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Letter from the Editors

Illiberal World Order: Populism & Protectionism
Dear Reader,
Welcome to the second issue of the Seoul National University Journal of
International Affairs (SNUJIA).
It seems as if an endless stream of crises, scandals, and breaking news
developments is bombarding our morning coffee routines like never
before. For proponents of a liberal democratic international order – the
set of liberal principles (along with their supporting structures,
institutions and norms) that guide the conduct and order of international
relations and governance – the feeling is doubly concerning. At times, it
can feel as if the world is falling apart at the proverbial seams. Even a
brief assessment of the global state of democracy, human rights, or
international arms control would likely leave one with the overwhelming
sense that our world is, for the first time in recent memory, taking a
collective step backward. From the ‘rise of the strongman’ and the
illiberal practices of increasingly powerful authoritarian governments, to
the prevalence of nationalist tendencies and protectionist trade policies
among the West, new threats to the Liberal World Order (LWO) continue
to emerge. Worse yet, there appears no clear leader to right the ship.
Populism & Protectionism
But what is populism and protectionism and who cares? Populism
describes a situation in which a leader, anywhere on the political
spectrum, claims to represent the common people against those in power.
Deriving their strength from fear, these charismatic leaders skillfully tap
into social, economic, and political anxieties to control the masses and
exact swift change. By defining themselves in terms of “anti-”
something rather than “pro-,” they are able to channel collective outrage
into a powerful majoritarianism that cements their rule. The result is
often an “us” versus “them” mentality that breeds corruption, democratic
backsliding, and the kind of nativist anti-immigration, anti-globalism,
and anti-elitist sentiments we see sweeping the West today.
The most dangerous populists, however, emulate the “strongmen”
of authoritarian governments: fabricating crises, scapegoating minorities,
trampling civil rights, silencing critics, and bypassing democratic
systems to make good on grand promises. In order to fulfill the will of
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the people, populist leaders sacrifice the rule of law for political
expediency. As one would expect, populists on both the left and right are
frequently a threat to liberal principles like representative democracy,
free markets, and civil rights. Populism is a defining characteristic of an
illiberal world order and thus a threat to the foundations of the LWO.
This leads us to protectionism. Another symptom of the anxieties
and fears that produce populist leaders, protectionism refers to the
practice of protecting a country’s domestic industries from foreign
competition by restricting international trade (taxing imports or
implementing subsidies/quotas). Regarding its value and utility, the jury
is still out, and the topic is hotly debated among economists. While
protectionist policies are widely practiced by governments and not
necessarily illiberal under reasonable circumstances (such as for national
security or to temporarily limit unfair competition), they are still barriers
that must eventually be broken down, either with free trade agreements
or through multilateralism in organizations like the World Trade
Organization. Although the failures of globalization are numerous, we
should hesitate before throwing the baby out with the bathwater – it has
also lifted hundreds of millions out of poverty, increased life
expectancies, and spread invaluable knowledge.
In terms of an illiberal world order, protectionist policies are
problematic because they can be wielded as a sword just as well as worn
as a shield. When politically motivated and offensive in nature, these
policies are incredibly destructive. Trade wars, for instance, can
exacerbate global economic depressions and stymie recovery efforts by
restricting international trade. In the long run, protectionist policies slow
economic growth, weaken industries, lead to job outsourcing, and
increase prices for consumers. Any academic inquiry into the weakening
LWO would do well to consider the prevalence of protectionism: these
policies tend to erode free trade principles and weaken the international
economy for political convenience.
Illiberal World Order
To be sure, the LWO faces no shortage of challenges. Illiberal trends
span across virtually all domains, encompassing a spectrum of threats in
the areas of human security, climate change, terrorism, cyber security,
WMD (weapons of mass destruction) proliferation, election interference,
and emerging technology. Among the most worrisome trends are the farright populist movements sweeping across the globe, the eroding trust
ii
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among long-time alliances and security organizations, the growing
influence of authoritarian regimes and their converging interests, the
return of great power politics, and the global assault on the truth. These
trends are precipitated, accelerated, and further complicated by global
shifts from the influx of migrants around the world, rising inequality
fueled by economic dislocation, climate change, civil war, and terrorism,
to name a few. The fear, however, is not simply that populism or
protectionism threatens U.S. hegemony or the post-Cold War
international system, but the liberal democratic values that underpin it.
When these pillars give way, illiberalism can more easily be risen to take
their place – pillars upon which a new hierarchal order with opposing
values will redefine and reshape how states and their citizens interact
with one another.
For years, political scientists, international relations scholars,
and cable news pundits have pondered the future of the LWO. What
happens to international organizations like the UN Council on Human
Rights, to treaties like the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, or to
security organizations like NATO, when the few stewards powerful
enough to maintain them abandon the principles, rules, and decisionmaking procedures that hold them up? Moreover, what happens then
when illiberal authoritarians, demagogues, and dictators fill the
leadership vacuum to reform international rules in their own image? The
result is an illiberal world order. In such a world, we will likely witness
the rapid deterioration of democratic institutions, human rights, civil
liberties, and the rule of law. Without liberal principles guiding
international relations, the structures, institutions and norms built atop
them will eventually fall, replaced by illiberalism – at its core antithetical
to liberalism.
Governments unconcerned with the rights of their citizens (much
less the suffering of people in other countries) will be more likely to
rollback civil rights without consequence. No longer will the threat of
international isolation or the bite of sanctions alter behavior as it once
did either. Free from the international pressures of a liberal democratic
international community, far-right and far-left leaders will be more
successful in their attempts to rewrite national constitutions, engage in
illicit behavior, or skirt international obligations to noncitizens. The
erosion of global economic interdependence could potentially accelerate
the economic stagnation of advanced economics, slow the growth of
developing nations, and lead to more frequent global economic
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depressions. In the absence of pressure, military and human rights
transparency will lose priority to national sovereignty. The deep
cooperation between states and the trust that took decades to build might
disappear overnight; the consequences of which increase the likelihood
of misunderstanding, miscalculation, and war. In sum, the culmination of
more than a century of international efforts towards a world built upon
liberal principles could be lost in years. Or so we have been taught. In
truth, the term Liberal World Order itself is vague, its history
controversial. Discussions around it are filled with platitudes, metaphors,
and clichés, and scholars and analysts around the world continue to
debate its merits. How can we add more depth to the conversation?
Managing Illiberal Trends Through Scholarly Inquiry
States as well as the actors within them have always possessed their own
agenda. Illiberal trends, like populism and protectionism, also appear to
wax and wane over time. Venezuelan columnist Moisés Naím once
opined in 2009 that, “Nationalism never disappeared. Globalization did
not lessen national identities; it just rendered them more complex.”
Naím’s words illustrate a truth important to the effective examination of
illiberal trends. Discussions surrounding the weakening LWO should
recognize that nationalism, protectionism, and populism are ever-present
and often a matter of degree. Furthermore, the various elements of the
LWO are subject to unpredictable change by a shifting geopolitical
landscape constantly in flux. If we cannot avoid illiberalism, we should
instead attempt to manage it. Academic inquiries should therefore seek
to inform the global management of illiberalism. With that purpose in
mind, the editorial board of SNUJIA decided to seek papers that would
illuminate various aspects of a changing world order for this issue.
During the selection process for this issue’s theme, we could not
escape the gravity of current discussions on the future of the LWO – the
sum of its parts commandeer the news cycle and its very existence
permeates every level of each society around the world. Yet, while the
LWO does not possess a perfect record, its successes are worth
recounting. The economic interdependence among states, for instance,
allows for the trade of goods (e.g. medicines), ideas (e.g. scientific
theories), and norms (e.g. human rights) that have led to the rapid
advancement of humanity in a way that would have been otherwise
impossible. Security communities like NATO mitigate (and in some
cases eliminate) the danger of classic security dilemmas, preventing the
iv
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repetition of catastrophic wars that once ravaged Europe. In our view,
liberal democratic principles, rules, and decision-making processes are
worth protecting. To that end, the editorial board wanted to dig deeper,
think regionally, and explore the topic with greater focus and purpose.
When considering the prospect of an increasingly illiberal world, we
asked ourselves: What is the current state of the LWO? How much stock
should we put into the Nostradamus predictions of scholars and pundits
who place an expiration date on it? How much of that sense of doom and
gloom is warranted? What would an illiberal world order look like? How
are emerging illiberal trends affecting Asia? In response to our
solicitation for papers, a diverse group of aspiring and established
scholars answered the call, submitting valuable, relevant research that
we are proud to share with the academic community.
We begin this issue with a keynote interview with distinguished
expert and historian, Christopher McKnight Nichols. After watching his
fascinating TED Talk, entitled “The Untold Story of American
Isolationism,” we began to ponder: what is America’s relationship with
the world in the wake of President Trump’s “America First” policy?
Setting up the core themes and ideas of this issue in their proper
historical context, Professor Nichols, Associate Professor of History and
Director of the OSU Center for the Humanities at Oregon State
University, shares his thoughts in a series of short essay responses that
comprise a thought-provoking investigation into isolationism,
internationalism, and “America First.” We are honored to share this
interview and would like to thank Professor Nichols for his generous
time, his inspiring passion, and his ceaseless encouragement.
Next, exploring the motivations behind protectionist economic
behavior is key to our examination of illiberal trends. There should be
little doubt that economics is a battleground and trade is a potent weapon:
at the time of this writing, a trade war between China and the U.S. looms
large. What can the individual motivations of a leader tell us about
protectionism? This issue’s first paper, written by Do Kyung Kim, a
graduate student at Seoul National University, adopts a unique
methodological framework known as the “ABCD” model to
comprehensively analyze the competitiveness of President Donald
Trump’s trade policies. Ms. Kim presents a nuanced understanding of the
President’s motivation for implementing tariffs as well as renegotiating
bilateral trade deals like NAFTA, concluding that the administration’s
protectionist trade policies are ultimately designed to create an
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environment conducive to re-election.
Following President Trump’s trade policies, we next analyze the
President’s foreign policy in East Asia by re-examining the ROK-U.S.
alliance. The U.S. hub and spokes alliance system in the Asia-Pacific is a
key feature of U.S. hegemony, and an anchor for the current post-Cold
War international system. Understanding the state of the system’s health
gives us a glimpse into how alliances adapt to tectonic shifts in the LWO.
This next paper – a comprehensive essay/research paper hybrid written
by Sera Yun, a B.A. student at Korea University – argues that policy
divergences between the Moon Jae-in and Trump administrations,
characterized by foreign policy differences on issues like the North
Korean nuclear issue and China’s growing influence, are not polarizing
enough to destabilize the deep strategic nature of the alliance. Indeed,
Ms. Yun’s research finds that the overriding strategic importance of the
alliance will continue to facilitate cooperation despite major differences.
Under an illiberal world order, official development assistance
(ODA) allocation will likely become an increasingly controversial topic,
as the principles guiding its purpose will evolve. Current scholarly
debates on China’s activity on the African continent can attest to that:
Sino-African trade has expanded exponentially over the last two decades,
but not all are happy. What roles do South Korea and India play in Africa?
For a change of pace, the third paper of this issue presents a rigorous
comparative analysis of South Korean and Indian ODA in Africa. Victor
Owusu, a PhD candidate at Seoul National University, explores South
Korea’s ODA allocation in Ghana and Rwanda to better understand its
motivations and goals. The study finds that when compared to countries
like India or China, South Korea’s ODA defies conventional wisdom by
allocating aid with both national interests as well as recipient country’s
interests in mind. This detailed study informs our understanding of
middle power behavior in an important, understudied part of the world.
Populism is on the rise around the globe. From the U.S. and the
Philippines to Italy and Brazil, watershed populist events have rocked
the political landscape on nearly every continent. Moving to Southeast
Asia, this next paper performs a fascinating comparative analysis
between the campaigns of two presidential candidates in two different
parts of the world – Donald Trump in the U.S. and Prabowo Subianto in
Indonesia. Yet, regardless of geographical location or type of populism
(cultural, anti-establishment, or socio-economic) the tactics populist
leaders employ show similarities. In their research, PhD candidate
vi
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Annisa Pratamasari and B.A. graduate Fitra Az-Zahra of Airlangga
University perform a cross-regional study to draw parallels between the
campaigns of these two populists. The paper finds that, despite using
similar tactics, the two candidates experienced different election
outcomes due to their widely different domestic political situations.
The final paper in this issue concludes with a detailed inquiry
into the prospects of trilateral development cooperation in Northeast
Asia between South Korea, China, and Japan. Understanding the
prospects of an illiberal international order also involves understanding
the factors behind the weakening LWO. The following paper, written by
graduate students Minhyuk Hong (Kyunghee University), Heewon Koo
(Kyunghee University), and Jiwon Kim (Seoul National University),
contributes toward this end by outlining the barriers to cooperation in
addition to presenting comprehensive policy recommendations. In their
paper, the authors call for the implementation of a Trilateral
Development Cooperation (TDC) model to create a series of
development projects within North Korea, thereby creating the
conditions under which the three can overcome a host of obstacles to
cooperate toward the solution of common challenges.
We at the SNU Journal of International Affairs believe strongly
in the cultivation of young scholars as an academic enterprise critical not
only to the development of the field of international relations, but also to
the development of practical policy solutions to world problems. Please
celebrate and encourage the students and scholars around you by
introducing them to SNUJIA. Thank you for your readership – we hope
you enjoy these papers as much as we do.
Sincerely,
Cody R. Connolly
Editor-in-Chief
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Hye Yong Kim
Editor-in-Chief
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Isolationism, Internationalism, and the USA’s “America First”
Policy in Historical Perspective
Q&A
Christopher McKnight Nichols1
Q: Does protectionism or populism necessarily mean isolationism?
A: Protectionism is certainly closely linked to isolationism historically and
in the present. As I define it in my book, Promise and Peril: America at
the Dawn of a Global Age, and in other works, there are two main types
of isolationism in American foreign policy and political thought: political
isolationism and protectionist isolationism.
Traditionally, Americans who opposed restrictions on national
sovereignty—that is, any limits imposed by entering into global
agreements, permanent alliances, and interventions in foreign conflicts—
have advocated for political isolationism. Often aligned with liberal
market-oriented economic views, political isolationism considered free
economic exchanges to be independent of politics. Because they
maintained that economic ties did not entail political entanglements and
did not erode American autonomy, political isolationists viewed them as
permissible and even essential to national progress. Unlike political
isolationists, protectionist isolationists viewed economic exchanges as
essentially political acts, arguing that these forms of commercial exchange
eroded national autonomy and self-sufficiency, especially as they shored
up the processes and policies of globalization, enhanced the strength of
foreign powers and their capacity to damage U.S. standing, and increased
the likelihood that the U.S. would be dragged into endless foreign
conflicts.
Although both protectionist and political isolationism have been equally
long-standing US foreign policy traditions, the protectionist iteration has
ebbed in popularity as global trade and free-market capitalism came to
dominate international relationships; it has therefore been more muted and
less evident in the historical record in comparison to political isolationism.
Broadly, isolationists avoided binding political, diplomatic, and military
1
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commitments to/or alliances with foreign powers (particularly in Europe);
they opposed permanent global agreements, of any kind; and they
generally sought to avoid foreign interventions and foreign conflicts.
Populism, on the other hand, has been only loosely connected to the ideas
and policies that favor the core aims of isolationism—in U.S. history, at
least. That is, populists have been active across the spectrum of foreign
involvement, with some populists favoring “patriotic” wars or policies and
some opposing them. With regard to binding security agreements or
multilateral institutions, populists have not monolithically endorsed vital
isolationist ideas. Isolationism can take the form of populism, as it did
during the 1890s, in the 1920s, and arguably today. On balance, populistleaning isolationists have prioritized perceived needs at home, privileging
job growth, immigration restrictions, political reform, and economic
sectors such as agriculture. They have also taken a more insular view of
American politics and, thus, of the U.S.’s “proper” role in the world,
eschewing “entangling alliances,” seeking to have fewer troops and bases
abroad, and promoting national self-sufficiency.
Q: Is isolationism inherently at odds with liberal values, as is often
insinuated? (i.e. is it necessarily illiberal?)
A: The answer to this question depends on your definition of
liberal/illiberal values. If “illiberal” is centrally a condition of being antidemocratic or opposed to liberal freedoms, then U.S. isolationism is not
essentially, or necessarily, illiberal, either in the abstract or historically.
For example, anti-war cultural critic Randolph Bourne developed a
liberatory theory of transnationalism at the beginning of the twentieth
century that fused a soft type of isolationism to a pluralistic ideal. Bourne
envisioned a cosmopolitan isolationism in which “transnational”
Americans would share “a common political allegiance and common
social ends but with free and distinctive cultural allegiances which may be
placed anywhere in the world they like.” Grounded in a leftist critique of
global capitalism and imperialism, Bourne’s program for a “transnational
America” combined pluralistic and progressive reform at home, pacifistic
internationalism abroad, and advocacy for a noninterventionist American
role in the world.
I find that World War I marks an important turning point for the U.S. and
the world in terms of the expectation that the United States would be
engaged internationally, in some way. Bourne’s writing and efforts help
to reveal this transition, in that he adapted the tradition of American
isolationist foreign policy to the irrevocably interconnected twentiethcentury global order. Bourne frequently suggested that the United States
could no longer stand aloof from the world. In his view, the U.S.’s
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historical separation from European affairs and the reality of its cultural
hybridity had generated an unprecedented platform on which the U.S.
could build this new kind of trans-national consciousness. Indeed, he
argued, the U.S.’s “traditional isolation,” combined with its “unique
liberty of opportunity,” made it the “only” country that could “lead this
cosmopolitan enterprise.” Though his ideas were not operationalized in
policies during the 1910s or in the 1920s, many Bournian concepts
informed and inflected U.S. political thought, debate, and policy
thereafter. For example, we see echoes of Bournian isolationist pluralism
in immigration policy (post-1965) and in critiques of nativism (especially
after 1921 and 1924 – when draconian immigration restrictions were
pushed and passed by many isolationist-oriented politicians), in
democracy promotion and multiculturalism at home and abroad, and in
later years, as I have argued in several essays and book chapters, we find
Bournian push back about interventions in the western hemisphere and the
wars in Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan along similar lines.
Q: You once remarked that American isolationists did not historically seek
to cordon off the country from the world, but instead sought to redefine
how the US engaged with it. How does the current administration’s
“America First” policy seek to redefine how America engages with the
world?
A: Exactly right. As in the Randolph Bourne example, isolationist
arguments have often been leveraged to make explicit the limits of U.S.
power, as well as to make a case for foreign and domestic policies that
recognize hemispheric and global interconnectivity without becoming
embroiled in foreign wars or power politics. Even Idaho Republican
Senator William Boarah, most associated with his “irreconcilable” stance
against the Senate ratifying the Treaty of Versailles and U.S. membership
in the League of Nations, did not draw a hard line in the sand against U.S.
involvement in the world. Instead, he consistently argued that the U.S.
should adhere to and make modest contemporary adjustments to George
Washington’s 1796 injunction to “steer clear of permanent alliance with
any portion of the foreign world.” That is perhaps the most fascinating
insight from my archival research on the history of isolationism – it is not
what most people think. Isolationism in U.S. political thought has come
from across the political spectrum and has not been about building a wall
around U.S. politics, culture, or commerce to insulate it from the rest of
the world, but, rather, has tended to revolve around setting limits on the
degree and type of U.S. global engagement. At their core, isolationist
arguments can be reduced to debates about the meaning of America, the
nation’s long-standing traditions, and fulfilment of ideals as instantiated at
the intersection of domestic and foreign policy.

3
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Today, however, we have federal government budget, a foreign policy
platform, a Political Action Committee, and a host of other polices and
documents all travel under the banner “America First.” In its twenty-first
century iteration, the “America First” orientation combines a nativist
(white nationalist) position on restricting immigration, a protectionist
position on trade, and a unilateral approach to foreign policy. In this
context, in my view, Trump’s “America First” approach amounts
generally to bluster in unilateral actions and bilateral relations with the aim
of securing short-term policy or public rhetorical “wins” and most
frequently involves negative gestures rather than positive ones (such as
pulling out of the Paris Climate Agreement, the Trans-Pacific Partnership,
and the Iran Nuclear Accord Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action). That
is, in comparison to some of the earlier, “softer” forms of isolationism,
Trump appears to be working within an isolationist tradition but he is
taking it to its policy extreme (and, in most cases, ignoring the realist
calculations—and expert advice—that usually undergird American
foreign policy). Trump’s redefinition of U.S. aims in the world, therefore,
seems to hinge on a narrow calculus of “benefits” in any given moment,
while simultaneously working to obscure the optics when the
administration fails to get the upper hand with other nations, and actively
undermining the multilateral commitments of previous administrations
and policies. This approach, in turn, logically extends to limiting U.S.
exposure worldwide, for example, by withdrawing promises, troops,
resources, and leadership wherever and whenever possible,
circumscribing the possibility of being drawn into conflicts not in the
nation’s best interest, or intervening in the affairs of other countries, which
is very much in keeping with a long isolationist tradition in U.S. foreign
policy thought and practice.
When considering the disposition of “America First” in the present, it is
essential to understand two historical factors.
• First, Donald Trump did not initially come to embrace “America
First” because he had a grasp of its historical significance and
political appeal; he chose “America First” because it sounded good.
• Second, even though it was popularized in the twentieth century,
any lucid analysis of “America First” as a movement must start with
its ideological and material origins in the nineteenth century.
Starting with Trump: Trump first identified his policies with “America
First” as the result of a question posed during a 2016 New York Times
interview. According to the interviewer, “America First” signaled “a
mistrust [of] foreigners,” adversaries and allies alike, and “a sense that
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[foreigners have] been freeloading off of” the US for years. 2 And,
historically, America First had been tied to the kind of xenophobic antiSemitism that made the phrase anathema in mainstream politics for sixty
years.
“America First,” Trump responded, “yes… I like the expression.”
Combined with the call to “make America great again,” “America First”
tapped into a long-simmering discontent with the perceived outward
direction of American priorities. This outlook—that Trump articulated—
rested on the belief that the country’s leadership had squandered American
money and prestige by propping up foreign nations, helping secure them
and their economies at the expense of the American people. Namely, it
argued that foreign countries had “no respect for our president” and “no
respect for our country”—that our leaders had been suckers and that
everyone in the world knew it, except for us. According to this view, the
real problem with American diplomacy was not an impossibly complex
international system with countless possible interventions,
interconnections, and unpredictable outcomes. The real problems with
American diplomacy were weak institutions, weak policymakers, and
weak policies.
As Trump summarized: “We have been disrespected, mocked, and ripped
off for many, many years by people that were smarter, shrewder,
tougher…, [but] we will not be ripped off anymore… we’re not going to
be taken advantage of by anybody.”
Since then, Trump has effectively deployed “America First” to justify a
range of policies that disputably prioritized “American” interests, as he
defined them. Recent economic analyses have revealed, however, a
mismatch between rhetoric and aims on one hand, and effects on the other.
Unfortunately, as in the past, it seems that recent 2017-18 protectionist
tariffs, newly negotiated trade deals and “wars,” along with longerstanding trends of de-industrialization and automation, have combined to
slow U.S. growth and more deeply impact members of farm labor and the
working class whom these policies were supposed to assist.

“Transcript: Donald Trump Expounds on His Foreign Policy Views,” with Maggie Haberman
and David E. Sanger of The New York Times, March 26, 2016,
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/27/us/politics/donald-trump-transcript.html
2
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Q: How do current America First advocates differ from the America First
isolationists of the 1940’s? Is there any correlation between the two?
A: Historically, the concept of “America First” emerged during the rapid
industrialization, modernization, and urbanization that characterized the
late nineteenth-century in the U.S. and internationally. These changes
spurred massive un- and under-employment in the U.S., dangerously
unregulated working conditions, an economy precariously roped to
unpredictable foreign markets, and a crushing economic boom-and-bust
cycle that generated excess and scarcity in equal measures (but benefited
business owners and industrialists at the expense of workers and their
families). Faced with massive nation-wide labor strikes and a populist
insurgency, corporate executives and powerful politicians along with
members of the middle class debated and ultimately decided that the best
way to handle the volatile domestic situation—without giving up many of
the privileges that they saw as their right—was to turn outward. They
insisted that the American worker was not struggling because of
inequality, or because corporations and banking interests enjoyed
unregulated access the country’s wealth; they were struggling, in President
William McKinley’s words, because foreign powers, acting irresponsibly,
damaged the “normal functions of [U.S.] business” and undermined the
“prosperity” to which this country was “entitled.” It was time, according
to one U.S. official, Secretary of Commerce William Redfield, to go out
into the markets of the world and “get our share.”
At the turn of the twentieth century, getting “our share” meant securing
U.S. trade with China and shoring up U.S. commercial interests in Latin
America and the Caribbean. Under the cover of an expanded Monroe
Doctrine, Republican presidents William McKinley and Teddy Roosevelt
pursued an aggressive policy of unilateral economic imperialism, which
included a war with Spain to end Spanish presence in the lucrative
Caribbean markets, and to establish a beach-head for the U.S. navy and
commercial and shipping interests in the Pacific. For Roosevelt, as well,
placing America first entailed a strategic U.S. presence in “weak” nations
(for example, Cuba, Venezuela, and Panama) that would bring their
resources under American control and, at the same time limit European
power in those places. Democratic President Woodrow Wilson described
this policy as “the righteous conquest of foreign markets” and his
Secretary of State, former Populist Party leader William Jennings Bryan,
promised American businessmen that their administration would “open
the doors of all the weaker countries to [the] invasion of American capital
and enterprise.” The ideology behind these policies formed the basis of
what would become the “America First” movement in the mid-twentieth
century.
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Woodrow Wilson popularized the phrase “America First” during an April
1915 speech promoting U.S. neutrality in the European war. During his
ensuing presidential campaign in 1916, Wilson’s call for “America First”
conveyed both his proposed policy orientation and a promise to the
American people. In October 1915, Wilson struck a chord that resonated
with many Americans (as today) when he argued:
“There have been some among us who have not thought
first of America, who have thought to use the might of
America in some matter not of America’s origination.
They have forgotten that the first duty of a nation is to
express its own individual principles in the action of the
family of nations and not to seek to aid and abet any rival
or contrary ideal.”
Addressing an audience at the United States Military Academy at West
Point the following year, he clarified that “Americanism consists in utterly
believing in the principles of America and putting them first above
anything that might by chance come into competition with it…. nobody
who does not put America first can consort with us.” Ultimately, Wilson’s
commitment to protecting U.S. interests—specifically, U.S. business
interests—compelled him to join the war effort. The public outrage in
response to the loss of American lives on the Lusitania helped to authorize
that choice. But in historical memory we often forget the Wilson of
“America First” in favor of the Wilson of “making the world safe for
democracy” – after he embraced liberal internationalism and the idealistic
aim of establishing global order through a League of Nations.
Taking a step back from this moment in the past reveals to me that it is
critically important to understand this history. Because if we explore how
similar types of leaders can make comparable appeals, and deploy similar
rhetorics, then we are less surprised by events like Brexit or the election
of Donald Trump. A slow reckoning with the WWI crisis moment and the
constellation of isolationist ideas at work then helps us to recognize how
a narrow prioritization of the nation and putting it “first” can be very
popular, invoking a tradition that goes back to Washington and Jefferson’s
seemingly sage advice to avoid entangling alliances, made all the more
poignant and appealing in times of conflict, crisis, and socio-political and
economic dislocation.
Fifteen years later, publishing magnate William Randolph Hearst
deployed “America First” to promote his populist primary challenger to
FDR’s all-but-secured Democratic-party nomination for the 1932
presidential election. When that failed, he used his vast media empire to
spread a fascist vision of “America First” that adapted some of the
7
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principles of Nazi Germany to fight the “communist” or “imperial” threat
embodied in FDR’s New Deal.
But the symbolic phrase “America First” did not really take off until the
U.S. faced a second world war. Fearing another hawkish president in
neutral clothing, Congress passed a series of Neutrality Acts in the 1930s,
intending to provide a legislative bulwark against U.S. involvement
abroad. These laws explicitly drew on WWI precedents: they forbade U.S.
banks from lending money to foreign governments that had not paid their
war debts, they established a trade embargo on all belligerent countries,
and they banned U.S. citizens from traveling on belligerent foreign ocean
liners. They also sought to bind the hands of Franklin Roosevelt – or any
president – from taking the nation into war without wider national consent
(some suggested a national referendum).
Many critics, and not just from the Republican ranks, worried that FDR
was driving the nation into war just as Wilson had. They were troubled
that special interests, such as big banks and war-weapons industries, might
be pushing U.S. foreign policy into an interventionist stance (a common
critique back in 1898 and any other time that conflict loomed); and many
across the U.S. were concerned about a president who had so much power,
even more so in the midst of the New Deal and Depression, that he
seemingly did not need to heed Congress or the people. Between 1940 and
1941, as German, Japanese, and Italian armies swept across the world,
these critics converged in a movement that they called the “America First
Committee” (AFC).
Unlike the menu-like policy range that the Trump Administration has
associated with the phrase, America First was primarily a ONE ISSUE
movement in the 1940s, dedicated exclusively to keeping the nation out of
the conflict, while maintaining U.S. military-preparedness. Initially, the
AFC included in its membership a truly strange set of bedfellows, as they
might have put it then: isolationists, pacifists, Old Right Republicans,
industrialists and business executives, labor organizers, and major
intellectuals, as well as the progeny of wealthy families who would go on
to become presidents, supreme court justices, ambassadors, and secretaries
of state. This diverse group included Republican Gerald Nye, socialist
pacifist Norman Thomas, aviator and Nazi-sympathizer Charles
Lindbergh, Old Right Republican General Robert Wood, poet e.e.
Cummings, animator Walt Disney, and writer/socialite Alice Roosevelt
Longworth.
“America First” started out among those future leaders at Yale Law
School. Thanks to the inspiration of R. Douglas Stuart, scion of the Quaker
Oats fortune, the initial organizers included future President Gerald Ford,
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future U.S. Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart, future director of the
Peace Corps Sargent Shriver, and future president of Yale University and
Jimmy Carter’s ambassador to the United Kingdom Kingman Brewster.
They appealed to General Robert E. Wood, the chairman of Sears,
Roebuck, and Wood reached out to William H. Regnery, a conservative
publisher and wealthy Chicago executive. The two agreed to help
underwrite the organization, with Wood acting as chairman.i
They began as the Committee to Defend America First, established in
direct opposition to progressive journalist William Allen White’s
Committee to Defend American by Aiding the Allies (CDAAA, formed
in May 1940), and then abbreviated their name to the America First
Committee (it seemed more catchy and appealing, then as now). As LendLease and other maneuvers brought the U.S. ever closer to entry in the
world war, the AFC worked hard to thread the needle between its rightwing and left-wing flanks. This bipartisan approach stands in sharp
contrast to the present moment. Still, there was a reason that fascists and
anti-Semites were drawn to the America First movement, then and now.
Lindbergh, who served as the public “face” of the AFC, embodied the
“America First” ideal and, with it, the historical connection between
white-nationalist visions for America and populist opposition to foreign
entanglements. During his now infamous September 1941 rally in Des
Moines, Iowa, Lindbergh suggested that the “Jewish race” wished to
involve the U.S. in the war “for reasons which are not American.” He
warned the “Jewish race” that “tolerance” of their otherness would not be
able to survive a war; and that they would be the first to “feel” the
“consequences” of intolerance if the U.S. went to war.ii
Almost every major political figure, newspaper, and organization,
including other anti-interventionist and pacifist organizations, called on
the AFC to renounce Lindbergh. Socialist politician (ACLU co-founder)
Norman Thomas refused to act as a public spokesman for the movement
after Lindbergh’s speech, reflecting a broader left-liberal retreat from the
movement and from core isolationist ideas when it came to WWII.
Instead of a more full-throated condemnation of Lindbergh, the AFC’s
press releases generated even more tumult. Internal documents reveal the
AFC was riven with debate but, ultimately, they denied that either
Lindbergh or the Committee were anti-Semitic and accused their critics of
being rabid interventionists, trumpeting up false charges in order to
discredit their anti-war message.iii
In comparison with Trumpist calls for “America First,” which include a
domestic budget proposal, immigration policy framework, and even a
9
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political action committee, the original AFC aimed to advance four core
principles, as noted in its first internal policy statement in summer 1940:
•
•
•

•

The US should “concentrate all energies on building a strong
defense for this hemisphere.”
“American democracy can only be preserved by keeping out of war
abroad.”
“[O]ppose any increase in supplies to England beyond the
limitations of cash and carry” because such a policy “would imperil
American strength and lead to active American intervention in
Europe.”
“[D]emand Congress refrain from war, even if England is on the
verge of defeat.”iv

