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  Letter from the Editors 

  i 

LETTER FROM THE EDITORS 

Dear Reader, 

 

 Welcome to the first issue of the revived SNU Journal of International 

Affairs. It has been a year and half since our last issue came to print and 

we have done quite a bit of soul-searching over the interim. The Journal 

has returned with a new look and a few changes that we’d like to highlight. 

The first, and most obvious, is the fresh aesthetic and format. We have 

worked hard to give the journal a more modern, clean and professional 

look, with the hopes that this will provide you with a more enjoyable 

reading experience. Additionally, we have established an online presence 

at www.snujia.org, on Twitter @snujia1, Facebook at /snujia, and invite 

you to join us there. We have added a commentary section to the Journal 

as well. Although we recognize the primacy of longer academic pieces in 

articulating new knowledge, we also believe that shorter, more 

provocative pieces can help encourage innovative thinking. These 

commentary pieces will of course maintain our high editorial standards. 

Lastly, we have adopted a soft focus for each issue. To that end, we call 

upon the words of William Butler Yeats to introduce this issue’s soft focus: 

 

“Turning and turning in the widening gyre 

The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,” 

 

W.B. Yeats 

The Second Coming (1919) 

 

Both we and W.B. Yeats have much in common. His yesterday and our 

today both span an era of chaos. While we do not equate our order with 

the fragmenting order confronting Yeats, our center, nonetheless, seems 

also to be losing its hold. How did we arrive at this point of changing 

dynamics? What forces act and why are they at play? For this issue’s soft 

focus, SNUJIA takes a deeper look at topics relating to Changing 

Dynamics in East Asia. While all submissions that fall under the 

International Affairs umbrella are welcomed, special consideration is 

afforded to those pieces, which adhere to the thematic focus of each issue. 

The goal of which is to seek a more profound understanding of these 

questions as seen through different analytical lenses. 

 

http://snujia.org/


ii 

This issue delves into topics ranging from trade wranglings over 

economics and globalization among ideologically opposing factions in the 

American context, to the strategies of local governance in the Chinese; 

from identity construction aided by the PyeongChang Olympics to 

constructed identities of Syngman Rhee aided by newsprint media; and 

from cultural diplomacy between China, Japan, and Korea to reasons and 

results of maritime militarization policies. 

 

We’d like to thank you for joining us on this next chapter of our journey.  

 

        Sincerely, 

 

 

 

David Joël La Boon      Alexander Falck-Bilden 

 Editor-in-Chief            Editor-in-Chief 
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PyeongChang 2018:  

Designing a Cold War Olympics in a Post-Ideological Age 

 

Stephen J. Beckett1 

 

Although it might not excite as much passion as the sport and the spectacle, 

the design of the Olympics has come to be seen as a vital part of the 

success of any individual Games. The development of an identity program 

falls within the remit of the host city, and has become an important 

showcase of local design talent. The challenge for the design committee is 

to balance the global ideals of the Games with the local values of the host, 

whilst also establishing some historical continuity between previous 

Games and their present incarnation. The aim is to tie the destiny of the 

host to the purpose of the Games. When this purpose is clear, as it was in 

the decades after World War II, this task is a somewhat simpler 

proposition. But what is the purpose of the Olympic Games today?  

Much of the meaning we associate with the modern games was 

accrued during the period of global reordering that followed the chaos of 

the second world war, when the games served as a tool of rehabilitation 

for cities on the wrong side of the conflict (e.g., Rome 1960, Tokyo, 1964, 

Munich 1972) and as a ‘coming out party’ for those debuting their 

economic and political maturity (Seoul 1988, Barcelona 1992). This 

clarity of purpose is evident in the identity program for each of the Games: 

the modest neo-classicism of the Rome games in 1960 (which was proof, 

if nothing else, that the Italians had fully gotten the fascistic vestiges of 

futurism out of their system) quickly progressed, via Tokyo and Mexico 

City, to Otl Aicher’s 2  iconic high modernist design program for the 

Munich games in 1972. It is in Aicher’s identity program that the spirit of 

the Games meets the ideals of early globalization most harmoniously, 

giving an urbane flavor to the global capitalist order by casting it in an 

updated form of the geometric minimalism made famous by the designers 

of the Bauhaus. The Games were thus clothed in the principles of 

modernism – universality and rationality unsullied by history and place – 

and so thoroughly that the tit-for-tat boycotts by superpowers in 1980 

and ’84 seemed little more than childish bickering.  

                                                                   
1 Stephen J Beckett teaches design theory and history in the department of Visual Communication 

Design at Hongik University. 
2 For more information on Otl Aicher, See: History of Design, accessed via: 
http://www.historygraphicdesign.com/the-age-of-information/the-international-typographic-

style/172-otl-aicher  
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Figure 1. 1972 Munich Summer Olympics Logo. 

 

It took the end of history to bring the period of focused and 

distinctive Olympic design to a close. Once the Soviet Union collapsed 

and the modernist Olympic spirit had nothing against which to weigh itself, 

the generating principle of its identity programs was lost. Postmodernism 

had little to offer an event so wedded to sincerity, and so Olympic design 

retreated into ‘local flavor’ (Sydney 2000, Beijing 2008) and ‘low effort’ 

(Athens 2004). It was not until 2012 that Olympic identity regathered its 

confidence with a memorable (if much derided) program for the London 

Games conceived very much in the ‘corporate rebrand’ idiom. The 

London program abandoned the stale idealism of the post-war Games for 

a full-blooded place branding effort, thus acknowledging the Games’ 

contemporary pretext: redeveloping swathes of city real estate and 

drawing inflows of global investment capital.  

But how might an Olympic host frame its identity when historical 

conflict still very much determines its political reality? This was of course 

the challenge faced by the design committee of the 2018 Winter Olympics 

in PyeongChang, a venue but an hour’s drive from the world’s last 

remaining cold war border. Any ambition to pitch South Korea as a 

hypermodern, globally connected economy was bound always to be 

hampered by association with the atavistic and belligerent curiosity to the 

north. How might some separation be achieved without alienating 

Pyongyang or betraying the apolitical facade of the Games? A brazenly 

post-ideological stance might have worked for Beijing in 2008, but it 

would ill fit South Korea’s much vaunted democratic progress. Similarly, 

a busy, vibrant, youthful look might be appropriate for London or Rio, but 

would strike a wholly false tone in the comparatively homogenous and 

socially conservative South Korea.  
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In the light of these circumstances, it should not be surprising that 

the identity program for PyeongChang represented something of a return 

to high modernist values. In its cautious geometric minimalism, it more 

closely resembles the design of the 1972 Munich Games than any more 

recent program.  But there is nothing mannered about this approach – there 

is nothing ‘retro’ or ‘hipsterish’ about this reversion to the language of 

modernism. It is more what we might call ‘Aicher-by-way-of-Google’ – a 

sincere attempt to contemporize the minimalist aesthetics of the Munich 

program. Hence PyeongChang’s custom typeface is an unassuming 

modern sans serif. There is no Korea flag; no taeguk (a prominent feature 

of the 1988 Seoul identity program). In fact, there is no ‘local flavor’ at 

all, save for the prominent use of two Hangeul glyphs. These, however, 

are not rendered in a predictable ‘Oriental’ brush and ink style (cf. Beijing 

2008 and 2022), but as strict geometric forms.  

Figure 2. 2018 PyeongChang Winter Olympics Logo. 

 

If it seemed somewhat anonymous upon its unveiling, it is because 

it was a program that was reluctant to commit to a predetermined set of 

meanings. Instead, it waited for the turn of events to confer meaning upon 

it. It was form awaiting its content. It was history that constrained Aicher 

to ahistoric forms in his design for the 1972 Olympics, for neither the hosts 

nor visitors were ready for any version of German identity that evoked 

tradition or past. The PyeongChang program was constrained for wholly 

different reasons, but was alike in that it turned away from the past that it 

might be consciously open to the future – compare once again the Seoul 

‘88 Olympic program, which is more assertive of Korean identity and 

more monumental in its attitude, and therefore seems less ‘open to the 

future’ and more ‘tomorrow belongs to me.’  
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The risk of this approach is that relinquishing control of meaning 

is a gamble against circumstance. In 1972, it was tragic content that filled 

that form, with the meaning of the Munich Olympics forever tied in 

popular consciousness to the murder of Israeli athletes. In 2018, however, 

events were more fortuitous. The content that filled the form of the identity 

program was largely made up of images of inter-Korean cooperation, such 

as North and South Korean athletes entering the opening ceremony as a 

single group, and Moon Jae-in and Kim Yo-jong watching the opening 

ceremony together, dressed – coincidentally, but no less fortuitously – in 

the colors of the two PyeongChang Olympic mascots, Soohorang and 

Bandabi. The Games proved something of a turning point in diplomatic 

relations between the two nations that might otherwise have not been 

possible absent the exceptional sense of occasion that an international 

sporting event can confer. But these images could not have been predicted 

in advance. Indeed, in the months leading up to the Games, North Korea 

gave little notice of its intention to attend. Other national teams suggested 

that they might withdraw on the basis of fears for their safety on the basis 

of worsening inter-Korean relations.  

So the warm glow of détente was only inscribed into the 

PyeongChang identity program retroactively. This meaning was not 

‘designed in.’ But it was only because the program was somewhat empty 

of content prior to the event that it was receptive to the inscription of this 

meaning. Had the design committee adopted a more determined approach 

to an agreed set of meanings ahead of time, an opening for circumstance 

might never have existed. Caution and circumspection on the part of the 

design committee paid handsome dividends because it forewent the low-

hanging fruit of place branding for a higher and nobler prize. In doing so, 

the Olympic Games temporarily regained its prior sense of purpose and 

possibility.  

The design program alone was not solely responsible for this 

moment of clarity. At best, it was a catalyst for chains of events begun 

elsewhere. But its clean modernist identity program indicated an attitude 

of openness and idealism that allowed events to happen as they did. In 

years to come, the PyeongChang program will likely stand out as a one-

time departure from a long slide into increasingly cynical city branding 

campaigns.  
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Book Review  
Palen, Marc-William. The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade: The Anglo-American 

Struggle over Empire and Economic Globalization, 1846-1896. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2016. 

 

Seokju Oh1 

 

Can one write without hate and zealousness about a subject so charged 

with ideologies and emotions as much as globalization? Marc-William 

Palen’s recent monograph The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade (hereafter 

TCFT) is such an attempt exploring the ideological, political, and 

economic struggles witnessed in U.S. politics during the Gilded Age. As 

the title suggests, what lies at the crux of Palen’s narrative are not only the 

economic concerns about globalization, but also the political, the Anglo-

American contention over empire. In the nine chapters of TCFT, imperial 

and global history intersect, illuminating the imperial background of the 

first wave of globalization. 

Chapters 1 and 2 deal with the transatlantic development of two 

ideological visions of globalization during the mid-nineteenth century: 

Cobdenite cosmopolitanism and Listian nationalism.2 Starting with two 

anecdotes of Richard Cobden (1804-1865) and Friedrich List (1789-1846) 

during the heyday of the Anti-Corn Law League (hereafter ACLL), 

Chapter 1, “Globalizing ideologies: economic nationalism and free-trade 

cosmopolitanism” illustrates how the two opposing European ideologies 

travelled across the Atlantic. American abolitionists would visit London to 

witness the activities the ACLL lead by Richard Cobden and return as 

eager Cobdenites acclaiming the slogan “free trade and free labor” with 

fervor. 3  In the case of Listian nationalism, List himself visited 

Pennsylvania and advocated the “American System” of economic 

nationalism, defending American “infant industries” against British free 

trade.4  In Chapter 2, “‘The most successful lie in history’: the Morrill 

Tariff and the Confederacy’s free-trade diplomacy,” the author traces the 

                                                      
1 Seokju Oh is an undergraduate in the Department of Political Science and International Relations, 

Seoul National University. Seokju is currently pursuing a double major in International Relations 
and Western History. His research interests mainly lie in the intellectual history of political economy, 

anthropology in political theory, and contemporary reflections on patriotism. Seokju can be reached 

via his personal website: ohseokju.wordpress.com. 
2 For an excellent account of the history of U.S. trade policy, see Douglas Irwin, Clashing over 

Commerce: A History of U.S. Trade Policy (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2017). 
3 Marc-William Palen. The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade: The Anglo-American Struggle over Empire 
and Economic Globalization, 1846-1896. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 15. 
4 Marc-William Palen. The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade, 18. 
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transatlantic repercussions of the Morrill Tariff of 1861. This protectionist 

legislation received vitriolic comments in Britain because of its high tariffs, 

leading to the British confounding the true cause of the Civil War.5 As the 

Confederacy’s rhetoric gaining wider audience in Victorian Britain, the 

Union became alarmed by the increasing possibility of British recognition 

of the Confederacy.6 What reversed the tide to the Union’s favor was in 

part the “antislavery counteroffensive” of the transatlantic Cobdenites.7 

Palen successfully illustrates how the Cobdenites across the Atlantic broke 

the Confederacy’s spell by claiming that the British aspiration for free-

trade U.S. can only be realized under free-labor America; Confederacy’s 

free-trade diplomacy was in fact chattel slavery in disguise.8 

Chapter 3, “Mobilizing free trade: the post-bellum American free-

trade movement, foreign policy, and ‘conspiracy,’ 1866-1871” examines 

the Cobdenite movement in the postbellum U.S. Compounded with the 

scandalous conversion of former protectionist David Ames Wells (1828-

1898), the American Cobdenites’ ever-tightening relationship with their 

English counterparts increasingly became the subject of public resentment. 

“Free trader” was labelled as an equivalent to “traitor” and thus arguments 

against free trade intermixed with Anglophobic sentiments.9 Within the 

Republican Party, the American Cobdenites were on the defensive as the 

Liberal Republicans, the free-trade sympathizers remained the minority. 

In such adverse conditions within and without Congress, the American 

Cobdenites mobilized against accusations of British “conspiracy” by 

creating the American Free Trade League (hereafter AFTL) in New York.10 

Chapter 4, “Fighting over free trade: party realignment and the 

imperialism of economic nationalism, 1872-1884” attentively retraces the 

activities of the Liberal Republicans during the 1870s and their eventual 

conflict with the imperialistic turn of the Grand Old Party (hereafter GOP). 

Here, Marc-William Palen introduces the term “imperialism of economic 

nationalism,” which conceptualizes the Republican protectionist policy 

not only to defend domestic producers from foreign competitions, but also 

to secure the Western Hemisphere under the aegis of the newly triumphant 

                                                      
5 Ibid., 34. 
6 Ibid., 44. 
7 Ibid., 50. 
8 The economic grievances caused by the Civil War and the British flirtation with the Confederacy 

during the initial stage of the War have been subjects attentively studied by historians of the Civil 
War, the British Empire, and nineteenth-century capitalism alike. For a global history of “King 

Cotton” and its central role within the history of capitalism, see Sven Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A 

Global History (London: Penguin Books, 2014). 
9 Marc-William Palen. The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade, 59-60. 
10 Ibid., 68. 
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American Empire. Led by Listian nationalists like John A. Kasson (1822-

1910) and James G. Blaine (1830-1893), the “imperialism of economic 

nationalism” embodied both formal and informal measures to ensure that 

American influence over Cuba, Mexico, Hawaii, and Latin American 

countries overwhelms those of the European powers combined.11  The 

Liberal Republicans and the Cobdenite colleagues outside the Congress 

were fierce opponents of the GOP’s imperialistic turn, even backing the 

Democratic presidential candidate Grover Cleveland (1837-1908) to 

victory. 

