its own capabilities and 

international standing derives directly from its ability to adapt to and 

thrive in a normative environment that has been led by the United States 

since World War II. The United States has set the international economic 

and security rules of the global order, and South Korea, to a greater extent 

than many other countries, is dependent on a global, rules-based, liberal-

ized economic order for its survival and prosperity because its dependence 

on trade for its economic growth is disproportionately high: approximately 

half of the country’s GDP comes from exports.

However, China’s rising influence has increasingly attracted South Ko-

rea’s attention. More and more South Koreans are spending time in China, 

and South Korea represents the largest source of foreign-language stu-

dents in China. The choice of increasing numbers of South Koreans study-

ing Chinese is a reflection of South Korea’s recognition of China’s growing 

importance, but the United States will continue to be seen as South Ko-

rea’s most reliable partner as long as it is the dominant influence shaping 

the norms of the global order.

In this respect, South Korea’s response to China’s attempts to enhance 

its share of influence as a contributor to the global order bears scrutiny. 
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South Korea decided to join the Asian Infrastructure and Investment 

Bank and is proud to have a major initial stake in the institution. Mem-

bership in this bank provides South Korea with an opportunity to scruti-

nize China’s efforts to enhance its influence as the founder of a multilateral 

financial institution as well as an opportunity to influence management of 

this institution. Ultimately, however, South Korean attitudes toward the 

Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank and other such institutions will 

be profoundly affected by the extent to which China emerges as an alter-

native to the United States in leadership and global rule setting.

R E L AT I V E  P OWER  O F  TH E  U N I T ED  STAT ES  AN D  CH I N A  

AN D  SO U TH  KO RE AN ST R ATEG I C  CH O I CE

The most important factor likely to influence South Korea’s fundamental 

strategic preferences will ultimately be tied to the relative ability and will-

ingness of the United States and China to help South Korea achieve its pri-

mary objectives: security, prosperity, and unification. Among these three 

objectives, the most important priority will remain security, and South Ko-

rean judgments regarding a partner’s ability to provide security will be tied 

primarily to which country is the most powerful global rule setter and which 

country has the greater military capability. Economic power will be impor-

tant but is unlikely to be decisive by itself in South Korea’s strategic calculus.

As the relative power differential between the United States and China 

narrows, South Korea will be increasingly tempted to hedge against the 

prospect that China may replace the United States as the most powerful 

state in East Asia. However, several factors will impede the pace of South 

Korea’s willingness to adapt to China’s rise.

The most intense debates within South Korea over whether it should 

align itself with the United States or with China are likely to occur under 

circumstances in which the two great powers are in rough parity with each 

other in their military capacity and global influence. In a situation where 

the dominant global and regional power is indeterminate, South Korea 

may seek to weaken its alliance ties with the United States yet not be will-

ing to embrace China. Under these circumstances, there will also be voices 

in South Korea that show interest in neutrality—that it not rely on either 
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the United States or China for its security. South Korea’s ability to pursue 

sustained neutrality is likely to depend on the duration of the rough parity 

between the United States and China and on South Korea’s relative capa-

bility to pursue autonomous options for guaranteeing its self-defense. In 

the event of a more gradual or prolonged transition between the United 

States and China, South Korea may perceive greater freedom of action to 

pursue neutrality and may likely be tempted to examine carefully the fea-

sibility of military self-strengthening options, potentially including a 

push for its own nuclear deterrent, as an independent option to secure 

both autonomy and security simultaneously. In a situation where both 

Beijing and Washington are competing for Seoul’s allegiance, preventing 

South Korea, as a critical pivot state, from building its own nuclear deter-

rent will likely be difficult, especially because such considerations will 

occur against the backdrop of a debate over the sustainability of the U.S.-

ROK alliance.

Although the U.S.-ROK alliance is likely to come under strain in such 

conditions, Suh Jae-jung points to factors that may prevent South Korea from 

quickly distancing itself from the United States or from aligning with China. 

First, the sunk costs that have already been invested in U.S.-ROK alliance 

ties will likely delay South Korea’s decisions to rapidly shift to another part-

ner until it is clear that the alliance is no longer capable of assuring South 

Korea’s security. Second, the degree of institutionalization of the U.S.-ROK 

alliance serves to bind the two countries together even in the face of political 

factors that may challenge the alliance. Third, South Korean democratic val-

ues will likely keep Seoul aligned with Washington for the time being and 

serve as a brake on a rapid embrace of Beijing as a primary guarantor of South 

Korean security.31 If South Korean neutrality or alignment with China does 

occur, it will be a gradual, cautious, and reluctant process.

U.S .  A N D  CH I N ESE  FO RE I G N - P O L I CY  I N T EN T I O NS  A N D 

R E L AT I V E  L E V E L  O F  T ENS I O N AN D  CO O PER AT I O N I N  

S I N O - U.S .  R E L AT I O NS

Some South Korean analysts have pointed to South Korea’s ability to 

strengthen economic ties with China while maintaining a strong U.S.-ROK 
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alliance and have noted South Korea’s desire to avoid situations that re-

quire it to make a choice between the United States and China.

Nevertheless, South Korea can avoid choosing between the United 

States and China only in an environment where the United States and 

China are willing and able to work with each other. Hence, U.S. and Chi-

nese foreign-policy intentions and the resulting cooperative or conflictual 

dynamic are major factors that need to be taken into account.