Members of the AFC debated internally but ultimately rejected being
“political.” That is, the National Committee did not officially support or
endorse parties or candidates. They also had no formal stance on trade
protectionism; in fact, many leading AFC members pushed for the “free
hand” and disdained protectionist tariffs.
The many public statements by AFC members as well as internal memos
(see the Hoover Institution Archives at Stanford University) reveal clearly
that, at its root, “American First” made a powerful appeal to an insular,
nationalistic American exceptionalism, loaded with xenophobia and
references to the lessons learned from WWI. The AFC waged a rearguard
action to slow (but could not stop) FDR’s pro-Ally policies. They did so
in two ways: first, they argued the president was taking the nation to war
without securing proper Congressional or broader public support, or
eliciting sufficient debate; second, they depicted the twin menaces of
American globalism and interventionism as far worse than the challenges
posed by Nazism in Germany, fascism in Italy, or militarism in Japan.
At its height, these ideas were extremely popular. The AFC had hundreds
of chapters across the US and nearly a million members—in spite of the
fact that they began as a think-tank advocacy-group and were ill-prepared
to establish so many local chapters or become a membership organization.
Polls as late as November 1941 supported their cause, or so they thought;
even then most Americans still did not want to go to war. But Japan’s
surprise attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7th changed everything.
Four days later, on December 11th, 1941, the AFC disbanded. But its
xenophobic legacy continues to haunt anti-interventionist policies and the
term “isolationism” itself, which is what I have sought to emphasize in my
TED Talk and writings on this subject. The AFC passed into public
memory as a right-wing, hyper-nationalist, racist organization with serious
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ties to fascist and pro-Nazi movements. And this is why it was so
surprising that President Trump picked up the term as a signature
campaign and policy phrase along with all of its baggage. This longer
history, though, also helps to explain why the term and many attendant
ideas are so popular (certainly something Trump’s usage has tapped).
A point I make regularly along these lines bears repeating, I think: Just as
a foreign attack on US soil ended the American First movement on
December 7th, 1941, it is ironic that a foreign attack on US soil revived
isolationism six decades later, on September 11th, 2001. With significant
similarities to the 1890s/early 1900s and to the 1930s/1941, an old order
seems under threat. The combination of wars abroad, demographic
change, cultural instability, intensifying receptiveness to populist,
nationalist, and xenophobic appeals, along with rising economic
inequality, rapid globalization, and cyclic recessions over the past two
decades have helped to drive the rise of America First sensibilities in the
twenty-first century.
Q: What are some key things to keep in mind when trying to understand
and analyze populism? Protectionism?
A: When grappling with various types of populism, we must consider the
ways that populist politics fundamentally reflect deep-seated concerns,
including the assertion of what historian Melvyn Leffler called “core
values.” Generally, populism has an inward and nationalist orientation.
Historically, such perspectives have tended to prize a core set of vital
interests, which populists have leveraged to galvanize opposition against
either national decline (real or imagined) or an “elite” that does not
recognize and cherish those same values or seek policies to support them.
Although it can be hard to pin them down, these “core values” signify key
ideas about the meaning of national ideals and what constitutes “vital”
interests, which manifest in political rhetoric and determine the kind of
strategies that policy-makers deem effective in domestic and international
arenas.
I think the second part of your question seeks to apply the same lens of
analysis to protectionism: “What are some key things to keep in mind
when trying to understand or analyze” protectionism? This is a great
opening, in my view, and addressing this question provides an opportunity
to clarify that populism and protectionism have a complicated relationship
historically—and maybe that Trump’s marriage of the two represents one
of his most significant deviations from historical norms and patterns.
Because, as my colleague historian Danielle Holtz argues, “U.S. populist
politics first gathered momentum among farm-workers, they catalyzed in
11
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opposition to protectionist policies, specifically the 1890 McKinley
Tariff.” This tariff was designed to benefit the country’s infant iron and
steel industries by inflating the prices of foreign goods; it
disproportionately impacted farmers—whose incomes fell faster than the
costs of the goods they bought. We see clear echoes of this sort of targeted
nationalist economic policy today. Present-day populist nationalism
intersects with protectionism when populist leaders instantiate those
values in foreign policy through high tariffs on foreign imports. Though
these efforts in the recent past as in the 1890s were ostensibly designed to
support domestic production and industries—as they had always been—
they were implemented at the direct expense of domestic consumers, who
have to pay the tariffs on goods they purchase, and those sectors of
domestic industry and agriculture that rely on low-cost foreign goods.
More broadly, we must understand populist policies in the realm of ideas,
particularly the language used to describe them, before we can analyze
their implementation on the ground. Historian Michael Kazin's 1995 book
The Populist Persuasion offers a clear overview of nationalist populism
as it developed in the U.S. context, which can contribute to our
understanding of the current appeal and development of nationalist
populist movements. Kazin explores populist rhetoric across a century of
“popular struggle,” focusing on the language, images, and tropes that the
Populist Party first made famous in American politics in the 1890s.
Excavating the deep veins of American patriotism, Kazin identifies the
values at the core of populist appeals as they emerge on both the political
left and right—from the Gilded-Age-and-Progressive-Era People’s Party
(led by men like Tom Watson and William Jennings Bryan), the protemperance Anti-Saloon League (1893), and the American Federation of
Labor (1886), through the pro-fascist and anti-Semitic populist appeals
made by Father Charles Coughlin in the “interwar” years, to
segregationists like George Wallace, and extreme cold warriors like Barry
Goldwater.
Their appeals pivoted around a notion of the United States as a nation
comprised of noble, hardworking producers, whose independence was
endangered by elites who were generally non-producers. (In more modern
parlance, these elites were the “takers,” not the “makers,” though some
conservative thinkers who oppose larger state welfare systems see this in
reverse, depicting those who own capital and run businesses as “makers”
in false binary opposition to recipients of social services as “takers.”) In
virtually all cases populists set themselves against distant elites and
racialized “others.” These spectral figures served as the crucial opposition
for populists, often racialized in the U.S. and European contexts to depict
“others” and “aliens” as not of the same racial group(s) as the inside
authentic patriots.
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Since the inception of populist politics in the U.S., populists have coded
“the people” as a group of white men, alienating women, immigrants,
indigenous peoples, and people of color, even as members of those
marginalized groups fought on the front lines to achieve populist-party
aims. By victimizing and casting others as the essential problem for the
real “people,” populists effectively deployed the flexible languages of
peoplehood and national belonging. In order to generate support for their
causes, they encouraged their followers to believe in conspiracy theories
and alternative facts. Ultimately, they presented real-world options
premised on an existential threat to the nation that they had fabricated or
grossly exaggerated. In all of these cases, populist leaders made the case
that current conditions necessitated a peoples' movement in politics to take
power (under the banner of terms like “Americanism”) and thereby restore
the nation to its original order, with “the people” at the center.
There is no doubt that in the world system there is rising nationalism
mixed with populism and authoritarianism. There also are no simple
answers to how and why this is going on and, in my view, this process has
been a generation in the making, at least, going back as far as the end of
the Cold War, if not before. However, as I suggest elsewhere in my
responses, these trends have been exacerbated and amplified since 9/11
and over the first two decades of the 21st century.
Q: From watershed populist electoral victories to increasingly powerful
authoritarian regimes, and from President Trump’s America First policies
to the recent death of the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF)
treaty, it can sometimes feel like the LWO (along with the values and
principles that underpin it) is falling apart.
It makes us wonder though, what exactly is the Liberal Word Order
anyway? From a historian’s perspective, what does the term mean to you?
A: Ever since the fall of the Berlin Wall, scholars perennially return to this
concern about challenges to the so-called “rules-based” or “liberal world”
order (RBO and LWO, respectively). Truly, whenever nations and peoples
move from one balance of power to another—and especially when those
shifts occur around the realignment of global powers—we historians and
scholars ask the same sorts of questions about the system and the specifics
that relate the whole to the parts (e.g., nations, peoples, organizations,
flows of goods, ideas, groups).
But if we consider the historical context in which those questions are
asked, we might find more clarity on the impulse behind those questions
and the ontological assumptions they represent.
13
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In the 1990s, for example, this impulse seemed natural, since the order at
question was one developed during WWII to shape the post-war world and
it had just unraveled alongside the Soviet Union. As historian Elizabeth
Borgwardt depicts, the U.S.-led “New Deal for the World,” implemented
through various interventionist policy initiatives after WWII (e.g., the
Marshall Plan), came into question in the 1990s as the forces of
fragmentation and integration reassembled a new world order. At the end
of the Cold War, epochal transformations rocked the international
landscape, with the consolidation of the EU and eventual adoption of a
central currency, the expansion of NATO and collapse of the Warsaw
Pact, and global objections to the IMF and WTO. Similarly epochal
restructuring followed 9/11, repercussing most recently with the
worldwide turn toward right-wing and racial nationalism and away from
global organizations and alliances such as NATO, ASEAN, and the EU,
with austerity measures in light of the Great Recession, and, especially, in
the resurgence of white-supremacist politics in the United States, with
Brexit, with the rise of Donald Trump, and with Russian involvement in
much of the preceding.
So, what do scholars, politicians, and diplomats mean when they use this
phrase? First, I should caution that as a term the "LWO" or "RBO" is
problematic. Conceptual concerns arise first in its vagueness and second
from the positive attributes or connotations it tends to project about
privileging and maintaining a hierarchical system of international power.
As such, the second main problem is that the LWO or RWO as an idea is
premised on what is an often accepted and unacknowledged ideology: a
shared commitment by all countries, as the United Nations Association of
Australia puts it succinctly, to "conduct their activities in accordance with
agreed rules that evolve over time, such as international law, regional
security arrangements, trade agreements, immigration protocols, and
cultural arrangements." 3 But obviously in practice there is significant
asymmetry between nation states which, in turn, results in enormous
differences in power and advantage no matter how they conceive and
operationalize being equal members of the international community.
Furthermore, to address whether the “LWO” or “RBO” “worked” or
“works,” we must imagine it to be more singular and more directed than it
has ever been, accept the premise that it has generated great wealth and
that wealth has benefitted the global order, and that it has produced less
global conflict than we know to be the case. Such a position elides those
policies and projects that impeded both peace and economic development,
“The UN and the Rules Based International Order,” United Nations Association of Australia,
see: https://www.unaa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/UNAA_RulesBasedOrder_ARTweb3.pdf
3
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much less democracy or social justice. It also misses some of the
messiness of international organization and law. This system (to be
generous) consists of a vast and diffuse network, with overlapping and
oppositional elements, knit together as urgency required without a clear
organizational structure or even a consistent method of implementation.
For example, the World Trade Organization and the United Nations
operate on different sorts of issues and different registers than the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization or the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations; issues of international copyright law, freedom of the season, and
national sovereignty all factor into the calculus of international relations,
as do concerns, incentives, and actions related to bad actors as well as good
ones (e.g., pirates, terrorists, public health groups, human rights, NGOs
and INGOs). In this scattered atmosphere, accepted norms are in many
ways as important as prohibitions.
Among the proliferation of articles in recent years making cases for and
against this “order,” the key historical assumption at is that the U.S. was
the engine that helped to maintain this system through its leadership and
through its willingness to commit its treasure and blood. Such a
proposition is not much debated. What is at issue, however, is how much
the U.S. (and its allies) benefited from the order they built, and at what
cost. Some argue that the benefits extremely outweighed the costs, others
say they are closer to on par, a few make the case that this effort was a net
loss for the U.S., and yet others question the stakes for the U.S. and the
world – that is, they wonder if the U.S. is necessary at all, at least anymore,
in this “order.”
As political scientist Paul Staniland rightly put it, "Proponents of the order,
however, often present a narrow and highly selective reading of history
that ignores much of the coercion, violence, and instability that
accompanied post-war history." He elaborates very effectively that: "This
history carries important implications for addressing today’s policy
challenges. Simply appealing to the order does not, for instance, tell us
much about how to deal with a rising China: Since the liberal order
included highly institutionalized alliances, loose “hub-and-spoke”
arrangements, and coalitions of the willing, and was characterized by both
preventive wars and containment, it is extremely unclear what the order
suggests for America’s China strategy. While “rules-based” order is a term
in vogue, it doesn’t tell us what the rules should actually be, or how they
should be decided."4 I agree. In my view, the phrase is too slippery to be
something to hang policy or analysis on, as a whole. On the other hand,
Paul Staniland, “Misreading the “Liberal Order”: Why We Need New Thinking in American Foreign
Policy,” Lawfare, July 29, 2018: https://www.lawfareblog.com/misreading-liberal-order-why-weneed-new-thinking-american-foreign-policy
4
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we are clearly facing a pivotal moment. The structures of the old order,
LWO/RBO or otherwise, are cracking and it is an open question what will
replace it. The resolution of this question will carry a global impact on
everything from local politics to existential threats like climate change.
Already, this dislocation in the world system is generating the kinds of
anxiety and inward-orientation that stokes the fires of nationalism around
the world.
Q: How do the elections and actions of authoritarians and populists
around the world relate to concepts and practices of the Liberal World
Order (LWO), Rules-Based Order (RBO), and U.S. world leadership? In
particular, is the Trump brand of international engagement that different
from what the U.S. has experienced in the past?
A: Rising nationalism, populist authoritarianism, and the dispersed
benefits and clear problems of the LWO are interrelated. Rising
“Euroskepticism” since the 1990s has been on the up-swing and goes
hand-in-hand with authoritarian populist nationalism deploying nativist
and anti-globalization rhetoric. We see an ascent of the far right in
electoral victories and regime-entrenchment around the world, seeking in
many cases to reject the LWO/RBO. Consider, at a glance, the following
nations and leaders who cast themselves in opposition to key aspects of
the trade and security constraints of the order: Hungary, Orban; Turkey,
Erdogan; Brazil, Bolsonaro; Philippines, Duterte; China, Xi; Russia,
Putin. And we should reflect, too, on the recent electoral success of rightwing political groups who depict themselves as populists in Germany,
France, Italy, the Netherlands, and in the United Kingdom. A recent study
suggests one-third of the world’s population lives in a “backsliding
democracy” as a result of these developments. Indeed, it seems to me that
discontent with European Union economic policies, evidenced across
Europe and exemplified by Brexit, is mirrored around the world in similar
views about comparable economic-and-political organizations, and also
appears in some of the most vitriolic popular criticism of NAFTA, the
WTO, globalization, and NATO in the U.S.
Although some scholars would point to continuities from Bush to Obama
to Trump, for me, the ruptures are more problematic. Trump’s legitimate
and significant breaks with recent past precedent include: trade wars and
protectionist tariffs, pulling out of the Iran Deal and TPP, renegotiating
NAFTA, anti-NATO and anti-EU rhetoric, pro-Brexit stance, legitimizing
North Korea via flawed nuclear diplomacy, and a rhetorical position
regarding other nations and immigrants that strikes many in the U.S.
around the world as racist. In addition, and perhaps even worse, Trump’s
Administration has destroyed U.S. credibility in a way that is
unprecedented. The in-credible rhetorical stance of this administration
© 2019 SNU Journal of International Affairs
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presents a transactional, “me first”/“America First” form of diplomacy in
which no U.S. government diplomat or official can be taken at their word
until the president affirms it, and then the mercurial and “win” oriented
transactional president might contradict himself. To say this dynamic is
profoundly damaging is an understatement.
What this suggests to me is that the U.S. is not likely to be credible in
either promises or threats – that is, it cannot be trusted as it once was; this
reality is already shaping and orienting the ways in which other nations
and groups view U.S. promises and agreements. Suddenly, U.S. allies
must confront the certainty that a U.S. new administration just might not
honor past agreements or might even reverse course entirely—an
insecurity on the world stage expressed by Angela Merkel, Jens
Stoltenberg, António Guterres, Emanuel Macron, Shinzo Abe, and other
world leaders. Pledges may be torn up. New circumstances may lead to
different outcomes. In my view, of course, this turn should concern the
U.S. the most.
Even if the U.S. was never quite the “indispensable nation” it claimed to
be, nor as credible as it aspired to be, American leadership has been crucial
in the world system since WWII. And even if that leadership turned on
realist, amoral, and even immoral foreign policies (so-called sins of
omission and commission), it still stood as the kind of (relatively) honest
broker many nations and peoples have counted on to arbitrate or balance
international affairs. To now have a sitting U.S. president and
Administration who so regularly ignores or applauds human rights
violators and dictators, and seeks bilateral agreements, while pulling out
or rejecting long-standing multilateral ones abrogates the U.S.
commitment to world leadership. Even after Trump leaves office, the fact
that this kind of turn can and has happened will haunt U.S. and world
politics for decades to come, I fear. In the absence of the U.S., it does not
seem likely other major powers—China? Germany? —will be willing or
able to pick up the bulk of the slack of multilateral organization and
leadership, from trade and security to human rights, that U.S. has
relinquished while retrenching over just the past two years. One need look
no farther than the notion pushed by China’s General Secretary Xi of a
world order with “Chinese characteristics,” the Belt and Road Initiative
and Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, and expansion of Chinese
military capacity in the S. China Sea, across Asia and Africa, to see the
contours of the transformation at work. China appears to have next to no
human rights or world system leadership role in mind in steering this
course but, rather, these are the actions of a largely self-interested power
filling a power vacuum and securing benefits for itself (though one could
argue that this description largely fits, albeit incompletely, for how the
U.S. functioned in many places and ways during the Cold War).
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Q: Would you share a few words of advice for students studying
international relations? In particular, what direction should they take with
their studies in the face of rising nationalism and receding democracy?
How important is history in understanding emerging international issues?
A: My advice to students of international relations is keep it up! This is an
amazing moment to be studying this subject. At no time in my life can I
imagine the study of foreign relations to be any more relevant than it is
today. The changes in nations, diplomacy, economics, politics, ideas,
technology, international organizations, and so much more across the
world system over the past generation have been monumental. We
desperately need more skilled thinkers examining these changes and
situating them in historical and theoretical contexts. The range of
challenges and transformations facing us is also daunting, as well as
inspiring – from climate change to nonproliferation, from rising powers to
new technologies, and from terrorism to social-justice activism.
In my view, whether you study these phenomena with an eye to becoming
a scholar or analyst, or toward diplomacy, foreign service, or
nongovernmental work, the role of history must be a major part of any
cutting-edge exploration of international relations. We simply must have
a deep knowledge of the past of nations, regions, peoples, strategies and
diplomacy, ideas, faiths, and so much more.
We historians often push back on straightforward arguments about the
utility of history, the best example of which is the aphorism that if you
don’t know history you are doomed to repeat it. However, such a view
does have merits. Even if history doesn’t repeat itself precisely and
historical comparisons and parallels are often imperfect and problematic,
historical knowledge is power. As part of making that observation as a
piece of advice, I’d also suggest that it is vital for advanced international
relations studies to value cross-cultural literacy and language acquisition;
thus, living, studying, and working abroad is essential. In the international
arena assumptions are your enemy, while on-the ground and wellgrounded knowledge, of the past through the present, is your ally in
seeking to understand the present and shape the future.
Q: Could you tell us a little bit about your forthcoming publication
“Rethinking American Grand Strategy” and what other projects you are
currently working on?
A: Thanks for asking about this book, which has been a labor of
intellectual love and dedication. I am hopeful that Rethinking Grand

© 2019 SNU Journal of International Affairs

18

SNU Journal of International Affairs

2019 | Vol. 3 / Iss. 2

Strategy will be out from Oxford University Press sometime in the first
half of 2020.
Grand Strategy is an increasingly important area of focus for historians
and political scientists as well as diplomats and policy experts. It is also a
growing area of study in higher education around the world. The book
seeks to establish the state of the field for the historical study of U.S. grand
strategy. I helped conceive and organize a conference at Oregon State
University with roughly twenty top scholars from around the world,
commissioning new chapters and work on the topic for the conference and
resulting book. We brought together scholars from a wide array of
subfields—some well-versed in grand strategy and others entirely new to
it—to rethink the history of grand strategy, to propose new approaches, to
consolidate the state of the field and to propel the scholarship as well as
conversations about U.S. grand strategy in new directions. Although most
of our experts consider themselves historians, and this volume focuses on
history, it also includes scholars of political science, public health, and
women, gender, and sexuality studies who take an historical approach to
their work. Based on their substantive areas of expertise, each contributor
offers a concise but intensively thorough and historically grounded
examination of specific eras, ideas, individuals, themes, theories, and
inflection points at which the very concept of grand strategy was at stake.
As a result, this volume of essays represents what we hope is a major step
in rethinking the history grand strategy. The essays that comprise this
book, taken together, seek to build up a robust account and analysis of
topics that more traditional accounts often leave out: the relationship of
authority to legitimacy, the role of human rights, issues relating to women,
gender, and sexuality, race, ethnicity, and religion, the importance of
transnational actors and ideas, the environment, and the domestic and
international politics of justice. The main objective here, then, is to expand
the parameters of what counts as grand-strategic thought and action,
historically and in the present.
The editors, Andrew Preston (Cambridge University) and Elizabeth
Borgwardt, (Washington University-St. Louis) and I, based on dynamic
exchanges at the conference that gave rise to this book and grounded upon
the work in this volume, also propose some new ways to rethinking grand
strategy based on the historical evidence.
This book’s primary intervention is to offer a new approach to grand
strategy as an epistemology—that is, as a theory of knowledge set in
motion in terms of international relations that organizes outcomes around
methods, means, and desired ends. When viewed as a way of organizing
knowledge, situated within and emanating from a distinct historical and
cultural context, the concept of grand strategy becomes more mobile, its
19
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content and operation more readily apparent. This means we can better
account for a wider array of grand strategies, strategists, and historical
moments and examples. Such an analysis also recognizes the diagnostic,
philosophic, prescriptive, and programmatic elements of grand strategy; it
thus conclusively expands our historical reach beyond military means or
state actors, both of which dominated the prior work that focused primarily
on applications of hard power. And this conceptual approach begins to get
us away from the problems of stricter or looser definitions that Nina Silove
has suggested in Security Studies result in uses that center on three main
types of assessments of grand plans, grand principles, and grand behavior.
In other words, Rethinking Grand Strategy seeks to redefine what counts
as grand strategy, but also looks closely at the historical record, which
usefully broadens the concept of historical and contemporary grand
strategies to comprise sweeping strategic visions of race, gender, religion,
law, transnational organizations, and core values. This expansive mode of
interpretation downplays the centrality of power and moves beyond an
emphasis on formal politics, “world powers,” and “orders” (but does not
disregard their significance), combining planning, principles, and
behavior, depending on the case. Therefore, this approach also presents a
challenge.
In place of some of the more reductive perspectives on strategy that have
been prominent in previous analyses, the book proposes to enlarge our
view and deepen our understanding by looking closely at varied historical
moments, actors, groups, and themes to rethink grand strategies. Take for
example foreign missionaries or public health workers, social movements,
black internationalism, and peace activism as major U.S. and global
movement that clearly help us to see a new array of grand strategists and
strategies which have had tremendous impacts on the U.S. and around the
world. In this way, our methods in the book, or at least mine as an editor
and author (I won’t speak for every author in the volume), fit what might
be described as a historically-informed strategic cultural approach. 5
Premised on the inherent relationship between culture and strategy, this
perspective is one that I strongly suggest scholars and practitioners
consider; it focuses on the historicized need to explore “the body of
attitudes and beliefs that guides and circumscribes thought on strategic
questions, influences the way strategic issues are formulated, and sets the

Alastair Johnston, “Thinking about Strategic Culture,” International Security 19 (Spring 1995), 3264; Basil Henry Liddell Hart, Strategy, 2d rev. ed. (Toronto: Meridian, 1991), 321-322. We see
something similar in Carl von Clausewitz’s On War, namely his view that the “political object”
represents the original motive for war. Thus, what some term grand strategy neatly fits as wartime
politics and might be extended to apply to a wider range of long term strategic concerns related to but
not limited to war and conflict.
5
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vocabulary and perceptual parameters of strategic debate.” 6 Strategic
culture, as Colin Gray suggests, “can be conceived as a context out there
that surrounds, and gives meaning to, strategic behavior” and “should be
approached both as a shaping context for behavior and itself as a
constituent of that behavior.” Because culture suffuses us all, ideas and
actions represent manifestations of culturally shaped, or “encultured”
individuals, groups, organizations, concepts, procedures, and
technologies.7
My main conceptual contribution here is to link the epistemological model
to this strategic-cultural to the epistemological model, it seems to the
editors that grand strategy rethought is well understood as what historian
Hal Brands aptly terms an “intellectual architecture,” which lends
structure to thinking about foreign relations, broadly defined. 8 In this
rethinking effort, we aim to move beyond the exaltation of far-sighted
decision-makers from elite backgrounds struggling against the
shortsighted constraints of the small-minded, and, instead, as the
following chapters illustrate, we seek to reveal some of the most
significant hidden grand strategies and strategists that abound in the
historical record.
Q: What’s on your current reading list?
A: I read fairly voraciously and usually have a number of books going at
once, in addition to those directly in use for research. As it pertains to the
main topics in this conversation, I highly recommend James Lindsay and
Ivo Daalder’s The Empty Throne: America’s Abdication of Global
Leadership, which makes the argument that the Trump Administration’s
positions on foreign policy represent the “greatest lurch” in U.S.
diplomacy since the period just after World War I. Speaking of pivotal
moments in past U.S. relations with the world, I recently finished a
magisterial book that I highly recommend: William Hitchcock’s The Age
of Eisenhower: American and the World in the 1950s. The book breaks
new ground that I didn’t think was possible regarding interpreting
Eisenhower over the span of his whole lifetime, but with a special
emphasis on his time in the White House and a nuanced take on Ike within
the broader domestic and international historical context.

6

This relationship has been postulated most effectively by Alastair Johnston. Here, Jack Snyder
quoted in Toshi Yoshihara and James R. Holmes, Red Star Over the Pacific: China’s Rise and the
Challenge to U.S. Maritime Strategy (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press), 156.
7
Colin S. Gray, “Strategic Culture as Context: The First Generation of Theory Strikes Back,” Review
of International Studies 25 (January 1999), 50-52.
8
Hal Brands, What Good is Grand Strategy? Power and Purpose in American Statecraft from Harry
S. Truman to George W. Bush (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014), 1.

21

© 2019 SNU Journal of International Affairs

Isolationism, Internationalism and America First

Nichols

Similarly, exploring what we historians are increasingly focusing on under
the rubric of the term “intermestic” – where the international and the
domestic overlap – is Sarah Snyder’s brilliant From Selma to Moscow:
How Human Rights Activists Transformed U.S. Foreign Policy, which
puts forward a fresh new interpretation of U.S. foreign policy in the “long
1960s” by tracking how transnational connections and social movements
responded to abject repression in the Soviet Union, ghastly racial
discrimination in Southern Rhodesia, rising authoritarianism in South
Korea, and political turmoil and coups in Greece and Chile.
Another book that I just wrapped up and highly recommend is Joanne B.
Freeman’s The Field of Blood: Violence in Congress and the Road to Civil
War. The book is a gripping account of violence and acrimonious politics
in Congress and society in the tumultuous years leading up to the Civil
War, which provides a useful counterpoint to those who think politics and
partisan rancor in the U.S. has hit an all-time low today.
I am re-reading as I finish a review of a fascinating book on Woodrow
Wilson and internationalism in the era of World War I, Trygve
Throntveit’s intensively-researched, provocative, and capacious Power
Without Victory: Woodrow Wilson and the American Internationalist
Experiment.
Next up for me are the following four books:
• Daniel Immerwahr, How to Hide an Empire: A History of the
Greater United States;
• Keisha Blain, Set the World on Fire: Black Nationalist Women and
the Global Struggle for Freedom;
• Jennifer Ratner-Rosenhagen, The Ideas that Made America: A
Brief History;
• Kevin Kruse and Julian Zelizer’s Fault Lines: A History of the
United States Since 1974.
i

On the AFC, see: Wayne S. Cole, America First: The Battle Against Intervention, 1940-1941 (Madison, WI:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1953); Michelle Flynn Stenehjem, An American First: John T. Flynn and the
America First Committee (New Rochelle, NY: Arlington House, 1976); Justus Doenecke, The Battle Against
Intervention, 1939-1941 (Malabar, FL: Krieger Press, 1997); for a great overview, Justus Doenecke’s introduction
to In Danger Undaunted: The Anti-Interventionist Movement of 1940-1941 as Revealed in the Papers of the
America First Committee, Justus Doenecke, ed. (Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution Press, 1990), 2-78.
ii
On Lindbergh, see Wayne S. Cole, Charles Lindbergh and the Battle Against American Intervention in World
War II (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1974) and A. Scott Berg, Lindbergh (New York: Berkley Books,
1998); text of Lindbergh’s Des Moines speech in 1941: http://www.charleslindbergh.com/americanfirst/speech.asp
iii
An insightful source in the Hoover Archives by the director of the AFC Research Bureau, Ruth Sarles, is now
available in published form: Ruth Sarles, A Story of America First: The Men and Women Who Opposed U.S.
Intervention in WWII (Westport, CT: Praeger Press, 2003).
iv
Hoover Archives, summer 1940, initial memorandum statement of principles, for accessible printed version see:
In Danger Undaunted, exact text of first set of four principles, 87.
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An Inquiry into the Competitiveness of the Trump
Administration’s Protectionist Trade Policies:
Towards Inbound Investment
Do Kyung Kim1
The purpose of this paper is to systematically analyze the competitiveness of the
Trump administration’s protectionist trade policies. The competitiveness of these
policies cannot be fully understood by only focusing on the trade aspect, as it
overlooks the crucial nexus between trade and investment, that is, how trade
policies affect investment and how investment policies affect trade. Therefore, the
paper adopts a framework referred to as the “ABCD model,” which
comprehensively combines how the factors of Agility (speed and precision),
Benchmarking (learning and best practices), Convergence (mixing and synergycreation), and Dedication (diligence and goal-orientation) synergistically
contribute to the competitiveness of the Trump administration’s trade policy. In
doing so, understanding the fundamental motives of President Trump – re-election
through job creation – has been deemed essential to gain insight into the rationale
behind his more protectionist inclinations. Consequently, the paper reveals that the
trade policy of protectionism is not an end, but rather a means (together with
favorable corporate tax rates), to foster a domestic environment conducive to
attracting inward investment and job growth.
Keywords: Trade policy, Protectionism, Competitiveness, Trump, Agility,
Benchmarking, Convergence, Dedication, ABCD Model, Investment
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Introduction
Since 1975, the United States (U.S.) has incurred the world’s largest
chronic trade deficits, estimated at $535 billion USD annually since
2000. 2 It is widely understood that the Trump administration seeks to
reduce these deficits through the adoption of protectionist measures in a
bid to restore the U.S. balance of payments to a more sustainable rate.
Certainly, the Trump administration departs from previous
administrations in a significant way due to an unprecedented level of
trade protectionism not seen since the end of the Second World War.
These policies are deemed radical not only because of their unilateralism,
but also the systemic nature of their ambition. From renegotiating the
terms of North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), withdrawing
from Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), forging new bilateral Free Trade
Agreements (FTA), invoking unilateral trade measures under Section
301 and 201 of the U.S. Trade Act of 1974, and Section 232 of the Trade
Expansion Act of 1962, the administration’s trade policies are broad and
bold. 3 Coming out against these measures, the administration has
received severe criticism from major trading partners, provoking
backlash from Canada, China, and the European Union, to name a few.
The significance of this trade protectionism lies in its impact on
major U.S. trading partners as well as the rest of the world. At the
international level, the predictability and stability of global economic
cooperation, which has taken the better part of a century to construct and
consolidate, could be permanently undermined. At the firm level,
protectionism could negatively affect firms which depend on
intermediary goods for production. Finally, at the individual level, the
inefficiencies created by broader market distortions could ultimately hurt
both domestic and international consumers.
Nonetheless, to simply criticize the Trump administration’s
“obliviousness” toward the potential ramifications of pursuing economic
U.S. Census Bureau, “Foreign Trade – U.S. Trade with World, Seasonally Adjusted,” Census.Gov.,
2018, accessed February 1, 2019, https://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/balance/c0004.html.
3
The new trade agreements under the Trump administration includes the U.S.-Mexico-Canada
Agreement (USMCA) signed on November 30, 2018. New bilateral trade agreements include South
Korean free trade agreement signed on September 24, 2019, and intentions for bilateral negotiations
for a U.S.- Japan Trade Agreement was initiated on September 26, 2018.
The Section 301 of the U.S. Trade Act of 1974 authorizes the President to take all appropriate action,
including retaliation, to obtain the removal of any act, policy, or practice of a foreign government
that violates an international trade agreement of is unjustified, unreasonable, or discriminatory and
that burdens or restricts U.S. commerce. The Section 201 of the U.S. Trade Act of 1974 permits the
President to grant temporary import relief, by raising import duties or imposing nontariff barriers on
goods entering the U.S. that injure or threaten to injure domestic industries producing like goods.
The Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act of 1962, authorizes the President of the U.S., through
tariffs or other means, to adjust the imports of goods or materials from other countries if it deems the
quantity or circumstances surrounding those imports to threaten national security (see: Antonio
Graceffo, “US-China Trade Relations in the wake of the US Section 301 IP Investigation,” Foreign
Policy Journal, November 9, 2017, accessed February 5, 2019,
https://www.foreignpolicyjournal.com/2017/11/09/us-china-trade-relations-in-the-wake-of-the-ussection-301-ip-investigation/).
2
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nationalism would not only disrespect many Americans who have
entrusted their votes in him, but also to fail to acknowledge the
administration’s core intentions. To better grasp the administration’s path
toward economic nationalism, understanding the more fundamental and
“rational” motives of President Trump, as an individual, is essential to
gaining insight into the rationale behind seemingly “irrational” policy
choices.
President Trump’s personal motives appear to lie in his political
ambitions: re-election. Therefore, his personal goals lie not in
maximizing global welfare or raising the long-term economic
competitiveness of the U.S., but in immediately serving his domestic
constituents, particularly the Midwestern manufacturing sector workers,
which represent critical swing-voter states.4 Accordingly, to secure their
votes for the next election in 2020, President Trump must live up to his
promise of making “America Great Again” through the creation of
American jobs. This implies that the Trump administration’s
protectionist trade policies do not simply aim to rectify unfair trade
practices or protect domestic industries and jobs, but to alter the direction
of trade import toward inward investment in order to stimulate job
growth for Americans, and ultimately strengthen the President’s chances
of re-election.
Against this backdrop, the core purpose of this paper is to
systematically analyze the competitiveness of Trump administration’s
trade policies. Underpinning assumptions are based on Adam Smith’s
laissez-faire logic, whereby the collection of every individual’s selfinterested pursuits will eventually contribute to broader welfare
maximization. 5 In addition, the pursuit of competitiveness will be
focused on short-term immediate strategies over ambiguous long-term
strategies, as famously stated by John Keynes (1971): “in the long run
we are all dead”.6 In defining competitiveness, the paper adopts OECD’s
definition: “a country’s ability to sell goods under free and fair
conditions in international markets…while simultaneously maintaining
and expanding the real incomes of its people over the long term.”7
The theoretical approach employed in this study is built upon a
new theory supported by empirical data, referred to as the ABCD model.
Developed by Hwy-Chang Moon (2016), the ABCD model allows for a
deeper and more systematic analysis of President Trump’s protectionist
Thomas Hanley, “Ovation Diplomacy: The Short-sightedness of President Trump’s Foreign Policy,”
Global Public Policy Institute, December 21, 2018, accessed January 8, 2019,
https://www.gppi.net/2018/12/21/ovation-diplomacy-the-shortsightedness-of-president-trumpsforeign-policy.
5
Adam Smith. An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. (London: W.
Strahan and T. Cadell, 1776).
6
John Maynard Keynes. A Tract on Monetary Reform. (London: Macmillan, 1971).
7
OECD, “OECD Glossary of Statistical Terms,” (2005),
http://stats.oecd.org/glossary/detail.asp?ID=399.
4

26

© 2019 SNU Journal of International Affairs

SNU Journal of International Affairs

2019 | Vol. 3 / Iss. 2

policy and strategy. Moon’s ABCD Model provides the analytical
framework necessary to understand the procedural aspect of “how” and
“why.” The four specific factors, Agility, Benchmarking, Convergence
and Dedication, are further divided into two sub-factors each: speed with
precision, learning with best practices, mixing with synergy-creation, and
diligence with goal-orientation, combined synergistically contributes to
competitiveness, respectively.8
The structure of the paper begins with a literature review, which
is divided into two themes. The first theme aims to grasp how existing
literature describes the historical development of U.S. trade policy,
whereas the second theme reviews the theoretical underpinnings of
“rational” trade policy. Following the literature review, the methodology
used in this research will be explained by elaborating upon why the
ABCD model is the most appropriate theoretical framework for this
paper. Next, a comprehensive account on the competitiveness of Trump
administration’s trade policies will be analyzed using the ABCD model.
A final summary of the research findings and implications, including
suggestions on unexplored areas for further research, is presented in
conclusion.
Literature Review
This literature review is divided into three sections: historical
development of trade policies, theoretical underpinnings of trade policies,
and the definition of “competitiveness.” Existing literature on the
historical development and the theoretical underpinnings of trade tend to
either disregard the nature of domestic politics in the formation of trade
policies or treat domestic politics and trade polices as two completely
separate entities. However, the economic pursuit of international trade
policies cannot be disentangled from the dynamics of domestic politics,
as the two are inextricably intertwined. Therefore, this research aims to
analyze international trade policies on the foundation of domestic politics.
Historical Development of the U.S. Trade Policies
The timeframe for this literature review begins from World War II
(WWII) and extends to the completion of President Trump’s first year in
office, 2017. In the wake of WWII, U.S. trade policy was characterized
by lowering levels of protectionism and strong support for liberal trade.
This lead to the establishment of General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT) in 1982, which was designed to foster international trade
by significantly lowering or eliminating trade barriers such as tariffs and
quotas. However, since the Nixon administration, scholars Bhagwati and
Patrick argue that the U.S. retreated from the world trading system by
8