The first Cleveland presidency was an aberration of U.S. 

imperialism. In Chapter 5, “The Great Debate: the first Cleveland 

presidency, free-trade culture, and the anti-imperialism of free trade, 1884-

1889,” the rise and fall of the Cleveland administration is illustrated 

alongside the political fate of Cobdenite cosmopolitans. Indeed, 

Cleveland’s cabinet was filled with affiliates of the broader free trade 

movement. Members of the AFTL especially made into the unofficial 

advisory circle of the administration. 12  What ended the free-trade 

euphoria were bursts of Anglophobia. During the “Great Debate” over the 

tariff question, Republicans like James G. Blaine linked Cleveland’s free-

trade policies and anti-imperialist diplomacy as evidence of pro-British 

“conspiracy.”13 Such interplay of internecine party politics, trade issues, 

and nationalistic sentiments was not limited to the U.S. Chapter 6, “The 

cosmopolitan demand for North American commercial union, 1885-1889” 

provides a contour of the North American dimension of the Listian-

Cobdenite debate by incorporating the Canadian struggle between a 

cosmopolitan vision of forming a commercial union with the U.S. and a 

nationalistic vision of federal union among the white settler countries of 

the British Empire. 

While the former two chapters examine Cleveland’s anti-

imperialist free trade and its transatlantic repercussions, chapters 7 and 8 

focus on Benjamin Harrison’s imperialist protectionism, the McKinley 

Tariff of 1890, and the British reactions toward the expansionist measures 

of the U.S. Chapter 7, “‘A sea of fire’: the McKinley Tariff and the 

imperialism of economic nationalism, 1889-1893” highlights the role of 

the protectionism’s second wave during the late nineteenth-century. While 

the German Historical School of Economics gained much influence within 

American academia – the establishment of the Wharton School in 1881 is 

                                                      
11 Ibid., 100-105. 
12 Ibid., 130. 
13 Ibid., 141. 
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recognized as evidence of Listian nationalism’s advancement 14 – 

Republicans responded with protectionist trade policies and imperialist 

foreign policy within Congress. The McKinley Tariff of 1890, named after 

the charismatic congressman and future U.S. president William McKinley 

(1843-1901), was the cornerstone of Harrison’s “imperialism of economic 

nationalism” and the “reciprocity” clause that of the McKinley’s 

legislation.15 With the reciprocity provision, the U.S. was able to retaliate 

against incompliant foreign nations and open foreign markets for U.S. 

economic advantage. The global reaction to the “imperialism of 

protectionism” of the U.S., as depicted in Chapter 8, “Free trade in retreat: 

the global impact of the McKinley Tariff upon the British Empire, 1890-

1894” was a tit-for-tat, bringing back protectionist measures with 

equivalent protectionism. The McKinley Tariff ignited demands for 

“imperial unity” across the British colonies. 16  A contemporary 

commentary cited by Palen well explains the fervor brought by the 

American measures of protectionism: “It is not too much to say that the 

shock caused by the McKinley Tariff did more than ten years of Fair Trade 

agitation to bring discredit to the Cobdenite school.” 17 . As much as 

Anglophobia and British “conspiracy” flared up economic nationalism in 

the U.S., fear against U.S. imperialism and “conspiracy” of annexation 

ignited worries in the hearts of the Australians, Canadians, and 

subsequently the whole British Empire. 

Chapter 9, “Republican rapprochement: Cleveland’s free traders, 

Anglo-American relations, and the 1896 presidential elections” sheds light 

on the sudden rebound of Cobdenite cosmopolitans and their eventual 

demise with the Republican Party winning the crucial 1896 presidential 

elections. Again, as in the first presidential term, Cleveland and his free-

trade cabinet overturned protectionist and imperialist policies passed by 

the earlier Republican administration. However, with the Democratic 

nomination going to the Jeffersonian populist William Jennings Bryan 

(1860-1925), the American Cobdenites once again failed to continue its 

momentum.18 The 1896 Presidential election was filled with Anglophobia, 

accusations of “conspiracy,” and hardline economic nationalism. 

Consequently, amidst the dust of electoral campaign, the one who rose 

                                                      
14 Ibid., 178. 
15 Ibid., 189. 
16 The nineteenth-century debate over a closer union of United Kingdom and its settler colonies has 
been widely neglected. For an excellent historical investigation of the subject, see Duncan Bell, The 

Idea of Greater Britain: Empire and the Future of World Order, 1860-1900 (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2011). 
17 Marc-William Palen. The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade, 212. 
18 Ibid., 261. 
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triumphant was no one other than William McKinley. 

For students of imperial history and of U.S. foreign policy, Palen’s 

contrast between “Open Door imperialism” and “imperialism of economic 

nationalism” is subject to much interest. The former term coined by 

William Appleman Williams suggests that, since the expansion of 

American capitalism during the latter half of the nineteenth century, U.S. 

foreign policy continues to target securing foreign markets for its domestic 

surplus production and capital. In line with Marxist theories of economic 

imperialism, Williams and his apostles in the “Wisconsin School” of 

diplomatic history have claimed that free trade is inherently imperialistic, 

which accounts for the continuum stretching from the American Open 

Door Empire to the post-World War II liberal trade order. However, Palen 

challenges the Wisconsin School’s “Open-Door imperial narratives” 19 

claiming that what they are depicting as “imperialism of free trade” is 

actually “imperialism of economic nationalism.” The author’s efforts to 

delineate the Cobdenite cosmopolitans and Listian nationalists and to trace 

their respective genealogies across political factions are aimed at 

debunking the myth of expansionist free-traders versus isolationist-

protectionists. According to TCFT, Listian nationalists have been capable 

of effectively advocating economic integration as much as Cobdenite 

cosmopolitans, since their visions of integration were limited in scope and 

appealing to nationalistic sentiments. Protectionism, in the history of U.S. 

trade politics, was not merely an “anti-globalization” movement. It was, 

claims Palen, a program, which advocated aggressive policy measures to 

advance “counter-hegemonic globalization” or “regionalized 

integration.”20 

With the term “imperialism of economic nationalism,” Palen 

convincingly advances his case to supplant the Wisconsin School’s 

dichotomy between informal and formal imperialisms with his tripartite 

division: informal imperialism, formal imperialism, and non-imperial 

commercial expansionism.21 However, some questions still remain to be 

answered. First, one is still left to inquire about the in-betweens: those who 

oscillated between “imperialism of economic nationalism” and anti-

imperialism of free trade. Why did they change their minds? What aspects 

of the opposing ideas succeeded in convincing some, while failing to do 

so with others? In TCFT, while figures who deserted their original beliefs 

in order to embrace others are numerously introduced, what accounts for 

                                                      
19 Ibid., xxxiii. 
20 Ibid., xxxv. 
21 Ibid., xxxv. 
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their eventual conversion are often mere anecdotes. For instance, a 

disappointing conversation with the era’s leading Listian nationalist Henry 

C. Carey (1793-1879) is sketchily presented as the reason why David A. 

Wells suddenly discarded his protectionist views and decided to become a 

free-trade vanguard, or as contemporaries dubbed him “Cobden of 

America.”22 Moreover, questions still remain over as to what extent the 

author’s own dichotomy of Cobdenite cosmopolitanism and Listian 

nationalism could be accepted. Is each of the “schools” of thought actually 

coherent? Where should the Jeffersonians, such as William Jennings 

Bryan, whom Palen dismisses for the more important Listian-Cobdenite 

debate, be situated? Palen’s justification for reducing the ideological 

terrain into two ideological camps is mainly for explanatory purposes: “to 

acknowledge their complexity without making them needlessly 

complicated.” 23  Nonetheless, intellectual historians who are more 

sensitive to a complexity of ideas are bound to question whether the 

author’s choice holds a danger of overlooking important differences 

among alleged friends and similarities between supposedly opposing foes. 

This, of course, is not an insufficiency in part of the author, but a possible 

point of contact between imperial and intellectual history. 

For the wider audience with interest in global politics, TCFT 

provides an opportunity to rethink the two conventional dichotomies: free 

trade versus protectionism, and economic expansion versus autarky. 

Palen’s central concept, “imperialism of economic nationalism” 

illuminates the oft-neglected aspect of protectionism. Whatever guise it 

may be under – nineteenth-century safeguards against British “conspiracy” 

or today’s rallying cry of “America First” – economic nationalism is 

equally capable of metamorphosing into imperialism. In the face of 

globalization’s failure to deliver equitable prosperity, free trade seems to 

have ceded its moral place to protectionism. The merit of TCFT lies in its 

endeavor to debunk such misunderstandings. Reflecting on the U.S. 

experience during the Gilded Age, the transformation taking place today 

is not a change from free trade to protectionism, but a change from 

commercial expansion to imperialism of economic nationalism. 

                                                      
22 Ibid., 63. 
23 Ibid., xxvi. 
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Economic Interdependence and Peace in East Asia: 

The Role of Regional Organizations 

 

Dongkeun Lee1 

 

This research investigates and describes economic interdependence and regional 

peace in East Asia in the period 1967 to 2016 based on a liberal framework. This 

study seeks to examine how economic interdependence decreases the severity of 

military conflict among ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS member-states. Quantitative 

analysis with regression modeling was used as the primary research methodology, 

and the result suggests that increased economic interdependence is a key driving 

factor of peace among the member-states of ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS. 

Nonetheless, an increased level of democracy does not affect the severity of 

military dispute in East Asia, nor is the intra-regional trade among ASEAN 

countries large enough to contribute to the peace among its member states. This 

paper presents the idea that trade disputes in East Asia would increase the security 

tension among East Asian countries, as the results suggests economic 

interdependence is a key driving factor of regional peace among ASEAN, 

ASEAN+3, and EAS member-states. Since little research on peace in East Asian 

has been conducted through quantitative methodology, this paper would be able to 

uniquely contribute to the richness of the discipline of security studies. 

 

Keywords: Regional Peace, Economic Interdependence, Liberalism, 

ASEAN, ASEAN+3, EAS 

 

Introduction 

2017 marked the 50th anniversary of the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (hereafter ASEAN). Since its foundation in 1967, ASEAN has 

played a major role in Asian economic cooperation as well as security 

cooperation. Moreover, ASEAN is not only performing the role of a 

cooperation hub among its member countries, but for the entire Asia-

Pacific region. In 1997, ASEAN extended its integration range to include 

the Republic of Korea (hereafter ROK), People’s Republic of China 

                                               
1 Dongkeun Lee holds a B.A. in Political Studies and Asian Studies from University of Auckland, 
New Zealand and is expected to graduate from Master of Global Affairs & Policy Program at Yonsei 

University Graduate School of International Studies (GSIS) in August 2018. He is expected to serve 

as an interpretation officer for the Republic of Korea (ROK) Navy from December 2018. His main 
research interests are Asian Security, International Relations Theory and Quantitative Methodology. 

He can be contacted through DK.Lee31@gmail.com. 
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(hereafter PRC) and Japan by establishing ASEAN+3. East Asia Summit 

(hereafter EAS), founded in 2005, includes India, Australia, New Zealand, 

Russia Federation, and the United States of America (hereafter U.S.) as its 

member-states. Expanding its cooperation area through ASEAN, 

ASEAN+3, and EAS clearly show that the Asia-Pacific region is now 

heading towards regional cooperation similar to the European Union 

(hereafter EU). 

Liberal political scientists believe that economic interdependence 

through international organization is one of the key driving factors of 

regional peace. 2  They argue that a high level of economic 

interdependence through international organizations decreases the 

likelihood of military conflict among the member-states due to absolute 

economic gains from free trade. 3  Based on this logic, liberalists 

systemically analyzed peace in Europe after the establishment of the EU. 

Then, what about East Asia after the establishment of ASEAN, ASEAN+3, 

and EAS? There is no clear answer to this question and academic debate 

is still ongoing. Some scholars argue that East Asia has been somewhat 

peaceful following the establishment of international organizations such 

as ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS.4 On the other hand, there is a group of 

scholars who claim that regional peace has not been settled in East Asia. 

They argue that East Asia is much fragmented than Europe, so economic 

cooperation through international organizations is not enough to stimulate 

regional peace.5 

This research seeks to answer the question of regional peace in 

East Asia based on the theoretical framework of liberalism in the period 

1967-2016. As previously mentioned, 1967 is the year that ASEAN, the 

very first regional organization in East Asia, was founded, and this 

research tries to investigate the impact of international organizations on 

regional peace from 1967. Due to lack of reliable data for 2017 and 2018, 

                                               
2 Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 8. 
3 Dale C. Copeland, Economic Interdependence and War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2015), 18-23. 
4 Benjamin E. Goldsmith, “A Liberal Peace in Asia?” Journal of Peace Research 44, no. 1 (2007): 
5-27. See also Xinbo Wu, “The Spillover Effect of the ASEAN Plus Three Process on East Asian 

Security,” in The Nexus of Economics, Security, and International Relations in East Asia, eds. Avery 

Goldstein and Edward D. Mansfield (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2012), 96-119. 
5 Aaron L. Friedberg, “Ripe for Rivalry: Prospects for Peace in a Multipolar Asia,” International 

Security 18, no. 3 (1994): 5-33. See also Barry Buzan and Gerald Segal, “Rethinking East Asian 

Security,” Survival 36, no. 2 (1994): 3-21. 
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the period chosen was therefore the 1967 to 2016 period. One of the main 

purposes of ASEAN is to promote regional peace through economic 

cooperation.6 To figure out whether the founding principle of ASEAN has 

been achieved or not, it would be appropriate to conduct research with the 

theoretical framework of liberalism, as liberalism explores the 

intersections between economic interdependence and security tensions.7 

Based on that framework, this paper asserts that East Asia became more 

peaceful due to increased intra-regional trade through international 

organizations. The research has been mainly conducted through 

quantitative methods with statistical modeling. By figuring out the 

correlation between the intra-regional trade volume and the severity of 

military conflicts, it concludes that regional peace in East Asia is a 

continuing process with some achievements thus far.  

The next section reviews a number of previous studies on the topic. 

The subsequent part details the methodology and statistical modeling. The 

paper will then examine the results and discuss the implications of the 

findings.  

 

Literature Review 

Liberalism 

Liberalism is one of the major schools of international relations theory. 