The U.S.-China relationship is a complex one that is characterized by 

a mix of conflict and cooperation and that prioritizes cooperation to ef-

fectively manage potential conflicts. South Korea is banking on Sino-

U.S. economic interdependence as the buffer that will inhibit conflict and 

preserve space for South Korea so that it can avoid having to choose be-

tween the two great powers. Yet there are still important questions with 

regard to how the United States will deal with China’s rise. Amid rising 

tensions, calls have been growing in the United States, notably by Donald 

Trump’s Asia advisers, to pursue a tougher policy on China in areas of 

both trade and security. Meanwhile, China has been increasingly assertive 

in seeking to erode the U.S.-led world order. If Washington and Beijing 

should get caught up in a cycle of rising tensions and overt competition, 

South Korea would face inordinate pressure to make a strategic choice be-

tween its economic partner and its security ally.

If the United States and China see value in moderating competition 

and in preserving space for cooperation, South Korea does not necessarily 

have to choose and compromise its ability to exploit both its economic in-

terests with China and its security alliance with the United States. This 

means that South Korea has a stake in encouraging Sino-U.S. moderation 

and in supporting multilateral mechanisms that institutionalize Sino-U.S. 

cooperation.

South Korea, however, lacks the capability to act as a mediator be-

tween Washington and Beijing because neither great power is likely to 

see itself as in need of help from Seoul. Its efforts to mediate could in-

stead result in China and the United States exerting greater efforts to 

compete for South Korea’s support in the event of confrontation. There-

fore, attempts by South Korea to become a mediator would entail un-

necessary risk.
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TH E  SO U TH  KO RE AN D ES I R E  FO R  R ES PECT  AN D 

I M P L I CAT I O NS  O F  G RE AT - P OWER  CO M PE T I T I O N  

FO R  I N F LU EN CE  I N  SO U TH  KO RE A

The third factor likely to influence the strategic choices South Korea makes 

between Washington and Beijing is its sensitivity to great-power coercion 

in the tone and substance of interactions with these great powers. South 

Korea’s desire for respect from the great powers and its resistance to being 

taken for granted will ironically mean that Washington and Beijing should 

compete to consult with South Korea and to take Seoul seriously as part of 

their respective efforts to win influence over it and gain its support. Never-

theless, such efforts to give attention to South Korea are likely to be con-

tradictory with a broader environment in which great-power competition 

or tensions between China and the United States lead both sides to pursue 

competitive strategies against each other. Nonetheless, both Washington 

and Beijing will need to show consideration for South Korea’s interests in 

order to win its confidence and support.

TH E  U N I F I CAT I O N WI LD  CARD

The fourth factor that has influenced and will continue to influence Ko-

rean strategic choices is the issue of national unification. Unification could 

potentially transform Korea’s domestic makeup in unpredictable ways. For 

instance, politics in a unified Korea would be dramatically transformed 

even if a unified Korea were to have a democratic political system. The 

population of North Korea is about twenty-five million, half that of the 

South, so one-third of the citizens of a unified Korea would be able to 

make their preferences felt for the first time despite having had a drasti-

cally different history and experience with government for more than six 

decades. In a democratic, unified Korea, northern Koreans would thus 

undoubtedly have a major voice, but it is impossible to have advance 

knowledge of their preferences and the implications of those preferences 

for governance of a unified Korean state.

Another factor that would potentially influence the strategic orienta-

tion of a unified Korea is Korean perceptions of whether the United States 
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and China will play a helpful or impeding role in the process of national 

unification. Finally, in the absence of North Korea, the security priorities 

of a unified Korea might shift in unpredictable ways depending on whether 

it chooses to align with China or the United States.

THE  FUTURE  OF  SOUTH KOREA BET WEEN CHINA 
AND THE  UNITED  STATES

For the time being, South Korea will continue to rely on the alliance with 

the United States, seek reassurances regarding the reliability and durability 

of the alliance, and continue hedging to avoid limiting its own choices. It 

is unlikely that South Korea will pursue an independent foreign policy. If 

the regional environment deteriorates, or if U.S. support for the alliance 

declines, however, South Korea will face increased pressure to make 

choices. For example, increasing friction over the South China Sea could 

push U.S. policy makers to determine that South Korea has to do more to 

maintain freedom of navigation in that sea. These pressures could start to 

make themselves felt before China is able to attain parity with the United 

States. Alternatively, rising uncertainty regarding U.S. commitment to the 

defense of South Korea might push South Korea toward greater self-help 

or even toward more serious consideration of stronger security ties with 

China. To the extent that South Korea sees Chinese power increasing to 

the point that China replaces the United States as the region’s dominant 

power, South Korea may pursue a dual-hedging strategy by distancing it-

self from overt alignment with the United States and alliance responsibili-

ties while also using the alliance as a counterweight to Chinese efforts to 

increase its influence on the Korean Peninsula. This approach will likely 

be unsustainable, however.

To the extent that the relative U.S. and Chinese positions and power 

move toward parity with each other, South Korean debates over strategic 

choices are likely to intensify. However, the sunk costs of the U.S.-ROK 

alliance, the institutional binding between the two allies, and the credibil-

ity gap likely to result from system and values differences between South 
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Korea and China are factors that will make it difficult for South Korea to 

abandon its alliance with the United States in favor of China. In addition, 

South Korean desires for autonomy may make themselves felt most 

strongly in an environment where the United States and China are at par-

ity with each other; the temptation to play off larger powers against each 

to maximize autonomy would likely be greatest in the context of an 

 extended standoff between roughly equivalent larger powers.
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