Hwy-Chang Moon. The Strategy for Korea’s Economic Success. (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2016).
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threatening to invoke aggressive unilateral trade measures, likely as a
form of retaliation because the GATT system proved ineffective both
because of its lack of legal status as well as its lack of efficiency in
settling trade disputes.9 Despite this temporary withdrawal, Lovet et, al.
observe that the U.S. embraced liberal trade system once again during
the post-Cold War era when GATT was replaced by the World Trade
Organization (WTO), complete with a stronger legal mechanism for
solving trade dispute settlements.10 Since then, the U.S. has maintained
staunch support for a liberal trade regime, encouraging other countries to
liberalize their markets as much as possible and to adopt specific trade
measures delineated in WTO agreements.
Conversely, trade policy since the inauguration of President
Trump has been characterized by a retreat from globalization in the form
of exorbitant or seemingly unreasonable tariff levels. SchneiderPestinger evaluates that the economic implications of trade protectionism
pursued under the Trump administration will, on the whole, hamper the
nation’s competitive edge, but concludes that a trade war is unlikely to
take place.11 Li et, al. conducted a numerical simulation on the potential
economic impacts of a potential U.S.-China trade war, concluding that a
majority of countries across the globe would be negatively impacted,
especially those in the manufacturing sector.12
Theoretical Underpinnings of Trade Policies
Classical trade theory, which characterizes trade conditions as “perfect
competition,” advocates the merits of free trade. In particular, the theory
of comparative advantage, developed by the famous economist David
Ricardo, posits that a country with superior advantage in producing all
goods can benefit from international trade.13 Nevertheless, the Ricardian
model fails to address the source of comparative advantage, such as how
some countries can produce certain goods at a lower price than other
countries. Here, Hecksher and Ohlin discussed the benefits of trade in
terms of a reduction in the price of traded goods due to the heterogeneity
of factor endowments present in a particular country. The HecksherOhlin theorem suggests that a country should export goods whose
production is intensive in the country’s relatively abundant factor and
9

Jagdish Bhagwati and Patrick Hugh. Aggressive Unilateralism: America's 301 Trade Policy and
the World Trading System. (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1990).
10
William Lovet, Alfred Eckes, and Richard L Brinkman. U.S. Trade Policy: History, Theory, and
the WTO. (New York: Routledge, 2004).
11
Marianne Schneider-Pestinger, “Trade Policy Under President Trump: Implications for the US
And the World,” Chatham House: The Royal Institute of International Affairs, (2017): 2,
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/publications/research/2017-11-03-tradepolicy-trump-schneider-petsinger-final.pdf.
12
Chungding Li, Chuantian He, and Chuangwei Wi, “Economic Impacts of the Possible China–US
Trade War,” Emerging Markets Finance and Trade 54 no.7 (2018): 1563.
13
David Ricardo. The Principles of Political Economy and Taxation. (London: Dover Publications,
2004).
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import goods that use intensively the country’s scarce factor. 14
Nonetheless, the Pareto optimal results can only be achieved under
theoretically plausible and perfect market conditions.15
Accordingly, Krugman examined the consequences of
international trade in markets characterized by imperfections such as
monopoly, tech spillovers, and more, and argued that protectionist trade
policies can be justified if it captures rents produced through imperfect
competition. 16 The neoclassical trade theory incorporates New Trade
Theory (NTT), which is a strategic trade policy where governments can
deliberately alter the terms of competition to favor domestic firms over
foreign ones. However, the political-economic conditions under which
the NNT can be applied is very limited, and it is deemed near impossible
for states to formulate reliable interventionist policies as there are
empirical difficulties involved in modeling markets with imperfect
competition.
Later, Paul Krugman suggested that the costs associated with
protectionist trade policies far exceed their benefits. In the long run, he
argues, losses suffered by consumers far exceed the gains by domestic
producers and the government. 17 However, when Sonali and Fine
compared NNT against traditional trade policy, they identified a
“continuing enigma.” 18 Closer scrutiny of theoretical and empirical
grounds in support of trade liberalization reveal that conventional
arguments are based on fragile theoretical grounds, as they generally
neglect the complex and ambiguous effects of trade liberalization.
Common Limitations of Existing Literatures
In assessing both the existing studies on the historical development and
theoretical underpinnings of trade policy, difficulties arise in the proper
assessment of the Trump administration’s trade policies due to
fundamental differences in the following factors outlined in the ABCD
model: benchmarking (learning the best practice), convergence (mixing
the appropriate resources to maximize synergies), and goal-orientation
(intended outcome).
First, the goal-orientation of existing literature on both trade
policy theories and the U.S. historical development of trade policies
focus on enhancing the aggregate public welfare of a country, or the
14

Eli Hecksher and Bertil Ohlin. Hecksher-Ohlin Trade Theory. (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1991).
Pareto optimality or Pareto efficiency refers to a state of allocation of resources from which it is
impossible to reallocate to make any one individual or preference criterion better off without making
at least one individual or preference criterion worse off.
16
Paul Krugman. Strategic Trade Policy and the New International Economics. (Cambridge [MA]:
MIT Press, 1998).
17
Paul Krugman, “The Narrow and Broad Arguments for Free Trade,” The American Economic
Review 83, no. 2 (1993): 365.
18
Sonali Deraniyagala and Ben Fine, “New Trade Theory versus Old Trade Policy: A Continuing
Enigma,” Cambridge Journal of Economics 25, no. 6 (2001): 809, doi: 10.1093/cje/25.6.809.
15
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global welfare. This discourages protectionism and beggar-thy-neighbor
trade policies which lead to greater losses for both consumers and
producers in the long-run. However, the Trump administration possesses
a markedly different goal-orientation: to prioritize American national
interests through the creation of American jobs, irregardless of global
welfare.
Second, in the aspect of benchmarking, Hecksher-Ohlin trade
theory suggests that since the United States is a capital-intensive country,
it must export more capital-intensive goods by specializing in high-tech
related growth whilst importing more labor-intensive goods or decliningindustries such as automobiles.19 Therefore, existing studies based on the
Hecksher-Ohlin model primarily focus on promoting high-tech Silicon
Valley-related growth, while also largely neglecting the declining
manufacturing industries of the Midwestern Rust Belt region. For the
Trump administration, the Rust Belt region is a strategic area key to
capturing swing-voter states secured through American job growth.
Third, the factor of convergence is found lacking in existing
literature on trade policy because they tend to focus solely on trade,
especially in Krugman’s NTT, whereby the protection of domestic goods
and services are pursued through the imposition of tariffs, quotas or other
non-tariff barriers to trade.20 Yet, it is important to note that there exists
an intricate nexus between trade and investment. In the case of the
Trump administration’s trade policies, the effective combination of trade
protectionist measures and lower corporate taxes is designed to foster a
domestic environment conducive to inward foreign investment American
job creation.
Taken together, the limits to existing literature on trade policy
and theory reveals their inability to understand the true intentions and
competitiveness of the Trump administration’s trade policies. Sorely
needed is a comprehensive and systematic analysis of the Trump
administration’s trade policies, one that emanates from the perspective of
the administration.
Research Methodology
The previous section revealed critical limitations on existing trade
theories in understanding and analyzing the Trump administration’s trade
policies, primarily due to the fundamental differences in goal-orientation,
benchmarking, and convergence between trade scholars and the Trump
administration. More importantly, existing studies examine trade in
isolation from domestic politics, inevitably drawing partial and
superficial analysis of the Trump administration’s trade behavior. To
overcome these challenges, this paper employs the ABCD model,
19
20

Hecksher and Ohlin. Hecksher-Ohlin Trade Theory.
Krugman, “The Narrow and Broad Arguments for Free Trade.”
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developed by Hwy-Chang Moon, to identify specific factors that have
together contributed to South Korea’s rapid economic development.21
In the context of this research topic, the ABCD model provides a
comprehensive and systematic framework for analyzing the
competitiveness of the Trump administration’s trade policies. More
specifically, unlike the aforementioned trade theories which only reveal a
parochial view of the broader context, the ABCD model reveals “how”
the specific factors of Agility (speed and agility), Benchmarking
(learning and best practices), Convergence (mixing and synergycreation),
and
Dedication
(diligence
and
goal-orientation)
comprehensively combined, synergistically contribute to overall
competitiveness. The power of this model lies in explaining the
combinative capabilities and the creation of shared values that maximize
synergy creation; each of the A, B, C, D factors and the sub-factors must
create synergy to sustain competitiveness. Accordingly, the application
of the ABCD model serves as an integrative guideline to yield a more
impartial and holistic picture of the Trump administration’s trade policies.
The model helps reveal the competitiveness of the Trump
administration’s trade policies in both domestic and international
contexts, while also revealing the intention and direction of the policies.
Understanding the Competitiveness of Trump Administration’s
Trade Policies through the ABCD Framework
Agility – Expediting the Creation of American Jobs
Speed
Generally, economic protectionism is discouraged and countless studies
indicate that trade protectionism leads to greater net loss for all parties
concerned in the long run. 22 Just as “there is no instance of a nation
benefitting from prolonged warfare,” lengthened trade protectionism
imparts great loss to all parties.23 Rather, a ‘smarter’ way of utilizing
protectionism is to strategize and prioritize a quick victory. Temporary
trade protectionism serves that purpose for the Trump administration.
As the 59th quadrennial U.S. presidential elections draw closer,
President Trump must be swift in creating American jobs, particularly in
key Midwestern swing-voter states; these swing states played a pivotal
role in President Trump’s presidential electoral victory over his
competitor, Hilary Clinton. In doing so, the fastest and most effective
method to create manufacturing jobs in the Midwestern states is through
the imposition of tariffs on steel-related manufactured goods, in
21
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combination with corporate tax reductions to change the direction of
trade import. These policies aim to attract multinational firms to relocate
their manufacturing facilities to the U.S.
The abovementioned strategy has led to Apple Inc., the world’s
largest company by market valuation, to accelerate investment in the
U.S., and in 2017, had committed to build three large manufacturing
plants.24 Moreover, over the next five years, Apple’s direct contribution
to the U.S. economy is estimated to be more than $350 billion. The
implications of attracting Apple’s investment back into the U.S. for job
creation are threefold: 1.) direct employment by Apple (20,000 over the
next five years); 2.) spending and investment with Apple’s domestic
suppliers and manufacturers for the company’s app ecosystem ($55
billion estimated to be spent with in 2018 with 9000 American suppliers);
and 3.) fostering the rapidly growing IOS app economy (created 1.6
million jobs in the U.S.).25
To avoid tariffs by relocating production to the U.S., Taiwanese
electronics manufacturer Foxconn Technology Group, a major supplier
to Apple, also followed suit. In 2017, Foxconn committed to invest $10
billion to build an LCD manufacturing plant in the state of Wisconsin in
return for $3 billion subsidies in tax credits. Foxconn’s investment is
estimated to create up to 13,000 American jobs over the next six years,
and 22,000 jobs could be indirectly created by suppliers and businesses
who seek to position themselves close to Foxconn.26
Likewise, the level of speed in attracting investment into the U.S.
for rapid job creation would have been challenging were it not for the
imposition of tariffs, lowering of corporate taxes, and provision of
government subsidies. Nonetheless, it is imperative to note that the
pursuit of speed alone is perilous in the absence of precision.
Precision
In addition to speed, the Trump administration has been precise in
targeting specific objectives by hiring trade professionals who share
similar views with the administration, both to expedite trade policy
execution as well as to extract favorable concessions during bilateral
trade negotiations. Furthermore, the trade specialists in the incumbent
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administration consist of hardline protectionists who display a level of
commitment to protectionism rare in previous administrations.27
Prior to President Trump assuming office in 2016, he established
a new National Trade Council to spearhead trade negotiations, which
was later renamed the Office of Trade and Manufacturing Policy in 2017
and moved into the National Economic Council. Peter Navarro, an
economic advisor to President Trump during his campaign and who
shares many of the President’s views on trade, including strong
nationalistic views and a hardline approach toward China, was appointed
National Trade Council Director.28
Additionally, of the seven trade-related promises made during
President Trump’s campaign, his second promise was to hire the
“toughest and the smartest” trade professionals capable of effectively
implement his agenda. In line with this promise, Robert Lighthizer, who
also shares many of President Trump’s views on trade matters, was
appointed to lead the United States Trade Representative (USTR). The
appointment of these individuals to official positions, along with the
establishment of a New Trade Council, streamlines and reinforces
President Trump’s vision and demonstrates precision.29
Precision is also pertinent to trade negotiations. The
administration particularly favors bilateral over multilateral negotiations,
as large agreements tend to be characterized by inefficiency in reaching
consensus, difficulty in ensuring meaningful enforcement as well as
drawing fair trade terms. Bilateral trade negotiations on the other hand
provide a distinctive advantage over multilateral ones: more precision in
targeting specific terms of trade favorable to the U.S. with relative
flexibility and greater speed. 30 The administration’s preference for
bilateral negotiations led to a quick withdrawal from the twelve-nation
pact TPP, which was originally intended to reduce or eliminate 18,000
tariffs on agricultural and manufactured products to enhance trade and
economic growth between the countries party to the agreement.
Nonetheless, as the deal implied outsourcing to developing countries
with significantly lower labor costs and lax labor laws, American jobs
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would likely have been negatively affected. 31 Appointing trade
specialists with similar trade policy views to President Trump and opting
for bilateral trade negotiations contributes to precision, expedites
decision-making and policy implementation, and ultimately levels the
playing field for American workers and job creators.
Benchmarking - Revitalizing the Midwestern Manufacturing Sector
Learning
Historically, trade protectionist measures are nothing new for the U.S.
Indeed, there have been several noteworthy occasions of economic
protectionism designed to shield domestic industries and jobs from unfair
or unfavorable foreign competitions. Those with which the Trump
administration draws similar experiences from are the steel tariffs
imposed during the Bush and Reagan administrations. Despite some
similarities, the Trump administration differs in terms of its immediate
goal of re-election and specific strategies used for rapid creation of
American jobs. Despite presidential candidate Hilary Clinton winning
the popular vote by roughly 400,000 votes, President Trump’s campaign
strategy pivoted around capturing the razor-thin margins in swing-voter
states through a strategic appeal to blue-collar workers. Throughout U.S.
history, there has only been three instances prior to the Trump
administration where a candidate had lost the election despite winning
the popular vote. 32
During the Bush administration, tariffs ranging from 15% to 30%
were imposed on imported steel between March 2002 and December
2003, setting the precedent for the Trump administration’s 25% tariffs on
steel imports. The previous measure pursued by the Bush administration
was pursued under Section 201 of the Trade Expansion Act, which
grants unilateral safeguard measures to protect certain domestic industry
from the heavy inflow of foreign goods. 33 This type of protectionist
behavior has had negative outcomes in the past; net employment gains in
raw steel factories were lower than job losses in other sectors of
industries, especially companies that rely on steel for producing parts and
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components. 34 Notwithstanding the adverse economic effects, the
broader effects are deemed insignificant, and were hardly the cause of
larger economic difficulties. 35 Likewise, the large and dynamic U.S.
economy has proven resilient throughout the course of its history, and
the targeted imposition of tariffs during the Trump administration is
unlikely to drastically alter that.
Similarly, in the 1980s, the Reagan administration took
unilateral import restrictions on various goods such as cars, motorcycles,
forklifts, memory chips, color televisions, machine tools, textiles, steel,
etc. Despite the failure of Voluntary Export Restraint on Japanese
semiconductors and automobiles in early 1980s, the U.S. economy did
not suffer from market meltdown. In fact, the Reagan administration’s
protectionism is described as a temporary “strategic retreat”, and was
intended to liberalize trade, consistent with the economic mainstream
opinions of the time. Ultimately, the administration laid the groundwork
for a global liberal trade regime, including the conclusion of NAFTA and
launching the Uruguay Round, which would established the WTO. 36
Although the contemporary economic context exhibits some differences,
one of the Trump administration’s protectionist intentions is to level the
playing field to restore fair liberal trade, not to undermine it. More
crucially, it can logically be inferred that protectionist measures under
the Trump administration are intended to be temporary, as the core
intention is not in imposing the tariff itself, but rather to redirect
investment into the U.S. by incentivizing firms with corporate tax cuts.
Best Practices
While the Trump administration emulated the previous administration’s
temporary trade protectionism in addressing impending short-term
objectives and pursuing fair trade practices, the administration also
enhanced previous practices with its own unique strategy of creating a
U.S. an investor-friendly environment. The added factor to previous best
practices is referred to as “benchmarking (learning) + alpha” strategy,
whereby unique improvements can lead to outperformance of the
original benchmark.37
Notwithstanding the many similarities drawn between the Trump
administration’s trade protectionism and those of previous
administrations, the Trump administration differs and ultimately
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transcends the previous administration’s practices through the addition of
its own alpha. The administration’s alpha consists of the following:
strategic appeal to the manufacturing sector workers of the key swingvoter states and creating U.S. environment conducive to foreign
investment and American job growth.
During his campaign, President Trump appealed to
predominately white, blue-collar voters – voters who felt marginalized
by the adverse effects of globalization – by promising to bring jobs back
to the U.S. More specifically, since America enjoys a bipartisan political
system, where an average 32% of the population identified themselves as
Democrats, 23% as Republicans, and the remaining 39% as independent
between 1992-2014, the strategic point for President Trump’s election
was to capture the swing-voter states, primarily located in Midwestern
Rust Belt states. 38 Once key to propelling America to her economic
might, the Rust Belt no longer serves the same crucial purpose. The
economic focus has shifted away from labor-intensive manufacturing to
capital-intensive Silicon Valley technologies. Negatively affected by
these changes, the declining manufacturing industry workers of the
swing states expressed discontent with the loss of jobs, and President
Trump targeted the protection of these workers with slogans like “Made
in America.”39 Therefore, nearly all of the administration’s protectionist
trade policies are targeted towards protecting Rust Belt manufactured
goods such as steel and aluminum.
In line with the abovementioned strategy, the Trump
administration also differentiates itself from previous administrations’
protectionist policies, as these protectionist measures are combined with
lowered corporate taxes designed bring investment back to the U.S. for
generating American job creation. This adds value to the administration
by enhancing sustainability of competitiveness resulting in a synergistic
effect to be further dissected in the next section.
Convergence – Synergistic Effect of Trade Protectionism and Corporate
Tax Reduction
Mixing
Mixing the advantages of various rules simultaneously under the
international law as well as utilizing every possible domestic rule, along
with major tax reform, contributes greatly to the Trump administration’s
competitiveness. In August 2017, the United States Trade Representative
self-initiated an investigation into China’s intellectual property practices
Tim Meko, Lazaro Gamio, and Denise Lu, “How Trump won the presidency with razor-thin
margins in swing states,” The Washington Post, November 11, 2016, accessed February 10, 2019,
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39
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to identify and rectify harmful “coercive transfer” of U.S. technology.
The investigation was pursued under Section 301 of the Trade Act of
1974, which grants presidential power to retaliate against certain unfair
trade practices. Under the same trade act, Section 201 was subsequently
invoked in January 2018, raising substantial tariffs on the import of solar
panels and residential washers to safeguard against foreign rivals. The
restriction aimed to boost American manufacturing by incentivizing
manufacturing operations to relocate to the U.S., which resultantly drew
in flood of new investments into the country.40 Protectionist measures
also came under the rarely utilized Section 232 of the Trade Expansion
Act of 1962, empowering the President to resort to protectionist
measures, should reliance on certain imported goods pose a security
threat. The measure subsequently led to the imposition of tariffs on steels
and aluminum at 25% and 10% respectively.41
The mixing of abovementioned protectionist measures does not
merely pertain to targeting trade, however. Rather, the real purpose, in
addition to promoting fair and reciprocal trade, is to incentivize the shift
of some foreign-based manufacturing facilities into the U.S. This desire
has been further reinforced with changes in U.S. federal tax law. Since
2001, the U.S. has been experienced an “investment drought” due to its
relatively high corporate taxes compared to the rest of the world, which
strove to lower them in order to attract investment into their countries.42
To redraw foregone investment opportunities, in 2017 the Trump
administration introduced a new law titled “Tax cuts and Jobs Act”
(P.L,115-97), effectively slashing corporate tax rates from 35% to 21%.
In absolute terms, it is the largest corporate tax cut in U.S. history. The
Republican-led Congress has also passed laws to overturn fifteen rules
placed during the former Obama administration, while postponing other
regulations which may hamper investment attractiveness.43 These are all
intended improve the U.S. business climate to attract greater inward
Foreign Direct investment (FDI) or expand existing opportunities for
American job creation. However, any random mixture of different
policies lacks sustainable competitive value if each of the components
fail to mutually support each other.
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Synergy-Creation
Hwy-Chang Moon explains that “there [is] additional value creation
flowing from synergies among the collection of separate components.”44
The additional value creation of the Trump administration derives from
the synergies created between the corporate tax rate reductions and trade
protectionist measures, which foster an attractive environment for inward
investment in the U.S. Specifically, the protectionist trade measures
compel foreign firms to internalize due to high tariffs. Subsequently, the
greater inflow of foreign investment into the U.S. increases productivity
due to greater value added in production. This large inflow of investment
enhances America’s overall competitiveness and creates more jobs.
Despite UNCTAD’s strong caution against trade protectionism,
it is worth noting that investors tend to focus on long-term
competitiveness and economic prospects of a market rather than on
short-term political volatility when making FDI choices, as “trade
volatility heightens investment uncertainty.” 45 More crucially, this
implies that, in attracting investment, the risk of short-term political
volatility arising from trade protectionism can be absorbed through
favorable corporate tax rates. The new tax code under the Trump
administration is significant not only in its dramatic reduction in
corporate taxes rates, but also in its shift from a global to a quasiterritorial system for domestic companies. Moreover, a new category of
foreign income called Global Intangible Low Taxed Income (GILTI) was
introduced.
The adoption of quasi-territorial system implies that companies
based in the U.S. will not be subject to domestic income tax on revenues
accumulated from foreign countries. The intended purpose of this
provision is to repatriate offshore profits back into the U.S. to boost the
economy and promote job creation. This led Apple Inc., holding 94% of
its total cash of $269 billion in foreign countries to make a one-time tax
payment of $38 billion on repatriated cash, of which Apple intends to
spend some of the money toward 20,000 new jobs. Other multinational
firms such as Microsoft, Alphabet and Cisco possessing offshore profits
are also to follow suit, as they have incentive to bring cash back. 46
Furthermore, the GILTI subjected American companies, which hold any
foreign income that is above 10% of a foreign subsidiary’s fixed assets,
to pay U.S. tax on those low taxed incomes. This takes away the
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incentive for American companies to shift their intangible assets offshore,
and signals investment to stay in America.47
Overall, the tax reform package significantly enhances
America’s desirability for investment, and when trade protectionism is
combined synergistically with reform, they contribute to expediting the
speed of investment drawn into the U.S. for fast and sustainable
American job creation.
Dedication – “America First” Through American Jobs
Diligence
Wielding the slogan “Make America Great Again,” President Trump has
been staunchly committed to the creation of American jobs and
strengthening of the economy since the early days of his campaign.
When President Trump assumed office in 2017, he has been consistent in
his economic goals despite far-reaching criticism and provocative trade
retaliations from major trading partners.
President Trump made seven promises during his campaign to
restore the health of the American economy by promoting fair and
reciprocal trade. The pursuit of these trade policies is intended to level
out the playing field between the U.S. and its trading partners “through
the use of every lawful presidential power,” and to ultimately rectify the
unfairly lost American job opportunities. Of the seven promises (see
below), only the fifth promise of citing China as a currency manipulator
was dismissed, as China was no longer engaging in forceful devaluation
of the Renminbi in foreign exchange markets.48 Upholding all but one of
the seven-point plan promises illustrates the administration’s dedication
to protecting American jobs.
However, protection of American jobs does not necessarily lead
to the creation of American jobs. Therefore, the administration has
undertaken significant tax reforms. Of the multi-faceted tax reforms,
cutting steep corporate taxes is particularly noteworthy. The new tax
code reinforces the seven-point promises, as it intends to attract
investment into the country for job creation. Accordingly, the diligence
of the Trump administration has been identified as not only the
consistent protection of American jobs, but also in their creation. Yet,
diligence alone cannot yield results without proper goal-orientation.
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Figure 1. Donald J. Trump’s 7 Point Plan to Rebuild the American Economy
by Fighting for Free Trade49

Goal-Orientation
Goal-orientation guides diligence on the right track. The Trump
administration promotes a strong national economy backed by American
workers. Prior to dissecting the administration’s goal-orientation,
acknowledging President Trump’s individual goal-orientation of reelection has been demonstrated as an important factor throughout the
paper because it reflects the administration’s national goal of “Making
America Great Again.” 50 This has been highlighted in the many
economic and foreign policies pursued by the administration and is
critical to securing President Trump’s election in 2020. 51 The path to
victory in the next election lies in effectively serving the Midwestern
swing-voter states, where President Trump in his previous election
successfully won the support of manufacturing sector workers negatively
affected by globalization. Therefore, the creation of manufacturingrelated jobs in America is of utmost importance.
“Donald J. Trump’s 7 Point Plan to Rebuild the American Economy by Fighting for Free Trade,”
2017, Donaldjtrump.Com, accessed February 1, 2019, https://www.donaldjtrump.com/.
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To this end, trade protectionism serves a dual purpose: shield the
negatively impacted industries and workers from unfair trade practices,
and more importantly, incentivize multinational firms to operate on the
U.S. soil to avoid exorbitant tariffs. When the latter purpose is combined
with favorable corporate tax rates, the administration’s American job
goal-orientation becomes more sustainable.
Conclusion
Implications
Paintings are often difficult to genuinely understand and appreciate when
devoid of their intention and contextual background. Indeed, the true
value of a painting lie not in the individual art piece itself, but in
connecting the supporting contextual background to reveal its value.
Likewise, the Trump administration’s trade protectionist policies cannot
be fully understood in isolation from the supporting contextual
background. Rather, the incorporation of President Trump’s individual
goals with other supporting government policies is necessary to fully
grasp the competitiveness of the administration’s protectionist trade
policy.
To this end, the paper sought to systematically analyze how the
comprehensive combination of the Agility (speed and precision),
Benchmarking (learning and best practices), Convergence (mixing and
synergy-creation), and Dedication (diligence and goal-orientation)
factors articulated in Hwy-Chang Moon’s ABCD model synergistically
contribute to understanding the competitiveness of the Trump
administration’s trade policy. Concerning agility, trade protectionism
together with lower corporate tax is deemed fastest way to bring
investment back to the U.S. For benchmarking, the temporary
protectionist measures of previous administrations have been emulated
as well as enhanced with a new tax code. The convergence factor
encapsulates the synergistic effect of trade protectionism and favorable
corporate tax rates. Finally, the administration has demonstrated strong
resolve in its pursuit to uphold trade-related promises and to protect and
create American jobs. The ABCD framework has contributed greatly in
piecing together the Trump administration’s seemingly unrelated
individual policies by identifying the intentions of its trade policies and
connecting them to the broader context of other policies pursued.
This paper provided insight into the Trump administration’s
seemingly “irrational” protectionist trade policies by shifting the focus
toward first understanding President Trump’s individual motives,
revealed to be re-election in 2020. The most effective way for President
Trump to win the next election is by capturing critical Midwestern
swing-voter states, where the majority of manufacturing industry
workers are located. Accordingly, through the application of the ABCD
framework, the paper has revealed that the trade policy of protectionism
© 2019 SNU Journal of International Affairs
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is not an end, but rather a means (and perhaps even a necessary evil),
together with favorable corporate tax rates to foster a domestic
environment conducive to attracting inward investment into the U.S. for
rapid American job creation. Certainly, the pursuit of trade protectionism
by the Trump administration is not to undermine the future stability of
global economic governance. Rather, the focus of this paper has been on
the Trump administration’s short-term immediate efforts to revitalize the
American economy through strategic targeting of American employment.
Further Avenues of Research
Important future avenues of research can be derived from the
comprehensive understanding of the competitiveness of the Trump
administration’s trade policy. A firm understanding of President Trump’s
individual goal-orientation (i.e. winning the next election cycle through
the creation of American jobs) indicates that the administration is highly
unlikely to alter its protectionist measures. This implies that the viable
options for countries which are detrimentally affected by the U.S.
protectionist measures are twofold: trade retaliation or relocating
investment to the U.S. Whereas the former option is available to
countries with large economies such as China and Canada, smaller
economies face significant economic challenges in this regard.
Nevertheless, with strategic positioning, smaller economies can form
efficient strategies to overcome their relatively inferior power.
Accordingly, future studies should explore how economic threats faced
by smaller economies can strategically be transformed into opportunity,
as opposed to simply denouncing the Trump administration’s behavior.
Another logical extension to this investigation is to seek to
understand how the future direction of U.S. trade policies can be
harmonized with President Trump’s individual goal of re-election. This
would likely include examining the potential impact of FDI in the
creation of American jobs. Additionally,, should President Trump be
successfully re-elected in 2020, an examination of what sustainable trade
policies can be pursued should be investigated.
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Re-Examining the Viability of the ROK-U.S. Alliance:
Can the Alliance Survive
the ‘Illiberal Hegemony’ of the Trump Era?
Sera Yun1
The portfolio of foreign policies under the Trump administration has been
characterized by a marked departure from liberal to “illiberal” hegemony as well
as severance from the traditional pillars of liberal internationalism, testified by the
President’s commitment to an ‘America First’ principle. Against this backdrop, this
paper investigates the extent of influence that such illiberality has generated on the
two nations’ foreign policies and evaluates the degree of threat that such policy
divergences pose on the survivability of the decades-long ROK-U.S. alliance. The
paper uses cross-comparisons, statistical inferences, geopolitical considerations,
and realist assumptions to argue that: despite the perceivable divergences within
the ROK-U.S. alliance, its current strategic importance and foreseeable benefits
outweigh the illiberal nature of the U.S. hegemony. In the context of an increasingly
illiberal world order, this paper posits that strategic alliances cannot and should
not rely on the ‘liberal benevolence’ of the other party. Instead, to maintain and
strengthen the resiliency and strategic nature of the alliance, parties should
continually investigate the sources of their differences and seek for more
comprehensive cooperation to bridge gaps. Given the relatively unexplored concept
of illiberal hegemony under President Trump and its impact on America’s
traditional allies in Northeast Asia, such as South Korea, this paper contributes to
current literature by providing a better understanding of the nature, dynamics, and
future prospects of alliances in the region.
Keywords: Illiberal hegemony, ROK-U.S. alliance, United States, South
Korea, strategic positioning, Trump, Moon, security, Northeast Asia.
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Introduction
Over the course of the Third Summit between South Korea and the
United States of America, held at the Blue House on November 7th, 2018,
President Donald J. Trump and President Moon Jae-in emphasized the
steadfastness of the ROK-U.S. alliance several times. 2 Since its
inception in 1953 following the end of the Korean War, the alliance
between the two countries has served as a key mechanism for facilitating
the security cooperation of the Northeast Asia (NE) region. Within the
context of the growing threat of North Korea’s nuclearization, the ROKU.S. alliance is as important as ever. Yet, despite active efforts by both
countries to portray their bilateral relationship as strong and consistent,
the two allies are perhaps facing one of the most fraught moments in the
history of their friendship. Tensions can be attributed first and foremost
to the change in leadership of both countries – President Trump and
President Moon entered office in 2016 and 2017, respectively. To
complicate matters further, the emergence of an “illiberal” hegemony
under Trump has dramatically transformed America’s foreign policy in
NE Asia. This transition, coupled with a rapidly changing regional
security environment that will test the ROK-U.S. alliance, will be the
focal point of this paper’s analysis.
Against this backdrop, the purpose of this paper is four-fold.
First, it analyzes the elements of illiberal hegemony and performs a
comparative analysis of its influence vis-à-vis the direction of the
Trump and Moon administrations, focusing on two main foreign policies:
1) the resolution towards the denuclearization of North Korea; and 2) the
coordinated response to China’s rise. Secondly, based on findings
regarding the various types and depths of existing policy divergences, it
measures the degree of the threat they pose on the internal strategic
alignment of the alliance via three criteria. It also probes the effect of
external and structural changes, such as the recent shift in the
geopolitical landscape of the NE Asia region, on determining the
likelihood of such divergences manifesting into a real threat to the
alliance.
Thirdly, the paper draws from statistical inferences, the
geopolitical implications of state actions and policies, and a
Bo-hyeop Kim and Ji-won Noh, “Presidents Trump and Moon emphasize “steadfastness” of South
Korea-US alliance,” Hankyoreh, November 8, 2017, accessed November 4, 2018,
http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_international/818067.html.
2
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comprehensive understanding on the ideological, financial, and security
interests at stake to conclude that the illiberal nature of the U.S.
hegemony under Trump is neither sufficient, nor antithetical, to the
continued strategic strength of the ROK-U.S. alliance. Finally, based on
these analyses and findings, the paper briefly probes a potential set of
shared and individual areas of consideration for the U.S. and South
Korea to maintain or strengthen their respective strategic positions in the
alliance. Improving their roles as partners will ensure the resiliency and
longevity of the alliance in times of adversity.
To these ends, the paper utilizes the classic international
relations theory of realism to ground its argumentation, employing
concepts such as balance of power and containment, as well as the
assumption of a state’s pursuit of national interests and self-preservation,
among other realist calculi, to assess the strategic survivability of the
ROK-U.S. alliance. The paper also draws heavily from government
publications,
contemporaneous media
sources,
and policy
recommendations from international affairs experts to derive theoretical,
empirical, and up-to-date insights on the recent course of geopolitical
events in the region pertinent to the ROK-U.S. alliance. In particular, this
paper borrows from the perspectives of scholars and practioners like
Scott A. Snyder and Victor Cha to further strengthen its academic
relevance to ongoing scholarly discussions.
Changes in the ROK-U.S. Alliance Under Trump and Moon
Departure from ‘Liberal’ to ‘Illiberal’ Hegemony
From the campaign trail to the inauguration, the Trump administration
has vowed to put an end to America’s decades-long commitment to
globalism. With ‘America First’ as the guiding principle of his
administration’s foreign policy, Trump has denigrated key multilateral
and neoliberal bodies that America had traditionally overseen to
maintain the liberal world order, such as the World Bank, the
International Monetary Fund, and the World Trade Organization, to
name a few. As an extension of this principle, he abandoned the historic
Paris Agreement (for perceived economic disadvantages to the U.S.
economy) and renounced the centerpiece of Obama’s strategic pivot to
the Asia-Pacific region by withdrawing from the Trans-Pacific
Partnership (TPP). He further launched an aggressive re-negotiation of
America’s free trade agreements, including the North American Free
48
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Trade Agreement and the U.S.-Korea Free Trade Agreement, declaring
his pursuit of transactional relations, even with allies.3 This series of
departures from the conventional institutions and values of the liberal
world order hint at Trump’s severance from the major pillars of liberal
internationalism, drawing a stark contrast with America’s grand strategy
characterized by liberal hegemony. This traditional strategy, lionized by
both the Democrats and Republicans alike since the close of the Cold
War, determined to preserve the United States position as the most
powerful hegemon in the world. Liberal hegemony was achieved and
maintained, for decades, through liberal mechanisms – the U.S.
transformed the international system into a rules-based order regulated
by multilateral institutions and exporting market-oriented democracy
under the realm of free trade. 4 Trump’s unconventional actions,
therefore, have prompted fears among allies that America is destined for
an inward turn and an abandonment of its long-held leadership role in
the international arena.5
A closer inspection of Trump’s portfolio of foreign policies,
however, indicates that this is not the case. Although Trump has echoed
the language of pre-World War II isolationists, his security policy has
remained concretely hegemonic in nature; in fact, it can be argued that it
is even more ambitious than previous administrations. Observations over
the last two years make it increasingly apparent that Trump is no
isolationist: the administration’s bellicosity with North Korea led the
country to the brink of war in 2017, the President has engaged in two
high profile summits with one of the world’s most notorious dictators,
Kim Jong Un, and there has been a marked uptick in U.S. combat
operations worldwide. Rather, Trump has simply deviated from
America’s traditional grand strategy. Breaking from his predecessors,
Trump has taken the liberalism out of liberal hegemony. Whereas Trump
still seeks to retain America’s superior economic and military
capabilities, he has chosen to forgo the liberal elements and mechanisms
characteristic of U.S. hegemony until now.
Instead, the focus of America’s hegemony has shifted toward
aggrandizing hard power and emphasizing the U.S. military posture

Barry R. Posen, “The Rise of Illiberal Hegemony: Trump’s Surprising Grand Strategy,” Foreign
Affairs 97, no. 2 (2018), accessed December 2, 2018, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/201802-13/rise-illiberal-hegemony.
4
Posen. “The Rise of Illiberal Hegemony: Trump’s Surprising Grand Strategy.”
5
Ibid.
3
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through modernization of hardware, troops, and high-tech weaponry.6
As figures 1 and 2 demonstrate, the Trump administration has pursued
ongoing wars against the Taliban in Afghanistan, with more resources
than his predecessors, and increased air strikes against jihadist
fundamentalist groups in Somalia and the Islamic State in Yemen at a
level not witnessed since 2012.7 Additionally, in April 2017, in response
to evidence that the Syrian government had used chemical weapons,
President Trump ordered a U.S. naval strike against Bashar al-Assad’s
regime in Syria in retaliation for violating a chemical weapons
agreement. 8 What many confuse as a contradiction between the
proposed inwardness of the ‘America First’ principle and the empirical
aggression of Trump’s foreign policies, in reality, bespeaks the
emergence of an entirely new U.S. grand strategy: one where the U.S.
acts as an ‘illiberal hegemon’.