Unlike realist scholars, liberalists believe that economic interdependence 

is a key driving factor for peace. According to these scholars, mutual 

economic prosperity is the basis for a negative correlation between 

economic interdependence and military disputes. Obviously, if two highly 

economically interdependent states wage war against each other, their 

prosperity would be threatened. 8  Therefore, increasing the degree of 

economic interdependence decreases the likelihood that the countries 

declare war against each other. Other than economic interdependence, 

liberal scholars also consider democracy and the presence of international 

organization as important driving factors of peace. Among them, there is 

a belief that democratic countries tend to be more peaceful than 

                                               
6 “The ASEAN Declaration (Bangkok Declaration) Bangkok, 8 August 1967,” ASEAN Secretariat, 

accessed August 30, 2018, http://asean.org/the-asean-declaration-bangkok-declaration-bangkok-8-

august-1967/. 
7 Copeland, Economic Interdependence and War, 18-23. 
8 Helen V. Milner, Resisting Protectionism: Global Industries and the Politics of International 

Trade (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 290-302. 
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authoritarian governments. 9  Also, they believe that the presence of 

international organizations can help states overcome their self-interested 

behaviors. Normally, by foregoing immediate gains, member states can 

enjoy greater benefits by cooperating through international 

organizations.10 

 

Cooperation Optimists 

When scholars claim that there exists a spill-over effect from economic 

cooperation towards regional peace, they mainly refer to liberalism as their 

theoretical framework. According to their arguments, East Asia has been 

economically integrated sufficiently enough to facilitate security 

cooperation. One such scholar is Wu, who especially focuses on the case 

of ASEAN+3 to examine the diminished security tension due to increased 

economic interdependence. According to Wu, institutionalized economic 

cooperation through ASEAN+3 has facilitated cooperation on non-

traditional security problems.11 

Goldsmith is another scholar who claims that Asia has become 

more peaceful after its strengthened economic interdependence. By testing 

models through multivariate regressions, he demonstrated a negative 

correlation between economic interdependence and military dispute 

among Asian countries. In his model, he included all the Asian countries 

to figure out the impact of economic interdependence on military dispute. 

However, due to the sample size, his research was not sufficient to evaluate 

the spillover effect of economic interdependence among ASEAN, 

ASEAN+3, and EAS member-states toward regional peace.12 

 

Cooperation Pessimists 

Pessimist scholarship on regional peace in East Asia are mostly based on 

the realist theoretical perspective. Unlike liberal scholars, realists are 

skeptical of the correlation between economic interdependence and peace. 

According to their point of view, peace is maintained through the power 

balance between nations, arguing that unipolar and bipolar systems are the 

most stable.13 

                                               
9 Bruce Russet, Grasping the Democratic Peace (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 72-

94. 
10 Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye, Jr., Power & Interdependence (Boston: Longman 
Classics, 2014), 263. 
11 Wu, “The Spillover Effect of the ASEAN Plus Three Process on East Asian Security,” 96-119. 
12 Goldsmith, “A Liberal Peace in Asia?” 5-27. 
13 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading: Addison-Wesley Publishing 

Company, 1979), 129-160. 
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Friedberg is a typical realist scholar who asserts that East Asia 

cannot enjoy regional peace due to its diversity and fragmentation. In spite 

of his realist perspective, he agrees that regional peace can be achieved 

through strengthened economic interdependence and improved level of 

democracy. European peace is to him a typical example of a liberalist idea 

of peace. However, he claims that liberalist theorizations cannot be applied 

to the Asian case. First of all, Asian democracy is not as mature as 

European democracy. Only Australia, New Zealand, and Japan can be 

considered as fully democratic countries, so democratic peace cannot be 

achieved in Asia. Secondly, inter-Asian trade is not as significant as in 

Europe. With example of those two factors, Friedberg argues that regional 

peace in East Asia cannot be attained.14 

Buzan and Segal are also skeptical with regards to a potential 

peace in Asia. They point to the escalation of military spending and the 

increased likelihood of an arms race as possible indicators of a potential 

large-scale war in Asia. Another big challenge in Asia, they argue, is the 

lack of multilateral security organization. In Europe, there are a number of 

security arrangements, not least the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO), a multilateral security pact which increases the transparency of 

European security. However, no such institution exists in East Asia, and, 

as such, the risk of war in East Asia is much higher than Europe.15 

This essay seeks to answer some of the questions raised by this 

body of literature. Has increased trade volume and democracy diminished 

the severity of regional military disputes? Or, in contrast to the optimists’ 

idea, is the liberalist theories not applicable to the East Asian case? Before 

answering these questions, components of the statistical modeling used in 

this paper will be detailed. 

 

Research Methodology and Data Collection 

Hypotheses 

Based on the theoretical framework of liberalism, this research sets a null-

hypothesis and two working hypotheses: 

 

H0: Intra-regional trade volumes and levels of 

democracy have no impact on severity of military 

dispute 

                                               
14 Friedberg, “Ripe for Rivalry: Prospects for Peace in a Multipolar Asia,” 5-33. 
15 Buzan and Segal, “Rethinking East Asian Security,” 3-21. 
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H1: Intra-regional trade volumes and severity of 

military disputes share a negative correlation 

H2: Democracy levels and severity of military 

disputes share a negative correlation 

 

According to liberal scholars, economic interdependence and 

mutual democracy through international organizations are key driving 

factors of peace. However, much of the conventional liberal research was 

conducted based on the Western European case, and they often neglected 

East Asian case studies. Especially, the viability of liberal peace in East 

Asia became of one of the most controversial topics after the establishment 

of East Asian regional organizations such as ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and 

EAS. Based on previous studies, this research anticipates that increased 

intra-regional trade volumes and democracy levels would decrease the 

severity of military clashes among ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS 

member-states. If those hypotheses are confirmed, we can assert that East 

Asian peace has been achieved due to regional organizations. However, if 

they lack statistical significance, we will instead argue that liberal peace 

in East Asia is not visible through these metrics. 

 

Terminology: East Asia 

Unlike the notion of Europe, the boundaries of East Asia is uncertain and 

very flexible. In fact, the boundaries of East Asia differ depending on what 

countries that researchers refer to.16  In this research, East Asia or Asia 

refers to the region composed of ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS member-

states. Geographically, among the EAS member-states, the U.S. is not a 

part of Asia. Nonetheless, there is an academic discourse with regards to 

the role of U.S. in Asian integration and many academics agree that the 

U.S. is a key player in these processes.17  In fact, the Kuala Lumpur 

Declaration mentions that the goal of EAS is to promote regional peace 

among its member-states, and the U.S. is undeniably a member of EAS.18 

Thus, rather than excluding the U.S. from regional security cooperation 

initiatives, it would be appropriate to consider it one of the Asian states for 

the purposes of this paper. 

                                               
16 T. J. Pempel, “Introduction: Emerging Webs of Regional Connectedness,” in Remapping East 
Asia, edited by T. J. Pempel (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005), 1-28. 
17 Samuel R. Berger, “The US stake in greater Asian integration,” Global Asia 1, no. 1 (2006): 25-

27. See also Thomas J. Christensen, The China Challenge: Shaping the Choices of a Rising Power 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 2015), 63-94. 
18 EAS, “Kuala Lumpur Declaration on the East Asia Summit Kuala Lumpur.” 
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Statistical Modeling 

I carefully designed three different statistical tests to explore the 

relationship between two main independent variables (intra-regional trade 

volume and the level of democracy) and one dependent variable (the 

severity of military dispute each year). Political scientists often consider 

the severity and number of military disputes between nation states as a 

measure of peace. There are several scholars who refer to less harshness 

and lower frequency of military disputes among European nations as an 

indicator of regional peace in Europe.19 

Each model analyses the impact of trade volume and democracy 

on military dispute in ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS. By generating three 

different models, it is possible to compare the degree of regional 

integration with the size of the organizations.  

As ASEAN was first established in 1967, the models consider 

each year from 1967 as a unit of analysis. By counting each year from 

1967 up to 2016, there are 50 cases in total. Thus, the variables in the 

model are all year-based data. 

In order to measure the severity of military conflicts between 

Asian states, I decided to measure the number of fatalities from military 

disputes. Peace Research Institute Oslo (hereafter PRIO)’s Battle Deaths 

Dataset is one of the main databases used for my statistical research. 

PRIO’s Battle Deaths Dataset provides statistics on worldwide battle 

deaths from 1946 to 2008.  For the purposes of this research, I extracted 

the number of fatalities from battles amongst ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and 

EAS countries. 

Even though PRIO’s Battle Deaths Database contains well-

organized data, it does not cover every single dispute among East Asian 

countries. To overcome the limitations of PRIO’s dataset, I sourced data 

from the Militarized Interstate Disputes (MID) dataset from the Correlates 

of War (hereafter COW) project. The COW project covers military 

disputes in the entire world from 1816 to 2010, so I extracted military 

deaths from disputes among Asian countries from 1964 to 2010. Still, the 

fatality dataset is not complete as those two databases only provide data 

up to 2010, meaning that the period 2011-2016 is unaccounted for. To fill 

in this six-years gap, I finally referred to the Uppsala Conflict Data 

Program. Since the Uppsala Conflict Data Program covers the entire 

                                               
19 Friedberg, “Ripe for Rivalry: Prospects for Peace in a Multipolar Asia,” 5-33. See also, Morten 
Kelstrup and Michael Charles Williams, International Relations Theory and the Politics of European 

Integration: Power, Security, and Community (London: Routledge, 2000), 1-13. 



Economic Interdependence and Peace in East Asia                    Lee 

18  © 2018 SNU Journal of International Affairs 

militarized conflict all over the world from 1976 up to 2016, I drew out 

the inter-state dispute among Asian states to meet the needs of my research.  

Trade volume data was extracted from the International Monetary 

Fund (hereafter IMF) database.  To measure intra-regional trade volume, 

I calculated the percentage of intra-Asian trade amount from total trade 

volume of ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS member states (Intra-regional 

Trade Volume / Sum of ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS trade volume). 

Figure 1 shows my calculation on intra-Asian trade among ASEAN, 

ASEAN+3, and EAS members. To measure the level of democracy, I 

referred to the Polity 4 Project operated by The Center for System Peace 

(hereafter CSP).20  Polity 4 data examines the level of democracy on a 

scale from negative ten to positive ten points. Negative ten points signify 

the most authoritarian government and positive ten points indicate a 

completely democratic country. I calculated the average democracy level 

of ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS member-states from 1967 to 2016. The 

dataset covers democracy level of all the member-states of ASEAN, 

ASEAN+3, and EAS, measured on a yearly interval. It is especially 

important to measure average values of democracy since liberalists believe 

mutual democracy decreases security tensions between nations. According 

to their logic, liberal peace is not a unilateral but rather a dyadic concept. 

Even though democratic countries do not wage war against each other, 

they still declare the war against non-democratic countries.21  Thus, by 

following the liberal logic, spread of democracy is one of the best ways to 

decrease the likelihood of military clashes among nations. The average 

level of ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS is one indicator that would 

demonstrate the spread of democracy among the member-states of these 

regional organizations. Figure 2 shows the variations of regional 

democracy levels from 1967 to 2016. 

In addition to the independent and dependent variables, three 

different control variables were also added. These control variables are (1) 

absolute GDP in current USD (hereafter GDP), (2) military burdens 

(percentage share of military expenditure of national GDP in current USD) 

                                               
20 Polity 4 Project calculates the level of democracy based on the structures of political participation 

and legitimation. The operational indicator of democracy is derived from the competitiveness of 
political participation, the openness and competitiveness of executive recruitment, and constraints on 

the chief executive. For detail, please see Monty G. Marshall, Ted Robert Gurr, and Keith Jaggers, 

“PolityTM IV Project: Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions, 1800-2016, Dataset Users’ 
Manual,” 14-15, accessed via: http://www.systemicpeace.org/inscrdata.html. 
21 Russet, Graping the Democratic Peace, 11-23. 
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FIGURE 1. Intra-Regional Trade (EAS, ASEAN + 3, ASEAN). Source: 

International Monetary Fund’s Direction of Trade Statistics, graph made 

by author.22 NOTE: Intra-regional trade was calculated as the percentage 

of total trade. 

 

 

FIGURE 2. Level of Democracy (ASEAN, ASEAN + 3, EAS). Source: 

The Center for Systemic Peace’s Polity 4 Project, graph made by author.23 

NOTE: Average democracy level of member states. 

 

                                               
22 “Directions of Trade Statistics,” International Monetary Fund (IMF), accessed via: 

http://data.imf.org/?sk=388DFA60-1D26-4ADE-B505-A05A558D9A42&sId=1479329132316. 
23 Monty G. Marshall and Ted Robert Gurr, “Polity IV Project: Political Regimes Characteristics 

and Transitions,” accessed via: http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4.htm. 
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FIGURE 3. GDP (% of World GDP). Source: World Bank’s GDP 

(Current US$), graph made by author.24 

 

and (3) the total number of disputes. The idea that more economically 

developed states are more reluctant to participate in wars has already been 

proven by a number of political scientists. In fact, due to increased 

production levels, many developed countries arm themselves with more 

sophisticated weaponry. Eventually, war which include developed 

countries has become much costlier compared to conventional warfare 

before industrialization.25 I calculated the percentage share of East Asian 

GDP of world GDP as a control variable in my model. National GDP data 

was extracted from World Bank data. Figure 3 shows the change of 

ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS GDP. 

Relative power is also another important factor and is particularly 

emphasized in realist discourse. Rather than measuring the absolute value 

of military expenditure, realist scholars put more emphasis on the 

percentage share of military budget of national GDP.26 A high military 

burden often indicates that a nation is facing a serious security threat.27 

My data on military burden was extracted from the Stockholm  

                                               
24 “National accounts data GDP (Current US$),” World Bank, accessed via: 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD. 
25 Friedberg, “Ripe for Rivalry: Prospects for Peace in a Multipolar Asia,” 5-33. 
26 Wuyi Omitoogun, “Military Expenditure and Conflict in Africa,” DPMN Bulletin 8, no. 1 (2001): 

1-10. 
27 P. J. Dunne and Sam Perlo-Freeman, “The demand for military spending in developing countries: 

A dynamic panel analysis,” Defence and Peace Economics 14, no. 6 (2003): 461-474. 
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FIGURE 4. Military Burden (Military Expenditure / GDP). Source: 

SIPRI’s Military Expenditure Database, graph made by author.28 

 

International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) and is displayed in figure 4. 

Lastly, the total number of disputes was extracted from the COW  

database. 29  An increased number of military disputes is supposed to 

accompany higher fatalities, so it is added as one of my control variables. 

In summary, there are two independent variables in the model: (1) 

intra-regional trade volume of East Asia and (2) East Asian democracy 

level. The percentage of intra-Asian trade volume from total trade volume 

of ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS member-states (Intra-regional Trade 

Volume / Sum of ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS trade volume) was used 

as an indicator of intra-regional trade volume. The average value of East 

Asian democracy extracted from the Polity 4 Project was used as an 

indicator of democracy. There are three control variables: (1) absolute 

GDP in current USD, as extracted from the World Bank database; (2) 

military burden statistics extracted from SIPRI’s dataset; and (3) the 

number of military clashes as extracted from the COW dataset. The 

percentage share of military expenditure of national GDP was used as an 

indicator of military burden. 