Figure 1. Increased U.S. Air Strikes after President Trump’s Inauguration, based
on weapons released monthly by the U.S. Air Force in Afghanistan, 2015-17.
Source: U.S. Air Force Central Command.

America’s transition from liberal to illiberal hegemony, however,
is not totally unsurprising. The U.S. has suffered relative geopolitical and
economic decline within the liberal world order for years. America’s
share of global GDP, for example, has shrunk from 40% in 1960 to 22%
as of today.9 This decline draws a stark contrast with its greatest threat,
China, which has witnessed an unprecedented increase in its political,
Ashley Smith, “Illiberal hegemony: The Trump administration strategy for US Imperialism,”
International Socialist Review 109, (2018), accessed October 31, 2018,
https://isreview.org/issue/109/illiberal-hegemony-trump-administration-strategy-us-imperialism.
7
Posen. “The Rise of Illiberal Hegemony: Trump’s Surprising Grand Strategy.”
8
Ibid.
9
Ibid.
6
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economic, and military power. China is projected to surpass the U.S. in
several important metrics of power in less than a decade, and most others
by 2050. In addition to Washington’s failure to build stable democratic
governments in Afghanistan and Iraq, many of the world’s bastions of
democracy, such as members of NATO, are experiencing far-right
populist movements and turning increasingly inward, to boot. With
neither China nor Russia showing any sign of submitting to the U.S.-led
liberal order, along with new waves of nationalism, sectarianism,
protectionism, and populism sweeping across both the developing and
developed worlds, the Washington Consensus is undergoing a crisis that
calls for a new geopolitical strategy.10 The next part of this paper will
comparatively analyze the types and depths of changes under these
seismic global shifts, as well as their compatibility with the renewed
direction of President Moon, in two main policy areas.

Figure 2. Increased U.S. Air Strikes and Civilian Deaths after President
Trump’s Inauguration, in Yemen and Somalia. Sources: The Bureau of
Investigative Journalism, Airwars, CENTCOM, and CJTF-OIR.

Resolution Towards the Denuclearization of North Korea
Under the leadership of Moon and Trump, South Korea and the U.S.
hold fundamentally different perspectives on how to ultimately resolve
the North Korean nuclear issue. The most prominent change to
America’s North Korea policy under the Trump administration is its

10

Smith, “Illiberal Hegemony: The Trump Administration Strategy for US Imperialism.”
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transition from the Obama-era policy of ‘strategic patience’ to
‘maximum pressure and engagement’. During his visit to Panmunjom in
April 2017, U.S. Vice President Mike Pence declared the end of “the era
of strategic patience,” heralding the Trump administration’s new strategy
to confront North Korea’s expanding nuclear capabilities in a more
provocative and consequential manner.11 As opposed to the Obama-era
policy, which used time and sanctions to pressure North Korea to the
nuclear negotiating table without the use violence, Vice President Pence
stated emphatically that “all options are on the table,” including military
engagement, such as a preventive strike or even war. 12 The
administration was sure to convey that any use of nuclear weapons by
North Korea would be met with an “overwhelming and effective
response.”13 This drastic increase in America’s aggressiveness can be
attributed to major developments in North Korea’s nuclear program –
namely, it is now equipped with an Intercontinental Ballistic Missile
(ICBM) capable of reaching most parts of the U.S. mainland.14 This
policy transition was cemented shortly after, when tensions flared up as
Trump and Kim traded bellicose rhetoric against one another. North
Korea threatened to attack the U.S. territory of Guam, to which Trump
promised “fire and fury” and “a bloody nose,” should North Korea issue
any more threats against the U.S.15
This conspicuous shift in America’s stance on North Korea is a
microcosm of Trump’s grander transition towards illiberal hegemony.
The Trump administration’s approach of examining every measure
available, including potential war, one that could inflict severe damage
on (or even the destruction of) South Korea, draws a stark contrast with
Moon’s peace-oriented and dialogue-based approach towards North
Korea. During his election campaign and inauguration, Moon resolutely
pledged that his chief task was to ensure the following two principles: 1)
that South Korea will never witness a war on the Korean Peninsula again
Ken Thomas, “PENCE WARNS NORTH KOREA: ‘The era of strategic patience is over,’”
Business Insider, April 17, 2017, accessed November 29, 2018, https://www.businessinsider.com/appence-warns-nkorea-era-of-strategic-patience-is-over-2017-4.
12
Ibid.
13
Ibid.
14
Zachary Cohen, Ryan Browne, Nicole Gaouette and Taehoon Lee, “New missile test shows North
Korea capable of hitting all of US mainland,” CNN Politics, November 30, 2017, accessed October
15, 2018, https://edition.cnn.com/2017/11/28/politics/north-korea-missile-launch/index.html.
15
Jon di Paolo, “North Korea threatens to strike US territory of Guam after Trump ‘fire and fury’
warning,” Independent, August 8, 2017, accessed November 5, 2018,
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/north-korea-us-donald-trumpguam-strike-nuclear-missile-kim-jong-un-a7883516.html.
11
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and 2) that ‘Korea Passing’, wherein South Korea is sidelined in NE
Asian politics and falls victim to any large power’s military engagement,
shall be prevented at all costs.16 During a speech in Berlin on July 6th,
2017, Moon highlighted the importance of peace and cooperation based
on mutual respect, pledged to help North Korea obtain support and
cooperation from the international community, and stressed the need for
both Koreas to be in the “driver’s seat” in regards to inter-Korean
relations and eventual reunification.17
The tagline of Moon’s peace initiative towards North Korea, ‘coexistence and co-prosperity,’ has, ostensibly, not sat well with some in
Washington. The U.S. Secretary of State at the time, Rex Tillerson, noted
that North Korea’s current level of nuclear capability is intolerable for
the U.S. and must be stopped, even through unilateral measures.18 Due
to the build-up of differences, tensions between the two countries came
to a head when Trump accused Moon of “appeasement”, and declared to
the United Nations General Assembly that he would “totally destroy”
North Korea if it threatened the U.S.19 This marked a crucial departure
in the two leader’s approach to the North Korea issue. The divergence
also embodied Trump’s illiberal hegemonic approach to global politics,
demarcating itself from the past, when even the most rigid American
administrations relied on a combination of consent and coercion to
exercise hegemony.20 The traditional pursuit of balancing U.S. interests
– through a mix of soft and hard power – had been replaced by less
allied coordination and more saber rattling. While Trump and Moon may
have envisioned a sustainable security environment in NE Asia, marked
by the complete denuclearization of North Korea, it has become evident
that the approach through which the two administrations aspire to
achieve it diverge greatly. To what extent does this divergence challenge
the viability of a unified ROK-U.S. alliance?

Hyung-Jin Kim and Tong-Hyung Kim, “South Korea president open to sending special envoy to
North Korea,” USA Today, August 16, 2017, accessed November 5, 2018,
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2017/08/16/south-korea-moon-jae-in-northkorea/575208001/.
17
Frank Ruediger, “President Moon’s North Korea Strategy,” The Diplomat, July 13, 2017,
accessed January 9, 2019, https://thediplomat.com/2017/07/president-moons-north-korea-strategy/.
18
Ibid.
19
Doug Saunders, “Behind Korean progress on peace, you’ll find the careful strategies of President
Moon,” The Globe and Mail, April 27, 2018, accessed January 8, 2019,
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-behind-korean-progress-on-peace-youll-find-thecareful-strategies-of/.
20
Smith, “Illiberal hegemony: The Trump administration strategy for US Imperialism.”
16
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Rise of China
Another factor that significantly challenges the steadfastness of the
ROK-U.S. alliance is the differing policies of Trump and Moon towards
their approach to the rise of China. Obama’s previous policy towards
China was rooted in the idea of ‘strategic partnership, cooperation, and
competition’, which aimed to selectively deter and contain China in
certain aspects yet tried to peacefully integrate China’s rise into the
evolving global and regional order. For example, Obama’s ‘Rebalance to
Asia-Pacific’ strategy aimed to enhance America’s leverage vis-à-vis
China through such means as deploying 60% of its navy and air force in
the Asia-Pacific region as well as establishing the TPP trade framework
which excluded China’s participation.21 Previous administrations still
sought to strengthen positive-sum Sino-U.S. cooperation on common
security issues, such as climate change, counter-proliferation, antiterrorism, and nuclear security. Viewing cooperation with China on
major global challenges as essential to the success of America’s overall
strategy, the Obama administration also reassured Beijing on regime
legitimacy issues, such as the formal recognition of People’s Republic of
China under the ‘One-China’ policy.22
However, according to the 2017 U.S. National Security Strategy
released by the Pentagon, the current administration portrays China as
seemingly existential threat hostile to the NE Asia regional and global
order – one that must be contained at all costs. This threat assessment
abandons the positive and strategic features of Sino-U.S. cooperation
present in the previous administration’s China policy (a policy more
characteristic of liberal hegemony). 23 This policy shift was further
cemented both through the Taiwan Travel Act, signed into law in
February 2018, that allowed high-level officials of the U.S. to visit
Taiwan and vice-versa – a violation of the ‘One-China’ policy – as well
as Trump’s unveiling of the ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ (FOIP)
strategy at the APEC CEO Summit in April 2018.24 The FOIP calls for
the return of a quadrilateral coalition, the so-called ‘Quad,’ which
Michael D. Swaine, “Creating an Unstable Asia: the U.S. “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” Strategy,”
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, March 2, 2018, accessed March 2, 2019,
http://carnegieendowment.org/2018/03/02/creating-unstable-asia-u.s.-free-and-open-indo-pacificstrategy-pub-75720.
22
Ibid.
23
“National Security Strategy of the United States of America,” The White House, December 2017,
accessed December 15, 2018, https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final12-18-2017-0905.pdf.
24
Swaine, “Creating an Unstable Asia: the U.S. “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” Strategy.”
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consists of the U.S. and its major partners in Asia (India, Japan, and
Australia – all of whom are openly ambivalent or critical of China’s rise),
is also a core mechanism of the FOIP. All three countries have long
expressed their geopolitical security concerns and publicly criticized the
‘Belt and Road Initiative’ as China’s attempt to reform the global order
in its image. Therefore, the FOIP’s deliberate selection of these partners
into the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QSD) in 2017, along with the
intensification of the Malabar naval exercises that proceeded with the
Quad, can be interpreted as Trump’s purposeful decision to employ a
hard-power counterweight against China’s increasing assertiveness and
power in the region.25
America’s transition from strategic engagement with China to an
approach that explicitly conceptualizes China as a revisionist state
requiring exclusion, appears to be incongruous with South Korea’s firm
‘balanced diplomacy’ strategy. Moon’s strategy was first demonstrated
when the South Korean leader all but rejected Trump’s offer to
participate in the FOIP, which may indeed be perceived by the South
Korean government as a military initiative to contain China. A policy of
containment poses a dilemma for Moon and his administration; South
Korea walks on a tightrope, balancing relations between the U.S. and
China. Balanced diplomacy aims to avoid overdependence on one single
large power, instead securing South Korea’s national interests as a
middle-power country through the diversification of relations. 26 By
doing so, South Korea aims to procure enough economic and diplomatic
cooperation with China to resolve the North Korean nuclear issue, while
also maintaining its security alliance with America.
Moon’s firm adherence to balanced diplomacy was further
demonstrated at a 2017 Summit with Xi Jinping in December, where the
two restored their bilateral relations through South Korea’s pledge to the
‘three no’s’: 1) no additional deployment of Terminal High Altitude Area
Defense (THAAD), 2) no participation in the U.S. missile defense
network, and 3) no establishment of a trilateral military alliance with the
U.S. and Japan.27 This decision was, predictably, not well-received by

Posen. “The Rise of Illiberal Hegemony: Trump’s Surprising Grand Strategy.”
In-hwan Jung, Yeon-cheol Seong and Ji-eun Kim, ““Balanced diplomacy” becomes fundamental
to President Moon’s foreign policy,” Hankyoreh, November 6, 2017, accessed November 17, 2018,
http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_national/817686.html.
27
Byong-su Park, “South Korea’s “three no’s” announcement key to restoring relations with China,”
Hankyoreh, November 2, 2017, accessed October 15, 2018,
http://english.hani.co.kr/arti/english_edition/e_international/817213.html.
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the Trump administration. The Summit was perceived as a political
concession by Moon that limited America’s security options. The clear
delineation of Moon not to participate in the U.S.-led regional missile
defense network also disrupted Trump’s hopes of advancing America’s
‘Hub and Spokes’ alliance system into a broader trilateral alliance with
Japan, not only to counter the intensifying threat of North Korea, but
more importantly, to effectively contain China’s growing power.28

Figure 3. AIIB’s Top 10 Shareholders, total ratio of shares of regional & nonregional members. Source: Korean Ministry of Strategy and Finance.

In addition, under the principle of balanced diplomacy, South
Korea has remained wary of taking an explicit position against China,
such as in the South China Sea disputes or regarding the political status
of Taiwan. Instead of intervening in Sino-U.S. security issues, South
Korea has worked to capitalize on the economic potential of China and
to bolster Sino-Korean economic cooperation. For example, despite
American invitations, South Korea has to this date, resisted entering the
U.S.-led TPP, rather declaring to decide on its membership by June of
this year after inter-ministry discussions.29 Moreover, South Korea has
shown signs of putting the China-led Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP) ahead of the TPP in its free trade
agreement strategy, with President Moon, along with 15 heads of state,
already having adopted a joint statement on the RCEP on November 14,
2018. In addition, despite alleged U.S. attempts to dissuade South Korea,
it became one of the founding members of the Chinese-initiated Asian
Elsina Wainwright, “The Evolving US-Asia Alliance Network,” Australian Institute of
International Affairs, October 26, 2016, accessed October 29, 2018,
http://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/the-evolving-us-asia-alliance-network/.
29
Jaewon Kim, “Seoul to decide on new TPP membership by June,” Nikkei Asian Review, March
13, 2018, accessed November 10, 2018, https://asia.nikkei.com/Economy/Seoul-to-decide-on-newTPP-membership-by-June.
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Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in 2015 and has since increased
its investments to become the AIIB’s fifth largest shareholder (see figure
3).30
An essential implication of these actions is that South Korea
neither perceives China as a direct security threat, nor views relations
with the U.S. and China as zero-sum. Rather, South Korea has adopted
flexible strategies towards both powers depending on the degree of their
policy alignment with the denuclearization of North Korea. 31 It is
evident that although Trump and Moon may agree upon the importance
of the ROK-U.S. alliance to the stability of NE Asia, their views on
China diverge greatly. Thus, the gap between the level of Trump expects
from South Korea in countering China, especially under the principle of
illiberal hegemony, and Moon’s increasing inclination towards a strategic
partnership with China poses another threat to the steadfastness of the
ROK-U.S. alliance.
Threat of Divergences on the Survivability of the Alliance
Having analyzed the divergences in the core principles and direction of
the ROK-U.S. alliance under Trump and Moon, the next area for
evaluation is whether these differences pose a de facto threat to the
alliance. To facilitate this examination, the aforementioned differences
will be analyzed based on three criteria: 1) the likelihood of America’s
unilateral military engagement with North Korea, 2) the potential for the
reduction or withdraw of the U.S. military from the territories of its
regional allies, especially South Korea, and 3) the threat posed by SinoKorean diplomatic proximity to the strategic foundations of the ROKU.S. alliance. Lastly, this part of the paper will also add contextual
analysis on the recent change of dynamics in NE Asia and its effects on
the alliance. This analysis will provide a more comprehensive insight
into whether the illiberal nature of Trump’s foreign policies outweighs
the strategic importance and benefits of the ROK-U.S. alliance in the
views of the U.S. and South Korea.

Su-hyun Song and Ho-jung Won, “AIIB may finance projects for North Korea,” The Korea
Herald, June 18, 2017, accessed January 19, 2019,
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20170618000179.
31
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Likelihood of U.S. Unilateral Military Engagement or War with North
Korea
Trump has repeatedly emphasized the possibility of unleashing “fire and
fury” and “a bloody nose” against the growing nuclear threat of North
Korea.32 However, implementation these tactics is highly unlikely due to
the ideological and strategic risks associated with them. First, America’s
engagement in a preventive, unilateral strike against North Korea will
precipitate severe backlash from South Korea, as well as significant
international criticism regarding the necessity, justification, and legality
of such actions. Such backlash would severely undermine America’s
ideological and moral legitimacy that is central to the justification for the
implementation of a U.S.-led security architecture in Asia. For the
Trump administration, such ideological legitimacy is imperative to
differentiate the U.S. from China, which it has condemned as “revisionist”
and “immoral, in the competition for regional and global dominance.”33
Second, unilateral U.S. military action against North Korea would
cause irrevocable harm not only to the ROK-U.S. alliance, but America’s
overall grand strategy in the Indo-Pacific. Beyond the ideological split
this would likely cause among the long-time allies, it would also
severely hinder U.S. military preparedness in the region. This is because
America benefits from maintaining South Korea as a ‘strategic buffer
zone’ against North Korea and China. South Korea’s participation in the
U.S. alliance system reinforces democracy in the region, and most
importantly, provides a geographically convenient footing for U.S.
military bases around China’s periphery. A policy of containment lies
well within Trump’s illiberal hegemonic tendencies and this direction
was demonstrated clearly in Trump’s call for the quadrilateral coalition,
through which his administration intends to strengthen the U.S.-led FOIP
strategy against China.
Strategic positioning remains crucial towards facilitating the U.S.
to monitor and defend the U.S.-led order amid the shifting dynamics in
the Asia Pacific and to swiftly mobilize troops and resources, if the need
were to arise. The strategic disadvantages of a unilateral military strike
or war are further supported by Victor Cha, former Director for Asian
di Paolo, “North Korea threatens to strike US territory of Guam after Trump ‘fire and fury’
warning.” https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/us-politics/north-korea-us-donaldtrump-guam-strike-nuclear-missile-kim-jong-un-a7883516.html.
33
Agence France-Presse, “Trump labels China ‘revisionist power.’ N. Korea ‘rogue state,’” ABSCBN News, December 19, 2017, accessed December 30, 2018, https://news.abscbn.com/overseas/12/19/17/trump-labels-china-revisionist-power-n-korea-rogue-state.
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Affairs on the White House National Security Council, who posits that
such preventive actions will not eliminate the threat of proliferation, but
rather exacerbate it by encouraging North Korea to retaliate and
prompting other anti-U.S. actors act against America in fear of suffering
a similar fate.34 Therefore, curbing the threats posed by North Korea
through non-aggressive measures (or at the very least, via means that
rule out the option of war) is imperative for the U.S. to preserve the
credibility and legitimacy of its hegemonic position in the region.
Despite Trump’s bellicose rhetoric against North Korea, the likelihood of
a preventive military engagement or war remains low.
Potential for the Reduction or Withdrawal of the U.S. Military Deployed
in the Territories of Regional Allies
The defense budget under Trump can be interpreted as America’s
continued commitment to its core allies in NE Asia, including South
Korea. First, as demonstrated in figure 4, America’s national defense
budget has increased by more than 20% compared to the 2017 figures,
with its new spending dedicated to the acquisition of precision-guided
munitions. Given that this increase occurred even after Trump
announced a significant cut in the foreign military financing of the U.S.
State Department, it can be interpreted as representing America’s
renewed commitment to current military campaigns waged in the
defense of the U.S. homeland and the security of its allies.35
Second, Trump remains sworn to the trillion-dollar nuclear
modernization program initiated under the Obama administration,
through which each leg of the U.S. nuclear triad—missiles, bombers, and
submarines—will be renewed. This underlines an important assumption
stemming from the Cold-War era – that in order to credibly deter attacks
against its allies, U.S. nuclear forces must maintain the capability to
launch first and destroy an adversary’s nuclear arsenal, thus preventing a
reciprocal missile launch and the damage that would be incurred by a
full-scale nuclear attack. 36 Furthermore, by pursuing the security
Nyshka Chandran, “The man who almost became ambassador to South Korea just warned about
US plans for North Korea,” CNBC Politics, January 31, 2018, accessed February 28, 2019,
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/01/31/south-korea-expert-victor-cha-warned-white-house-on-northkorea.html.
35
Aaron Mehta and Joe Gould, “Trump budget to cut Foreign Military Financing, with loan option
looming,” Defense News, May 19, 2017, accessed October 28, 2018,
https://www.defensenews.com/pentagon/2017/05/19/trump-budget-to-cut-foreign-militaryfinancing-with-loan-option-looming/.
36
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mandate of the ROK-U.S. alliance America can continue to ensure that
Korea as well as Japan remains nuclear-free, further strengthening the
nonproliferation effects of the U.S. nuclear umbrella.
In this context, Trump’s rhetoric should not be interpreted as a
complete departure from America’s mandate to uphold the collective
security of its regional allies. Rather, it points to the re-emergence of
America’s ‘offshore balancing’ strategy, wherein, it checks the power of
rival actors and maintains the balance of power through proactive
burden-sharing with regional allies.37 This has already been manifest in
Trump’s demands for allies to contribute an increased share towards the
costs associated with the maintenance of U.S. troops deployed in allied
territory. An offshore balancing strategy is a marked departure from the
liberal hegemonic practice of subsidizing allies to the maximum extent
possible, both in order to maintain the total support of allies as well as to
assuage fears of abandonment. Offshore balancing under Trump seeks a
more proportionate share of responsibility in the regional security of NE
Asia, focusing on subsidizing support to allies only where necessary. A
significant reduction or the complete withdrawal of U.S. troops deployed
in the territories of America’s regional allies, however, is unlikely to
occur under the current administration.
Realistic Threat of ROK-China’s Diplomatic Proximity
South Korea’s recent compliance with China’s security and geopolitical
interests should not be mistaken for a major shift in its long-term
strategic calculus. While Moon has gone to great lengths to demonstrate
respect for China’s security concerns and to improve bilateral relations,
South Korea’s long-term strategy for dealing with North Korea remains
very much within the framework of the ROK-U.S. alliance.38 For South
Korea and the Moon administration, the critical question is not one of
choosing between China and the U.S., but of utilizing its security
alliance with the U.S. for increased leverage in dealing with China to
elicit cooperation towards the denuclearization of North Korea. For
example, the South Korean ambassador to America, Ahn Ho-Young,
publicly stated that the ROK-U.S. alliance remains the foundation of
John J. Mearsheimer, and Stephen M. Walt. “The Case for Offshore Balancing: A Superior U.S.
Grand Strategy.” Foreign Affairs 95, no. 4 (July/August 2016).
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2016-06-13/case-offshore-balancing.
38
Kristian McGuire, “China-South Korea Relations: A Delicate Détente,” The Diplomat, February
27, 2018, accessed November 2, 2018, https://thediplomat.com/2018/02/china-south-korearelations-a-delicate-detente/.
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South Korea’s foreign policy toward China.39 Moreover, South Korea’s
protocol to respond to North Korean provocations with ROK-U.S. joint
military exercises remains unchanged and is unlikely to superseded by
Sino-ROK military cooperation.

Figure 4. Price of Superpower, based on the National Defense Budget of the
U.S., in $ billion, 2018 prices. Demonstrates the increased figures in 2018 under
Trump. Source: Center for Strategic and International Studies.

When further coupled with the prospect of reunification and the
need to secure a sustainable and functional reunification process, the role
of the ROK-U.S. alliance takes even greater significance. Regardless of
the timeframe or mechanisms for achieving reunification, in the early
stages of reunification, South Korea will be pre-occupied with the
processes of stabilization, nation-building, and decreasing the vast
economic and political disparities with the North. In such a unique
geopolitical context, retaining a steadfast alliance with the U.S. supports
South Korea’s interests of protecting its fundamental political and
Audrye Wong, “Comparisons of the Alliance Thinking in Japan and South Korea as a Reflection
of National Identity,” Korea Economic Institute of America, October 6, 2016, accessed November
30, 2018, https://www.keia.org/sites/default/files/publications/joint_us-korea_2016__alliance_thinking.pdf.October 6, 2016.
https://www.keia.org/sites/default/files/publications/joint_us-korea_2016_-_alliance_thinking.pdf.
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economic systems, while also reducing its security costs through ROKU.S. financial cooperation and commitment to burden-sharing.40 In this
aspect, the alliance is central to South Korea’s need for an ‘insurance’ to
secure a safe and favorable process of reunification, to maintain stability,
and to address the wide spectrum of challenges that will emerge in both
the short- and long-term unification process.41
This analysis coincides with the position of Scott A. Snyder, a
senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations for Korea Studies and
director of the U.S.-Korea Policy program, on the comparative strategic
value of China and America to South Korea. Snyder contends that
despite China’s rising economic and political influence, insofar as U.S.
defense commitments remain credible, the ROK-U.S. alliance will be the
anchor and platform that will most realistically actualize South Korea’s
pursuit for the fundamental objectives of security, prosperity, and
eventual reunification.42
Recent Shifts in the Northeast Asia Region
Lastly, a crucial external shift that has contributed to solidifying the
strategic alignment of the U.S. and South Korea has recently occurred.
The atmosphere in NE Asia has rapidly transitioned away from
aggression in the past few months, marked by the historic first Summit
between North Korea and the U.S., held on June 12, 2018 in Singapore.
This has provided a window of opportunity for denuclearization through
dialogue and for the potential to address domestic, regional, and global
security concerns through peaceful mechanisms.43 The Summit outlined
the commitment of the U.S. and North Korea towards the normalization
of diplomatic relations, joint efforts to build a “lasting and stable peace
regime on the Korean peninsula,” and reaffirmation of the Panmunjom
Declaration for the complete denuclearization of the Korean peninsula.44
Leon Whyte, “Evolution of the US-ROK Alliance: Is There a Post-Unification Future?” The
Diplomat, September 7, 2015, accessed January 10, 2019,
https://thediplomat.com/2015/09/evolution-of-the-us-rok-alliance-is-there-a-post-unification-futurept-1/.
41
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2018, accessed November 8, 2018,
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The gravitation of South Korea, North Korea, and the U.S.
towards non-aggression and dialogue also signifies that the degree of
divergence between the stances of Trump and Moon does not severely
challenge the foundations of the alliance or push America towards the
extreme end of its illiberal hegemony—military engagement, preventive
strike, or war. At the very least, it points to a lower likelihood of such
eventualities occurring. Albeit still an ongoing process, the recent series
of summits has laid a foundation for diplomacy, dialogue, and
cooperation that is crucial to reduce tensions both within the U.S.-ROK
alliance, and the NE Asian region as a whole.
Thus, the perceivable divergences within the ROK-U.S. alliance,
especially with regards to key security issues, may provide potential
grounds to challenge its steadfastness. However, the four-fold analysis
on the ideological, financial, and strategic risks associated with forgoing
the alliance, as well as the implications of the recent external shift,
reveals three key findings. First, the two nations’ deeply-rooted strategic
interests remain aligned, even under Trump’s pursuit of illiberal
hegemony. Second, the likelihood of such divergences translating into
conflict is insufficient to seriously erode the foundations of the alliance.
Third, the illiberal nature of U.S. hegemony under Trump does not
outweigh the strategic importance and benefits of the alliance. Therefore,
continued adjustments and improvements of the alliance appear to be a
more plausible option.
The Way Forward
Based on these findings, the divergences between the two countries can
be re-interpreted as areas for improvement, cooperation, and opportunity,
rather than impassible obstacles. The leaders of both countries must first
identify the sources and depths of these divergences. After identifying
areas of improvement, both should take systematic steps to ensure that
the alliance’s vital security strategies are the result of mutual
understanding and close consultation. In this context, Snyder similarly
affirms that the U.S. and South Korea should maintain a combined
approach towards existing and emerging security challenges in a way
that enhances inter-operability, thus optimizing the efficiency of
resources and coordination among varying strategies. 45 Trump and

Lynne Rienner Publishers, “Expanding the US-South Korea Alliance,” Council on Foreign
Relations, accessed September 1, 2018, https://www.cfr.org/excerpt-us-south-korea-alliance.
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Moon must cooperate to establish mutually-acceptable mechanisms upon
a basis of shared trust, and seek a comprehensive, longer-term strategy
that suits the needs of both parties. This is crucial in ensuring that the
alliance is not undermined by the fluctuating degree of ‘liberality’ that is
bound to shift with the turnover of administration. Next, we will briefly
probe a potential set of areas for strategic cooperation, as well as key
areas that the two countries can independently strengthen for enhanced
strategic positioning in the ROK-U.S. alliance.
Shared Areas of Strategic Cooperation for the U.S. and South Korea
To ensure the continued strategic significance of the ROK-U.S. alliance,
both the U.S. and South Korea have already embarked on progressive
steps to preserve the alliance, through fluctuating degrees of liberality in
both administrations. For example, the Joint Statement released by
Trump and Moon in June 2017 reiterated the two nations’ common goal
to advance the ‘comprehensive strategic Alliance,’ endeavoring to
reshape its mandate in ways that do not require a common enemy, but
are rather based on common values and shared strategic interests.46 The
introduction of ‘New Frontiers’ for the alliance is likewise intended to
broaden the two country’s cooperation beyond the immediate challenges
posed by North Korea or the illiberal world order. For example, the two
countries have already begun to broaden the scope for cooperation
through high-level consultations in non-security areas, such as the
economy and trade, renewable and nuclear energy, science and
technology, and space, and the environment.47 Moreover, both countries
can begin to embark on the process of specification and
operationalization of their post-reunification alliance, which may better
outline the prospects for Korea’s participation in the delivery of
international public goods that befit the U.S. interests, such as disaster
relief, humanitarian assistance, maritime security, and global health
security cooperation.
Strengthening the Strategic Positioning of South Korea in the ROK-U.S.
Alliance
A key objective for South Korea is to refrain from relying on the
“Joint Statement between the United States and the Republic of Korea,” The White House, June
30, 2017, accessed September 29, 2018, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/jointstatement-united-states-republic-korea/.
47
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traditional ‘liberal benevolence’ of the U.S. Through its strategy of
balanced diplomacy, South Korea must strive to assume a greater role
and thus elevate its status in the eyes of the U.S. to become an
indispensable geopolitical partner, bringing regional and multilateral
scope to the ROK-U.S. alliance.48 South Korea must provide tangible
strategic benefits for the U.S. as a stable middle power in the region with
more leverage to engage with its neighboring countries. Especially given
the growing importance of China and the U.S. in vital areas of global
security, this will further strengthen Korea’s position as an effective and
trusted middle power in the larger multilateral construct of reinforcing
international rules, norms, and standards. Such transition from a passive
participant in the U.S.-led alliance framework into a strategic broker will
be crucial in solidifying the indispensability of South Korea for the
geopolitical and strategic interests of the U.S. These pursuits will prepare
South Korea to readily confront the potentially drastic shifts in the
degree of ‘liberality’ that may be witnessed not only in the forthcoming
U.S. administrations, but in the wider regional and global order.
Strengthening the Strategic Positioning of the U.S. in the ROK-U.S.
Alliance
A key objective for the U.S. is to capitalize on the economic potential of
South Korea as a strategic partner. This is because the economic
rejuvenation and prosperity of the ROK are strategic interests of America
that will be crucial regardless of the degree of ‘liberality’ of its own
administration. In this context, it is worth examining the Moon
administration’s introduction of and dedication to the two-pronged ‘New
Northern Policy’ and ‘New Southern Policy’ under his New Economic
Map Initiative, which seeks to build an economic community expanding
across the Korean Peninsula, the Russian Far East, NE Asia, Eurasia, and
Southeast Asia. Its increased cooperation with vital actors such as Russia
and China, as well as regional blocs like ASEAN, indicates that retaining
Korea as a viable economic and trade partner will prove to be
increasingly important for the growth and sustainability of the U.S.
economy.49
Especially given the rapidly-weakening North Atlantic paradigm,
the U.S. must strategically befit itself into the economic vision of South
Wong, “Comparisons of the Alliance Thinking in Japan and South Korea…”
“New Northern Policy,” The Korea Times, June 25, 2018,
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/opinon/2018/07/202_251237.html.
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Korea and strengthen their economic interdependence. This will allow
the U.S. to prevent being sidelined by this cross-cutting regional strategy
that spans across multiple fields including energy, shipbuilding, fishery,
electrical grids, transportation, and other new growth drivers. 50
Moreover, by drawing North Korea into its joint projects, this framework
is intended to help North Korea to normalize relations with the U.S., as
well as to decrease its economic over-dependence on China that has
often proven to be counter-productive to the U.S. interests. 51 This
signifies a potential non-interventionist approach that can integrate North
Korea into the global order while still operating within the strategic
framework of the U.S. and promoting peace in the region without
America having to directly embroil itself in what may otherwise prove to
be a protracted and costly process.

Figure 5. South Korea’s Infrastructure Vision under the New Economic Map
Initiative of Moon Jae-In. Demonstrates the desired strategies and projects
under the initiative. Source: Center for Strategic and International Studies.

The increasingly illiberal nature of the Trump administration is
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not detrimental to the ROK-U.S. alliance or an indication of its nearing
expiration. On the contrary, it reveals the evolution of the alliance to
progressively focus on multi-disciplinary issues, upon the basis of which
the two countries must develop a more compelling and comprehensive
alliance—beyond the traditional patron-client status—to survive drastic
changes to the regional order.
Conclusion
The volatile region of NE Asia has witnessed significant internal and
external changes over the past few years—the progress of North Korea’s
nuclear program, changing geopolitical dynamics amongst important
stakeholder countries, and most importantly, major shifts in leadership
that have introduced the threat of an illiberal order from an unexpected
actor. In such a context, this paper evaluated the impact of such changes
on the validity and necessity of the long-held ROK-U.S. alliance and the
implications for its future. In response to the initial queries set forth, the
findings of this paper indicate that the pursuit of illiberal hegemony
under the current U.S. administration has surely engendered perceivable
divergences between Trump and Moon in the direction of the ROK-U.S.
alliance, notably in the resolution towards North Korea’s
denuclearization as well as how to engage with a rapidly rising China.
However, further analysis has led to the conclusion that, although
legitimate, such policy divergences do not constitute a de facto threat
substantial enough to override the deep strategic alignment that underlies
the alliance. Rather, the current strategic importance and foreseeable
benefits of the alliance point to the need for continuous adjustment.
Evolving, adaptative behavior will ostensibly lead to a far more resilient
and strategic alliance, capable of transcending the fluctuating,
unpredictable degree of ‘liberality’ in the current world order.
Preserving the strategic foundation of an alliance, however,
should involve reciprocal efforts. In addition to graduating from the risky
assumption of ‘liberal benevolence’ from the other party, both partners
must continually strive to upgrade their strategic positioning within the
alliance to remain valuable and indispensable. If both countries
recognize the areas that require improvement, the alliance has
tremendous potential to bridge divergences and re-emerge with even
greater unity and strength. Moving forward, the ROK-U.S. alliance has
the opportunity to serve a crucial role in procuring the long-desired
stability and security of Northeast Asia in the 21st century.
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A Comparative Analysis of South Korean vs. Indian ODA
Strategy in Africa: The Case of South Korean Engagement in
Ghana and Rwanda
Victor Owusu1
Despite South Korean aid to Africa increasing, studies on Asian middle powers’
influence on the continent has primarily focused on China and Japan. South
Korea’s ODA to various African states has increased substantially since the late
2000s; however, it continues to receive little public or academic attention. This
study explores the motivations behind South Korea’s increasing engagement in
Africa with a focus on Ghana and Rwanda as case studies. Furthermore, the
research provides a comparative analysis of South Korea’s engagement with Africa
to that of India, another rising Asian middle power and a significant donor in Africa.
This study uses secondary data sources to critically analyze and evaluate academic
literature, reports, books and online newspaper publications to provide insights into
the nature of South Korea’s development assistance programs in Africa. The study
suggests that South Korea’s ODA allocation to Ghana, Rwanda and other African
countries is influenced by the needs of the recipient countries as well as South
Korea’s need to secure national security interests and attain greater global status.
While South Korea and India’s development assistance programs in Africa are
dominated by commercial and natural resource diplomacy, both countries are
competing against one another and other Asian powers, like Japan and China, for
access to Africa’s raw materials and to secure new markets for companies at home.

Keywords: Africa, South Korea, India, Ghana, Rwanda, Official
Development Assistance, international trade, investment
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Introduction
South Korea’s overseas development assistance to Africa has increased
substantially within the past decade. 2 South Korea’s aid allocation to
Africa increased substantially from 5.1 million USD in 2000 to an
astounding 95.7 million USD in 2013. 3 According to the Korea
International Cooperation Agency (KOICA) in 2016, the Asian–Pacific,
including Oceana, received about 39% of aid from South Korea,
followed by Africa with 20.9% and Central and South America with
10.7%, respectively.4 Africa is now the second highest recipient of South
Korea’s Official Development Assistance (ODA). 5 South Korea has
made tremendous efforts to prioritize Africa as a strategic partner.
Furthermore, in October 2016, South Korea pledged to support Africa
with 5 billion USD in aid over the next five years.6
This study is concerned with the motivations behind South
Korea’s increasing engagement in Africa, focusing specifically on Ghana
and Rwanda as prioritized partner-countries. Ghana and Rwanda have
been major recipients of South Korean aid since 2006.7 Therefore, the
two countries make a compelling case study for understanding the
strategy behind South Korea’s aid, trade, and investment framework.
Both Ghana and Rwanda have openly demonstrated their interest in
learning from the South Korean development model and have achieved
moderate economic success since 2000. The two African countries hope
to capitalize on this momentum by forming a closer partnership with
countries, like South Korea, who possess successful development
experiences. South Korea is one of the few countries in the world which
has successfully transitioned from a major aid recipient to a sizable
Daragh Neville and Vincent Darracq, “South Korea’s Engagement in Sub-Saharan Africa: Fortune,
Fuel, and Frontier Markets,” Chatham House: The Royal Institute of International Affairs, October
20, 2014, accessed November 1, 2018, https://www.chathamhouse.org/publication/southkorea%E2%80%99s-engagement-sub-saharan-africa-fortune-fuel-and-frontier-markets.
3
HyunJae Kim, Mi Shon, YoungHwan Kim, and MinKyoung Park, “Analysis of Research Trends in
South Korea ODA for Ethiopia (2000-2015),” Asia Pacific Collaborative Education Journal 11, no.
2 (2015): 42.
4
“KOICA Annual Report 2016,” KOICA, accessed December 2, 2018,
http://www.koica.go.kr/upload/pr/annual/2016_Annual_Report.pdf.
5
Official Development Assistance (ODA) refers to the flow of financial resources from central or
local governments, and other official international institutions like the United Nations and World
Bank to developing countries for socio-economic development (OECD, 2017).
6
“2016 KOAFEC Ministerial Conference,” African Development Bank Group, accessed October 31,
2018,
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Events/KOAFEC_2016/Joint_Declaration2016_KOAFEC_Ministerial_Conference.pdf.
7
“KOICA Annual Report 2016,” KOICA.
2
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donor country.8 Having become a member of Organization for Economic
Co-Operation and Development- Development Assistance Committee
(OECD-DAC) in 2010, it currently holds the position as the fourth
largest economy in Asia.9
While there has been a plethora of literature on traditional
western donor countries and recipients, little attention has been dedicated
to Asian donor countries in Africa; perhaps, with the exception of China.
Additionally, studies on South Korea–Africa relations has been
remarkably lacking, especially with regard to South Korea’s ODA to
Africa. 10 In this paper, South Korea’s ODA, trade, and investment
architecture towards Ghana and Rwanda will be discussed in detail.
South Korea is an emerging middle power seeking to play a more
relevant role in the international community.11 However, other emerging
donors and middle powers, including India, China, Brazil, Turkey, and
Indonesia, are displaying interest in Africa. Although non-OECD DAC
members, countries like China, Brazil and India have become important
sources of finance, technology, and infrastructure through their growing
engagement with Africa.12 In addition to the case study of South Korea’s
strategic engagement with Ghana and Rwanda, this research compares
South Korea’s engagement with Africa to that of India – the purpose of
which is to provide a comparative analysis of two major Asian powers
seeking trade and investment opportunities in Africa, whilst also
contributing to global governance and poverty reduction.
This study is based on secondary data sources and seeks to
evaluate academic literature, reports, books and online newspaper
publications to provide insight into the role of South Korea in Africa.
The study also seeks to understand the trends and motivations of South
Korea’s development aid to Africa in relation to Ghana and Rwanda as
two important strategic partners in its foreign diplomatic strategy
Rob Folley, “Korea’s ODA to Africa: Strategic or Humanitarian?” The U.S.-Korea Institute at
SAIS, 2010, accessed October 28, 2018, https://www.noexperiencenecessarybook.com/GE5bd/2010sais-us-Korea-yearbook-us-Korea-Institute-at-sais.html.
9
Sung-Mi Kim, “The domestic politics of international development in South Korea: stakeholders
and competing policy discourses,” The Pacific Rim 29, no. 1 (2016): 71.
10
Hansol Park, “The Motivations of South Korea’s ODA to Africa,” Master’s thesis, Central
European University, 2016, 3.
11
Middle powers show characteristics of following and obeying established global institutions, they
are less powerful compared to great powers, they participate in global conflict resolution and
promote world peace (Morin-Gelinas, 2016):152.
12
Cheru Fantu and Modi Rennu, “Introduction: peasants, the state and foreign direct investment in
African agriculture,” in Agricultural development and food security in Africa: The impact of Chinese,
Indian, and Brazilian Investments, edited by Fantu Cheru and Renu Modi, London: Zed Books, 2013,
10.
8
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towards Africa. In order to achieve this end, the following research has
been organized into seven segments: an overview of global ODA
motivations, a brief comparative analysis of South Korea and India’s
engagement in Africa, the history of South Korea’s engagement in Africa,
the history on India’s engagement in Africa, a case study analysis of
South Korea in Ghana, a case study analysis of South Korea in Rwanda,
followed by research findings and suggestions for areas of future
research.
Motivations for ODA Allocation
Several studies in international development aid have suggested that
foreign aid is not allocated according to the needs of the recipient
countries. 13 It is often the case that donor countries’ interests often
surpass the actual need of the recipient countries. In other words, how a
recipient country is selected and total budgetary allocated is influenced
by economic, historical, and geopolitical considerations. 14 Major aid
donor countries like the United States, the United Kingdom, and Japan
offer foreign aid tied to their respective countries’ global geostrategic
interests, which are often economic and/or politically motivated. 15 For
the United States, foreign assistance is dictated by its national and global
interests. Similarly, the United Kingdom and Japan also distribute
development aid that aligns with their domestic and international
interests, including preferences for engaging with their former colonies.
In his research, Hansol Park argues that development aid benefits
the donor country more than the recipient country. 16 Other researchers
concur with this view, explaining that the reason why many countries in
Africa, including Ghana, have failed to achieve considerable socioeconomic growth and development during the past four to five decades
after receiving substantial amount of foreign aid, can be attributed to the
limited knowledge of donor countries in relation to recipient countries’
internal political dynamics, economic, and socio-cultural perspectives.17
The findings from Andrews’ study suggest that donor countries have
See: Neville and Darracq, “South Korea’s Engagement in Sub-Saharan Africa” and Rob Folley,
“Korea’s ODA to Africa: Strategic or Humanitarian?”
14
Yuko Watanabe, “What Determines Bilateral Aid Distribution? Evidence from Major Donors,”
Honor’s theses, University of Oregon, 2006, 4.
15
Ibid, 5-6.
16
Park, “The Motivations of South Korea’s ODA to Africa,” 20.
17
Nathan Andrews, “Foreign Official Development Assistance (ODA) and Ghana’s Development:
The Case of “Bringing Culture Back In” to the Analysis,” International Journal of Sociology and
Anthropology 2, no. 5, (2010): 102.
13
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often not made efforts to understand the internal development dynamics
of recipient countries, focusing solely on delivering assistance from their
own perspectives by defining what recipient countries need most.
Over the last four to five decades donor countries have
developed a pattern of allocating financial resources towards few
resource-rich African countries, a selection bias that overlooks the
poorest countries without major resource reserves. 18 For example,
Angola is the second largest producer of oil after Nigeria and a major
producer of diamonds. 19 Unsurprisingly, Angola has become China’s
biggest trading partner in Africa and exports a significant amount of oil
to its trading partner. 20 Another example is Ghana, which is a major gold
producer in Africa. In 2012, the Chinese and Ghanaian government
officials agreed on a loan of 2 billion USD to finance infrastructure
development projects in Ghana. The Ghanaian government used its oil as
a collateral for the loan.21 Then in 2017, China offered another separate
concessionary loan worth 19 billion USD to Ghana for various
development projects including the government ‘one district one factory’
initiative and construction of hydro power plants, where Ghana used its
bauxite reserves as collateral. 22
ODA, trade, and foreign investments, including concessionary
loans, has become an integral part of development cooperation where
donor countries use not only ODA, but also foreign investments and
bilateral trade as a tool to facilitate development in recipient countries. 23
From the examples given above, it can be concluded that recipient
Neville and Darracq, “South Korea’s Engagement in Sub-Saharan Africa.”
Heike Baumuller, Elizabeth Donnelly, Alex Vines, and Markus Weimer, “The Effects of Oil
Companies’ Activities on the Environment, Health and Development in Sub-Saharan Africa,”
European Parliament’s Committee on Committee on Development, August 2011, accessed
November 10, 2018,
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/etudes/join/2011/433768/EXPODEVE_ET(2011)433768_EN.pdf.
20
See: China Daily, “Angola becomes China’s largest trading partner in Africa,” China Daily,
September 27, 2009, accessed October 31, 2018, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/bizchina/200909/27/content_8742652.htm and Reuters, “Russia remains China’s top oil supplier as pipeline
expands,” Reuters, February 24, 2018, accessed February 24, 2019,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-economy-trade-crude/russia-remains-chinas-top-oilsupplier-as-pipeline-expands-idUSKCN1G808M.
21
Afua Hirsh, “Ghana arrests 168 Chinese in illegal Chinese mining crackdown,” The Guardian,
June 6, 2013, accessed February 28, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/jun/06/ghanaarrests-chinese-illegal-miners.
22
Ansah Mariah, “China loan will be used to leverage bauxite industry,” GhanaWeb, June 28, 2017,
accessed February 1, 2019, http://citifmonline.com/2017/06/28/china-loan-will-be-used-to-leveragebauxite-industry-govt/.
23
Cheru Fantu, “Emerging Southern powers and new forms of South-South cooperation: Ethiopia’s
strategic engagement with China and India,” Third World Quarterly 37, no. 4 (2016): 595.
18
19
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countries’ need for financial assistance is matched, if not surpassed, by
the need of the donor countries to secure their national interests (such as
access to raw materials).
South Korea and India in Africa
South Korea and India have adopted similar public diplomacy strategies
by developing their soft power in order to facilitate their overseas
development assistance programs.24 Unlike the long-standing principles
of Western aid donors which are dominated by human rights and good,
democratic governance, countries like South Korea and India pursue
overseas development assistance strategies similar to China, Japan and
Brazil: assistance that is underpinned by a strong emphasis on their own
economic interests and commercial partnerships that are based on the
principle of non-interference. 25 In essence, recipient countries do not
need to make the effort to reform their institutions or governance to align
with Western or American standards.26 With economic interests in mind,
both India and South Korea, as regional powers and strategic players in
Asia, have intensified their efforts to secure access to natural resources
and new markets in Africa. 27 One major difference between the two,
however, is that compared to South Korea, India has a historically long
and well established relationship with many countries in Africa.28 The
following sections will explore in detail South Korea and India’s
engagement in Africa, the system of ODA adopted by South Korea as
well as a summary of major differences and similarities between their
engagements in Africa.
South Korea in Africa
South Korea and Africa have a relatively short history of engagement at
all levels. Besides Ethiopia’s participation in the Korean War, very little
Public diplomacy seeks to advance a country’s national interest through interaction with foreign
governments, non-governmental individuals & organizations (Leonard et al., 2002). According to
Nye (2008), soft power is the ability to affect others to obtain the outcomes one wants through
attraction rather than coercion or payments.
25
James Reilly, “A Northeast Asian model of ODA? Comparing Chinese, Japanese and Korean
official development assistance,” The Asia-Pacific Regionalism and the Global System, 2012, 227.
26
Park, “The Motivations of South Korea’s ODA to Africa,” 14.
27
The Economist, “Asia’s scramble for Africa – New rivalries on a contested continent,” August 13,
2016, accessed January 31, 2019, https://www.economist.com/middle-east-andafrica/2016/08/13/asias-scramble-for-africa.
28
Adjoa Anylmadu and Daragh Neville, “Regional Competition Could Obstruct South Korea’s
Charm Offensive in East Africa,” Chatham House: The Royal Institute of International Affairs, May
16, 2016, accessed January 19, 2019, https://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/regionalcompetition-could-obstruct-south-korea-s-charm-offensive-east-africa.
24
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contact existed between South Korea and the African continent until the
early 2000s. 29 South Korea’s earlier engagement with Africa was
primarily characterized by seeking African votes to counter the North
Korean regime in global institutions like the United Nations.30 In fact,
during the early periods of engagement in the 1960s, South Korea
adopted the ‘Hallstein Doctrine,’ which resulted in the disassociation of
African countries that established diplomatic ties with North Korea. 31
This policy was later phased out by former president Park Chung-Hee in
1972. 32 Other factors such as geographical distance, insufficient
availability of information and a mutual lack of interest accounted for the
limited economic and political contacts between South Korea and
Africa.33 It should also be noted that until the 1980s, South Korea was a
struggling developing country like most African countries.34
By the end of the Korean War, the annual per capita income of
South Korea stood at 67 USD.35 During this period, South Korea was
classified among some of the world’s poorest nations and was placed in
the same group as Ethiopia, Uganda, and Togo. South Korea’s rapid
economic development has been hailed by many African countries as a
suitable model from which they can learn valuable lessons to solve their
own development problems.36 Table 1 provides a historical overview of
major events and interactions between South Korea and Africa.
Table 1. Summary of Major Events in Korea-Africa Relations (Source: Neville
and Darracq, 2014)
1982

Chun Doo-Hwan became the first Korean
Head of State to visit Africa - Gabon, Kenya,
Nigeria, and Senegal.

29

Ibid.
Anylmadu and Neville, “Regional Competition Could Obstruct South Korea’s Charm Offensive in
East Africa.”
31
Park, “The Motivations of South Korea’s ODA to Africa,” 31.
32
Ibid.
33
Daniel Owusu Agyapong, “An assessment of Ghana-South Korea relations under the NPP
administration,” Master’s thesis, 2012, 1.
34
Ibid, 1.
35
Kim, Shon, Kim and Park, “Analysis of Research Trends in South Korea ODA for Ethiopia (20002015),” 37.
36
Johan Lagerkvist and Garbiel Jonsson, “Foreign aid, trade and development: The strategic
presence of China, Japan and Korea in sub-Saharan Africa,” UI Occasional Papers, no. 5 (2011),
accessed October 29, 2018,
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.463.2143&rep=rep1&type=pdf.
30

© 2019 SNU Journal of International Affairs

77

South Korean ODA Strategy in Africa

3/2006

78

Owusu

President Roh Moo-Hyun's visited Egypt,
Algeria, and Nigeria; later in the same year,
the first Korea-Africa Summit was held in
Seoul. These events marked the
commencement of a new era in the South
Korea and African Strategy, and the Korea
Initiative for Africa Development (KIAD)
was established.

2006

Korea Africa Forum, Korea-Africa
Economic Cooperation Conference
(KOAFEC) and Korea Africa Industry
cooperation (KOAFIC) took place for the
first time.

2009

The Second Korea-Africa Forum

9/2010

At the Korea-Africa Forum (KOAFEC),
South Korea pledged to support Africa with
1.09 billion USD in ODA.

7/2011

President Lee Myung Bak visits the
Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia,
and South Africa.

10/2012

Korea-Africa Cooperation Week where all
three forums were held simultaneously for
the first time.

5/2016

President Park Geun-Hye visited Ethiopia,
Kenya, and Uganda to launch South Korean
Aid.

10/2016

South Korea–Africa Forum, a high-level
bilateral meeting where the South Korean
government promised to support Africa with
5 billion USD in ODA over the next five
years.

5/2018

African Development Bank/KOAFEC
meeting was held in Busan, Korea to reemphasize its support to Africa with 5 billion
USD in key sectors: knowledge
development, capacity building, energy &
human resources.
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Chun-Doo Hwan became the first South Korean president to
visit Africa in 1982. After Chun-Doo Hwan, twenty-four years passed
before the next visit by Moon-Hyun Ryo in 2006. However, since 2006,
South Korea’s engagement with Africa has been consistent. The revival
of the engagement between South Korea and Africa was marked by the
launch of the Korea Africa Development Initiative (KIAD) in 2006. 37
The tenets of this new engagement were for South Korea to triple its
ODA to Africa by 2008 while actively contributing to poverty reduction
and socio-economic development in Africa within the international
framework for reducing poverty and eradicating pandemics. South
Korea’s ODA to Africa increased from 33 million USD in 2005 to 181
million USD in 2011. By 2012, South Korea had provided a total of 513
million USD in ODA to Africa. 38 Seoul now considers the African
continent as a strategic location for its long-term national economic
development goals.
In addition to ODA, South Korea has taken tremendous steps
towards increasing development cooperation with Africa. In 2015, the
Korea-Africa Center, the first government institution created to deal
exclusively with African affairs, was established to deepen cooperation
between South Korea and Africa.39 Also significant is the new form of
ODA introduced in 2016 by the South Korean government, called Korea
Aid for Africa. Korea Aid aims to reduce the knowledge gap between
Africa and South Korea through the promotion of Korean culture and
vice versa. The program provides three areas of exchange: Korean-Medic,
Korean-Culture and Korean-Food. It is a form of mobile aid where
vehicles transport Korean health professionals and the assisting local
staff to rural villages in Africa to offer free medical care. Central to
Korean Aid is the showcase and promotion of South Korea’s popular
culture: K-drama, K-pop and Korean delicacies. 40 In addition to the
popular culture initiative is the reintroduction of Saemaul Undong into
the development aid framework of South Korea. Saemaul Undong is a
self-help program introduced in the early 1970s by former president Park
Chung-Hee, which successfully transformed and created wealth in rural
Park, “The Motivations of South Korea’s ODA to Africa,” 30.
Myo-ja Ser and Sarah Kim, “Korea bets big on African development projects, “Korea Joongang
Daily, May 26, 2016, accessed November 29, 2018,
http://mengnews.joins.com/view.aspx?aId=3019187.
39
“Handbook on Korea-Africa,” Korea-Africa Center, 2015, accessed October 31, 2018,
www.africacenter.kr/.
40
Ser and Kim, “Korea bets big on African development projects.”
37
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communities in South Korea. 41 Former president Park Geun-Hye’s
administration also made great efforts to make the Saemaul Undong
program one of the key focus of the development aid framework for
Africa.42
The System of ODA in South Africa
In January 2010, South Korea joined the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Development Assistance Council
(DAC). 43 South Korea’s current ODA system is designed into
concessionary loans and grants. The loans are disbursed through the
Economic Development Cooperation Fund (EDCF) overseen by Korea
Import-Export Bank (Exim Bank). Grants are managed by Korea
International Cooperation Agency (KOICA) under the supervision of
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade.44 The Millennium Development
Goals and the Sustainable Development Goals enacted in 2000 and 2015,
respectively, have been used as a guide by South Korea to identify
priority sectors with reference to its overseas development assistance–
focusing on education, health, good governance, public administration
and rural development.
During the past two decades, South Korea has progressively
focused more of its efforts on ODA related to commercial and natural
resources – the involvement of Daewoo and other South Korean firms
seeking to acquire large tracts of lands in Madagascar, Tanzania and
Sudan are strong indicators of this pattern.45 In South Korea, ODA and
foreign direct investment is seen as an extension of the country’s
international development strategy. In such a strategy, the national
government uses development cooperation to secure access to vital
resources, while also positioning itself in an influential role within a
foreign country, to foster a business-friendly environment that captures
new market opportunities for Korea’s Chaebol (powerful global business
conglomerates). South Korean firms often need the support of its
Jamie Doucette and Andres Riel Muller, “Exporting the Saemaul spirit: South Korea’s Knowledge
Sharing Program and the ‘rendering technical’ of Korean development,” Geoforum 75 (2016): 30.
42
Moctar Aboubacar, “Emerging Donors and Knowledge Sharing for Development: The Case of
Korea,” Yonsei Journal of International Studies (2013): 231, accessed November 2, 2018,
http://theyonseijournal.com/emerging-donors-and-knowledge-sharing-for-development-the-case-ofkorea/.
43
Park, “The Motivations of South Korea’s ODA to Africa,” 4.
44
Folley, “Korea’s ODA to Africa: Strategic or Humanitarian?”
45
Ibid.
41
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government in order to invest and thrive in high-risk projects, such as
those in Sub-Saharan African countries.46
In the last quarter of 2018, the state-owned firm, Korea Gas
Corporation (KOGAS), received funding of 1.8 billion USD from the
Import-Export Bank of Korea and the Korea Trade Insurance
Corporation to commence the construction of a floating platform to
process natural gas in Mozambique.47 The floating liquefied natural gas
platform is being constructed in collaboration with major Korean shipbuilding firms like Samsung Heavy Industries, Hyundai and Daewoo.48
The share of KOGAS investment in gas exploration in Mozambique is
estimated to be 10%, which is equivalent to South Korea’s nationwide
demand for gas for more than five years.49 According to Korea Jonggang
Daily’s recent report on KOGAS banks in overseas projects: “The Korea
Gas Corporation (KOGAS) not only works to expand the domestic
natural gas supply but also to secure energy resources and future growth
opportunities around the world.”50 South Korea’s ODA to Mozambique
increased significantly from less than 1 million USD in 2010 to 6.48
million USD in 2011.51 Furthermore, within just two years, ODA from
South Korea to Mozambique increased substantially to 57.08 million
USD in 2013; and by 2015, it leveled out to 42.29 million USD.52
As argued by Thomas Kalinowski and Min Joung Park in their
paper on the legacy of South Korean firms in Africa, the increase in
ODA and foreign direct investment between Korea and Mozambique
paved the way for KOGAS to invest in large gas fields and the gas
liquefaction projects in Mozambique.53 Several authors have suggested
that the major motivations of South Korea’s renewed engagement in
Africa is to secure its long-term energy and food security, raw materials,
Thomas Kalinowski and Min JOUNG Park, “South Korean Development Cooperation in Africa:
The Legacy of a Developmental State,” Afrika Spectrum: Deutsche Zeitschrift fur
Gegenwartsbezogene Afrikaforschung 51, no. 3 (2016): 64.
47
Jae-man Ko and Ha-yeon Lee, “KOGAS kicks off construction of FLGN facility in Mozambique,”
Pulse, September 9, 2018, accessed March 1, 2019,
https://pulsenews.co.kr/view.php?year=2018&no=567795.
48
Kalinowski and Park, “South Korean Development Cooperation in Africa: The Legacy of a
Developmental State,” 66.
49
Ibid.
50
Ha-eun Kim, “[Sponsored Report] Kogas banks on overseas projects,” Korea Joongang Daily,
September 19, 2018, accessed February 11, 2019,
http://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/article/article.aspx?aid=3053372.
51
Korea ODA Statistics, Korea Exim Bank, https://stats.koreaexim.go.kr/
52
Ibid.
53
Kalinowski and Park, “South Korean Development Cooperation in Africa: The Legacy of a
Developmental State,” 64.
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and new markets, whilst contributing to poverty reduction. 54 Based on
the information gathered on South Korea’s recent ODA engagement with
Africa, it can be concluded that despite some effort towards reducing
poverty, the driving force for its ODA is commercial and long-term
national security interests.
India in Africa
Among the Asian powers, India is second to China in terms of trade
shares in Africa.55 Globally, it ranked as the 8th largest investor in Africa
in 2014. 56 The relationship between India and Africa dates back to
British colonial era. Through its historical colonial experiences, India has
been able to establish a formidable presence in relation to trading and
other economic activities across Africa for the past half a century. 57
Mahatma Gandhi has also been a symbolic link between India and Africa,
especially during South Africa’s struggle for independence. 58 The Indian
government later established the India Development and Economic
Assistance Scheme (IDEAS) in 2003/04 as a framework to facilitate
India’s overseas development programs.59 The IDEAS coordinates with
EXIM Bank of India for the delivery of concessionary credit to partner
countries. To have a coherent policy framework with Africa, India
initiated the India–Africa Forum in 2008.
The first India-Africa summit took place in 2008 with
subsequent meetings being held in 2011 and 2015.60 The framework for
cooperation between India and Africa was adopted at the first India–
Africa Forum Summit in New Delhi. At the 2015 summit, under the
leadership of Prime Minister Modi and 44 African heads of states, India
pledged to support Africa with 10 billion USD including various
See: Neville and Darracq, “South Korea’s Engagement in Sub-Saharan Africa” and Folley,
“Korea’s ODA to Africa.”
55
Malancha Chakrabarty, “Indian Investments in Africa: Scale, Trends, and Policy
Recommendations,” ORF Occasional Paper (2018), accessed January 31, 2019,
https://www.orfonline.org/research/indian-investment-africa-scale-trends-and-policyrecommendations/
56
Ibid.
57
Iwata Takuo, “Comparative study on ‘Asian’ approaches to Africa: an introductory reflection,”
African Study Monographs 33, no. 4 (2012): 216, accessed December 24, 2018,
http://jambo.africa.kyoto-u.ac.jp/kiroku/asm_normal/abstracts/pdf/33-4/33-4-1.pdf.
58
Rajiv Bhatia, “Reaching out to Africa,” The Hindu, January 11, 2017, accessed January 10, 2019,
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/Reaching-out-to-Africa/article17019001.ece.
59
Dipanjan Roy Chaudhury, “Modi government approves IDEAS scheme to streamline LOC to
make Indian funding attractive, “The Economic Ties, December 29, 2015, accessed December 19,
2018, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/policy/modi-government-approvesideas-scheme-to-streamline-loc-to-make-indian-funding-attractive/articleshow/50360769.cms.
60
Rajiv Bhatia, “Reaching out to Africa.”
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educational scholarships and infrastructural development projects. 61
India’s foreign direct investments in Africa grew from 3.2 billion USD in
2008 to 4.9 billion USD in 2016.62 Out of the 250.9 billion USD outflow
in global Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) from India, Africa received
52.6 billion USD, which accounted for 21% in 2016.63
Indian firms operating in Africa range from small businesses to
large corporations some of which includes Tata, Mittal and Airtel Major
sectors for Indian firms include oil and gas, pharmaceutical,
telecommunication, and manufacturing. 64 Countries like Mozambique,
South Africa, Tunisia, Morocco, Egypt, Kenya, and Congo are key
strategic partners for the Indian government. 65 Central to India’s
engagement in East Africa is to control and maintain maritime security in
the Indian Ocean.66 The Indian Ocean is an important strategic maritime
trade route for both India and Africa, with over 50% of Africa’s energy
trade passing through the Indian Ocean. 67 Another key component to
India’s engagement with Africa is investment in agriculture. Over the
past decade, the EXIM Bank of India has provided credit facilities to
partner countries, especially in the agriculture sector.
Ethiopia has received the largest share of India’s agricultural
investment in Africa, with sugar processing and other related industries
totaling over 600 million USD. In Ghana, a sugarcane processing factory
was completed and handed over to the Ghanaian government in 2016.68
Similar to major Asian investors, like South Korea and China, India also
hopes to secure new markets and ensure energy and food security
through strategic efforts by advancing its ODA, trade deals, and FDI into
Africa.69

61

Ibid.
Chakrabarty, “Indian Investments in Africa: Scale, Trends, and Policy Recommendations.”
63
Ibid.
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Ibid.
65
Ibid.
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The Economist, “Asia’s scramble for Africa – New rivalries on a contested continent.”
67
Gupta Prakhar, “Modi’s Africa Visit: Toward Greater Cooperation in Maritime Security,” IndoAfrica Chamber of Commerce and Industry, July 18, 2016, accessed January 31, 2019,
https://www.indoafrican.org/modis-africa-visit-toward-greater-cooperation-in-maritime-security-byprakhar-gupta/.
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Jedwin Appiah, “Komenda Sugar Factory will create 7,000 jobs – Mahama resurrects Nkrumah’s
dream,” MyjowNews, May 30, 2016, accessed November 25, 2018,
http://www.myjoyonline.com/news/2016/May-30th/komenda-sugar-factory-will-create-7000-jobsmahama-resurrects-nkrumahs-dream.php.
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Table 2. Agriculture and related projects already funded and proposed by India
EXIM Bank (2003-2016). (Source: EXIM Bank of India)

Country

Year

Burkina Faso

2005-06

Projects
•

•

Maize plantation project,
rice plantation project

37.7

2011-12

•

Cassava plantation

42.0

•

Cotton yarn plant, agroprocessing plant, irrigation
equipment

50.0

2005-06

2005-06

Cote d’Ivoire

2007-08

2009-10
Ethiopia

2007-12

2007-08

•

Vegetable extraction, fruit
and vegetable chips, cocoa
and coffee production

•

Fishery processing unit,
coconut fiber processing
plant

5.5

•

Rice production program

30.0

•

Development of sugar
industry

639.5

•

Irrigation storage, tobacco
threshing plant

•

Cotton processing, green
belt initiatives

50.0

•

Agricultural development,
mechanization of
Agriculture

37.9

Malawi
2010-11

84

30.0

2008-09
Cameroon

Chad

Acquisition of tractors,
harvesters, agroprocessing equipment

Value
USD
Millions

Swaziland

2011-12

Tanzania

2007-08

•

26.8

30.0

40.0
Exports of tractors and
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pumps
2011-12
Togo

2011-12

Ghana

2014-15

Kenya

2015-16

•

Biodiesel production

35.0

•

Farming and cultivation of
rice, maize, sorghum

13.1

•

Sugarcane and irrigation
project

24.54

•

Agricultural
mechanization project

100.00

Note: Table 2 provides an overview of India’s participation in the agriculture sector in Africa from
2003 to 2016.