With the merged database, I performed a regression analysis to 

investigate the relationship between each independent variable and the 

                                               
28 “SIPRI Military Expenditure Database,” Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 

(SIPRI), accessed via: https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/SIPRI-Milex-data-1949-2016.xlsx 
29 The Correlates of War Project, “Militarized Interstate Dispute Data.” 
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severity of military disputes among ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS 

member-states. For statistical modeling, the two-step Prais-Winsten 

feasible generalized square (hereafter FGLS) autoregressive model was 

used.30  The basis of the modeling is time-series data which covers the 

period from 1967 to 2016. To perform Ordinary Least Square (hereafter 

OLS) modeling with time-series data, there should be no serial correlation 

issues within the dataset. However, after running Durbin-Watson’s 

alternative test, I discovered an auto-correlation, so a basic assumption of 

OLS is violated.31 Thus, rather than using OLS modeling, the statistical 

tests were conducted with the two-step Prais-Winsten FGLS model, which 

can successfully correct the serial-correlation issue. 

 

Findings 

Table 1 is a result of three different FGLS models pertaining to regional 

peace of ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS. Interestingly, the outcome 

suggests that the ASEAN model is not statistically significant, which 

would indicate that peace among its member-states is not as significant as 

ASEAN+3 and EAS. For the ASEAN+3 and EAS models, intra-regional 

trade volume is the only statistically significant independent variable. 

Furthermore, trade volume has a stronger significance in the case of EAS 

compared to ASEAN+3. Level of democracy and the control variables are 

not statistically significant in any of the models. Overall, the result shows 

that trade volume is a key driving factor of regional peace among 

ASEAN+3 and EAS member-states. Based on the result, these results 

would support the partial rejection of the null hypothesis and the 

acceptance of the first research hypothesis. However, the second research 

hypothesis, concerning the effect of democracy on peace, is rejected due 

to the lacking statistical significance of the relationship between the level 

of democracy and the severity of military disputes.32 

 

                                               
30 Under normal circumstances, the Ordinary Least Square (OLS) regression model is known as the 
preferred unbiased estimator for statistical analysis. However, if the model covers multiple time 

periods, statistical analysis will be skewed due to a certain time effect within the model (It is known 

as the serial correlation or auto-correlation issue). The Prais-Winsten Feasible Generalized Square 
(FGLS) model is known as one of the best models to minimize this issue in time-series dataset. For 

detail of the two models, please see Jeffrey Wooldridge, Introductory Econometrics: A Modern 

Approach (Singapore: Cengage Learning Asia Pte Ltd, 2016), 311-400. 
31 Durbin-Watson’s alternative test figures out the serial correlation issue within the regression 

model. For detail of this test, please see Wooldridge, Introductory Econometrics: A Modern 

Approach, 378-379. 
32 The statistical error of the GDP variable in my ASEAN model and Military Burden variables 

across my models are especially high due to the small sample. 
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TABLE 1. Multivariate regression model on number of military personnel 

killed in battle (FGLS)  

 

 

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses, Stata 14.2 was used for 

inference. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.  

 

Discussion: Political Integration of ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS 

ASEAN 

As the findings suggest, regional peace in ASEAN has not been achieved, 

and the liberalist idea of international relations theory cannot as such be 

applied to the case of ASEAN. The most interesting finding here is that 

the relationship between trade volume and peace had no statistical 

significance in this region. ASEAN faces two significant challenges in 

achieving regional peace, the biggest of which is the lack of sufficient 

economic interdependence among ASEAN member-states. Figure 5 

shows the variations of intra-regional trade among ASEAN states. 

In 1967, when ASEAN was established, its intra-regional trade 

 
ASEAN  ASEAN + 3  EAS  

Constant  17.91*  

(8.162)  

32.41***  

(7.543)  

38.71***  

(10.09)  

Trade  -42.38  

(29.54)  

-64.67**  

(19.75)  

-91.6***  

(16.52)  

Democracy  0.367  

(0.49)  

-0.277  

(0.469)  

-0.182  

(0.564)  

Controls  
   

Disputes  -0.218  

(0.252)  

0.117  

(0.181)  

0.039  

(0.114)  

GDP  -265.291  

(177.9)  

-21.95  

(19.66)  

16.75  

(16.48)  

Military Burden -4.168  

(135.2)  

-118.07  

(126.97)  

-105.7  

(128.8)  

Observations  50  50  50  

Countries  10  13  18  

F-test  2.3  18.91***  21.04***  

R-Squared  0.207  0.682  0.705  
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FIGURE 5. Intra-ASEAN Trade. Source: International Monetary Fund’s 

Direction of Trade Statistics, graph made by author. 33  NOTE: Intra-

ASEAN trade was calculated as the percentage of total trade. 

 

used to be around 15% of member-states’ total external trade volume. 

However, in the last 50 years, intra-ASEAN trade only reached 23% in 

2016. Compared to ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS have much larger intra-

regional trade volumes. In 2016, the intra-ASEAN+3 trade volume 

covered about 38.4% of its total trade and intra-EAS trade volume covered 

about 50.2% of its total trade volume. Also, the increments of intra-

regional trade volume increases are important to consider. The intra-

regional trade volume of ASEAN+3 and EAS increased about 15 

percentage points in the last 50 years meanwhile intra-ASEAN trade 

volume increased less than ten percentage points in that same period.34  

The other obstacle that ASEAN is facing is the multipolar regional 

structure. By excluding China and the U.S., ASEAN is a multipolar region 

without a distinct regional hegemony. According to the realist 

international relations theorists, a multipolar order is much more 

vulnerable to conflict than unipolar and bipolar systems. According to 

their arguments, if the power is equally distributed among a substantial 

number of states, the chances of a severe arms race will be significantly 

higher. “If country A wanted at least to keep its proportionate lead against 

each of its rivals, it would have to maintain its level in an exponentially 

                                               
33 International Monetary Fund, “Directions of Trade Statistics.” 
34 International Monetary Fund, “Directions of Trade Statistics.” 
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growing arms race with the most quickly growing of these rivals, because 

this would automatically increase its lead over all the rest.”35  Border 

skirmishers amongst ASEAN member-states is still a common type of 

military clashes in the 21st century. The Cambodian-Thai border dispute 

between 2008 and 2011 is one of many such examples of conventional 

military conflicts. During the four-year battle, 41 people, including both 

military personnel and civilians, were killed.36 It clearly shows the failure 

of regional peace under multipolar order in Southeast Asia. 

 

ASEAN+3 & EAS 

The intra-regional trade volumes successfully stimulated regional peace in 

the ASEAN+3 and EAS regions. Increases of trade decreased the severity 

of military conflict amongst ASEAN+3 and EAS member-states. 

Economic interdependence among Asian countries through ASEAN+3 

and EAS provides economic prosperity for all the member-states. As seen 

in figure 3, their percentage share of world GDP is increasing very rapidly 

while the percentage share of ASEAN GDP has been increasing very 

slowly. Ultimately, ASEAN+3 and EAS states avoided conflict in order to 

enjoy economic prosperity through regional cooperation. 

The South China Sea conflict would be a counterexample against 

regional peace in Asia. However, even though this is a tense conflict, no 

military fatality has occurred as a result of the military conflict.37 It shows 

that even though China is claiming South China Sea as its territorial water, 

it tries to minimize military fatalities as it would impact the economic 

prosperity of the region. 

Unipolar and bipolar orders among ASEAN+3 and EAS are also 

important driving factors of peace in Asia. China is obviously a central 

power among ASEAN+3 member-states so ASEAN+3 can be examined 

as a unipolar system. The case of EAS can be analyzed as a bipolar order 

as it includes both China and the U.S. As previously mentioned, unipolar 

and bipolar orders are much more stable system than any multipolar 

order.38 Thus, peace under ASEAN+3 and EAS can be maintained with 

greater ease when compared with ASEAN. 

 

                                               
35 Karl W. Deutsch and J. David Singer, “Multipolar Power Systems and International Stability,” 

World Politics 16, no. 3 (1964): 390-406. 
36 “Thai-Cambodia border clashes claim life.”, Al Jazeera, accessed May 3, 2011. 
37 Allansson, Melander and Themner, “Organized Violence, 1986-2016,” 574-587. 
38 Deutsch and Singer, “Multipolar Power Systems and International Stability,” 390-406. 
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FIGURE 6. GDP (% of World GDP). Source: World Bank’s GDP (Current 

US$), graph made by author.39 

 

Failure of democratic peace in Asia 

As the findings suggest, democratic peace is not statistically plausible for 

all the three cases of regional cooperation. What differentiates regional 

cooperation in Asia from Europe is the dominance of economy and 

economic interdependence. In fact, many Southeast Asian countries 

remain non-democratic.40 This is also the case for China and Russia. T. J. 

Pempel claims that peace in Asia only through economic interdependence 

should be understood as Asia’s unique feature. According to him, Asia is 

heading to a different peace system than European case, and the European 

model should therefore not be applied to the Asian case.41 Can peace in 

East Asia at all be accurately examined through conventional international 

relations theories? This question would be an interesting starting point for 

further research. 

 

Conclusion 

The findings of this research suggest that increased trade volumes 

contribute to regional peace, though improved democracy does not. The 

three different models show that the realist power balance concept 

concerning unipolar, bipolar and multipolar (in)stability appropriately 

describes East Asian dynamics. Overall, East Asia has become more 

                                               
39 The World Bank, “GDP (Current US$).” 
40 Erik Martinez Kuhonta, “Walking a tightrope: democracy versus sovereignty in ASEAN’s 
illiberal peace,” The Pacific Review 19, no. 3 (2006): 337-358. 
41 Pempel, “Introduction: Emerging Webs of Regional Connectedness,” 1-28. 
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peaceful after the establishment of regional organizations, but its impact 

is not as strong as is the case in Europe. 

Since results suggest that liberal peace analysis is partially 

applicable to East Asia, we can also argue that conventional knowledge 

derived from Western Europe can also be applied to East Asia. This 

academic endeavor is especially important since it would contribute to the 

connection between conventional Western experience-based wisdom and 

East Asian cases. 

However, there are several limitations in the research design. The 

largest limitation is an overgeneralization of the statistical results. The 

research analyzed yearly-based time-series data and did not consider 

dyadic international relations among ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS 

member-states. If further research could utilize a panel dataset of dyadic 

military clashes among ASEAN, ASEAN+3, and EAS member states, the 

research sample and validity of research will be more appropriate. A 

second issue is the lack of detailed case studies due to this paper’s focus 

on quantitative research methods. Even though quantitative research can 

suggest overall generalization of liberal peace in East Asia, there are 

number of exceptions. If further research could cover precise case studies 

through qualitative methodology, it would widen the understanding of the 

exceptions to liberal peace in East Asia. 

A potential obstacle for further regional peace is the U.S.-China 

trade dispute that was initiated in July 2018. An intensified conflict 

between the two economic giants would potentially force other Asian 

nations to choose which side they support. Such a two-sided trade dispute 

will decrease the economic interdependence between East Asian nations 

and even harm the security transparency between them. 

Minor economic powers in East Asia should strengthen economic 

ties among themselves to prevent disintegration of East Asia. The recent 

diplomatic endeavor of President Moon Jae-in is a good example of an 

attempt to avoid economic disintegration between these countries. He 

announced that South Korea would seek to improve diplomatic ties 

between ASEAN and South Korea so that this relationship is at the same 

level as the relationship between South Korea and U.S., Russia, Japan, and 

China.42 His positive attitude toward ASEAN would potentially increase 

the economic interdependence among East Asian countries, which in turn 

                                               
42 “Moon pledges increased cooperation with ASEAN, joint efforts to build peace,” Yonhap News, 
November 13, 2017, 

http://english.yonhapnews.co.kr/news/2017/11/13/0200000000AEN20171113005000315.html. 
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would facilitate the maintenance of the regional peace among ASEAN, 

ASEAN+3, and EAS member-states. 
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Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy:  

Accurate Diagnosis, Imperfect Prescription 

 

Taehwa Hong1 

 

In his landmark book The End of History and the Last Man, political philosopher 

Francis Fukuyama contended that the end of the Cold War marked the end of this 

ideological battle in mankind’s history. Liberal democracy had prevailed as the final 

ideological stage of human evolution, and although there would be sporadic, regional 

tyranny and authoritarianism, the global trend would overwhelmingly head towards 

Western-style democracy. However, the 21st century witnessed a seemingly 

unsustainable governance model in China, where the economy is largely liberalized 

but political power remains in the hands of the Communist Party. Two decades after 

exponential economic growth, Beijing has risen as a powerhouse that contends 

American hegemony both geopolitically and ideologically. Systemic failures of 

popular democracy, from the chaotic Arab Spring in the Middle East to the alleged 

Russian interference in the U.S. Presidential election, buttress the Chinese challenge 

to the Post-World War II liberal order. So far, the American response to China’s rise 

has been limited by aspirations for cooperation. With China’s growing influence on 

virtually every continent, the Trump Administration’s Free and Open Indo Pacific 

Strategy provides a strong framework to curb China’s ambition. However, the 

strategy needs to maintain room for areas of cooperation. It would be in 

Washington’s interest to bolster key alliances and partnerships on trade, maritime 

dispute, and preservation of the liberal order. The dynamic between Washington and 

Beijing is arguably the most important bilateral relationship of the century, and the 

FOIP strategy will greatly shape their great power relations for years to come. 

 

Keywords: Indo-Pacific Strategy, China’s rise, Trump administration, 

Trade War, North Korea, East Asia, Belt and Road Initiative, Japan, 

India, Australia, Korea  

 

Introduction 

In March 2018, the renowned international relations magazine Foreign 

Policy’s top trending article read: “Beijing’s Threats Against Taiwan Are 

Deadly Serious.” In the article, the writer contended that Chinese leaders 

are seriously considering a military takeover of Taiwan, as reunification 

                                                       
1 Taehwa Hong is an International Relations student at Stanford University and Asia Times opinion 
writer. His works have been featured in The Business Times, The Huffington Post, WorldPost, The 

Peninsula, and YaleGlobal. His research focuses on East Asia and the Middle East. 
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would be key to sustaining China’s rise.2 A clash in the Taiwan strait could 

potentially drag American naval assets into the scene, escalating into a 

superpower conflict. Just ten years ago, a Sino-American conflict over 

Taiwan was significantly less intense; Washington respected the “One 

China” doctrine, refraining from sending high-level officials to Taiwan.3 

China, despite relentlessly calling for Taiwan to bend under Beijing’s 

control, was less assertive with this claim. In the intervening decade, China 

proclaimed its ambition to establish “new great power relations”4  and 

realize the “Chinese Dream” of reemerging as a major powerhouse. 5 

Beijing became more aggressive in the South China Sea, where it is 

currently involved in territorial disputes with a number of regional 

countries.  