Table 3. Key similarities between South Korea and India engagement with
Africa. (Source: Iwata, 2012)

South Korea and India
•

Aid is tied to trade deals and FDI to advance domestic
economic interest whilst contributing to poverty reduction

•

Long-term food and energy security

•

Both are members of G20

•

The use of colonial legacy narrative as a commonality towards
their African counterparts

•

The use of high-level summits to make pledges: Korea Africa
Forum, India Africa Summit

•

Active engagement with Africa started within the last two
decades

•

The use of EXIM Bank for concessionary loan disbursement

•

Technical cooperation programs are managed by donor
countries: Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation, Korea
International Development Cooperation

Note: Table 3 highlights some key similarities between South Korea and India ODA, Trade and
Investment in Africa.
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Table 4. Key differences between South Korea and India engagement with
Africa (Source: Iwata, 2012)

India
• Aid allocation is
concentrated in few
countries
• Weak institutional
framework to coordinate
aid

South Korea
•

Broader coverage

•

Stronger institutions

•

Mainly governmentbacked large
corporations

• Large agriculture-related
projects

•

Small agriculturerelated projects

• Strong colonial solidarity
with Africa

•

Weak colonial
solidarity

• Non-OECD DAC member

•

OECD DAC Member

• Large presence of
small/medium scale firms

Note: Table 4 provides some key differences in ODA, trade agreements, and FDI between South
Korea and India in Africa.

Case Study Analysis of South Korea’s Engagement in Africa
Since attaining multi-party democratic status in 1992, Ghana has strived
to achieve lower middle income status with a growing middle class and
has often been hailed as a beacon of successful African democracy. 70
Ghana and South Korea first established diplomatic relations in 1977,
with Ghana later opening its embassy in Seoul in 1999 amidst growing
interest in South Korea and increase in engagement between the two
countries.71 Ghana views South Korea as a successful developed partner
with the capacity to assist in building its economy, whilst at same time
serving as a useful market for South Korean manufactured products.72
Another African country that has showed keen interest in South
Korea’s development model and hopes to replicate such success is
Rwanda. Since coming into power in 1994, Paul Kagame has
transformed Rwanda from a war-torn country into a peaceful state with
Faith Karimi, “Obama hails Ghana as ‘model for democracy’ in Africa,” CNN, March 9, 2012,
accessed October 15, 2018, http://edition.cnn.com/2012/03/08/world/africa/obama-ghanapresident/index.html.
71
Agyapong, “An assessment of Ghana-South Korea relations under the NPP administration,” 2.
72
Ibid, 1.
70
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modest economic success; Rwanda’s per capita income is now over 700
USD, compared to just 150 USD during the civil war from 1990 to
1994.73 The government of Rwanda under president Kagame has sought
to pursue alternate development strategies by developing new allies with
countries in Eastern Europe, Middle East and Far East to attract foreign
investments and trade to drive economic development. 74 Being an
admirer of South Korea’s developmental state model, Kagame has made
efforts to deepen the bilateral cooperation between Rwanda and South
Korea. In 2009, Rwanda opened its embassy in Seoul amid increasing
engagement between the two countries. 75 Central to Rwanda’s
engagement strategy with South Korea is the quest to become an
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) hub in Sub-Saharan
Africa. In this regard, South Korea has successfully initiated a number of
ICT related projects in Rwanda using public private partnerships.76
South Korea in Rwanda
Rwanda has made remarkable improvements in economic development
since the end of its protracted and violent civil war during the 1990s. It is
now among the fastest growing economies in Central Africa with an
impressive Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth rate of 8% from 2001
to 2014.77 The government of Rwanda, led by President Paul Kagame,
holds an ambitious vision of transforming the country from a low-income
agricultural nation to a knowledge-based economy with a prosperous
middle-class by 2020, a key objective of its Economic Development and
Poverty Reduction Strategy. 78 As part of the strategy in achieving
Rwanda’s long term development vision, President Kagame visited
South Korea on several occasions. During his visits to South Korea in
2008, 2011 and 2014, Kagame outlined Information and Communication
Technology (ICT), education, and agriculture as central to his
Kigali, “Paul Kagame, feted and feared,” The Economist, July 15, 2017, accessed October 17,
2018, https://www.economist.com/briefing/2017/07/15/paul-kagame-feted-and-feared.
74
Edmund Kagire, “Rwanda looks east for new economic allies,” The East African, July 6, 2012,
accessed January 10, 2019, https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/rwanda/News/Rwanda-looks-east-fornew-economic-allies-/1433218-1446860-s6xwga/index.html.
75
Kalinwoski and Park, “South Korean Development Cooperation in Africa: The Legacy of a
Developmental State,” 69.
76
Ibid.
77
Rosamond Hutt, “5 things to know about Rwanda’s economy,” World Economic Forum, April 7,
2016, accessed November 5, 2018, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/04/5-things-to-knowabout-rwanda-s-economy/.
78
Kalinwoski and Park, “South Korean Development Cooperation in Africa: The Legacy of a
Developmental State,” 70.
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administration’s development initiative. 79 Globally, South Korea is
known for its knowledge-based economy built on ICT, which also
happens to be a key component of its ODA strategy.80 Rwanda seeks the
assistance of South Korea’s ICT sector in realizing their vision for 2020.
Figure 1. South Korea’s Bilateral Aid to Rwanda (2006-2017, USD millions).
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(Source: Korea ODA Statistics, EXIM Bank of Korea, 2015)
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Since President Kagame’s first visit to South Korea, engagement
between Rwanda and South Korea has increased over the past decade:
Rwanda was identified as a top priority for the South Korean government
in 2013. 81 From 2013 to 2017, Rwanda received ODA totaling 86.68
million USD from South Korea; a significant increase compared to the
total of 24.63 million USD it received from 2006 to 2012 (see Figure 1).
In 2017, the South Korean government allocated 7 million USD through
KOICA towards the development of human capital in ICT-related
education programs in Rwanda for the next five years. 82 The project
includes dispatching Korean ICT experts and officers to help train their
Rwandan counterparts.

79

Ibid.
Christian R. Bueno, “Evolution of ICTs in Peru and Key factors for its Development Under the
Korean Model,” Journal of Poverty Alleviation & International Development 4, no. 2 (2013): 6.
81
Kalinwoski and Park, “South Korean Development Cooperation in Africa: The Legacy of a
Developmental State,” 68.
82
“KOICA Annual Report 2017,” KOICA, accessed January 19, 2019,
https://www.koica.go.kr/koica_en/3492/subview.do.
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Korea Telecom (KT) and the Government of Rwanda reached an
agreement in 2007 for KT to provide wireless high-speed internet to
Rwanda. Subsequently, in 2008, KT secured a contract worth 38 million
USD to construct a national backbone network to connect Kigali, the
capital city of Rwanda, with thirty other major cities.83 Later in 2013, KT
embarked on another deal with the Rwandan government worth 140
million USD to provide high-speed 4G internet service which is expected
to connect to 95% of the population by 2017.84 In 2016, South Korea
signed the Telemedicine Project with Rwanda which will use domestic
companies like Korea Telecom and Severance Hospital to establish an
information technology network that facilitates the communication on
disease information and to connect doctors from Severance Hospital with
patients in remote areas of Rwanda. 85 Through these public-private
partnerships, the government of Rwanda and Global Green Growth
Institute, an international organization based in Seoul, has been
supporting Rwanda's urban green revolution in line with the country’s
long-term green infrastructural development goals. 86 Today, Kigali
stands out as one of the most environmentally friendly cities in Africa.
South Korea is playing a central role in Rwanda’s great economic
progress, especially in the ICT sector.
South Korea’s domestic interests are visible in its engagement
with Rwanda. The infiltration of Korea Telecom (KT), one of its
Chaebol conglomerates, into Rwanda suggests that South Korea is
seeking long-term participation in Rwanda’s economy. Moreover, South
Korea uses ODA projects, like the ICT infrastructure in Rwanda, to
advance its access and obtain subcontracts for South Korean companies
to operate in Rwanda.87 According to data collected from the Rwandan
government in 2017, South Korea ranks third among the other Asian
giants in volume of bilateral assistance to Rwanda behind Japan and
China (see Table 5).

Kalinwoski and Park, “South Korean Development Cooperation in Africa: The Legacy of a
Developmental State,” 68.
84
Neville and Darracq, “South Korea’s Engagement in Sub-Saharan Africa.”
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Gi-hyun Nam, “S. Korea to launch telemedicine project in Rwanda,” Pulse, August 2, 2016,
accessed October 16, 2018, http://pulsenews.co.kr/view.php?year=2016&no=549564.
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Minnine Karanja, “Rwanda’s regulatory environment in support of green urban development,” The
New Times, May 5, 2016, accessed December 19, 2018,
http://www.newtimes.co.rw/section/article/2016-05-05/199599/.
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Kalinwoski and Park, “South Korean Development Cooperation in Africa: The Legacy of a
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Table 5. ODA from South Korea, Japan, China, and India to Rwanda (20132016). (Source: Government of Rwanda, 2017)

Country

2013/14

2014/15

2015/16

South Korea 13,371,213 20,333,764 23,798,060

Total USD
Millions
57,503,037

Japan

45,319,357 14,319,357 25,586,321

85,113,427

China

6,685,373

36,542,042 25,936,870

69,164,285

India

14,389,255

5,199,220

21,082,225

1,493,750

Note: The table provides an overview of Asian middle powers bilateral assistant to Rwanda from
2013-2016.

South Korea in Ghana
In 1957, Ghana and South Korea’s economy looked very similar with a
GDP per capita around 67 USD. 88 South Korea has successfully
transitioned from an aid-dependent country to a major aid donor while
Ghana continues to struggle as an aid-dependent country facing daunting
economic challenges. Ghana now views South Korea as a successful and
prosperous country from which it can learn valuable lessons to transform
its own economy. Since the first Korea–Africa Forum held in Seoul 2006,
Ghana has been a regular participant of Korea Aid related development
summits. 89 In return, South Korea has shown great respect and
admiration for Ghana’s track record of good governance, promotion of
liberal market economics, and press freedom.90
Ghana was selected by South Korea as the recipient of long-term
loans and grants for the years 2011 to 2015, and 2015 to 2020. Since
Ghana’s selection in 2011, South Korea has actively participated in
various poverty reduction programs, such as providing water and
electrification in rural areas and creating community health facilities
across Ghana. These initiatives have improved the accessibility of
essential services and basic needs considerably for the people of Ghana.
From 2011 to 2015, Ghana received ODA totaling around 93 million
Kelechi A. Kalu and Jiyoung Kim, “State-business relations, foreign aid, and development: a
comparative study of Ghana and South Korea,” Korean Social Science Journal 41, no. 2 (2014): 114.
89
Agyapong, “An assessment of Ghana-South Korea relations under the NPP administration,” 43.
90
Ibid, 45
88
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USD, which is a significant increase compared to the 11 million USD it
received from 2006 to 2010 (see Figure 2). The largest ODA Ghana has
received from South Korea since 2006 is 45.99 million USD, in 2017. In
October 2017, the president of Ghana announced the completion of a
water supply facility that was financed through the loan awarded in 2012,
worth 122.7 million USD. 91 The water treatment plant is expected to
provide 3.3 million gallons of water per day to the residents of WA in
Northern Ghana. 92 Again in March of 2017, Korea offered another
concessionary loan worth 200 million USD to Ghana for various
developments projects.93
Figure 2. South Korea’s Bilateral Aid to Ghana (2006-2017, USD Millions).

23.18

15.82
9.85

5.06

6.73

2.47

2.51

1.56

0.27

23.13

39.84

45.99

(Source: Korea ODA Statistics, Exim bank of Korea, 2015)
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In addition to infrastructure development projects, South Korea
has contributed significantly in the health sector; improving community
health infrastructures in rural areas by providing 9 million USD towards
the construction of healthcare facilities to various communities in the
Upper East Region of Ghana.94 Furthermore, in the education sector, the
Yakubu Abdul-Gafur, “Nana Addo inaugurates $51.1 million Wa water supply project,”
GhanaWeb, October 3, 2017, accessed October 31, 2018,
https://www.ghanaweb.com/GhanaHomePage/NewsArchive/Nana-Addo-inaugurates-51-5-millionWa-water-supply-project-587230.
92
Ibid.
93
Kekeli Bina-Agboada, “Ghana, Korea sign $200m loan agreement,” Daily Graphic, April 4, 2017,
accessed October 8, 2018, https://www.graphic.com.gh/news/general-news/ghana-Korea-sign-200mloan-agreement.html.
94
See: Afari Obed Kumi, “Korea supports Ghana to build more CHPS compounds,” CitiNews,
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Korean government has created scholarship program to invite students
from Ghana, at the undergraduate and graduate levels, to be educated and
receive training from various universities in South Korea (see Figure 3).
According to the data collected from Korea’s Ministry of Education in
2017, Ghana and Rwanda are ranked as second and eighth, respectively,
in the number of international students studying at a South Korean
university. These numbers attest to the growing interest for mutual
cooperation between South Koreans and their African counterparts.
Figure 3. Top ten African countries with the most students in South Korean
universities (Source: Ministry of Education, Korea, 2017)

Note: The chart provides an overview of the number of African students studying in South Korean
universities in both undergraduate and graduate level education.

Unquestionably, Ghana and South Korea enjoy excellent
diplomatic, economic, and cultural relations. Their relationship dates
back to the early 1990s when South Korea supported Ghana with the
construction of seven petroleum oil storage facilities. 95 Ghana is
currently competing to become the leading oil and gas producer in West
Africa. In 2007, Ghana discovered oil in commercial quantities with

https://www.ghanaweb.com/GhanaHomePage/business/Korea-Eximbank-s-Activities-in-Ghana389693.
95
Salomey Appiah, “Ghana, Korea deepen co-operation,” Daily Graphic, October 20, 2014,
accessed October 21, 2018, https://www.graphic.com.gh/news/general-news/ghana-Korea-deepenco-operation.html.
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production beginning in 2010.96 It is also important to consider the fact
that South Korea relies heavily on energy imports (98% of its fossil fuel
consumption) due to insufficient domestic resources.97 A similar strategy
used in Mozambique by South Korea for gas exploration and production
could be applied to Ghana’s oil and gas sector. The increase in ODA,
including concessional loans from South Korea to Ghana, could be
laying the ground for major Korean firms like Korean Gas Company,
Korea National Oil Company, and others in the industry to gain access to
the new and booming petroleum industry in Ghana.
Analysis and Conclusion
South Korea and India’s development assistance programs in Africa are
dominated by commercial and natural resource diplomacy. Both
countries are competing against one another and other Asian powers, like
Japan and China, for access to Africa’s raw materials as well as to secure
new markets for their companies at home. South Korea has effectively
utilized ODA to penetrate into new and emerging markets across Africa,
with particularly great success in Ghana and Rwanda, as explained in the
two case studies earlier. To ensure that its national security concerns for
energy are met, South Korea has utilized its ODA to assist developing
countries in Africa combat poverty in exchange for access to their energy
reserves. In addition, South Korea is using its ODA to establish itself in
the international community as a middle power; as eloquently articulated
by Hyo-sook Kim: “For Korea, compliance with the poverty reduction
norm has been a way to advance its foreign policy goals. To attain
national identity as a developed country and establish global status as a
middle power, Korea must be recognized as such by the international
community. To gain this recognition, Korea must cooperate in solving
prominent global issues such as poverty.” 98
As detailed in the case study, South Korea views Ghana as an
established democracy that holds considerable leverage at the African
Union and United Nations. South Korea has engaged with Ghana on
Erik Planitz and Daniela Kuzu, “Oil Production and the transformation of livelihoods of
communities in Ghana,” Institute for Statistical Social and Economic Research (ISSER), University
of Ghana, 2015, accessed November 9, 2018, https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/bueros/ghana/11295.pdf.
97
“Country Analysis Brief: South Korea,” U.S. Energy Information Administration, last updated
July 2018, accessed November 19, 2018,
http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/OtrasPublicaciones/Internacional/2018/EIA_south_korea_20jul2
018.pdf.
98
Hyo-sook Kim, “South Korea’s Aid to Africa and Compliance with International Norms,” African
and Asian Studies 16, no. 4 (2017): 17, doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/15692108-12341380.
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various development projects and have positioned itself as a favorable
partner for Ghana. The increase in engagement between the two
countries bodes well for future bilateral relations and presents a
multitude of opportunities. South Korea seeks to secure energy – a
national security concern – via obtaining access to Ghana’s abundant oil
supply by providing substantial ODA, while Ghana, in turn, can benefit
equally by developing an effective policy framework designed to ensure
the efficient utilization of grants and loans towards the development of
the country.
Contrasted with Ghana, South Korea’s engagement with Rwanda
is dominated by ICT and green infrastructure. Kigali is gradually
emerging as the tech-hub of Africa and the government continues to
focus on transforming Rwanda into a high-tech industrial country.
Korean companies are engaging in private-public partnerships by sharing
their knowledge and expertise with the people of Rwanda to achieve the
goal of becoming a knowledge-based industrialized African state. South
Korea has contributed positively toward the development and
transformation of Rwanda. This positive development could also be
attributed to the fact that the assistance from South Korea to Rwanda
falls in line with Rwanda’s own long-term economic development and
poverty alleviation initiative. The case of Rwanda reinforces the need for
African countries to clearly identify their domestic policies for economic
development and poverty alleviation in order to better align, and thus
effectively use the inflow of ODA towards overcoming domestic
challenges.
South Korea’s ODA allocation to Ghana, Rwanda and other
African countries is influenced by the need of the recipient country and
South Korea’s domestic economic concerns and global aspirations. South
Korea effectively utilizes ODA to advance its national interests, while
also providing assistance through knowledge and finance to alleviate
poverty in Africa. While acknowledging that this study is limited in
scope, it has provided an overview of South Korea’s development
assistance strategies in two of its priority countries on the continent.
Further research, both qualitative and quantitative, should focus on Asian
middle powers in Africa in relation to the contribution of ODA towards
the development of Africa. In particular, research should seek to
understand South Korean ODA from the perspective of recipient
countries in Africa.
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Populism as a Threat to Democracy: Drawing Parallels of
Populist Elements Between the Presidential Campaigns of
Donald Trump (United States, 2016) and Prabowo Subianto
(Indonesia, 2014 and 2019)
Annisa Pratamasari1 and Fitra Shaumi Az-Zahra2
In the past few years, populism has been a topic frequently debated in the field of
political science. The phenomenon is often cited as an indication of declining
democracy in various regions of the world. Frequently cited cases of populism
include Donald Trump’s victory in the 2016 United States presidential election and
the United Kingdom’s dramatic vote to leave the European Union (Brexit). There
have also been studies of populism in non-Western countries. Whilst such literature
has revealed that each region may feature different forms of populism, this paper
argues that there are also cross-regional similarities, particularly in terms of the
strategies employed by populist candidates during presidential elections, albeit with
different outcomes. This study therefore, aims to draw parallels between the
populist elements in the campaigns conducted by two presidential candidates,
Donald Trump and Prabowo Subianto, in their respective countries. In doing so, the
authors attempt to analyze the domestic political settings in post-partum
democracies and voter mobilization strategies in the two countries. The paper
concludes by postulating the reasons why the two candidates scored different
results in their respective election campaigns.
Keywords: Populism, Donald Trump, presidential elections, presidential
campaign, Prabowo Subianto
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Introduction
In recent years, there has been an increase in the emergence of populist
leaders around the globe. Thus, a subsequent rise in the volume of
research on populism conducted within the field of international relations
can also be seen. Donald Trump’s shocking 2016 election win and Brexit
are notable examples of the rise of populism within Western democracies.
Other recently emerging populist figures include Marine Le Pen of
France, who lost to Emmanuel Macron in the 2017 French presidential
election, Norbert Hofer, who almost won the Austrian presidency in
2016, and Rodrigo Duterte, the President of the Philippines.
As the wave of populism spreads across the world, the forms it
takes and the issues arising from it vary from region to region. Populism
in Europe, the United States, Southeast Asia, and even Africa has
different forms and mechanisms, although sharing similar fundamental
characteristics. Joshua Kurlantzick distinguished Southeast Asian
populism from its Western counterparts based on the issues arising from
it.3 While Western populism highlights anti-free trade, anti-globalization,
and anti-immigration issues, Southeast Asian (hereafter SEA) countries
are inclined towards the polarization and division of society based on
ethnic and religious lines. However, in both cases populism can be
considered to stem from similar roots: the dissatisfaction and frustration
of the lower- and middle-classes toward government policy on certain
issues. These issues may also vary from drug-related issues (the
Philippines) to deeply entrenched corruption and unsatisfactory income
levels (Indonesia). Whatever form it takes, we argue that populism poses
a threat to national unity and democracy. While claiming to enforce unity
among like-minded people against a common enemy, such as the elites
or foreigners, populism actually polarizes society and drives a wedge
among its citizens. Populist elements are often more apparent in
movements or campaigns which attract a large amount of attention, such
as the Solidarity Movement in South Africa,4 Eurosceptic campaigns in

Joshua Kurlantzick, “Southeast Asia’s Populism Is Different but Also Dangerous,” Council on
Foreign Relations, November 1, 2018, accessed December 26, 2018,
https://www.cfr.org/article/southeast-asias-populism-different-also-dangerous.
4
The Solidarity Movement refers to an organization in post-apartheid South Africa which seeks to
defend the rights of white minorities. (See: Danelle van Zyl-Hermann, “Make Afrikaners great again!
National populism, democracy and the new white minority politics in post-apartheid South Africa,”
Ethnic and Racial Studies 41, no.15 (2018): 2673).
3
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the United Kingdom’s Brexit referendum, and presidential campaigns
and government policies in many countries around the world.
This paper explores the emergence and growing popularity of
populist leaders in spite of accusations of counter-factualism and the
manipulation of information. It also aims to explain why, despite
applying similar strategies, popoulist candidates from different regions
may see different outcomes in their respective election campaigns.
Finally, it is argued that whether or not such campaigns are successful,
the post-election popularity of populist figures has the potential to bring
a decline to democracy in the region.
Upon this basis, the paper conducts a comparative study of
populism in the U.S. during the 2016 presidential elections and Indonesia
during the 2014 and 2019 presidential election campaigns. The case
selection is based upon the unique similarities projected by the
presidential candidates in these campaigns. Despite differences in the
domestic political settings of the two countries, both share a similar
experience of populism projected by the candidates in question, namely
Donald Trump of the U.S. and Prabowo Subianto of Indonesia. We argue
that when compared with that of other SEA populist leaders, Trump’s
strategy is most similar to that of Prabowo. Despite the similarities
however, the two ended up with different results – with Trump winning
the election and Prabowo suffering defeat in the 2014 elections and
expecting a rematch with the incumbent candidate, Joko Widodo, in
2019.
As stated above, this paper attempts to draw parallels between
the populist-inclined campaigns conducted by the two presidential
candidates. To highlight both the similarities and differences in the
presidential campaigns, we will first analyze the domestic political
settings and voter mobilization strategies in the two countries. Lastly, we
conclude the paper by postulating the reasons why the two candidates
scored different results in their respective elections.
Literature Review
Despite its popularity in recent studies, the definitions and
categorizations of populism remain varied across the literature.5 Some
literature suggests that populism should be perceived as a strategy rather
5

Paul D. Kenny. Populism in Southeast Asia. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).
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than a concept or an ideology. These arguments predominantly originate
from socio-political scholars and journalists who view populism as a
political strategy projected by opposition parties, using the media as
leverage to gain power.6 Most of these scholars posit that the strategy
includes promising the redistribution of wealth that elites have failed to
effectuate during their terms in office.7
On the other hand, scholars from historical, economic, and
political backgrounds suggest that populism can be better defined as a
phenomenon. This is also the definition adopted by this paper in
examining the implications of this phenomenon for the strategies adopted
by populist leaders and addressing the increasing momentum of
populism as a means to attract potential voters. In other words, this
definition considers the phenomenon of post-democracy or post-partum
democracy to be the outcome of undemocratic tendencies and nongenuine democratic approaches adopted by populist leaders in their
political campaigns prior to election.
According to Francis Fukuyama, the global rise of populism has
been caused in part by a decline in the spread of democracy coupled with
an increase in steps counter to globalization.8 He further illustrates three
characteristics of populism: first, populist leaders tend to campaign for
policies that while popular in the short run, are unsustainable in the long
run. For instance, the 45th President of Venezuela, Hugo Chavez’
massive subsidies for the poor failed after a slump in oil prices sharply
hit government income. Second, populist leaders deploy ‘us against them’
rhetoric, identifying themselves only with certain ethnic or religious
groups whilst exluding the rest, as the basis of their legitimacy. Third,
populism has significant linkages with charismatic leadership, to the
6

Some of the various articles written by scholars and researchers that define populism as a strategy
can be seen in the following articles: Demetrios G. Papdemetriou, Kate Hooper, and Meghan Benton,
“In Search of a New Equilibrium: Immigration Policymaking in the Newest Era of Nativist
Populism,” Transatlantic Council on Migration, November 2018, accessed January 6, 2019,
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/.../TCM-NativistPopulism_Final.pdf; Cox did not
clearly define it as a strategy, but agrees that it could be defined as a strategy to some extent
(Michael Cox, “Understanding the Global Rise of Populism,” LSE Ideas, February 2018, accessed
December 26, 2018, http://www.lse.ac.uk/ideas/Assets/Documents/updates/LSE-IDEASUnderstanding-Global-Rise-of-Populism.pdf; and Moises Naim, “How to Be a Populist,” Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, April 21, 2017, accessed January 1, 2019,
https://carnegieendowment.org/2017/04/21/how-to-be-populist-pub-68751.
7
Naim, “How to Be a Populist.”
8
Francis Fukuyama, “The Rise of Populist Nationalism,” Credit Suisse, January 23, 2018, accessed
February 1, 2018, https://www.credit-suisse.com/corporate/en/articles/news-and-expertise/francisfukuyama-the-rise-of-populist-nationalism-201801.html.
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extent that populist leaders may develop a personality cult in order to
establish direct relatability with voters. Though populist campaigns may
not contain all such elements, they tend to display at least one of the
characteristics described above.
Michael Cox asserts that populism is a phenomenon in which
there are certain individuals or political parties standing juxtaposed to the
government with a promise to represent ‘the will of the people’.9 In
addition, Wahyu Prasetyawan posited that populism has three core
characteristics, namely anti-elite rhetoric, a charismatic leader, and the
establishment of a relatable linkage with the unorganized masses. 10
Populism has also been linked with anti-elite, anti-establishment, antipluralism, anti-immigrantion, and anti-minority rhetoric. However, these
characteristics can be considered as ‘shallow’ characteristics of populism,
as they are predominantly employed in identifying populism and populist
leaders. Other research streams, however, criticize such narrow
indicators, cautioning that populism should not be confused with mere
xenophobia or anti-immigrantion sentiments.11
The populist phenomenon exists as a consequence of perceived
powerlessness and a sense of injustice felt by wide sectors of society.
Triggered by both political and economic insecurities, the recent
financial and economic crises in Europe, for instance, have been a
breeding ground for populism. 12 Some scholars posit that hyper
globalization, the inevitable and rapid growth of commercial integration,
and complex interactions between state and non-state actors, has caused
a global power shift and a subsequent sense of powerlessness in the West,
both among ordinary citizens as well as leaders and politicans.13 Arvind
Subramanian notes, however, that hyper globalization has also generated
enormous
wealth
and
alleviated
poverty
in
developing

Cox, “Understanding the Global Rise of Populism.”
Wahyu Prasetyawan, “Populism or Identity Politics: Explaining Electoral Politics in Indonesia,”
Kyoto Review of Southeast Asia, November 2017, accessed December 10, 2018,
https://kyotoreview.org/yav/populism-identity-electoral-politics-indonesia/.
11
Massimo Vittorio, “Can Populism Be an Ally of Democracy?” Online International Journal of
Philosophy XII, no. 24 (2017): 130, doi: 10.7413/18281567116; and Bart Bonikowski, “Three
Lessons of Contemporary Populism in Europe and the United States,” Brown Journal of World
Affairs 23, no. 1 (2016): 9.
12
Emmanuel Mavrozacharakis, “Populism and Democracy: An Ambiguous Relationship,”
European Quarterly of Political Attitudes and Mentalities, October 23, 2018, accessed February 1,
2019, https://sites.google.com/a/fspub.unibuc.ro/european-quarterly-of-political-attitudes-andmentalities/Home/eqpam_vol7no4-oct2018-_mavrozacharakis.
13
Cox, “Understanding the Global Rise of Populism.”
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countries. 14 However, there are arguments that the benefits of
globalization are not evident in the West; rather, it has caused a
‘domestic complex’ in which wealth is concentrated in the hands of a
minority, middle-class income has become stagnant, and poverty is
increasing among the lower and middle-classes.
Powerlessness, as posited by Massimo Vittorio, is one of many
possible causes of apathy, alienation, and disillusionment toward politics,
resulting in non-participation in the democratic process. Although only a
part of the larger cause, such traits have become crucial in addressing
cases of populism. Political apathy indicates the ongoing disengagement
of certain individuals or groups from domestic politcs. Some forms of
apathy are the consequence of alienation under certain establisments:
most governments formulate their policies to satisfy the interests of
majority groups, leaving those with opposing interests sidelined.
Although some leaders do not intend to alienate certain groups and try to
accommodate them under their policies, a country’s political system can
influence the extent to which they are able to do so. As apathy, alienation,
and disillusionment spread, it is easier for candidates to attract voters, so
long as the candidates remain approachable and relatable to these people
and convey messages that address their concerns. In other cases,
alientation could be understood in the sense that “men pursue goals and
use means in their pursuit, determined either by social entities with
which they do not feel intimately identified or by forces, which they may
be unable to recognize at all”.15
Bart Bonikowski posited that populism can indeed be employed
as a political strategy and molded to suit any political setting and
narrative in order to appeal to the masses.16 It is not imperative for
candidates to embrace it as an ideology, rather it is a strategic narrative
constructed to appeal to ‘the people.’ Populism claims that it represents
the interests of certain members of the population, while democracy has
a more inclusive claim to representativeness: from the people, to the
people, and by the people. However, participation in democracy arguably
does not cater to the whole population. It has always been limited to

Arvind Subramanian and Martin Kessler, “The Hyperglobalization of Trade and Its Future,”
Peterson Institute for International Economics Working Paper Series 13-6, July 2013: 8, accessed
February 1, 2019, https://piie.com/sites/default/files/publications/wp/wp13-6.pdf.
15
Ibid.
16
Bonikowski, “Three Lessons of Contemporary Populism in Europe and the United States,” 12.
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certain sectors of the population and democratic power relies heavily on
‘the will of the people’, the mirror of which can be seen in the principle
of populism. Hence, as contended by Emmanuel Mavrozacharakis,
populism can easily be manifested under democratic pretensions17 and
spread in countries adhering to democratic principles, such as Indonesia
and the U.S.
Delineating Populism: Post-Partum Democracy and the Emergence
of Populist Leaders and Their Strategies
The United States
The political setting in the U.S. is underlined by the major division of
society into two distinct political associations: the left-wing and the
right-wing. Right-wing parties are often associated with their strong
views in favour of maintaining traditional values, while left-wing parties
tend to be associated with policies in favour of social equality and
egalitarianism, opposing the traditional social heirarchies. Although there
are some specific classifications within each political wing, such as the
‘alternative-right’ ‘far,’ or ‘center,’ the most significant delineation with
regards to American elections is that of the two major political parties,
the Democrats and the Republicans. Known for its deeply entrenched
two-party system, the only time in which these two major parties have
been challenged was in the 1860’s when The People’s Party rose to
political prominence. The People’s Party can also be categorized as a
populist party, as it fought to accommodate the will of the American
people—referring predominantly to middle- and lower-class citizens
striving to recover from the economic crisis caused by the Civil War.18
Left-wing political groups show greater concern for tackling
issues relating to social inequality and egalitarianism, whereas right-wing
parties place greater importance on upholding the social order that they
perceive as the best way to govern a country consisting of various
economic classes and traditions. Examples of presidents supported by
left-wing parties include Barack Obama, Franklin Roosevelt, and
Lyndon B. Johnson, while George Bush Senior and Junior, and current

Mavrozacharakis, “Populism and Democracy: An Ambiguous Relationship.”
Khan Academy. “The Populist,” accessed January 3, 2019,
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/us-history/the-gilded-age/gilded-age/a/the-populists.
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president Donald J. Trump are among those who have been backed by
right-wing parties. This classification defines a party’s, and therefore
candidate’s standpoint, hence, there are clear differences in their political
stances and the demographics of the population that will be inclined to
vote for them.19
What differentiates the American political system from that of
other countries, even when compared with Western counterparts such as
Canada or the European states, is the complexity of the electoral voting
system whereby the popular vote cannot determine a presidential
candidate’s success.20 Instead, the candidate must win the 50 states’
electoral votes which require them to construct a campaign strategy
broad enough to reach them all. Consequently, voters are required to
understand the political dynamics within their own state, including who
their electors are and what party they come from. Citizens do not vote
directly for their president, but rather for the electors who represent their
votes in the presidential elections.21
At this point, we can conclude that the U.S. electoral system
makes it difficult for voters to directly give ‘winning points’ without
fully understanding the impact their votes will have within their own
state. The process of choosing electors, senates, and representatives
determines which party would take over a state, impacting voters’ daily
lives, and determining the success of presidential candidates. In other
words, such an electoral system should not be easily influenced by
populism since voters must first choose the electors, who will have the
most direct impact on their daily lives.
Despite being structured in such a way as to limit populist
influences, voters’ lack of understanding of the election process has been
a contributing factor in the emergence of populism in the U.S. The
electoral system requires voters to follow closely the specific dynamics
of domestic politics since electors, senates, and representatives all play
important roles in determining policies that will affect them.
Jahn Detlef, Nils Dupont, and Martin Rachuj, “Left-Right Party Ideologies in 36 Countries,”
Greifswald Comparative Politics Working Paper 11: 23, January 2018, accessed January 3, 2019,
http://comparativepolitics.uni-greifswald.de/gcp/GCP-11-2018.pdf.
20
Andrew Chang, “U.S. Election System vs. Rest of World,” ABC News, accessed February 10,
2019, https://abcnews.go.com/International/story?id=82153&page=1.
21
Jason Brennan, “Opinion: The Electoral College is anti-democratic - and that’s a good thing,”
Market Watch, November 8, 2016, accessed February 5, 2019,
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/the-electoral-college-is-anti-democraticand-thats-a-good-thing2016-09-12.
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Consequently, American voters are influenced by the emergence of a
‘charismatic leader’ to a significantly lower extent than voters in SEA
countries may be. The dual party system also encourages citizens to be
more active within domestic politics and in excercising their right to vote
by making it easier for parties to embody their target demographics and
making voters’ choice simpler as a consequence.
Despite its unique and complex political system, Trump’s
victory in 2016 highlights similarities between the populist experiences
of the U.S. and those of other Western countries. In all such experiences,
populist candidates emerged from the far ends of the political spectrum
(in Trump’s case from the right), where degrees of political alignment
contradicted the practice of genuine democracy and liberal thinking.
Thus, the complexity of the system becomes insignificant as voter’s
dissatisfaction toward the current order persist, and as new candidates are
able to gain support and exposure by promising to change the status quo.
From this examination, it is clear that the U.S. political structure
was designed to be ‘populist-proof,’ through a rigorous system of checks
and balances. Donald Trump’s strategies however, were able to
overcome such systematic restrictions resulting in his success in the 2016
presidential elections.
Indonesia
As illustrated above, the U.S. possesses a unique domestic political
setting, differing greatly from that of SEA countries, specifically
Indonesia. As suggested by Edward Aspinall and Marcus Meitzner, SEA
countries are prone to populism due to the failure of both clientistic and
bureaucratic parties in embodying the needs of citizens.22 Kurlantzick
also highlighted the factors behind populism in SEA.23 While Western
populism stresses anti-free trade and anti-immigration issues, SEA
countries are inclined toward the polarization and division of society
along ethnic and religious lines. Moreover, populism in SEA countries is
believed to have occurred through internal, push factors such as the
failure of clientistic and beuraucratic parties to spread their ideology and
values, and to reach out to members of society, rather than through