In January 2017, Donald Trump was inaugurated as the President 

of the United States. The Trump administration from the beginning made 

it clear it would work to diminish the trade deficit vis a vis China.6 The 

2017 National Security Strategy explicitly called out China as a 

“revisionist state” bent on challenging American values and leadership 

abroad.7 In November 2017, President Trump laid out his Free and Open 

Indo Pacific (FOIP) strategy in the APEC summit meeting held in 

Vietnam.8 While checking China’s rise is not its sole objective, the Indo 

Pacific Strategy is widely seen as a response to China’s increasingly 

aggressive posture in the region and a roadmap to maintain American 

hegemony. It is also a replacement of the Obama administration’s Pivot to 

Asia strategy, which put more emphasis on cooperation with China than 

                                                       
2 Derek Grossman, “Beijing's Threats Against Taiwan Are Deadly Serious,” Foreign Policy, May 22, 

2018, accessed June 23, 2018, http://foreignpolicy.com/2018/05/22/beijings-threats-against-taiwan-
are-deadly-serious/. 
3 Ryan Hass and Evan S. Medeiros, “Don't Squeeze Taiwan,” Brookings, February 7, 2018, accessed 

June 23, 2018, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/02/07/dont-squeeze-taiwan 
4 N. Janardhan, “Is China Forging a New Tripolar World Order?” The Diplomat, April 25, 2018, 

accessed June 23, 2018, https://thediplomat.com/2018/04/is-china-forging-a-new-tripolar-world-

order/. 
5 Robert Lawrence Kuhn, “Opinion | Xi Jinping's Chinese Dream,” The New York Times, June 4, 

2013, accessed June 23, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/05/opinion/global/xi-jinpings-

chinese-dream.html. 
6 David J. Lynch, “Trump Said He'd Shrink the Trade Deficit with China. It Just Hit a Record High,” 

The Washington Post, February 6, 2018, accessed June 23, 2018, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2018/02/06/trump-said-hed-shrink-the-trade-
deficit-with-china-it-just-hit-a-record-high/?utm_term=.826b060a9e2f. 
7 Josh Rogin, “Opinion | Trump's National Security Strategy Marks a Hawkish Turn on China,” The 

Washington Post, December 18, 2017, accessed June 23, 2018, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/josh-rogin/wp/2017/12/18/trumps-national-security-strategy-

marks-a-hawkish-turn-on-china/. 
8 “Remarks by President Trump at APEC CEO Summit,” The White House, November 10, 2017, 
accessed June 23, 2018, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-

apec-ceo-summit-da-nang-vietnam/. 
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the FOIP strategy does.9 It is important to acknowledge that the FOIP 

strategy is an initiative in progress and a full assessment of the strategy 

will be contingent on the events that will unfold in coming years. 

Nonetheless, it would be worthwhile to assess the prospect of the initiative 

and recommend adjustments where necessary. Using two main criteria—

effectiveness in restraining China’s expansion and enhancement of 

America’s own standing—this paper argues that the FOIP strategy 

requires major rearrangements to be more effective. The FOIP strategy 

correctly acknowledges the dangerous nature of Chinese expansion and 

the key elements to counterbalance it, such as the role of India and a strong 

coalition. However, the strategy ultimately puts America and China on a 

collision course, alienating U.S. allies in the process.  

In recent years, there has been much optimism in the literature 

regarding the U.S.-China rivalry. In their essay “Ties That Bind: Strategic 

Stability In the U.S.-China Relationship,” Thomas Fingar and Fan Jishe 

lay out the most representative optimism. They argue that the great power 

rivalry is a major perception problem rather than an inevitable clash of 

interests, and that the two powers share more common interests, most 

notably mutual vulnerability and extensive economic interdependence. 

They caution against “realist fatalism,” whereby rivalling nations 

complete a self-fulfilling prophecy by misinterpreting each other’s 

motives. There is widespread Chinese “suspicion” that the U.S. is 

determined to contain its rise and a reciprocal “concern” in the U.S. that 

China is trying to displace America as the leading world power. In the 

same vein, many Chinese experts reflexively interpret “any action by the 

U.S. that could have adverse impact on China” as having been designed 

“specifically for that purpose.” In their view, Beijing seems to strongly 

believe that Washington intends to bring it to its knees before China 

becomes too strong; these convictions—that conflict is inevitable—in fact 

makes it more probable, when in actuality a collision of interests can be 

managed with caution and diplomatic dexterity. Fingar and Fan therefore 

argue that the U.S. and China need to increase communication to lower 

the probability of unwanted conflicts as well as work to maximize 

mutually beneficial arrangements rather than seek to confront each other.10 

                                                       
9 “Trump's Indo-Pacific Vision: A Solid Idea, Hard to Pull off,” Aspenia Online, February 19, 2018, 

accessed June 23, 2018, http://www.aspeninstitute.it/aspenia-online/article/trumps-indo-pacific-
vision-solid-idea-hard-pull. 

 
10 Thomas Fingar and Fan Jishe, “Ties That Bind: Strategic Stability in the U.S.–China 
Relationship,” The Washington Quarterly 36, no. 4 (2013): 125-138. doi: 

10.1080/0163660x.2013.861718. 
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However, China has clearly become America’s contender for 

global hegemony—economically, politically and ideologically. Their 

interests are increasingly zero-sum, at least from a long-term perspective. 

While China greatly benefitted from the postwar liberal economic order, 

it seems to be more than willing to deconstruct the system to its advantage. 

Beijing repeatedly resorts to currency manipulation for exports,11 acquires 

advanced technology by forcing American companies to transfer propriety 

technology to Chinese ventures or through intellectual theft,12 and heavily 

subsidizes strategic industries such as artificial intelligence.13 The Trump 

administration even suggests it was a grave mistake for the U.S. to accept 

China as a member of the World Trade Organization in 2001.14 In the same 

vein, Beijing’s much acclaimed Made in China 2025 project15 is an overt 

bid to overthrow the U.S.’ technological lead and its offer to buy Middle 

Eastern oil in yuan rather than dollar is at least in part to undermine 

petrodollars. 16  While economic interdependence precludes serious 

possibility of an all-out clash, it has also become a political weapon, most 

recently demonstrated by China’s suspected use of North Korean nuclear 

negotiations as a bargaining chip for more favorable trade terms.17  

Politically, China has become increasingly assertive in the South 

China Sea and East Asia, with the central belief that increased Chinese 

power should translate into increased say even at the expense of its 

neighbors’ sovereignty. As America seeks to pivot to East Asia from the 

Middle East’s quagmires, China hopes to undo the U.S.-led alliance 

system in the region. Over the last few years, China has challenged 

American dominance in the region mainly by testing the resolve of 

America’s alliances by means such as habitually flying over its neighbors’ 

                                                       
11 Michael Lelyveld, “China’s Depreciation Stirs Manipulation Debate,” Radio Free Asia, August 6, 

2018, accessed August 31, 2018, https://www.rfa.org/english/commentaries/energy_watch/chinas-
depreciation-stirs-manipulation-debate-08062018110106.html. 
12 Jethro Mullen, “How China Squeezes Tech Secrets from U.S. Companies,” CNNMoney, August 

14, 2017, accessed August 31, 2018, https://money.cnn.com/2017/08/14/news/economy/trump-
china-trade-intellectual-property/index.html. 
13 Christina Larson, “China's Massive Investment in Artificial Intelligence Has an Insidious 

Downside,” Science | AAAS, February 8, 2018, accessed August 31, 2018, 
14 Shawn Donnan, “US Says China WTO Membership Was a Mistake,” Financial Times, January 

19, 2018, accessed August 31, 2018, https://www.ft.com/content/edb346ec-fd3a-11e7-9b32-

d7d59aace167. 
15 Adam Segal, “Why Does Everyone Hate Made in China 2025?” Council on Foreign Relations, 

March 28, 2018, accessed August 31, 2018, https://www.cfr.org/blog/why-does-everyone-hate-

made-china-2025. 
16 James Grant, “The End of the Petrodollar?” The National Interest, March 20, 2018, accessed 

August 31, 2018, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/the-end-the-petrodollar-25002. 
17 Betsy Klein, “Trump Casts Blame on China for North Korea Challenges,” CNN, August 30, 2018, 
accessed August 31, 2018, https://edition.cnn.com/2018/08/29/politics/donald-trump-north-korea-

war-games-china/index.html. 
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Air Defense Identification Zones 18  or disrupting military cooperation 

among South Korea, Japan and the U.S.19 China also leveraged North 

Korea’s nuclear program to lure South Korea into its own orbit, 

demanding more compliance from Seoul in return for reigning in 

Pyongyang.20 Its long time call for dual-suspension21 of joint U.S.-South 

Korea military exercises and North Korean nuclear and missile tests is 

fundamentally grounded on the belief that for Beijing the Washington-

Seoul alliance is as equally disturbing as North Korea’s nuclear 

aggressions.  

Ideologically, while the appeal of Chinese communism has 

significantly depleted since the closure of the Cold War, the “Chinese 

Model”22 or the “Beijing Consensus”23 based on authoritarian governance 

is gaining momentum while Western liberal democracy is perceived to be 

in crisis. Many western citizens are increasingly disillusioned with their 

democratic system, and as former Prime Minister of Australia Kevin Rudd 

noted, China is “loud and proud about its ‘authoritarian capitalist 

model.’”24 Overall, President Xi Jinping’s regime needs foreign policy 

successes to overcome the domestic failings of the Chinese Communist 

Party’s rule25—the more China is plagued with domestic contradictions, 

the more it needs to reclaim its sovereignty over Taiwan, build artificial 

islands in the South China Sea and voice opposition to missile defense 

systems in Asia. The growing footprint of Xi Jinping’s China Dream needs 

to be addressed, and the Trump administration’s FOIP strategy should be 

calibrated to that end.  
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Characteristics of the FOIP Strategy 

What exactly is the Free and Open Indo Pacific Strategy? The official State 

Department briefing in April 2018 provides a broad framework of this 

initiative. Alex Wong, the Deputy Assistant Secretary in the Bureau of 

East Asian and Pacific Affairs, stated that “free,” on the international level, 

means “free from coercion” and the ability to “pursue sovereignty,” while 

on a national level it means “good governance, fundamental rights, 

transparency and anticorruption.” “Open” signifies “open sea lines of 

communication and open airspaces,” “improved infrastructure to facilitate 

economic growth,” and “open investment.”26 Given that the Indo Pacific 

strategy is a revival of the 2007 initiative by Japanese Prime Minister 

Shinzo Abe, the current FOIP strategy also likely includes a strong 

coalition of “like-minded regional democracies” in Asia, extending from 

Japan in the east to India in the west.27 This coalition will cooperate to 

preserve rule-based international order and universal liberal values, 

ensuring free access to maritime global commons. Most notably, a security 

architecture of the Quad—U.S., Japan, Australia and India—will be at the 

crux of the FOIP strategy to maintain stability and security.28  

The first and foremost strength of the FOIP strategy is its accurate 

diagnosis of China’s rise; it has become evident that China’s dominance 

in the region is weakening the fundamentals of the regional liberal order. 

While the Obama administration shared similar concern, it seldom 

explicitly responded to China’s ideological and geopolitical challenge. In 

fact, the administration’s pivot was frequently criticized for the lack of 

assertiveness and weakened credibility for regional allies.29 It failed to 

pressure China where it should have: trade and North Korea. China has 

long violated international trade norms and intellectual property rights; 

Chinese companies stole and copied Western technology under 

government connivance. Chinese dumping contributed to the increasing 

trade deficit for the U.S., which hit a whopping $375.2 billion dollar in 
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2017. 30  Furthermore, the Obama administration hesitated to apply 

secondary boycott on Chinese companies that are illicitly trading with 

North Korea, although such transactions fund Pyongyang’s nuclear 

weapons and missile program.31 The FOIP strategy recognizes that much 

more pressure needs to be put on Beijing where necessary; the Trump 

administration’s unprecedented pressure on China, including threats of 

secondary boycotts, has forced Kim Jong-un to the negotiating table as 

Beijing joined the Maximum Pressure campaign.32 The FOIP strategy is 

intended to fully utilize America’s alliance network and military and 

political advantage to pressure China on issues that threaten American 

interests. By taking a more confrontational approach, the U.S. government 

is acutely responding to a more confrontational China.  

The FOIP strategy is also an adequate mode of response to new 

challenges from China, namely its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 

previously called One Belt and One Road. The Chinese government plans 

to rebuild the ancient Silk Road by “interlinking trade deals and 

infrastructure throughout Eurasia and the Pacific,” involving 68 countries 

to date.33 While Beijing claims that it will be an innovative project that 

will bring prosperity to everyone involved, many are skeptical of its 

intentions. In fact, there are already widespread problems with Chinese 

projects in Venezuela, Sri Lanka and Myanmar: pollution, corruption and 

domestic political meddling. 34  Furthermore, the BRI’s infrastructure 

projects are in part intended to gain control of ports across the Indian 

Ocean and project Chinese military and political influence from Indonesia 

to East Africa.35 The FOIP strategy, by putting unprecedented emphasis 

on the Indian Ocean, directly confronts this challenge. The stipulated 

importance of “freedom of navigation” and respect for international rules 

in the Indo-Pacific will directly tackle China’s plans for the region; 
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according to CNBC, Chinese media reported that Beijing plans to create 

new international courts—based on Chinese judiciary, arbitration and 

mediation agencies—to address trade and investment disputes along the 

Belt and Road.36 In 2016, China outright refused to respect the ruling by 

the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague in favor of the 

Philippines over China in a maritime territorial dispute.37 Although the 

Trump administration has yet to elaborate on specific measures to preserve 

the existing rule-based order in the Indian Ocean, the recognition of a clash 

between the liberal order and Chinese version of the world order is 

promising.  

In the same vein, the FOIP strategy prudently recognizes India’s 

role in regional stability and counterbalancing Chinese influence. As the 

largest democracy in the world and the second most populous country in 

the world, India boasts a rapidly growing market and modernizing 

military.38 China was historically India’s main contender and concern; 

there have been sporadic clashes over their borders, and China’s 

increasing support for Pakistan—India’s archrival—has strained bilateral 

relations.39 In fact, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi tellingly refused 

to join the BRI earlier this year despite the project’s purported benefits.40 

Fearing repercussion on its relations with Pakistan, the Obama 

administration never fully acknowledged the importance of India in the 

region. However, the Pakistani intelligence’s relentless support for 

Taliban forces in Afghanistan and insurgents in India clearly shows such 

hedging was fruitless regardless. 41  The Trump administration clearly 

shifted its focus to further improving ties with India and correctly 

prioritized New Delhi over Karachi—although the crude way it did so is 
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worrisome.42 Rebooting India’s role in securing the regional order is a 

timely strategy.  

Lastly, the FOIP strategy accommodates some of the Pivot 

strategy’s strengths. While President Trump himself has been overtly keen 

on unravelling the Obama administration’s legacy43—ranging from the 

Obamacare to the Iran nuclear deal—his foreign policy team apparently 

acknowledges the importance reaching out to countries that had poor 

relations with the U.S. in the past, such as Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam and 

Myanmar. President Obama started such an initiative most notably by 

dramatically improving ties with Vietnam, removing the arms embargo on 

Hanoi that was in effect since 1984. 44  While these Southeast Asian 

countries are not central to the FOIP strategy itself, they remain crucial 

partners in America’s overarching strategy-planning in Asia. It is positive 

that the FOIP strategy acknowledges the importance of such diplomatic 

resettlement, for it empowers American leadership and broadens 

partnerships.   