Edward Aspinall and Marcus Mietzner, “Indonesian Politics in 2014: Democracy’s Close Call”,
Bulletin of Indonesian Economic Studies 50, no. 3 (2014): 355.
23
Kurlantzick, “Southeast Asia’s Populism Is Different but Also Dangerous.”
22
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external factors. This results in randomized and self-interested voting
behavior in presidential elections. Due to the low party attachement
levels among general society, and the fragmented nature of clientelist
political parties, 24 opportunities arise for populist figures to gain
prominence and establish direct connections with the voters.25 This is
evidenced by the rise of populist figures like Rodrigo Duterte of the
Philippines and Thaksin Shinawatra of Thailand, who built their own
political parties to establish a direct connection with the voters.
Indonesia shares similar political settings with other SEA
countries, albeit still displaying unique traits. As a newly independent
country, during the Old Order era26 balancing power between political
parties was no easy task. 27 Hence, Sukarno, as the most prominent
political figure of the time, played a leading role in setting the agenda for
domestic politics. Subsequently, Suharto with the New Order created his
own political machine, Golongan Karya (the Golkar Party), to win
people’s votes. Under his authoritarian regime, the multi-party system
remained, but Golkar was overwhelmingly dominant in the domestic
political scene for three decades. Nonetheless, the presidential election
system in Indonesia during this period was similar to that of the U.S. in

24

Further research on low attachment to any political parties, see: R. William Liddle and Saiful
Mujani, “Leadership, Party, and Religion, Explaining Voting Behavior in Indonesia,” Comparative
Political Studies 40, no. 7 (2007): 838; and Muhtadi in Kenny, Populism in Southeast Asia.
25
Kenny, Populism in Southeast Asia, 18.
26
The term ‘New Order’ was coined by Indonesian President Suharto to characterize his regime
upon coming to power in 1966. The term was intended to contrast his rule with that of his
predecessor, which he dubbed as the ‘Old Order.’ The falling of Sukarno’s regime arguably started
when he declared ‘Guided Democracy’ (Demokrasi Terpimpin) as the main principle of Indonesia in
the 1950s. Such moves made the West label Sukarno as a ‘dictator’, which worsened the relationship
with the Western countries, particularly with the U.S. Despite initiating the Non-Alignment
Movements among the Third World countries at that time, during this period, Sukarno was seen to
lean towards the Eastern Bloc and domestically set the political landscape in Indonesia to be
centered around three parties with their respective ideologies: Nationalism (PNI), Religion
(Masyumi), and Communist (PKI). His policy made domestic politics more fragmented and
increasingly unstable. The final closure of the Old Order happened when the PKI conducted a coup
d’etat in 1965 by kidnapping and assassinating some Indonesian Army Generals (G30S PKI), and
Suharto was assigned by Sukarno to resolve it. Then, a decree to transfer executive power from
Sukarno to Suharto was signed by Sukarno. Hence, the New Order tried to contrast itself from
Sukarno’s era by eradicating and distancing itself from communism and the Eastern bloc, then by reestablishing the severed ties and building a closer relationship with the West.
27
The Indonesian political system has always been characterized by multi-party systems. Even
though there were some dominant parties over the years, it did not make other smaller parties
insignificant. During Old Order, some notable parties were the National Party of Indonesia (PNI),
Masyumi, and the Communist Party of Indonesia (PKI) which were declared as NASAKOM, or the
core parties by Sukarno. During the New Order, there had always been three parties running for
elections: GOLKAR by Suharto, Democratic Party of Indonesia (PDI – nationalist front), and the
United Development Party (PPP – Islam-based party).
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terms of its indirect elections, though Indonesia had a less complex
system without electoral votes. The president was not directly elected by
the people, but through the legislative branch, which was elected by the
people. This system was revised in 2004 when Susilo Bambang
Yudhoyono (SBY) won the presidency by capitalizing on his personal
appeal and claiming to stand for the ‘other’ and the ‘non-elites,’ thus
differentiating himself from his rival, Megawati Sukarnoputri, Sukarno’s
daughter.28
The fall of the New Order era in 1998 brought about changes to
the Indonesian political scene.29 It ended three decades of authoritarian
rule and opened up new opportunities for political movements and varied
ideologies to flourish. As posited above, there was an increased scope for
prominent leaders to appeal to the masses and build attachements
between themselves and potential voters. Hence, the political setting in
Indonesia during the post-Suharto period provided increased
opportunities for populist elements to be incorporated into campaign
narratives. The role of prominant figures is further illustrated by
declining levels of public trust towards Indonesian political parties.30
Within the legislative branch, the parties share of seats has been
increasingly dispersed so that even PDI-P (Indonesian Democratic PartyStruggle) and PD (Democratic Party), the election winners in 2004, 2009,
and 2014, held less than a 20% share of seats in parliament.31 Despite
voter turnout in the 2014 elections reaching 65% it remained lower than
the turnout for the presidential elections in both 2004 (78%) and 2009
(82%).32
Based on several studies, 33 the end of the New Order also
opened up a new era of identity-based politics, both in terms of ethnic
28

Dagg in Kenny, Populism in Southeast Asia, 51.
Sandra Hamid, “Jokowi’s Party Takes Lead in Indonesia’s Elections, But Steep Road Ahead,”
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30
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and religious identity. Ethnic-based belligerent movements, such as
Gerakan Aceh Merdeka (GAM) and Papua Merdeka (OPM),34 were
harshly oppressed during the Suharto era, but they appeared on the
political surface after the reformation. Moreover, after years of
suppression under authoritatian rule, Islamic identity has also been
increasingly embraced by the citizens of the country with the largest
Muslim population in the world. 35 One reason why Islamic-based
populism flourishes in Indonesia is because other forms of political
thought, such as socialism and Marxism, were banned during the New
Order era. 36 However, this newly embraced identity has generated
increasing trends of intolerance and the politicization of religion within
Indonesian politics.
Therefore, unlike the U.S., such of movements cannot be
developed in Indonesia. On the other hand, Islamic-based populism (or
Islamic politicization) has expanded onto the larger political stage and
was especially notable during the regional election of the Jakarta
governor in 2017, during which Basuki Tjahja Purnama, 37 as the
incumbent candidate, was accused of religious blasphemy. His rival
candidate, Anies Baswedan, later won the election by riding the wave of
mass-mobilization led by Islamic hardliner organizations, FPI (Islamic
Defender’s Front) and GNPF-MUI (National Fatwa Guard Movement of
the Council of Indonesian Ulema), which voiced their protests against
this alleged blasphemy. The mobilization constructed their objectives as
‘defending Islam and the interests of Muslims,’ and was deemed a
34

GAM and OPM are both ethnic-based belligerent movements from Aceh and Papua, respectively,
which sought independence from Indonesia. To simplify, both movements are derived from the
people’s dissatisfaction and perceived unjust treatment by the central government toward the local
people. It also stemmed from the inequal distribution of wealth for the locals and for the Javanese,
who dominated the government as the dominant ethnicity. However, rather than populism-based
movement, these organizations are more aptly categorized as belligerents due to their separatist
tendencies. Suharto was known to harshly oppress such movements using military forces. Hence,
after the fall of his regime, these organizations re-emerged and demanded independence more
strongly.
35
Greta Nabbs-Keller, “Indonesia: populism and politicisation of Islam,” The Interpreter, October
26, 2018, accessed December 27, 2018, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/indonesiapopulism-and-politicisation-islam.
36
Abubakar EbyHara, “Populism in Indonesia and its Threats to Democracy,” Third International
Conference on Social and Political Sciences (ICSPS 2017), January 2018, doi: 10.2991/icsps17.2018.23.
37
He was the representative of double-minorities in Indonesia: Chinese and Christian, while Anies
represented the majority of the Indonesian Muslims. The support from the FPI (Islamic Defender’s
Front) and the GNPF-MUI (National Fatwa Guard Movement of the Council of Indonesian Ulema)
was not secretive during the election campaign and they were backed by political parties like the
PKS (Justice and Prosperity Party) and Gerindra (Greater Indonesia Movement Party).
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political strategy of opposition parties such as Gerindra (Greater
Indonesia Movement Party), PAN (the National Mandate Party), and
PKS (Justice and Prosperity Party), and was supported by prominant
Islamic organizations.38 Such a mobilization strategy is expected to be
re-used in the upcoming 2019 elections.
Force Mobilization Strategy
The consequences of emerging feelings of apathy, alienation, and
powerlessness among certain groups of the population can be seen in two
common scenarios: either voters become apathetic and do not use their
votes at all, or they try to find candidates who are not associated with the
major parties and voice their displeasure with the status quo in hopes of
receiving support from such groups of the population. In this case, it is
reasonable to conclude that populist leaders identify feelings of
powerlessness or desperation among the population, and harness them to
their advantage through campaigns and rallies. Previous studies have
suggested that successful populist leaders are those with the most
appealing strategy to a large group of people. They often ensure that they
have sufficient exposure among their target demographics and claim that
they are one of the people and so will listen, share, and relate to these
people’s sentiments. Furthermore, these candidates also take efforts to
align themselves with certain interest groups, who tend to have bold
stances and oppose the status quo. For instance, populist campaigns in
Europe focussed heavily on immigration issues, which have been a
source of dissent within the societies. Other examples include the
economic arguments of pro-Brexit campaigners who highlighted
Britain’s perceived losses under liberal trade policies.
Emmanuel Mavrozachakaris further indicates that populist
leaders often adhere to democratic pretensions, rarely declaring openly
that they are undemocratic. Hence, he posits that populism is the
continuation of dictatorship by democratic means.39 Moises Naim also
highlights that populist leaders and the groups that support them tend to
use the media to reach out to voters who have apathetic tendencies as

Asmiati Malik and Scott Edwards, “From 212 to 812: Copy and Paste Populism in Indonesia and
Malaysia?” The Diplomat, December 18, 2018, https://thediplomat.com/2018/12/from-212-to-812copy-and-paste-populism-in-indonesia-and-malaysia/.
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leverage to gain power. 40 Through the media, populist leaders can
deliver messages filled with anti-immigration sentiments and ‘us versus
them’ rhetoric based upon fabricated information.41 Populist narratives
therefore, focus igniting the emotions of voters rather than delivering
accurate and reliable information.
This becomes problematic, as with globalization and the swift
advancement of technology, information can be easily obtained and
manipulated in the modern era. Mavrozachakaris points out that in most
regions, the campaign strategies of electoral candidates’ falls into one of
two different categories. While some candidates may be considered
‘genuinely democratic’ others are considered ‘populist democratic.’ The
first category focuses on the openness of information whereby candidates
provide credible data and facts to gain legitimacy, while the latter
category masters the art of using media to mask reality and justify one’s
opinions. Democratic language is usually linked to the accountability of
the government, governance, and information delivered under a
democratic regime. Populist language however, lies at the opposite end
of the spectrum, relying on igniting people’s fears, and evoking an
emotional response, with disregard for actual facts and evidence.
Mavrozachakaris cites the U.S. 2016 election and Brexit as examples of
the most flagrant fact-distorting campaigns that were nonetheless
successful. For instance, Trump denounced global warming as a myth
despite scientific evidence to the contrary. In the case of Brexit, the
‘leave’ campaign was successful despite numerous studies warning of
the economic consequences Britain would face if it were to leave the
European Union.
United States
As had been the case with other populist leaders, Trump used simple and
inflamatory language in order to make himself appealing to the average
citizen and evoke emotional responses from those who do not go out of
their way to fact-check the information they are presented with. Susan
Hunston has examined Trump’s strategy by comparing the language used
with that of all U.S. presidential candidates between 2000 and 2017. The

Naim, “How to Be a Populist.”
Daase and Deitelhoff in Mavrozacharakis, “Populism and Democracy: An Ambiguous
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study revealed that Trump’s language was the most unelaborated, yet the
most understandable to a high percentage of the population.42 In other
words, his language implicitly aimed to align him with non-politicians in
order to assert his identity as a ‘common man.’ Trump’s linguistic
constructions were simple, with shorter words, and employing a limited
and restricted vocabulary.43 He wanted to convey that his speeches were
the outspoken opinions of the ‘common man’ rather than the wellworded, tactically written scripts of a politician, the language of casual,
unguarded talk, private language used in a public arena, indicating a
claim to his identity as a populist.44
Trump’s populist strategies also included propaganda, one of the
most common and long-standing political strategies, in the form of the
willful misrepresentation and manipulation of information, which was
distributed as widely as possible. Compared with Hillary Clinton, Trump
did not have much media support, but he was known to have a very
distinctive ‘propaganda’ strategy. Cory Wimberly explains that the
power of propaganda traditionally lies in the hands of a professional
propagandist, and the key for its utilization lies in the relationship
between the elites and the media. Trump’s propaganda however, has
exceeded these factors.45 Many of his goals have been achieved without
the help of the mainstream media and their resources. This was arguably
achieveable due to his successful self-branding and ability to utilize
social media, especially Twitter, as a tool for campaigning.46
One of the most controversial sources of his fame, popularity,
and legitimacy was his tweets. For instance, through tweets, he labeled
unfavorable media reports about his administration and policies as fake

Susan Hunston, “Donald Trump and the language of populism,” University of Birmingham,
September 2017, accessed January 1, 2019,
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news. His controversial tweets received significant attention and were
frequently retweeted, resulting in high levels of debate within both
American society and the wider international community. This placed
him under the spotlight, allowing him to be heard, and to spread his
messages nationwide. His controversial tweets, one of which labeled the
free press and several U.S. media outlets as “the enemy of the people,”
had been noted by journalists, media activists, and NGOs as a threat to
journalistic freedom and freedom of speech. 47 Thus, such action
threatens to bring a decline to the democratic system.
Indonesia
Similarly to the U.S., in Indonesia’s case, such force mobilization
strategies have resurfaced onto the national political scene in the post
New Order period and were particularly evident during local elections in
Jakarta. The case of Ahok signaled the rise of ummah populism (a form
of Islamic populism), and the introduction of hate-spin as a strategy
combining hate speech directed toward certain groups and manufactured
offense taking through the performance of righteous indignation.48 The
rhetoric, as is common in populist campaigns, was “us versus them,”
creating divisions between native Indonesians (or pribumi) and citizens
of Chinese descent, and between Muslims (ummah) and non-Muslims. In
the case of the campaign opposing Ahok, this message successfully
resonated with the masses, as Ahok was considered to be a member of
the elites who had colluded with China in order to rule Jakarta and
marginalize the majority of the population. Campaigns and massmobilization movements focusing on Ahok’s ethnicity and religion
therefore overshadowed the success of his policies during his
administration, and distorted the election focus away from the programs
of both candidates.49

Cass Sunstein, “Now on Trump’s hit list: freedom of speech,” Timesunion, August 29, 2018,
accessed January 8, 2019, https://www.timesunion.com/opinion/article/Now-on-Trump-s-hit-listfreedom-of-speech-13192523.php.
48
Ummah populism refers to a form of populism coined by Hadiz in which the concept of ‘ummah’
(a community of believers) substitutes the concept of ‘the people.’ (See: Ihsan Ali-Fauzi,
“Nationalism and Islamic Populism in Indonesia,” Heinrich Boll Stiftung Southeast Asia, May 16,
2018, accessed December 15, 2018, https://th.boell.org/en/2018/05/16/nationalism-and-islamicpopulism-indonesia.)
49
The influences of ethnic and religious issues on voting behavior were reflected in a study by Gani.
The study showed that the candidate pair Anies Baswedan and Sandiaga Uno obtained larger shares
of votes in the districts which were occupied by a majority of Muslims, while Ahok gained less
47
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Meanwhile, as the main case of this paper, Prabowo followed the
orthodox textbook of populism. He has always described himself as antielite and anti-MNCs (multinational corporations), rallying against
corruption, and campaigning for economic nationalism and the
protection of national resources from MNCs in his campaigns. Despite
being a former military general and the son-in-law of Suharto, the second
president of Indonesia, Prabowo portrayed himself as a ‘maverick’ from
outside of elite circles and as someone who would save Indonesia from
its declining democracy. 50 Nevertheless, he allegedly claimed that
Indonesia is not ready for democracy and required the leadership of a
benign authoritarian regime.51 His campaigns, both in 2014 and 2019,
have relied heavily on inciting anger and emotional responses from the
masses while highlighting negative aspects of the ruling administration
to win votes. This campaign strategy is aligned with one of the
aforementioned characteristics of populist leaders; using ‘anger’ to
provoke a sense of powerlessness and rouse the emotions of potential
voters, particularly those from the middle-classes, who are considered to
be ‘losing out.’
Similar to Trump’s campaign slogan, in 2019, Prabowo ‘coined’
the phrase “Make Indonesia Great Again” and stressed the importance of
creating domestic jobs.52 The slogan received criticism in Indonesia, as
some experts accused him of racism and of plagiarizing Trump’s
campaign. However, the accusations were rebuffed by his campaign
team who claimed that they merely borrowed the slogan to show
patriotism, without elucidating any racist messages. In his campaigns,
Prabowo stated, “Why is there no Indonesian who valiantly declared
‘Indonesia First, Make Indonesia Great Again’? Why are there no leaders
votes in such areas (as cited in Arya Fernandes, “Politik Identitas dalam Pemilu 2019: Proyeksi dan
Efektivitas,” CSIS Election Series 1 (2018): 2.
50
Mietzner, “Reinventing Asian Populism: Jokowi’s Rise, Democracy, and Political Contestation in
Indonesia.”
51
This statement was claimed by Prabowo in an online interview with a freelance journalist in 2001.
Based on the journalist’s account, Prabowo stated that Indonesia is not ready for democracy as there
are still people behaving like mobs and preferred benign authoritarian regime instead. (“US Journo’s
2001 ‘Off the Record’ Prabowo Interview Details Indonesia ‘Not Ready for Democracy,’” Jakarta
Globe, June 26, 2014, accessed January 2, 2019, https://jakartaglobe.id/news/us-journos-2001record-prabowo-interview-details-indonesia-ready-democracy/. However, since the interview was
off the record, Prabowo supporters denied it ever happening and there was no other proof besides the
journalist’s account.
52
Lalu Rahadian, “Retorika Prabowo, Slogan Kampanye Trump, dan Tuduhan Rasisme,” Tirto
Indonesia, October 12, 2018, accessed December 30, 2018, https://tirto.id/retorika-prabowo-slogankampanye-trump-dan-tuduhan-rasisme-c6tt.
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who dare to say so?”53 During the same speech, he criticized the nonexistent spillover effects of the liberal world order, promised under
neoliberalism. He also advised against hating foreign countries yet
emphasized the importance of Indonesia standing on its own feet. Much
like Trump’s anti-trade policy, he also declared he would not import
anything from foreign countries.
Usage of Social Media
Regarding social media, Prabowo and his supporters also utilized this
platform to attack his opponents. For example, the #2019GantiPresiden
(#2019ChangethePresident) hashtag went viral on various social media
outlets and elicited heated debates within the society. In 2018, before the
campaign period officially started, an Islamist-populist rally, organized
by the FPI was conducted. The FPI claimed that the rally was the reunion
of the 212 movement,54 and declared that electing Jokowi55 is haram
(forbidden) because he is supported by the PDIP (Democratic Party of
Struggle), which also supported Ahok.56
Moreover, the hashtag #2019GantiPresiden, which was used as a
slogan during the reunion of the 212 movement, has been shared widely

Putu Merta Surya Putra, “Gaya kampanye contek Trump, Prabowo diingatkan soal retorika anti
asing,” Merdeka, October 12, 2018, accessed January 2, 2019,
https://www.merdeka.com/politik/gaya-kampanye-contek-trump-prabowo-diingatkan-soal-retorikaanti-asing.html.
54
The ‘212 movement’ refers to a mass demonstration held in Jakarta on December 2, 2016 which
emerged from Islamic opposition to Ahok, a candidate running for the position of Governor of the
capital city. The movement aimed to defend Islam, as Ahok had allegedly blasphemed the religion
during one of his campaign activities. During the activity, he told one of the attendances not to
believe the people who told lies using Qur’an verses. This movement later managed to influence the
election results where Anies Baswedan and Sandiaga Uno gained more votes in Muslim-populated
areas, while Ahok gained less (Fernandes, “Politik Identitas dalam Pemilu 2019: Proyeksi dan
Efektivitas,” 4).
55
Joko Widodo (or popularly known as Jokowi) displayed a relatable figure for the common people
and campaigned for populist policies like free health care and free education, which benefit the
lower- to middle-class people. Some studies labeled him as a ‘technocratic populist’ because Jokowi
never explicitly attacked the well-established elites, despite aiming for bureaucratic reforms,
portraying a relatable image, and having a humble background to reach out to potential voters. He is
the current President of Indonesia and will run in the 2019 election as an incumbent candidate
against Prabowo.
56
Malik and Scott, “From 212 to 812: Copy and Paste Populism in Indonesia and Malaysia?”
Habieb Rizieq as FPI’s leader denied his support for Prabowo’s candidacy on April 2018, citing that
he merely wished for the national unity for Indonesia and to protect the Muslims’ way of life.
However, he retracted his statement on September 2018 and openly declared his support for
Prabowo’s candidacy after the candidate pair signed an integrity pact (Raka Dwi Novianto, “Habib
Rizieq Dukung Setelah Prabowo-Sandi Teken Pakta Integritas,” Nasional Sindo News, September 16,
2018, accessed January 3, 2019, https://nasional.sindonews.com/read/1338617/12/habib-rizieqdukung-setelah-prabowo-sandi-teken-pakta-integritas-1537076942.
53
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on social media and was even supported by Indonesian public figures
and politicians. However, the biggest benefactor of this ‘movement,’
Neno Warisman, denied that it constitutes a political campaign, claiming
that it is merely an expression of people’s aspirations, “just like those
people who express that they want the current president to be reelected.”57 This movement was eventually banned by the Indonesian
police and Election Supervisory Board (Bawaslu – Bandan Pengawas
Pemilu).
The police stated that this movement threatens national unity,58
as it is at times heavily influenced by racial, ethnic, and religious
sentiments.59 It was further accused of disturbing the social order and
causing social anxiety, as reports of harassment and intimidation were
filed by those who refused to participate in the movement. 60 The
Bawaslu banned it on the grounds that it violated election laws, and had
occurred even before the start of the official campaign period. 61
Consequently, the Bawaslu acknowledged the susceptibility of election
campaigns to issues of an ethinc, religious, and racial nature. Following
the ban, Habib Rizieq suggested a replacement hashtag:
‘#2019PrabowoPresiden’ (#2019PrabowoForPresident). Even though it
was initially intended as an official campaign platform, and the Bawaslu
stated that all social media campaigns will be supervised as such, it has
become a platform for the candidate’s supporters to spread populist
messages. Moreover, with a growing importance placed on the youth

Bimo Wiwoho, “Deklarasi #2019GantiPresiden Diklaim Bukan Gerakan Politik,” CNN Indonesia,
May 3, 2018, accessed January 5, 2019, https://www.cnnindonesia.com/nasional/2018050318291320-295516/deklarasi-2019gantipresiden-diklaim-bukan-gerakan-politik.
58
Martahan Sohuturon, “Polri: Deklarasi #2019GantiPresiden Ancam Persatuan Bangsa,” CNN
Indonesia, August 27, 2018, accessed January 5, 2019,
https://www.cnnindonesia.com/nasional/20180827134942-20-325193/polri-deklarasi2019gantipresiden-ancam-persatuan-bangsa.
59
Despite claiming to be ‘neutral,’ there are eyewitnesses that the participators of the movement
frequently used Islamic attributes and yelled Islamic words like ‘Allahu Akbar.’ (Arif Huluwan
Muzayyin, “Dugaan Intimidasi Massa #2019GantiPresiden Dicap Warisan Orba,” CNN Indonesia,
April 30, 2018, accessed January 5, 2019,
https://www.cnnindonesia.com/nasional/20180430092357-20-294591/dugaan-intimidasi-massa2019gantipresiden-dicap-warisan-orba.)
60
Ronald, “Polisi Periksa Korban Dugaan Intimidasi Kelompok 2019 Ganti Presiden,” Liputan 6,
May 7, 2018, accessed January 5, 2019, https://www.liputan6.com/news/read/3504999/polisiperiksa-korban-dugaan-intimidasi-kelompok-2019-ganti-presiden.
61
Parastiti Kharisma Putri, “Gerakan #2019GantiPresiden Melanggar? Ini Penjelasan Bawaslu,”
Detik News, April 9, 2018, accessed January 4, 2019,
https://news.detik.com/berita/3961876/gerakan-2019gantipresiden-melanggar-ini-penjelasanbawaslu.
57
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vote, the use of technology and social media as a platform from which to
reach out to such groups, prone to political apathy, was essential.62
As for populist elements in the 2014 election campaign, issues
relating to Islam were not strongly apparent in the campaigns of either
Prabowo or Jokowi, though there were some ‘black campaigns’ directed
against the two candidates on the basis of their religion, ethnicity, and
citizenship. For instance, Prabowo was rumored to be a Jordanian
citizen,63 which would make him ineligible to run for the Indonesian
presidency. 64 Although illegal under Indonesian election laws, such
black campaigns are expected to reoccur in the 2019 presidential election.
Religious issues are strongly expected to reappear in the 2019 election
campaign, and it is anticipated that both candidates will take advantage
of any such movements in order to influence potential voters.65
Arya Fernandes66 on the other hand, posits that religious identity
or other forms of identity politics will not be prevalent in the 2019
elections because survey data suggests that most voters observe a
candidate’s working programs to make their decisions, as opposed to
voting based on a candidate’s ethnicity, race, or religion. Moreover, he
argued that black campaigns, in which Jokowi was rumored to be a
communist supporter 67 and which criticized his piousness, ethnic
background, and political preferences, do not significantly influence
voter preference for either Jokowi or Prabowo. However, despite such
assertions, there remain concerns that once again racial, ethnic, and
religious issues will overshadow the policies of both candidates and
Nicolas Picard and Michelle Chang, “Will Indonesia’s Online Youth Shape 2014 Elections?” The
Asia Foundation, October 16, 2013, accessed February 1, 2019,
https://asiafoundation.org/2013/10/16/will-indonesias-online-youth-shape-2014-elections/.
63
Arfianto Purbolaksono, “Kampanye Hitam Jelang Pilpres 2014 Rugikan Masyarakat,” The
Indonesian Institute, June 6, 2014, accessed January 3, 2019,
https://www.theindonesianinstitute.com/kampanye-hitam-jelang-pilpres-2014-rugikan-masyarakat/.
64
On the other side, there were also rumors about Jokowi being the son of a Chinese Christian.
Questioning his religious piousness as a Muslim, these rumors caused some dents on his popularity
and he had to address this rumor (Mietzner, “Reinventing Asian Populism: Jokowi’s Rise,
Democracy, and Political Contestation in Indonesia”).
65
“Pilpres 2019: 'Kampanye hitam SARA masih ampuh untuk mengeksploitasi perilaku pemilih,”
BBC Indonesia, September 25, 2018, accessed January 5, 2019,
https://www.bbc.com/indonesia/indonesia-45629345.
66
Fernandes, “Politik Identitas dalam Pemilu 2019: Proyeksi dan Efektivitas,” 8.
67
Accusation of him being a supporter of the former Indonesia Communist Party (PKI) has been
ongoing since the previous election. Being related to the PKI or communism in general is punishable
by law in Indonesia. (Ihsanudin, “Presiden: Akhir-akhir Ini Banyak Spanduk Jokowi PKI,” Kompas,
December 12, 2018, accessed December 26, 2018,
https://nasional.kompas.com/read/2018/12/07/13292441/presiden-akhir-akhir-ini-banyak-spandukjokowi-pki.)
62
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cause voters to neglect such considerations and rather vote in favor of the
candidate with the most ‘appropriate identity.’
As such, populist elements occurring in the 2014 election
campaign are expected to reoccur in the upcoming 2019 election.
Prabowo has retained his stance as a ‘maverick’ trying to elicit emotional
reactions from the masses. He kept his anti-elite stance, even blatantly
claiming that the current administration is a liar and a thief.68 In terms of
trade, he delivered a promise that Indonesia will not be importing
anything from foreign countries if he is elected as the president.69 This
kind of promise signals a significant rollback from globalization, which
is one of the characteristics of populism. However, the full effects of
such campaigns cannot be observed until the election in April 2019.
In terms of force mobilization strategies, the similarities between
Trump and Prabowo lie in both candidates lack of support from
mainstream media outlets, and their view of social media as a platform
integral to reaching out and connecting with society. However, there are
still differences between the two. Trump does not necessarily need other
social media accounts besides his own verified account to gain popularity.
The ‘power’ of his social media strategy can be attributed to his ability to
utilize his skills in self-branding through the platform. On the other hand,
Prabowo still relies upon his supporters and other social media accounts
to gain popularity. This is illustrated by the fact that the controversies
and black campaigns surrounding the elections did not originate from his
personal account nor from his personal statements, but from those of his
supporters, coalition party accounts, and his own party’s social media
accounts. In both cases, heightened social media activity occurs
particularly prior to and in the aftermath of presidential debates, which
for Trump were conducted on January 17 and February 17, 2019.
Similarly, terms or hashtags relating to the debates trended on Indonesian
Twitter for several hours.70

“Prabowo Sebut Elit Pembohong & Pencuri. Siapa yang Dimaksud?” CNN Indonesia, November
23, 2018, accessed January 10, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3exAD02JVJA.
69
Jessi Carina, “Prabowo Janji, Indonesia Tak Impor Apa Pun jika Ia Jadi Presiden,” Kompas,
November 4, 2018, accessed December 30, 2018,
https://nasional.kompas.com/read/2018/11/04/14460821/prabowo-janji-indonesia-tak-impor-apapun-jika-ia-jadi-presiden.
70
Agustin Setyo Wardhani, “Debat Pilpres 2019 Ramaikan Linimasa Twitter,” Liputan 6, January
17, 2019, accessed February 21, 2019, https://www.liputan6.com/tekno/read/3872930/debat-pilpres2019-ramaikan-lini-masa-twitter.
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Election Outcomes: Why Trump Won the 2016 U.S. Elections While
Prabowo Lost the 2014 Indonesian Elections
Trump’s election as the 45th President of the United States ran contrary to
popular expectations, as throughout the 2016 campaign the prevailing
opinion maintained that his chances of winning the election were
extremely low. It is important to understand that Trump was elected by
winning a majority of the electoral votes, whilst losing the popular vote,
making him the fifth U.S. president to have been elected in such a way.
This was possible due to Trump’s brand as a successful businessman,
which he utilized to promise stability and address the fears of Americans
in an era when the U.S. is considered to be a declining superpower, and
when the lower-classes consider globalization a threat to their quality of
life. Similarly, a further factor contributing to Trump’s popularity and
electoral success was his ability to brand himself as someone standing
for the people. We can also note that in this election, white working class
voters sided with Trump on the basis of campaign promises to
renegotiate trade deals with other countries, including China, and to
impose tariffs on U.S. imports from these countries in order to protect
U.S. jobs.71
Meanwhile, Mietzner argued that in 2014 Indonesia’s political
climate did seem to favor Prabowo’s brand of populism, but was inclined
towards the pragmatic and non-ideological form of populism, evident in
Jokowi’s campaign narrative and background. As the ‘new’ democratic
system had just begun to stabilize in the early 2000s, Indonesian people
still preferred a democratic system to the authoritarian style favored by
Prabowo. This is evidenced by surveys conducted in 2013 and 2014,
which revealed Indonesians’ growing levels of satisfaction with the
democratic system.72 Furthermore, some surveys indicated Indonesians’
dissatisfaction with the SBY administration, which was deemed to have
failed to eradicate the rampant corruption in Indonesia.73 This view is
supported by other studies positing that in order to reverse voters’
antipathy toward politics, anti-corruption messages and policies should

David Smith, “Democrats won the House but Trump won the Election,” The Guardian,
November 10, 2018, accessed February 2, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/usnews/2018/nov/10/donald-trump-midterm-elections-2020-democrats-republicans.
72
Aspinall and Mietzner, “Indonesian Politics in 2014: Democracy’s Close Call,” 353.
73
James S. Davidson. Indonesia. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).
71
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be delivered during campaigns and in the post-election period.74 Hence,
it is unlikely for voters to support any party with members involved in a
corruption scandal, as was the case during SBY’s term in office.
Jokowi’s success in 2014, achieved on the basis of his clean reputation
and track record of hiring professionals based on their relevant
experience rather than their political backgrounds, has also been
considered a victory for moderate groups, and for democracy against
elite fundementalists.
Below are two tables presenting the concurrency of the domestic
political situations in the United States and Indonesia, and the populist
strategies adopted by candidates Donald Trump and Prabowo in the 2014,
2016, and 2019 presidential election campaigns.
Election Campaign
Domestic Political Setting

Prabowo
(Indonesia,
2014)

Prabowo
(Indonesia,
2019)

Two-party system

Trump
(United
States,
2016)
X

Direct voting system

X

X

Identity politics

X
(Religious & ethnic
based)

X
(Religious &
ethnic based)

Election Outcome
Lost
Pending
Table 1. The Populist Strategies of Prabowo and Trump

X
(Right/leftwing & class
based)

Won

Sandra Hamid, “Is the Party Over for Indonesia’s Political Parties?” The Asia Foundation, July 25,
2012, accessed February 1, 2019, https://asiafoundation.org/2012/07/25/is-the-party-over-forindonesias-political-parties/.
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dissatisfaction with status quo
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Election Campaign
Prabowo
Prabowo
Trump
(Indonesia, (Indonesia, (United States,
2014)
2019)
2016)

X

X

X

X
(“Fake news”,
attacks on
mainstream media
etc. - direct)
Manipulating voters’ fears & emotions
X
X
X
X
Anti-globalization
(Trade
(Trade
protectionism, antiprotectionism)
immigration)
Nationalistic rhetoric
X
X
X
X
X
Anti-elite rhetoric/self-branding as
(Maverick, anti- (Maverick, anti- (Simple language,
‘one of the people’
MNC)
MNC)
businessman)
Attack on opposition/critics, &
manipulation of information