 

Challenges of the FOIP Strategy 

However, the FOIP strategy has more flaws to fix than strengths to 

applaud. While it may be effective in curbing China’s rise, it comes at the 

cost of undermining America’s own standing in the world. The geo-

economics of the FOIP strategy center around the idea that the U.S. will 

work with its Asian partners to “promote high-quality bilateral free trade 

deals,” which would replace the network of multilateral trade deals such 

as the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). 45  Nonetheless, it is on the 

multilateral stage that the U.S. can truly exercise and consolidate its 

regional leadership. The TPP for example would have not only expanded 

U.S. trade, investment and economic growth, but also set common labor 

and environmental standards and establish e-commercial rules and 
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intellectual property rights. 46  The decision to opt out of the TPP 

abandoned a splendid opportunity to reaffirm U.S. commitment to setting 

fair trade rules and offer an alternative to a Chinese-led trading system.47 

Even more, Washington has shown willingness to strong-arm its allies for 

better trade deals; President Trump even insinuated he could use American 

troops in South Korea as a leverage to reach a more favorable Free Trade 

Agreement with Seoul.48 Having been elected with a promise to abandon 

“bad deals” that “steal American jobs,”49 President Trump is driven by the 

political imperative to maximize American economic interest at all costs. 

In this case, the cost may be American credibility and leadership.  

Similarly, President Trump’s ‘undiplomatic diplomacy’ 

undermines the FOIP strategy’s focus on the contest of ideologies. Despite 

the promise to protect the norm of national sovereignty, the Trump 

administration frequently demands absolute loyalty from its allies. Nikki 

Haley, the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, even questioned why 

the U.S. should be sending aids to Third World countries that vote against 

American interests, although certain issues—such as the relocation of the 

American embassy in Israel to Jerusalem—make it hard for even 

American allies to side with Washington.50 Granted, these threats do not 

amount to China’s outright infringement of national sovereignty on its 

neighbors. However, American leadership since the Cold War flourished 

with respect for sovereignty and democracy, as long as it is compatible 

with domestic fundamental human rights.51 President Trump’s unfettered 

admiration for Xi Jinping’s de-facto indefinite presidential term,52 along 

with his negligence of human right issues in the Philippines, Thailand and 

Malaysia, renders his regional allies to wonder if the U.S. has abandoned 

its ideals in favor of cold realpolitik. Domestically, President Trump has 
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been attacking mainstream news media, defaming judges and law 

enforcement agencies, demanding absolute loyalty from government 

officials and pouring out racist, sexist comments.53 It is no coincidence 

that some in Europe are looking up to German Chancellor Angela Merkel54 

and French President Emmanuel Macron55 to step up as the new leaders of 

the Free World, a title historically reserved for American presidents. In 

Asia, too, there is grave uncertainty whether American leadership can 

survive the Trump era. 

Most importantly, the FOIP strategy puts the U.S. in a dangerous 

zero-sum game with China. While the diagnosis of China’s expansion as 

a potential threat is accurate, the FOIP strategy significantly diminishes 

room for cooperation with Beijing. It does not fully recognize that some 

Chinese involvement is in fact helpful to regional stability. Even in trade, 

which President Trump believes is where the Chinese threat is greatest, 

China has been spearheading regional exchange and co-prosperity. China 

is the largest trading partner for 16 Asian countries including Singapore, 

South Korea and Japan, all of which are key U.S. allies.56 Indeed, China is 

also America’s largest trade partner and vice versa. Beijing at times also 

displayed remarkable restraint in translating its economic power into 

political leverage.57 The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) for 

example provides much needed infrastructure investment in the region, 

and it does so with relatively little Chinese assertiveness, although Beijing 

is its main sponsor. 58  In addition, Washington and Beijing share the 

common goal of maintaining stability in the Korean peninsula. Even 

China’s support for the North Korean regime can be explained with 

Beijing’s concern of instability in its neighborhood. Beijing correctly 

views North Korean nuclear weapons as a destabilizing factor, and has 
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been working with the U.S. to remove them.59 The two countries are also 

both wary of the threats of international terrorism; the U.S. is continuing 

with its global War on Terror to protect the American homeland and its 

allies, while China is also wary of terrorist groups in the Xinjiang Province, 

many of which are believed to be linked with IS or Al Qaeda.60 It remains 

to be seen how Washington can manage cooperation on these fronts when 

the FOIP strategy is clearly designating China as a de-facto adversary.  

On that note, the FOIP strategy tries to pit other democracies 

against China, although these countries have close relations with China. It 

is highly doubtful whether these nations have the will and the ability to 

weaken their ties with China for FOIP strategy. In fact, most regional 

countries would likely resist taking sides in this polarizing contest. Even 

India, which is extremely wary of Chinese aggression, has long resisted 

being drawn into alliances with third parties; it has a longtime tradition of 

non-alignment.61 Furthermore, India’s strategic passage extends from the 

Malacca Strait to the Middle East, which do not align with the scope of 

the FOIP strategy, which was based on the purview of the U.S. Pacific 

Command (recently renamed as the Indo Pacific Command).62 While the 

Japanese government in recent years has been working to revise its “Peace 

Constitution”—which bans Tokyo from any offensive military operations 

and from having an official national army—Japan’s domestic constituents 

continue to oppose such plans.63 It remains to be seen how far Japan can 

contribute to the security aspect of the FOIP strategy without stirring 

domestic opposition, and indeed a fierce response from China, its top 

trading partner. Even Australia, which is turning increasingly anti-China, 

cannot afford to fully cooperate with the FOIP initiative. China has already 

insinuated it could restrict imports (minerals and iron ores), education 
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(Chinese students) and tourism to Australia.64 China’s economic power 

simply makes it nearly impossible for American allies to participate in 

such an overtly anti-Beijing strategy.  

The FOIP strategy also does not appreciate Beijing’s genuine 

concern of American encirclement, increasing chances of direct conflict. 

Beijing clearly recognizes that Washington is still more powerful than it 

is; the drive for modernization of its military is largely to reduce that gap. 

While firmly responding to China’s militarization and aggression, 

Washington should also seek to allay Beijing’s fear that the U.S. wants to 

preempt China’s rise by any means necessary. The so-called “Thucydides 

Trap” occurs when a “rising power is threatening to displace a ruling 

power.” 65  The rising power feels a growing sense of entitlement and 

demands greater influence and respect, while the established powers tend 

to become more fearful, insecure and defensive. Standard crises spiral out 

of control, leading to a direct confrontation. 66  According to Graham 

Allison, a renowned International Relations scholar, this tense 

environment creates a situation in which “misunderstandings are 

magnified, empathy remains elusive, and third-party actions that would 

otherwise be manageable can trigger wars.”67 While the possibility of a 

Sino-American war remains low, the two could misunderstand each other 

over relatively minor issues. A zero-sum mindset increases the chance of 

an accidental conflict. Furthermore, the FOIP strategy’s design of a 

security Quad with Australia, India and Japan in particular is already 

convincing the Chinese that the U.S. wants to create a prototype of the 

North Atlantic Organization Treaty (NATO) in Asia.68 Having seen how 

the U.S. expanded NATO at the expense of Russian security,69 China will 

be ever more threatened and highly incentivized to respond aggressively. 
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While the Quad is designed to maintain maritime security and secure key 

trade routes, it is undeniably also intended to counterbalance the Chinese 

navy’s influence.70 Hence, a classic security dilemma arises—whereby a 

country adopts a policy that it thinks is defensive, but its rivals consider it 

to be offensive in nature.71 The FOIP strategy therefore heightens the risk 

of an accidental clash and could trigger a costly arms race.  

 

Policy recommendations 

Given these drawbacks, the Trump administration will need to adjust its 

Indo-Pacific strategy to better suit the geopolitical landscape. If 

Washington is serious about winning the competition of ideologies and 

preserving the liberal international order, it should reflect on its own 

actions both at home and abroad. In essence, the U.S. needs to lead its 

allies by action, not words; Washington will need to strike a delicate 

balance between cooperation and competition with Beijing. First and 

foremost, there needs to be a fundamental shift in the America-First policy. 

For the U.S. to maintain its leadership in the Indo-Pacific, the Trump 

administration should be ready and willing to continue providing public 

goods in the area. Particularly when it comes to infrastructure investment, 

it still remains to be seen whether Washington would be willing to engage 

in large-scale, long-term infrastructure businesses despite little 

immediate—but huge potential long-term—benefits to the American 

people. President Trump has been extremely reluctant to spend money 

elsewhere on projects that do not directly enrich Americans.72 However, 

if Washington wants to counter the expanding Chinese influence, it must 

be willing to maintain and expand its own role in the region. 

Similarly, the U.S. should reengage in multilateral cooperation. At 

the core of President Trump’s preference for bilateralism is a latent 

confidence that it’s easier to reach a favorable deal when the U.S. is 

negotiating with a relatively weak country one-to-one, rather than face a 

coalition of them.73 Such line of logic is reminiscent of none other than 
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China’s tactical view of its own diplomatic relations; China has 

traditionally favored state-to-state negotiations and confrontations, in 

particular when it comes to territorial disputes.74 The U.S. should consider 

rejoining the TPP, a decision that will not only bring more jobs to America, 

but also reaffirm U.S. commitment to free trade. On that note, imposing 

tariffs and regulations on imports from allies is becoming extremely 

detrimental to American leadership and should be reconsidered. For 

example, the U.S. should not expect Japan to come in support of American 

action against Chinese protectionism when it is also imposing brutal tariffs 

on steel imports from the Japanese.75 Even American policies on Chinese 

imports need to be recalibrated, as they inadvertently damage the interests 

of U.S. allies in Asia. For example, as much as 16.9% of Philippine exports 

are a part of China’s value chain76; if the U.S. restricts imports from China, 

Chinese producers will also be forced to reduce imports of resources from 

Southeast Asian countries. As much as Washington feels the strong urge 

to punish China’s trade behaviors, doing so should come along with 

consultation, or at least an early notice for American allies.77  

The U.S. should also remain open to cooperation with China; after 

all, the future of Asia will depend on how they shape the nature of their 

relations. Washington and Beijing need to continue to cooperate in key 

issues such as removing the North Korean nuclear threat. At the same time, 

as Matthew Goodman and Ely Ratner wrote on Foreign Affairs in March 

2018, Washington needs to make it evident that “Beijing need to play by 

the rules if it wants to continue benefiting from open trade and investment 

in the Asia-Pacific and beyond.”78 It is evident that China wants to rewrite 

the rules of the international order because they were “not on the global 

stage when the current rules were formed.”79 To that end, it has been 
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continuously seeking to fracture U.S. alliances.80 For example, Beijing 

tried to economically coerce Seoul to stop the deployment of Terminal 

High Altitude Area Defense, an American missile defense system brought 

to Seoul in response to increasing North Korean threats.81  The South 

Koreans were disappointed that the U.S. never brought up the issue when 

facing China, and South Korean President Moon Jae-in even considered 

reviewing the deployment in the fear of alienating Beijing.82  

The Indo-Pacific strategy, despite its correct diagnosis of China, 

needs recalibration. The Trump administration should not just focus on 

slowing down Beijing’s expansion at all costs. Instead, it should put more 

emphasis on bolstering its alliances, codifying the rules of trade, and 

preserving liberal values that encompass American leadership in the 

region since the Cold War. Most importantly, the FOIP strategy should not 

be a zero-sum approach to China. The strategy should act as a defensive 

deterrent against Chinese aggression, coercion and authoritarianism, not a 

ploy to bring China to its knees. After all, American allies expect the U.S. 

to be a global policeman, not a vengeful strongman.  
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Passing the Buck to the Local Level:  

How Authoritarian China Survives 

 

Jihyeon Bae1 

 

China’s single party state has received a high level of popular support despite the 

many protests against its local governments and its authoritarian-style governance. 

There exist many scholarly debates on how the CPC maintains its resilience. Some 

suggest a high level of state oppression, while others emphasize Chinese society’s 

lack of mobilization potential. The purpose of this research is to help explain the 

CPC’s resilience in the face of protest, particularly focusing on state behavior. To 

this end, the following paper examines the case of the Wukan conflict by 

disaggregating the incident into a series of events and employs comparative data 

analysis to support its hypothesis. The study demonstrates that the central 

government portrays itself like a ‘good cop’ by shifting criticism to local 

governments, which it frames as a ‘bad cop.’ Analysis shows that this ‘good cop bad 

cop’ relationship is maintained in an institutionalized manner, through clear 

demarcation between central and local governments, as well as salient role 

differentiation. These findings are applicable to various fields of study. For example, 

it provides useful implications for understanding the future of China’s authoritarian 

regime by suggesting that the maintenance of the central-local ‘good cop bad cop’ 

relationship is a fundamental behavioral institution the CPC relies on, both to 

manipulate its image in a positive way as well as avoiding negative attention. 

Consequently, the paper presents this central-local structure as an explanatory 

variable for the CPC’s authoritarian regime resilience.  

 

Keywords: China, CPC, authoritarianism, central government, central-

local relations, Wukan Incident, state-society relations 

 

Introduction 

The People’s Republic of China has maintained a one-party system for 

decades and the Communist Party of China (CPC) can even be thought of 

as working as a state on its own. Following conventional wisdom, highly 

authoritarian and repressive states are thought to be vulnerable to protest 

and thus regime overthrow. However, China shows little sign of 
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authoritarian party-state subversion. Since the Tiananmen Square incident, 

there have not been comparatively large mass demonstrations against the 

authoritarian regime. This is puzzling in China where the number of 

middle-class bourgeois is increasing. Consequently, there has been a 

continuous debate over whether China will be able to sustain its single-

party authoritarian regime. Some scholars cast doubts on the CPC’s 

resilience, pointing out that declining economic performance could harm 

conventional justification of its harsh repression. 2  Other scholars 

highlight thousands of protests each year, claiming China is likely to 

experience unrest in the future.3 It is true that there has been an increasing 

number of protests since the 1990s.4 On the surface, one might interpret 

the increasing number of protests as a sign of mounting social contention 

between state and society. However, recent high-profile protests mostly 

deal with environmental issues such as the construction of factories or 

power plants. This is quite a different scene from that of the large-scale 

democratization movements that took place in developmental countries 

like South Korea in the 1970s and 1980s. Optimists of the CPC’s 

resilience point out that the CPC tends to adapt to changing environments; 

after conducting regional social experiments and accumulating necessary 

information, the CPC develops effective mobilization strategies in 

response.5 The CPC appears to be enjoying a high level of legitimacy and 

support from its people in the face of these protests.6  

The research question at hand is how the CPC’s authoritarian 

state control can maintain such a high level of popular support despite the 

increasing number of protests. There are two mainstream explanations on 

the origin of political trust.7 First, society-based explanations suggest that 

                                           
2 Minxin Pei, “Is CCP Rule fragile or resilient?” Journal of Democracy 23, no.1 (2012): 27-41. 
3 Jay Ulferder, “Contentious Collective Action and the Breakdown of Authoritarian Regimes,” 
International Political Science Review 26, no. 3 (2005): 311–334. 
4 Andrew Jacobs, “Dragons, dancing ones, set off a riot in China,” The New York Times, February 

10, 2009, accessed July 2, 2018, http://www. 
nytimes.com/2009/02/10/world/asia/10unrest.html?_r=0; Murray Scott Tanner and Eric Green, 

“Principals and secret agents: central versus local control over policing and obstacles to ‘rule of 

law’ in China,” The China Quarterly 191 (2007): 644–670. 
5 For instance, Wen-Hsuan Tsai and Yen-Lin Chung, “A model of Adaptive Mobilization: 

Implications of the CCP’s Diaoyan Politics,” Modern China 43, no. 4 (2017): 397-424).  
6 For instance, Bruce Gilley, “Legitimacy and Institutional Change,” Comparative Political Studies 
41, no. 3 (2008): 259-284; Deyong Ma and Feng Yang, “Authoritarian Orientations and Political 

Trust in East Asian Societies,” East Asia 31 (2014): 323-341. 
7 Referring to Marc J. Hetherington, “The Political Relevance of Political Trust,” American 
Political Science Review 92, no. 4 (1998): 791-808, political trust means citizens’ belief or 

confidence that government or political system will work to produce outcomes consistent with their 

expectations. 
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political culture leads to trust of the CPC. Lucian W. Pye explains that the 

Confucian tradition of ascribing moral virtue to the emperor explains East 

Asian authoritarian legitimacy.8  More recently, Deyong Ma and Feng 

Yang suggested that authoritarian orientation is a significant cultural 

factor that affects political trust. 9  Societal explanations have their 

limitations, however, especially when trying to account for the survival 

of authoritarian regimes. For example, South Korea underwent a series of 

mass demonstrations against its authoritarian leadership notwithstanding 

its long legacy of Confucian tradition.  

Second, statists suggest a high level of legitimacy is the outcome 

of a states’ successful ability to satisfy public demand for welfare. The 

conventional argument that authoritarian regimes are resilient by way of 

booming economic development, however, can easily be rebuked in the 

case of China.10 Bruce Gilley provides empirical data that shows people’s 

trust in the CPC is in fact negatively correlated with income. 11 

Additionally, per capita GDP is negatively related to support for central 

state institutions. This reveals that there is more than economic prosperity 

that enables the CPC to justify its authoritarian rule and generate support. 

Third, another school of statists claim the high level of support is 

the result of the state’s suppression and monitoring system. Empirical 

evidence suggests the CPC does indeed harshly suppress its society from 

holding mass protests through various means, such as monitoring and 

blocking liberal media.12 For example, the CPC has been continuously 

empowering coercive behavior among leadership by incorporating police 

security chiefs into its core leadership team in response to potential 

regime stability threats and local police are appropriated with bigger 

budget shares to prevent local demonstrations from escalating. 13  In 

                                           
8 Lucian W. Pye, “The State and the Individual: An Overview Interpretation,” The China Quarterly 

127 (1991): 443–66. 
9 Deyong Ma and Feng Yang, “Authoritarian Orientations and Political Trust,” 323-341. 
10 Bruce J. Dickson, “Who wants to be a communist? Career Incentives and Mobilized Loyalty in 

China,” The China Quarterly 217 (2014): 42-68. 
11 Gilley, “Legitimacy and Institutional Change,” 259-284. 
12 Beina Xu and Eleanor Albert, “Media Censorship in China,” Council on Foreign Relations, 

February 17, 2017, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/media-censorship-china; Rowan Callick, 

“China delete app: cutting edge of Uighur suppression,” The Weekend Australian, July 22, 2017, 
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/world/china-delete-app-cutting-edge-of-uighur-

suppression/news-story/3c5c74a453a59ebdcdc6459348c312fe. 
13 Yuhua Wang, “Empowering the Police: How the Chinese Communist Party Manages Its 
Coercive Leaders,” The China Quarterly 219 (2014): 625-648; Stig Thøgersen, “Frontline Soldiers 

of the CCP: The Selection of China’s Township Leaders,” The China Quarterly 194 (2008): 414-

423. 
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addition, as the CPC blocks disloyal citizens’ expressions by censoring 

internet websites or writings, disloyal citizens increasingly “shadow” 

from society (this refers to the phenomena in which individuals make 

“social spaces of non-registered voluntary groups that lack formal ties to 

the party-state”).14 However, many survey results as well as qualitative 

interview analyses reject this idea and in fact suggest that Chinese people 

believe in the CPC’s legitimacy, and thus are willing to show loyalty to 

the party.15  

Unlike previous studies, this study claims that the central and 

local government’s institutionalized “good cop bad cop” structure is a 

central factor behind the CPC’s resilience in the face of increasing 

protests. The following paper will claim that the central government self-

servingly manipulates the image of its local government as well as itself, 

through the institutionalization of a “good cop bad cop” system, to both 

frame itself as a hero and avoid the negative attention associated with 

protests which might challenge central authority. This hypothesis will be 

tested by investigating the Wukan incident - a recent political event 

wherein thousands of protestors were mobilized to address the problem 

of corrupt officials - with particular focus on how the central government 

has turned the popular criticism toward local officials. Comparative data 

analysis as well as recent policy analysis will be employed to reinforce 

the conclusions derived from the Wukan incident. As a result, this study 

will propose an alternative view of the changing nature of Chinese state-

society relations.  

 

Development of the Wukan Incident 

Grievance of the peasants 

Since the Tiananmen Square incident, there have not been any remarkable 

mass demonstrations in China. However, on September 21, 2011, rural 

villagers in the Wukan area grabbed the world’s attention. Wukan, a 

village in Guangdong province16, had experienced conflicts since 1991 

when local officials sold out communal land to private companies without 

consultation with the villagers. On top of this, they did not redistribute 

                                           
14 Johan Lagerkvist, “The Unknown Terrain of Social Protests in China: ‘Exit’, ‘Voice’, ‘Loyalty’, 

and ‘Shadow’,” Journal of Civil Society 11, no. 2 (2015): 137-153. 
15 World Values Survey Database, China (2012); Gilley, “Legitimacy and Institutional Change,” 
259-284. 
16 Technically, Wukan Village is in Donghai Town, Lufeng City which is in Guangdong Province. 

Although the degree of centrality and locality is relative, for the clarity and the main purpose of this 
research, I have used the term ‘local’ to denote village level and ‘central’ for provincial level and 

any higher level of authority indiscriminately. 
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any of the earnings. Tensions reached their peak in 2011 when the very 

last sector of communal land was sold by the local government, again 

sparing nothing for the people. This outraged the villagers, who were left 

with no land to cultivate.  

 

Outbreak of demonstration 

The villagers first initiated sit-in demonstrations in front of the local 

government building, which concluded with a violent conflict against 

local police. The local police maintain that one of the protestors attacked 

first, but a number of videos taken by the villagers contradict this account 

and show the police strike protestors first. It remains inconclusive who 

delivered the first blow. Subsequently, the villagers formed a Council of 

Representatives who took the lead in holding demonstrations. The 

situation again escalated when one of the protest leaders, Xue Jinbo, died 

in police custody, and the series of botched investigations that followed 

only added to this. 17  The villagers were infuriated with the corrupt 

officials and their repressive behavior. The crisis then transformed into a 

rebellion as the villagers continued to fight local bureaucrats. 

  

Intervention of the central party 

After a series of conflicts, Guandong provincial party leader, Governor 

Wang Yang, held a face-to-face meeting with the villagers and intervened 

by authorizing the establishment of an interim municipal working group. 

Lin Zulian, the leader of the village’s representatives, delivered the 

villagers’ demand to Wang Yang’s representatives. Under the 

authorization of Wang Yang, a working group launched an investigation 

of local officials’ misdeeds as well as holding the reelection of village 

leaders. Wang fired Wukan’s village chief and deputy chief, Xue Chang 

and Zhuang Liehong, and pardoned Wukan protestors from prison. He 

also promised to redistribute the confiscated land to the villagers. 

Placation here was successful in that it calmed protests and at least 

temporarily satisfied the villagers’ demands. According to the negotiation 

deal, Wukan would hold a village-level vote in March 2012. Lin Zulian, 

who had led the negotiation with Wang Yang to great effect, was elected 

                                           
17 The official explanation was cardiac arrest. But his family said Xue’s body had heavy bruising 

and his thumbs had been pulled back and broken. See James Pomfret, “Special Report: Freedom 

fizzles out in China's rebel town of Wukan,” Reuters, February 28, 2013, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-wukan/special-report-freedom-fizzles-out-in-chinas-rebel-

town-of-wukan-idUSBRE91R1J020130228. 
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with the villagers’ support. However, Wukan faced a second phase of 

crisis in 2016 when the new village leader and the former demonstration 

leader Lin Zulian, was arrested in the middle of the night before the day 

a meeting with the central party was scheduled to be held. The villagers 

suspected the incident was the local authorities’ attempt to block Lin from 

discussing the land redistribution issue; ergo, alerting central party 

leadership to the need for intervention on the issue. Unjustified custody 

once again led to village demonstrations.  

 

Aftermath of the protests 

Local officials, however, were punished for their misdeeds, the villagers 

were pacified by elections, and the CPC was framed as the savior of 

Wukan. Previous research confirms that the Wukan people expressed 

their discontent towards the local authorities but they did not cross the 

line to challenge the legitimacy of the central party.18 Simon-Pearson, in 

a similar vein, observes: “In high profile incidents where protests against 

land seizures gain media attention, central government officials will often 

play the role of good cop, punishing corrupt local officials. This tactic 

allows them to appease protesters and create good publicity but does 

nothing to eliminate the incentives for corruption that remain.” 19  The 

Wukan incident, in short, showcases that the central party succeeded in 

diverting blame onto the local government. Next, we will examine how 

the CPC’s role as a good cop prevented protests from growing larger. 

 

What deterred Wukan from developing democratic momentum? 

The Wukan incident could have triggered a larger anti-corruption or 

democratization movement, itself being a bold protest against repressive 

authority. Indeed, it was a critical juncture which could have aroused 

people’s attention toward the state’s repressive governance, as well as 

their desire for civil freedom of assembly and expression. The villagers 

could have questioned the validity of the state’s monopoly of repressive 

power, the CPC’s pervasive corruption, as well as failing authoritarian 

governance. However, it turned out the Wukan incident lacked the 

                                           
18 Ankit Panda, “Chinese Democracy: Is This How the ‘Wukan Moment’ Finally Ends?,” The 

Diplomat, June 21, 2016, https://thediplomat.com/2016/06/chinese-democracy-is-this-how-the-
wukan-moment-finally-ends/. 
19 Wendy Simon-Pearson, “The Wukan Model: Democratic Reform or Political Maneuver?” 

Diplomatic Courier 6, no. 6 (2012): 68-70. 
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potential to develop into a mass civil rights movement. It is important to 

note here that the usurper of land rights in this case were the local officials, 

not the central party, demonstrating that the villagers’ revolt was 

specifically aimed at the local government.20 

Existing literature provides explanations focusing on the goal of 

the protests from the very beginning as well as the ways in which the 

villagers-versus-the-bad-local-government structure was framed. At the 

beginning stage, the Wukan protest was not designed to achieve 

democratic rights, but proprietorship. Demonstrations born out of civil 

rights consciousness would be a reasonable indication of democratization. 

The Wukan incident, however, was driven largely by ‘instrumental civil 

rights consciousness,’ meaning that villagers were not conscious about 

their civil rights per se, but were about their land property rights. 

Interviews with the protestors imply that the villagers intentionally used 

the term “democracy” after witnessing foreign reporters’ interest in the 

term.21  One of their interviewees even specifically asked the western 

reporter not to frame their protest as an ‘anti-CPC revolt.’ It can be 

inferred that the term “democracy” and the use of western media were 

simply a means of grabbing the attention of the CPC, which the people 

believed to be willing to help. The villagers believed that if their words 

were delivered to the party center, the party would investigate their 

corrupt municipal government and help solve the problem. 

In a similar vein, Johan Lagerkvist uses the concept of “loyal 

opposition” to explain the Wukan incident’s failure in developing into 

democratization momentum.22 The protestors revolted against the local 

police and officials while still maintaining a high level of loyalty to the 

central party. There are several reasons for this. First, local authorities are 

at the frontline of repressing citizens and more likely to violate citizen’s 

rights. Second, local authorities oversee daily governance and are 

believed to be responsible for dealing with the citizen’s demands. 23 

Building on the idea of loyal opposition, the protest slogans used by the 

                                           
20 Ruoyun Hua, Yuxin Hou and Guosheng Deng, “Instrumental Civil Rights and Institutionalized 

Participation in China: A Case Study of Protest in Wukan Village,” Voluntas: International Journal 

of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations 27 (2016): 2131. 
21 Hua, Hou, and Deng, “Instrumental Civil Rights and Institutionalized Participation in China: A 

Case Study of Protest in Wukan Village,” 2131. 
22 Lagerkvist, “The Unknown Terrain of Social Protests in China,” 137-153. 
23 Yongshun Cai, ed., Collective Resistance in China: Why Popular Protests Succeed or Fail 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010); Dickson, “Who wants to be a communist? Career 

Incentives and Mobilized Loyalty in China,” 42-68. 
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Wukan villagers are unsurprising. People broke into chants of “Return our 

land!” and “Lin Zulian is innocent!” but at the same time, shouted “Long 

live the Communist Party!” According to an interview, Wukan villagers 

believed the central party would be able to solve the problem as soon as 

it recognized the issue, deeming the central authority their last hope.24 

Even participants of such demonstrations believe in the CPC’s good intent 

and governance, spoiled only by corrupt local governments. In fact, after 

the CPC’s intervention, the people did not continue protests regarding any 

issue involving the party’s legitimacy, civil rights, or repressive state 

behaviors.  

Wukan’s potential for a democratization movement has thus been 

discouraged by several factors. First, from the very beginning, the people 

were not resentful towards the CPC, but were instead frustrated with their 

corrupt local government. Wukan villagers specifically targeted the local 

officials from the outset and explicitly demarcated local grievances from 

central ones. Second, when the local-level conflict appeared to escalate 

into a larger scale conflict capable of grabbing international media 

attention, the central party injected itself directly into the incident on the 

side of the Wukan villagers. Chinese society’s dichotomous perception of 

central and local government essentially structured the Wukan incident. 

The CPC aptly played the role of the “good cop,” as the villagers expected. 

It is important to note, however, that while a challenge to a particular 

policy does not necessarily challenge authority, the CPC’s “good cop bad 

cop” role framed the Wukan protest as a challenge to the local level 

government’s authority.  

 

CPC’s Institutionalization of the “Good Cop Bad Cop” System 

Analysis of the Wukan case provides evidence to support the claim that 

the CPC has truly institutionalized its “good cop bad cop” system. In order 

to explain how the CPC played the role of hero in the Wukan protest, it is 

important to first examine the structure of central-local government 

relations. The “good cop bad cop” system is not an improvised measure 

by the CPC, rather it is a highly institutionalized one where the central 

government is bound to be generous and local governments are 

systematically shaped to be repressive. This is accomplished through 

“demarcation” and “role differentiation” processes. Central and local 

                                           
24 “Wukan: China’s Democracy Experiment,” Al Jazeera, April 3, 2017, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/specialseries/2017/04/wukan-china-democracy-

experiment-170403074626458.html. 
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governments should first be clearly demarcated in order for each level of 

government to effectively take on different roles. These two levels of 

“demarcation” and “role differentiation” allow for citizens to develop two 

different images of government - this becomes the groundwork for the 

central government to inject its ‘good cop bad cop’ image into state-

society relations.   