Lack of mainstream media support
Use of social media as a campaign tool

X
(Black
campaigns indirect)

X

X
(Black
campaigns
(predicted) indirect)
X

X

X

X
(Indirect)

X
(Direct)

Election Outcome
Lost
Pending
Won
Table 1. The Populist Strategies of Prabowo and Trump

Conclusion
Democracy cannot be upheld when society begins to disregard or
suppress certain ideologies. Despite divergences in the types of populist
leaders emerging in different regions, we can see that in the past decade,
the more successful populist leaders are those who have understood the
potential of harnessing democracy for their cause. From the case studies
above, we can see that despite differences between the two presidential
candidates, whether this be differences in their ideologies, the people
they stand for, or their strategies, both embodied a potential threat to the
practice of democracy by using democratic pretensions to deliver
populist rhetoric. In Prabowo’s case, this threat was manifest in his
tendency to support extreme and radical organisations that favoured
authoritarian regimes, whereas in Trump’s case, it is demonstrated
through his attempts to delegitimize the media and those criticizing his
regime by labeling such outlets as ‘fake news.’
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The decline of democracy can be observed not only through the
actions of populist leaders theselves, but also by the extent to which
citizens can be misled by false information, be emotionally manipulated
by candidates to support a certain cause, and be inclined to cast their
votes on the basis of a candidates perceived identity rather than the
values or policies they represent. This shows that information is not
spread equally. Moereover, citizens appear to have little appreciation for
how their individual voting choices may affect a country’s democratic
system. They may not even consider the loss of democracy as a danger to
be prevented. Finally, due to the limitations of this research, we suggest
future research conducts further in-depth studies into the varying forms
of populism around the globe in order to shed greater light on steps that
must be taken to uphold democracy in the face of the global trend
towards populism and protectionism.
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This paper seeks to elaborate upon the status and prospects of multilateral
development cooperation in Northeast Asia through a comparative review of
literature on the development cooperation of South Korea, China, and Japan. This
paper categorizes the multilateral development cooperation systems of other
regions such as the EU, AU, and ASEAN, in order to provide a model the three
countries can follow. The paper also identifies barriers to cooperation in order to
explain the current absence of cooperation among the three countries. Finally, the
paper interviews the Secretary General of the Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat
(TCS) in order to propose a potential solution. The paper concludes that the
potential for cooperation exists, with the ASEAN ‘influx’ system being the most
appropriate. Although discrepancies in ideology, practices, and public perception
may hinder cooperation, the paper argues that such differences are not exclusive to
Northeast Asia and exist more severely in other regions. Subsequently, the
competition over soft power is identified as the reason for inaction and a work
package based on the TCS’s internal system, as well as recent changes in North
Korea's geo-political stance, is proposed as a solution. The paper provides unique
findings that build upon the current atmosphere of cooperation in Northeast Asia,
while incorporating lessons from the cooperation systems of other regions.
Moreover, it goes a step further by identifying the limitations exclusive to Northeast
Asia and providing novel solutions.
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Research Background
Trilateral Cooperation
The regional partnerships shared and treasured by the Republic of Korea
(ROK), China, and Japan can be considered catalysts for comprehensive
regional development. Geopolitically, their dialogue on international
issues like denuclearization and counter-terrorism contributes greatly
toward regional peace and stability. Moreover, socio-economically, the
three countries together possess the world’s third largest regional
economy as well as significantly higher levels of welfare and prosperity
than many other parts of the globe. Finally, with respect to the
environment, cooperation between the three in matters like combating
micro-dust has played a crucial role in ensuring regional sustainability.4
Understanding the importance of such cooperation, the three
countries have established an international organization known as the
Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat (TCS). Through this institution, the
ROK, China, and Japan have facilitated various high-level summits and
joint projects, furthering regional cooperation. These actions take place
through the TCS department of political affairs, economic affairs, and
socio-cultural affairs and management, which are equally funded by the
three governments. However, rather than building sustainable
cooperative systems necessary to bridge national, regional, and
international divides, evaluations of the TCS and its various projects
point toward only temporary improvements in the mutual trust and
understanding among the three.5 For these reasons, assessments argue
that the institutionalization of concrete action is imperative toward
improving trilateral relations.6
These assessments are particularly true in the case of
development cooperation – the process of a relatively developed country
assisting the development of a relatively lesser-developed country. The
fact that the TCS is one of the only regional organizations without such a
system is regretful because the intertwining sectors and interests of the
three converge on development cooperation. For example, the three
“Trilateral Statistics,” Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat, accessed October 5, 2018, http://tcsasia.org/?doc_id=statistics_chart.
5
Kimura Kan, “Northeast Asian Trilateral Cooperation in the Globalizing World: How to Reestablish the Mutual Importance,” Kobe University, January 31, 2014, 51, 2019,
http://www.research.kobe-u.ac.jp/gsics-publication/jics/kimura_21-2&3.pdf.
6
Alexandra Sakaki and Gudrun Wacker, “China – Japan – South Korea: A Tense Ménage à Trois,”
German Institute for International and Security Affairs, 2017, 6, https://www.swpberlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/research_papers/2017RP05_skk_wkr.pdf.
4
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countries are currently cooperating in the areas of education, healthcare,
governance, agriculture, and energy, 7 the five main domains of
development cooperation. Consequently, enhancing partnerships in
development cooperation could contribute toward strengthening
cooperation efforts in all relevant sectors, thereby leading to more
comprehensive relations. For this reason, it is imperative that the three
countries formulate a means to sustain regional development cooperation
efforts.
Geo-Political Situation in Northeast Asia
In this regard, recent geopolitical changes in Northeast Asia must be
taken into consideration, especially in the context of the evolving North
Korea issue. In rhetoric and practice, Pyongyang has recently diverted
from its traditionally ‘closed’ stance towards the international community
to become more ‘open’. North Korea’s behavior is likely an attempt to
alleviate the issues associated with its severe underdevelopment.
Changes can be most prominently observed in North Korean leader Kim
Jong Un’s bid to engage in direct dialogue with his South Korean,
Chinese, and American counterparts for the first time in his incumbency.
Although North Korea still maintains its distance from Japan,
geopolitical changes regarding North Korea have led to the first trilateral
summit held by South Korea, Japan, and China in three years.
By gradually changing the three countries perceptions of North
Korea, it has become evident that the recent changes in North Korea’s
political stance have initiated a paradigm shift in the geopolitical
landscape of Northeast Asia. To be sure, the strategic and economic
interests of these Northeast Asian countries related to North Korea serve
as a major incentive for cooperation, and the opportunities for
engagement are numerous. Therefore, it can be expected that the three
countries will become increasingly interested in ameliorating their
relationships with North Korea, thereby entering its markets, providing
humanitarian assistance, and cooperating together to solve regional and
international problems (the primary reasons for countries to engage in
development cooperation).8 Accordingly, the three nations have recently
affirmed their willingness to cooperate in the development sector,
particularly in regards to North Korea. A 2018 joint declaration states
“Trilateral Statistics.”
“국제개발협력의 개념과 목적,” KOICA, last modified February 23, 2019, accessed March 1,
2019, http://www.oda.go.kr/opo/odin/mainInfoPage.do?P_SCRIN_ID=OPOA602010S01.
7
8
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that the three will “explore the 3+1 modality to promote sustainable
development in the region by sharing our development experiences and
deepening practical cooperation in various areas.”9
Research Design
This paper seeks to provide a sustainable framework the three nations
can follow toward achieving a higher level of regional development
cooperation. To that end, the paper will begin by analyzing the national
development cooperation of each trilateral partner in an attempt to
identify mutual compatibility. Subsequently, the paper will conduct a
comparative analysis on the different types of regional development in
the world, demonstrating the different policy directions and options
available to the three. Following this, we will review past literature to
identify the barriers to cooperation, before finally providing a
cooperation model that enables the three countries to overcome such
barriers and achieve regional development cooperation.
Comparative Analysis: Development Cooperation in Northeast Asia
Trends of Each Country
The development finance capacities, combination of official
development assistance (ODA), private sector flows, and the other
official flows of the three countries have increased over the last five
years. In regards to the ROK, its total development financing has
increased from 1.7 billion USD in 2013 to 2.2 billion USD in 2017.10
Moreover, the ROK planned to further increase its gross development
finance to upwards of 2.6 billion USD in 2018.11 In the case of Japan, it
has recently increased its development finance to 11.475 billion USD in
2017, following an abrupt decrease from 11.469 billion USD in 2013 to
9.2 billion USD in 2015.12 In order advance its development efforts, the
development agency of Japan announced that it would seek to increase
its budget to a total of 16.7 billion USD in 2018. For its part, China has
increased its development finance from 30.6 billion USD in 2010 to over

“Joint Declaration of the Seventh Japan-China-ROK Trilateral Summit,” Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of Japan, May 9, 2018, https://www.mofa.go.jp/a_o/rp/page4e_000817.html.
10
“OECD Statistics,” Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, accessed
October 1, 2018, https://stats.oecd.org/.
11
“South Korea donor profile,” Donor Tracker, accessed October 1, 2018,
https://donortracker.org/country/south-korea.
12
“OECD Statistics.”
9
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37.3 billion USD in 2014. 13 Although recent statistics on China’s
development finance are not currently available, China did invest
approximately 240 billion USD into its “Belt and Road” initiative in
2017, signifying a significant increase in development financing. 14
Based on the increasing development budgets of each country, it can be
deduced that the potential for cooperation is also increasing in
accordance with the growing scale of their respective development
cooperation programs.
Sectorial Analysis
Next, the trilateral partners have initiated development cooperation
projects in a variety of sectors. In the ROK, the top three prioritized
sectors are infrastructure, education, and health, which constituted 19.6%,
14.9% and 12.7% of all official development projects in 2016,
respectively.15 For Japan, the largest share of its development projects
are allocated toward infrastructure, energy, and water, which comprised
25.6%, 13%, and 9.5% of the total projects in 2016.16 Lastly, China
focused primarily on education, environment, and infrastructure, which
accounted for 31.4%, 17.8%, and 12.1% of its gross bilateral ODA in
2011.17 Based on these statistics, it can be affirmed that the three nations
share a common interest, and thus a high potential for cooperation, in
infrastructure.18
Regional Analysis
The development cooperation programs of the ROK, Japan, and China
exhibit distinctive patterns in regard to regional preferences. For instance,
the ROK has focused primarily on providing Asia and Africa with
development assistance, with each region making up 53.8% and 23.7%
of ROK’s development projects from 2012 to 2016, respectively.19 This
“China's Global Development Footprint,” AidData, accessed October 1, 2018,
https://www.aiddata.org/china-official-finance#first-panel.
14
Lily Kuo and Niko Kommenda, “What is China's Belt and Road Initiative?” The Guardian, July
30, 2018, accessed February 1, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/cities/nginteractive/2018/jul/30/what-china-belt-road-initiative-silk-road-explainer.
15
“South Korea donor profile.”
16
“Japan donor profile,” Donor Tracker, accessed October 1, 2018,
https://donortracker.org/country/japan.
17
“Investments to End Poverty,” Development Initiatives, September 2013, accessed December 25,
2018, http://devinit.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Investments_to_End_Poverty_full_report.pdf.
18
Barbara Stallings, “Japan, Korea, and China: Patterns of ODA in East Asia,” UNESCAP, 2013,
accessed December 5, 2018,
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Session3_Stallings_Patterns_of_ODA_in_East_Asia.pdf.
19
“Results and Data: Asia,” ODA Korea, accessed October 1, 2018,
13
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is because the ROK prioritizes nearby countries that share common
cultural characteristics. 20 In the case of Japan, the majority of its
development projects are also focused on Asia and Africa, comprising
61.2% and 19.4% of its projects in 2016. 21 This allocation can be
attributed to its national interests in enhancing regional integration and
stability within Asia, as well as diversifying its resource via Africa.22 For
China, development assistance is concentrated on Africa and Asia, which
made up 51.8% and 30.5% of its development projects in 2012.23 China
is known for prioritizing Africa for its historical and political connections,
and Asia for its cultural similarity and geographic proximity.24 Despite
possessing different motivations for engaging in cooperation, the three
nations share a high potential for cooperation in both Asia and Africa.
Conceptual Analysis: Regional Development Cooperation
International Overview
Regional development cooperation refers to a system in which member
nations of a regional international organization cooperate in order to
address the economic, social, and environmental needs of a developing
country multilaterally. Such development cooperation does not
necessarily take the form of ODA, but rather embodies public efforts to
overcome development deficiencies in the region. In the context of this
paper, the concept must be understood differently from other traditional
forms of multilateral development cooperation that are managed by
international organizations like the United Nations and World Bank, to
the extent that such efforts reflect strategic, national, and regional
interests rather than humanitarian values. Similarly, because states
outside of a certain region are not incorporated in the deliberation
http://www.odakorea.go.kr/eng.result.RegionCountry_Asia.do.
20
“한국 ODA의 이모저모: 지원실적,” ODA Korea, accessed October 1, 2018,
http://www.odakorea.go.kr/eng.result.RegionCountry_Overview.do.
21
“Priority Policy for Development Cooperation: FY2017,” International Cooperation Bureau,
MOFA, April 2017, accessed January 9, 2019, https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000259285.pdf.
22
“White Paper on Development Cooperation 2016: Japan’s International Cooperation,” Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, 2017, 4, accessed January 7, 2019, https://www.mofa.go.jp/files/000282089.pdf.
23
전익호, “중국의 대신흥국 대외원조 현황과 전망,” 한국은행 조사국 국제경제부
신흥경제팀, 2015, 6, accessed December 8, 2018,
http://csf.kiep.go.kr/file/download.do?fileId=4228.
24
Dennis D. Trinidad, “China and Japan’s Economic Cooperation with the Southeast Asian Region:
The Foreign Aid of a Rising and a Mature Asian Power,” The Japan Institute of International Affairs,
2012, 5, accessed January 31, 2019,
https://www2.jiia.or.jp/pdf/fellow/Trinidad_Revised_Draft_JIIA_Study0326.pdf.
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process, such partnerships also differ significantly from the multilateral
development cooperation efforts supervised by regional development
banks, such as the Asian and African Development Banks. Taking this
into consideration, our paper will attempt to categorize the various forms
of regional development cooperation in order to present policy directions
the three countries may choose to take.
To begin with, the first form of regional development
cooperation can be understood as one that “out-fluxes” capital from the
region. In other words, this system is used to augment the development
efforts of nations outside of the region, particularly those that of strategic
significance to the region. Through this process, nations are able to exert
soft power on other nations, thereby obtaining benefits like international
political support as well as access to resources and markets. As this
system requires the region to be fairly developed, it is primarily utilized
within Europe.
To illustrate this point, the European Union (EU) employs a
system known as “joint programming.” The system enables
developmental partners of the EU to cooperate in analyzing and
responding to the developmental needs of nations where they have
strategic interests. Furthermore, the various aspects of a certain
development project are divided amongst relevant stakeholders, thereby
allocating responsibilities to the national entity possessing the most
adequate ability to fulfill them.25 By utilizing this system, the EU has
been able to consolidate its current position as the world’s leading donor
of ODA.
The second type of regional development cooperation is one that
“influxes” capital within its own region. These systems operate in order
to reduce disparity within the region while also enhancing regional
integration. This occurs through “south-south cooperation,” a form of
cooperation in which the relatively more developed “south” nations of a
certain region attempts to assist the relatively lesser developed “south”
nations of that region. Being the more common of the two types of
cooperation systems, this “influx” model is used in regions like
Southeast Asia, Africa, and Latin America. For example, the Association
of Southeast Nations (ASEAN) utilizes the Initiative for ASEAN
Integration in order to alleviate the development gaps between tier one
“Joint Programming,” International Cooperation and Development, last modified October 1, 2018,
accessed December 4, 2018, https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/policies/eu-approach-aideffectiveness/joint-programming_en.
25
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powers, such as Singapore and Malaysia, and tier two powers, such as
Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam.26 Similarly, the African Union
(AU) has recently established the African Union Development Agency in
order to enable the western and southern regions of Africa to assist the
sub-Saharan and eastern regions to achieve the development agenda
known as Agenda 2063.27 Likewise, the General Secretariat for IberoAmerica has reported that Spain, Portugal, and Andorra are currently
assisting its Ibero-American partners in overcoming economic struggles
through its regional cooperation architecture. 28 All three institutions
have been able to facilitate consistent regional growth throughout the
past few years.29
Northeast Asian Overview
However, unlike other regions, Northeast Asia does not yet have a
practical framework for development cooperation. Rather, it currently
only pursues dialogue through the annual Northeast Asia Development
Cooperation Forum, which facilitates discourse among relevant
stakeholders in the ROK, Japan, China, and Russia. Through this
platform, the region has attempted to “identify potential areas for
cooperation among Northeast Asian countries in development
cooperation,” having achieved great progress over the past several years.
In 2014, the forum was primarily focused on identifying a common area
to initiate cooperative efforts.30 Subsequently, the forums in 2015, 2016,
and 2017 dealt with the joint-implementation of development
cooperation efforts, as they incorporated matters such as joint financing,
transparency, and knowledge sharing.31 Finally, in 2018, the forum dealt
with cooperation in the field of multilateral evaluation of development

“Initiative for ASEAN Integration and Narrowing the Development Gap,” ASEAN, accessed
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projects. 32 This transition from dialogue on joint planning to joint
implementation, and most recently to evaluation, is of noteworthy
significance because the three primary phases of a development project
have been discussed. Accordingly, because the institutional framework
for cooperation has now been comprehensively deliberated, it can be
inferred that the next step is devising the mechanism that enables the
three nations to engage in regional multilateral cooperation efforts.
Literature Review: Barriers to Cooperation
Political Ideology
Several barriers hinder multilateral cooperation, however. Therefore,
differences in political ideologies among the ROK, Japan, and China
must be taken into consideration. The ROK and Japan are member states
of the OECD-Development Assistance Committee (DAC), which is a
committee that complies with strict standards when implementing
development projects.33 Accordingly, the committee members call for
democratic values and good governance mechanisms to be incorporated
recipient countries in exchange for development assistance, viewing such
standards to be a prerequisite to achieving genuine development. 34
Within this committee, the ROK in particular has adhered to these values
in order to solidify its position as a newly affiliated member.35 Similarly,
being a traditional OECD-DAC member state, Japan also imposes strict
adherence to these standards in its development projects.36 However, as
a non-democratic state, China does not enforce these democratic values –
instead choosing to pursue principles such as non-interference.37 As
“Concept Note and Programme for North-East Asia Development Cooperation Forum 2018,”
United Nations ESCAP, 2018, 1, accessed October 2, 2018,
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/NEADCF2018_Concept%20note%20and%20programme
%203-Sep-2018.pdf.
33
Tatjana Chahoud, “Financing for Development Series: Southern Non-DAC Actors in
Development Cooperation,” German Development Institute Briefing Paper 13, 2008, 3, accessed
March 1, 2019, https://www.die-gdi.de/uploads/media/BP_13.2008.pdf.
34
Trinidad, “China and Japan’s Economic Cooperation with the Southeast Asian Region: The
Foreign Aid of a Rising and a Mature Asian Power.”
35
Axel Marx and Jadir Soares, “South Korea’s Transition from Recipient to DAC Donor: Assessing
Korea’s Development Cooperation Policy,” International Development Policy | Revue international
de politique de développement, 4.2 (2013), accessed December 10, 2018,
https://journals.openedition.org/poldev/1535.
36
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Differ from “Traditional” Donors?” JICA-RI Working Paper, no. 2 (2010): 13, accessed December 9,
2018, http://www.ioc.u-tokyo.ac.jp/~satoj/images/research/JICA-RI_WP_No.2_2010.pdf.
37
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Ohashi. (United Kingdom: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).
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different political values have resulted in differences in both long-term
interests and the means to achieve them, it is evident that such
discrepancies act as an obstacle to deeper trilateral cooperation.38
Developmental Practices
As the three countries have different attitudes towards transparency,
differences in developmental practices must also be taken into
consideration. Since the ROK and Japan are members of the OECDDAC, these two nations have an international obligation to comply with
the DAC’s periodic self-reporting system on development cooperation
projects.39 This is because transparency is deemed to be imperative in
terms of improving accountability, reducing waste, and monitoring
corruption.40 For this reason, the ROK and Japan periodically disclose
and publicize all official documents relevant to their development
projects, especially regarding finance and project results.41 In contrast,
China does not enforce such transparency practices, which has led to a
lack of information on its development projects.42 Despite the fact that
China has been slowly improving its transparency practices,43 efforts are
severely insufficient in meeting the DAC requirements because China
does not take part in reporting specific country-level or financial-level
information.44 Reports show that China is reluctant to participate in the
DAC data reporting, instead preferring to strengthen its own internal data
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December 1, 2018, https://www.aidtransparency.net/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/Transparency-ofChinese-Aid_final.pdf.
41
“2018 Aid Transparency Index Guidelines,” Publish What You Found, accessed December 2,
2018, http://www.publishwhatyoufund.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/2018-Aid-TransparencyIndex-Guidelines.pdf.
42
Alex Dreher, Andreas Fuchs, Bradley Parks, Austin M. Strange, and Michael J. Tierney, “Aid,
China, and Growth: Evidence from a New Global Development Finance Dataset,” AidData Working
Paper 46, (2017): 24, accessed December 5, 2018,
http://docs.aiddata.org/ad4/pdfs/WPS46_Aid_China_and_Growth.pdf.
43
Institute of Development Studies, “China’s Development Finance: Ambition, Impact and
Transparency,” IDS Policy Briefing 92, (2015): 2, accessed December 30, 2018,
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/bitstream/handle/123456789/5996/P92_AGID353_ChinaDevFi
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system.45 Hence, the credibility of its development assistance has been
harmed, preventing further cooperation efforts.46
Public Perception
Adverse public perceptions among the Northeast Asian countries also
weaken the motivation to cooperate. Geopolitical issues in the region
involve particularly sensitive controversies such as comfort women, the
Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands dispute, and US deployment of THAAD on the
Korean peninsula.47 To illustrate this point, we can examine the mutual
public perceptions of the three countries via polling data. The ROK and
Japan share mutual negative public perceptions: only 26.8% of the ROK
citizens viewed Japan favorably, while 27% of Japanese viewed the ROK
favorably in 2017.48 Similarly, in the case of China and Japan, only 11%
of Japanese viewed Chinese favorably in 2016, while only 14% of
Chinese viewed Japanese favorably.49 Furthermore, citizens of the ROK
and China share similar perceptions: only 34% of the ROK held
favorable opinions of China, 50 while 55% of Chinese viewed ROK
favorably in 2017.51
Positive public perception towards another nation plays a crucial
role in promoting foreign policies like development cooperation. In order
to satisfy public opinion and maintain political power, policymakers also
pay close attention to their domestic audiences when making policy.
Accordingly, due to the unfavorable bilateral relations and perceptions
among the three countries, it is difficult to initiate new forms of trilateral
cooperation. This conclusion is supported in an interview conducted with
the TCS Secretariat General, Lee Jong-Hyun, who stated that mutual
understanding is the most essential factor in initiating regional
development cooperation. Therefore, as adverse public perceptions have
limited the ability of the three nations to begin development cooperation
Grimm, “Transparency of Chinese Aid: An analysis of the published information on Chinese
external financial flows.”
46
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efforts, solutions should seek to ameliorate these perceptions.
Insights
It should first be understood that the aforementioned barriers are not
exclusive to the Northeast Asian region. To begin with, the political
ideologies in many of the regional organizations mentioned earlier differ
as well. For example, the ten nations of the ASEAN have installed a
variety of political regimes: monarchies, communist regimes, military
regimes, semi-democratic states, as well as struggling democracies.52
Moreover, differences in developmental practices exist in other regions
as well. For example, the Organization for Ibero-American states
consists of both OECD-DAC members such as Spain, as well as
emerging donors such as Brazil.53 Finally, low levels of mutual public
perception exist in other regions as well. Adverse bilateral relations
among the AU nations are prevalent as territorial conflicts and civil wars
are pervasive in the region.54
As these limitations are not exclusive to the Northeast Asian
region, it can be argued that there exist other limitations – either
overlooked or unaddressed – by the existing literature. In order to
identify this gap, an interview was conducted with the Secretary General
of the TCS. In the interview, the Secretary General stressed that although
the three nations need to explore new opportunities for cooperation, the
TCS can only provide support after countries have expressed their
national desire to cooperate in such areas. However, as previously
mentioned, unfavorable discrepancies in political ideology, development
perceptions, and public perceptions have only contributed to the
deteriorating ability of the three countries to cooperate. For this reason,
this paper seeks to elaborate upon a newly identified limitation
preventing regional development cooperation.
This paper highlights the TCS Secretary General’s opinion that
the three nations’ competition for influence over ASEAN and African
countries is one cause for the unwillingness to cooperate trilaterally. This
is exacerbated by the fact that all three countries utilize development
Endy Bayuni, “ASEAN is a neighbourhood, not yet community,” The Straits Times, July 29, 2017,
accessed November 29, 2018, https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/at-50-asean-is-aneighbourhood-not-yet-community.
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cooperation as a means of exerting their own soft power. As a result, the
three nations are currently in a trilateral competition over benefits, such
as trade and political support, within these regions. Because cooperation
would entail the strengthening of a geopolitical rival’s soft power, it
appears that the three nations are hesitant to cooperate.
To reiterate, the TCS Secretary General’s stance is that the three
nations tend to initiate cooperation in order to address common
challenges. This can be observed through the first ASEAN+3 meeting,
which took place directly after the 1997 IMF Crisis, as well as the first
China-Japan-ROK trilateral summit, which occurred directly after the
2008 Global Financial Crisis. The Secretary General stated that peace
and prosperity are the driving forces for regional cooperation. Therefore,
he proposed that North Korea play a potential role in expanding
Northeast Asian cooperation.
Policy Recommendation: Trilateral Development Cooperation in
North Korea
Conceptual Definition
Building upon the previous analysis, this paper advocates the
implementation of a Trilateral Development Cooperation (TDC) model, a
development cooperation model consisting of South Korea, Japan, and
China cooperating for the purpose of implementing development projects
within North Korea. This regional development cooperation model
would operate on the institutional agreements made on regional
development cooperation during the aforementioned Northeast Asian
Development Cooperation Forum. Importantly, this would deter potential
conflicts in differing practices during the implementation process.
Moreover, this model would adopt the ‘influx’ system that promotes
development within one’s own region in order to reduce regional
disparity and enhance regional integration. The process must be
structured in a manner that allows South Korea, Japan and China to each
focus on their respective sectors of expertise within a common area of
interest. As identified earlier, the three nation’s development activities
are primarily engaged in the infrastructure sector. Therefore, each
country can effectively utilize their comparative advantages in
infrastructure. This paper argues that it is imperative to devise a
mechanism which identifies the comparative advantages possessed by
the three in any potential project.
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Conceptual Necessity
Such mechanisms are necessary due to the volume of development
required in North Korea; absolute poverty and basic human rights
violations are ubiquitous to the country. This observation is supported by
the OECD-DAC list of ODA recipients where North Korea is categorized
as an ‘Other Low-Income Country.’ Consequently, as quantitative
limitations exist due to the regime’s lack of transparency, qualitative
enhancements must be taken into consideration. In this regard, TDC must
take place in a manner that augments development effectiveness.
First, this can be acquired by implementing development
projects in a manner that incorporates national comparative advantages.
This is possible because all three nations specialize in the infrastructure
sector of development cooperation, which means large amounts of
experience has been accumulated in this sector. Consequently, each
national entity can be assigned a role that best meets the required
standards in human resources expertise and technical capacity. As a
result, development donors can reduce unnecessary costs and increase
developmental impact.55
Moreover, aid fragmentation can be reduced by development
effectiveness. Aid fragmentation refers to the situation in which
development efforts mutually overlap, resulting in resources being used
redundantly and thus allocated inefficiently. This practice is detrimental
because fragmentation exacerbates the overall cost of developmental
processes.56 Thus, by harmoniously aligning their developmental efforts
through clearly established communication channels and processes, the
three nations can significantly reduce unnecessary costs.
These improvements in development cooperation will increase
the total of potential development projects in North Korea, thereby
increasing the number of opportunities for the three nations to enhance
their ability to pursue strategic interests. For its part, South Korea hopes
to bring an official end to the Korean War as well as eventually achieve
the denuclearization of the peninsula. These desires and goals were
stated in the Panmunjom and Pyongyang Declarations, which also
affirmed the importance of expanding economic cooperation between

“North-East Asia Development Cooperation Forum,” United Nations in the Republic of Korea,
October 2014, accessed October 31, 2018, http://www.un-rok.org/wpcontent/uploads/2014/10/NEADCF-Concept-Note.pdf.
56
“Concept Note for North-East Asia Development Cooperation Forum 2017,” United Nations
ESCAP, 2017, 10.
55

© 2019 SNU Journal of International Affairs

141

Trilateral Cooperation in Northeast Asia

Hong, Koo, and Kim

North and South Korea.57 Furthermore, as North Korea’s traditional ally,
China has a strong incentive to establish economic ties with their
neighbor. By expanding partnerships, China can pursue its goal of
becoming further solidified as a regional hegemon. Finally, as Japan lags
severely behind its geopolitical counterparts due to historical and
territorial complications, Tokyo seeks to engage politically with
Pyeongyang. In this regard, engaging in economic cooperation is
imperative to establishing the mutual trust required to initiate such
comprehensive bilateral dialogue. Cooperation can only be achieved by
initiating projects in North Korea, giving each country political incentive
to opt into trilateral cooperation.
Implementation Process
In order to implement this mechanism in a practical and effective manner,
existing platforms must be fully utilized. This argument is supported by
the ‘OECD-DAC’s main findings and recommendations. In the report,
recommendation (iv) requires South Korea to: 1. Deepen policy dialogue
with partner governments, using existing co-ordination mechanisms
where possible; and 2. Further strategic-level policy dialogue with other
development co-operation providers, starting with a deeper engagement
in existing donor co-ordination mechanisms.58 Thus, this paper will seek
to utilize a pragmatic mechanism that can complement the institutional
mechanism that already exists in the UNESCAP Northeast Asia
Development Cooperation Forum.
In this sense, the TCS, which is divided into political, economic,
socio-cultural, and logistic departments 59 must be taken into
consideration, as it represents the most institutionalized platform for
cooperation that exists between the three nations. Institutionalization
occurs as relevant departments delegate new responsibilities whenever
trilateral cooperation takes place. For this reason, sub-units that are
exclusively devoted to tasks related to the TDC must be established in
the economic department of the TCS. These sub-units will become the
starting point for implementing TDC policies on a project basis.
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Consequently, when the developmental agencies of South Korea,
Japan, and China identify a potential field of development cooperation
that is worth cooperation on in North Korea, a concept note on the
project will be drafted and sent to the relevant TDC sub-unit within the
TCS. Afterwards, four official stages of policy process will be
undertaken. First, the TCS will invite researchers and policy practitioners
from all three nations to analyze the situation in-depth in order to
determine why certain problems are occurring in North Korea. Next,
with proper consultation, the TCS will ‘formulate the policy’ by devising
the necessary project and the roles that each country can play within the
project. Afterwards, the detailed project plan will be adopted as the final
policy and ‘be implemented’ in North Korea in a multilateral manner by
the development entities of each nation. Finally, researchers and policy
practitioners from each country will be invited to evaluate the project
based on various indicators in order to measure policy effectiveness.
Through this process, they will analyze methods to ameliorate and
address any potential issues that may exist.

Figure 1. Problem Identification and the TDC Formulation, Evaluation, and
Implementation

Expected Effectiveness
Improvements in various sectors can be expected with this mechanism.
To begin with, TDC will lead to the betterment of political relations
among Northeast Asian countries. Repetitive interaction through
development cooperation projects will create issue linkage mechanisms
within relevant sectors, as development cooperation embodies many
other pre-existing sectors of cooperation within its processes. As
cooperation processes become iterated, the technical costs of cooperation
will incrementally decrease, thereby rendering cooperation more feasible
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(and thus more likely) in other functional sectors. Together, the results
will create ample opportunity and incentive for the three nations to
further engage in cooperative efforts by creating an environment
conducive to dialogue. This dialogue could potentially even contribute
towards the resolution of political differences in a number of existing
territorial and historical disputes shared by the three countries.
Additionally, TDC will result in enhanced economic prosperity
within the region. This is because the TDC projects in North Korea,
when combined with national economic reform, will likely lead to the
advancement of North Korea’s overall economy. Consequently,
investment opportunities for other countries will rise as well. Further
investment will be especially beneficial for the ROK, Japan and China,
as the three nations will already have their resources strategically
positioned in North Korea through TDC projects. When North Korea
eventually takes bold economic reform, such as opening its market,
mobilizing resources for financial investment in North Korea will
become relatively easier for the three donor nations. This would enhance
the potential for successful investments, as well as trade, further
increasing the incentives for regional continued economic cooperation.
Finally, regional people-to-people connectivity is also expected
to expand sharply. Development cooperation can also serve as a
mechanism to improve public perception of North Korea towards the
three nations. As a result, North Korea will become more receptive
towards the various institutionalized platforms that exist between the
ROK, Japan, and China. This could potentially lead to further interaction
on a socio-cultural level, strengthening mutual understanding in the
region. For example, development cooperation in the education sector
will lead to an improved level of education in North Korea. This may
ultimately lead to the initiation of student exchange programs between
the donor nations and North Korea through relevant higher education
institutions. Improved levels of people-to-people interaction and
understanding can act as the vehicle needed for the citizens of Northeast
Asia to engage in individual forms of cooperation with their counterparts.
Prospects
Northeast Asia is one of the only regions in the world without a
pragmatic regional development cooperation mechanism. However, as
observed in the second section of this paper, national trends as well as
sectoral, regional and strategic analysis of the ROK, Japan, and China all
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point towards a direction where multilateral cooperation is not only
possible, but highly desirable. It is therefore imperative to identify a
mechanism that can transcend the competitive nature of development
cooperation in order to initiate regional development cooperation in
Northeast Asia.
In this context, this paper argued that an influx-oriented form of
TDC must be implemented in North Korea under the guidance of the
TCS to enhance development effectiveness. By doing so, the
institutionalized frameworks established to initiate development
cooperation could cause spillover effects and create cooperation
opportunities in other sectors as well. This assertion was supported by
the Secretary General of the TCS, who stated that development
cooperation has the potential to augment pre-existing, relevant forms of
cooperation. Accordingly, these acts of cooperation will gradually reduce
economic disparity within the region and enhance regional integration.
As a result, Northeast Asia’s capacity to implement regional
development cooperation will heighten, eventually enabling it to make
the transition from the influx to outflux-oriented development
cooperation. Future research programs should explore the potential of
out-flux projects in order to inform the creation of a systematic
framework in which regional development cooperation, and the regional
partnership that follows it, can expand exponentially.
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