 

Demarcation 

First, China’s center-local demarcation is clearer than that of any other 

authoritarian regime. 25  As was the case in Wukan, central and local 

cadres have a unique political arrangement. Each stakeholder is in the 

position of either good cop or bad cop in a systematic manner: local 

governments are institutionalized to be more repressive while central 

governments are institutionalized to be more generous, certainly from the 

perspective of the public. Fundamentally, China has a high level of 

decentralization, which allows central and local governments to take 

separate roles and statuses. Consequently, the public’s perspective on the 

state diverges at the level of state. Shi and Dickson’s analysis of survey 

data points out many significant implications.26 Their empirical research 

shows that Chinese citizens who do not trust local governments may trust 

the central government. Unlike conventional state-society relations, 

China’s relations are characterized by a triangular relationship among the 

central state, local state, and society. Similarly, Guo points out that 

Chinese villagers tend to view the state in two distinct elements, i.e., 

center and local.27 Based on qualitative interview sources, Li Lianjiang 

(李连江) argues that, “villagers who have more trust in higher levels 

sharply distinguish between the center’s intentions and its capacity to 

make local officials implement potentially beneficial policies.” To put it 

another way, Chinese people tend to believe their well-intentioned central 

government has a desire to provide welfare and decent governance, which 

is often disrupted by corrupt local government officials. 28  This 

                                           
25 Gabriella Montinola, Yingyi Qian, and Barry R. Weingast, “Federalism, Chinese Style: The 

Political Basis for Economic Success in China,” World Politics 48, no. 1 (1995): 50–81. 
26 Tianjian Shi, “Cultural Values and Political Trust: A Comparison of the People's Republic of 

China and Taiwan,” Comparative Politics 33, no. 4 (2001): 401-419.; Dickson, “Who wants to be a 

communist? Career Incentives and Mobilized Loyalty in China,” 42-68. 
27 Xiaolin Guo, “Land Expropriation and Rural Conflicts in China,” China Quarterly 166 (2001): 

422-439.  
28 Lianjiang Li, “Political Trust in Rural China,” Modern China 30, no. 2 (2004): 228-258. 

 



How Authoritarian China Survives Bae 

62 © 2018 SNU Journal of International Affairs 

phenomenon, where the people project a positive image onto the central 

government while projecting a negative one on the local government, can 

be further highlighted by comparative data.  

Empirical data shows China’s remarkably high level of 

decentralization compared to that of other authoritarian regimes.29  For 

example, Chinese municipal governments on average appropriated 54.85% 

of their entire expenditures from 1995 to 1998. This is a noticeable 

difference, compared to the decentralization index of authoritarian 

regimes, which is 17.76% on average. In other words, China is three times 

more decentralized than other authoritarian states. 30  This effectively 

means more authority and responsibility is transferred to local 

governments and thus, there are more opportunities for local officials to 

be subjected to blame by the people. Other authoritarian states centralize 

not only political and fiscal authority, but also centralize blame and 

responsibility. This characteristic element of Chinese political 

arrangement can be further elucidated by comparing subnational 

expenditures among authoritarian regimes.31   

As figure 1 illustrates, China has distinctively high levels of 

decentralization compared to other authoritarian countries. China 

devolves certain tasks and responsibility to local level officials and 

officers unlike other centralized authoritarian states. This enables China’s 

central government to utilize the political strategy of passing the buck to 

the local level, which may otherwise be nonviable for other countries. 

This is primarily due to China’s allowing certain autonomous decisions 

to be made by local officers, thereby imposing higher levels of 

responsibility on the local governments. When local officers assume 

responsibility for dealing with local issues, it becomes possible for the 

CPC to differentiate the roles and responsibility of the two levels. Next, 

we will explore how the CPC frames these two different roles in a way 

                                           
29 In the case of China, only data from the years 1995 to 1998 were available. For the sake of 

conciseness, a simple average of other authoritarian regime’s observable expenditure data was 
calculated. Despite the fact that each country had different years for observation, a simple average 

was used for comparison because variation within time gaps was negligible. In order to focus on 

authoritarian regimes, POLITY IV Individual Country Regime Trends were considered. Given 
ranges from -10 to 10, with scores increasing with the level of democracy, this article categorized 

countries that have scored below zero in a group of authoritarian regime. See “Political Regime 

Characteristics and Transitions, 1800-2013,” Polity IV Projects, accessed May 20, 2018, 
http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4.htm. 
30 Steve Hess, “Foreign Media Coverage and Protest Outcomes in China: The case of the 2011 

Wukan rebellion,” Modern Asian Studies 49, no. 1 (2014): 177-203 
31 Subnational expenditures denoted as the percentage of total government revenues are based on 

IMF Global Finance Statistics. 
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Figure 1. Sub-national expenditures.32 

 

that favors the interests of the central authority, based on the demarcation 

between central and local level governments. 

 

Role differentiation 

Second, institutions bind the roles and responsibilities of the central and 

local governments. Based on the demarcation between central and local 

levels, the CPC exploits a “bad cop good cop” rhetoric, which functions 

as a major source of popular support for the central government. 

Municipal governments are responsible for maintaining stability in local 

areas. Bearing such responsibility, as Cai notes, incentivizes local 

officials to prevent popular protests even through repressive measures.33 

Local officials should make their best effort to prevent social revolts, or 

at least keep them low profile, in order to be recognized by the central 

bureaucrats. Such recognition can help a local official secure entrance into 

party leadership, guaranteeing lucrative benefits. Local governments are 

therefore more likely to depend on repressive measures rather than 

striking deals, since the latter is difficult to achieve with so many 

                                           
32 IMF Global Finance Statistics, graph drawn by the author. 
33 Yongshun Cai, “Local Governments and the Suppression of Popular Resistance in China,” The 

China Quarterly 193 (2008): 24-42. 
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contentious civil groups and, even if a deal goes through, it can still be 

costly for local governments to handle in the end. In other words, local 

governments are structured to be ‘bad cops.’ As was the case of Wukan, 

village officials used police forces to suppress protest potential from the 

beginning, even though the sit-in demonstrations were staged in a 

peaceful manner. The local police also tried to silence foreign reporters, 

thereby deterring protesters from eliciting the central government’s 

intervention. Li’s empirical analysis demonstrates local officials’ use of 

coercive measures - behavior aimed at preventing villagers from reaching 

higher levels of government to escalate their complaints.34  

On the other hand, the central government selectively intervenes 

in local protests, usually when they garner too much attention and pose 

the potential to grow larger. In addition, as the authoritarian central 

government has the capability to block, maneuver or direct media into 

certain directions and actions, the CPC can easily disseminate propaganda 

that praises the party. This further enables the central government to frame 

their role as the good cop. One evidence that demonstrates the CPC’s 

desire to be the good cop can be found in the PRC’s 2005 Decree of the 

State Council on regulations of letters and visits. Two important 

observations can be made from the seven chapters in the decree.35 First, 

the CPC is willing to acknowledge public opinion and petitions. Second, 

those petitions and letters can only be delivered by following 

administrative steps that start from the local officials. The decree 

highlights that local governments should first deal with local petitions. 

The public’s direct visit or letters to the central government are seemingly 

prohibited in order to force local governments to take responsibility. This 

once again reinforces the good cop bad cop routine in that the central 

government wishes to listen to the voices of the public, but only through 

the proper administrative channels of its local governments. However, 

since more petitions reflect public dissatisfaction and the local 

governments’ failures, public petitions are frequently dismissed and local 

officials retaliate. This deliberately puts more pressure on local 

governments to handle social dissatisfaction preemptively and, at the 

same time, systematically insulates the CPC from public petitions.  

                                           
34 Li, “Political Trust in Rural China,” 228-258. 
35 “Decree of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China No.431: Regulations on Letters 
and Visits,” State Bureau for Letters and Calls, November 24, 2009, accessed May 5, 2018, 

http://www.gjxfj.gov.cn/2009-11/24/c_133327663.htm. 
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The CPC also displays a form of “good cop bad cop” strategy in 

its financial behavior with local governments. Since the 1990’s, when 

financial decentralization had accelerated, local governments had to make 

their own revenue for their expenditures. While they were left to make 

their own governmental budget, they were also responsible for 

maintaining social stability. As a consequence, local governments 

suffered from budget deficits as they even faced hardships in providing 

salaries to their local police personnel. Eventually, local governments had 

to depend on coercive mechanisms to raise revenue by extracting fines 

from citizens or collecting fees from local businesses. 36  Due to the 

hardships of the local governments, the CPC reformed budget plans in 

November 2003 by allocating more funding to county-level security 

departments.37  

This reform, however, was another plan favoring the central 

government. The allocated budget, which is transferred from the higher-

level government, is strictly regulated in its usages. Money coming from 

the central government can only be used for public welfare projects like 

constructing buildings, upgrading welfare facilities or purchasing new 

methods of transportation. On the other hand, costs for investigations and 

other repressive measures had to be handled by local revenues that again 

had to be extracted from fines and charges.38  Thus, the new budget 

reform eventually serves the central government. On the surface, the 

central government had explicitly increased the budget for local 

governments and funding by the central government would surely be used 

in a way that increases the people’s welfare, thus strengthening popular 

support. However, local governments still have to extract money from and 

repress the public in order to manage their populace and become eligible 

for promotion. These policies imply the central party cares deeply about 

maintaining a generous image to its public, while implicitly passing the 

buck to local level officials.  

                                           
36 “The Politburo’s Predicament: Confronting the Limitations of Chinese Communist Party 

Repression,” A Freedom House Special Report, January 2015, accessed via: 
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/12222014_FH_ChinaReport2014_FINAL.pdf. 
37 The General Office of the CCP Central Committee, “The Decision of the CCP Central 

Committee on Strengthening and Improving the Work of Public Security (in Chinese),” November 
18, 2003, accessed June 1, 2018, http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64184/64186/66691/4494638.html. 
38 Xie Yue, “Rising Central Spending on Public Security and the Dilemma Facing Grassroots 

Officials in China,” Journal of Current Chinese Affairs 42, no. 2 (2013): 79-109. 
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The CPC has institutionalized this central-local relationship by 

giving its local governments more discretion and autonomy compared to 

other authoritarian states.39 However, the CPC has multiple mechanisms 

to make local governments play the bad cop, that ensure the CPC’s control 

over the people. First, the CPC uses the media to blame local officials as 

it deems necessary. As discussed above, the party-controlled media 

publicly blamed Wukan village officials’ corruption, engraving an 

unfavorable image of them. This helps the CPC maintain its own 

legitimacy to rule. The hardships Chinese people face in everyday life 

come from their local government’s corruption and the central 

government has endeavored to rectify these injustices. The Wukan 

incident is a perfect demonstration of this model: corrupt local officials 

were exploiting innocent citizens until the heroic central government 

rectified the injustice. By utilizing the media, the CPC can reinforce the 

‘bad cop’ images of local governments as they pass the buck. This 

structure has the dual effect of enabling people to express their 

dissatisfaction instantaneously, while at the same time preventing the 

accumulation of discontent so large that it sparks large-scale domestic 

revolt. What makes this situation so beneficial for the central party is that 

even a ‘controlled burn’ itself is immune to the central party’s resilience. 

Thus, it can be argued that the central and local government have their 

own role and image, according to the CPC’s institutionalization of its 

current central-local relationship. This mechanism enables the CPC to 

further legitimize itself notwithstanding the increasing number of social 

demonstrations. 

Maintaining this center-local political arrangement through a 

blame-sharing structure is a persistent factor in explaining the CPC’s 

resilience. If the central government maintains a good cop image and 

passes blames onto local governments, this begs the question: wouldn’t 

local governments mobilize villagers and try to blame the central 

government? There is, in fact, a strong incentive for local governments to 

maintain their bad cop roles. First, local governments are fully 

incentivized to seek a positive evaluation from the central government in 

order to enjoy both material and political benefits. A local official’s tenure 

is determined by his or her performance in each village as well as by the 

stability of his or her incumbent districts. Also, chief local police officers, 

                                           
39 Pierre F. Landry, “Authoritarianism and Decentralization,” in Decentralized Authoritarianism in 
China: The Communist Party's Control of Local Elites in the Post-Mao Era, ed. Pierre F. Landry 

(Cambridge University Press, 2013), 1-36. 
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local courts and administrative officials are picked by the local party 

committee and the Ministry of Justice of the People’s Republic of China. 

Thus, local head officials are likely to be loyal to the central party 

committee to begin with. When they succeed in governing their district in 

a stable manner (in particular preventing unrest from escalating into 

revolt), they can position themselves for promotion into central party 

membership. 

Li points out an interesting aspect of local government-media 

relations, called “cross-region media supervision.”40 Some local media 

affiliated with local authorities attempt to spy on other local governments’ 

wrongdoings in order to remove a competitor from promotion to the 

central cadre - competition among local governments are tough.41 Under 

these circumstances, few local officials are likely to disobey the central 

government. Once local officials find themselves within the central 

party’s favor and make it to the party-center’s inner group, officials are 

rewarded with lucrative benefits and privileges. If local officers choose to 

defy central authority, on the other hand, the central government can 

accuse the officials of incidental issues, like corruption, which it can then 

easily pursue. Thus, it is not surprising to see local governments trying 

their best to get on central party’s good side. Even from the local 

government officials’ perspective, the central government is a good cop 

to whom they should be loyal.  

Second, the long-term dominance of the CPC appears guaranteed 

in China for the foreseeable future. Brownlee mentions that there is a 

“binding commitment” within the CPC that once party members show 

loyalty to the central government, they are guaranteed long-term benefits 

from the party.42 If there were other parties that could threaten the CPC’s 

long-term stability or that could provide greater benefits for defecting 

from the CPC, then local officials might indeed choose to defect. However, 

because the CPC indisputably provides loyal members with 

comparatively better benefits, local officers would prefer to be bad cops 

and suppress local revolts based on a personal cost-benefit analysis. 

                                           
40 Cheng Li, “Think National, Blame Local: Central-Provincial Dynamics in the Hu Era,” China 
Leadership Monitor 17 (2006): 1-24. 
41 Local media is usually maintaining a symbiotic relationship with local power due to their need to 

gain political support from local authorities. For further Chinese local media strategy, please refer to 
Jingrong Tong, “The crisis of the centralized media control theory: how local power controls media 

in China,” Media, Culture & Society 32, no. 6 (2010): 925-942. 
42 Jason Brownlee, “The Political Origins of Durable Authoritarianism,” in The Authoritarianism in 
an Age of Democratization, ed. Jason Brownlee (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 

16-42. 
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Conversely, there are little to no incentives for them to defect from the 

central party and side with local villagers. In this way, local officials’ roles 

as ‘bad cops’ are powerfully institutionalized.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

Not all non-democratic regimes are overthrown, nor are they vulnerable 

to democratization by way of economic development. China is a well-

known party state which maintains the resilience of its authoritarian 

regime by utilizing a ‘good cop bad cop’ system that garners popular 

support, despite the increasing number of public protests. On top of 

previously identified elements often considered main pillars of 

authoritarian regime resilience, this paper suggests that China’s central-

local relationship, characterized by a ‘good cop bad cop’ structure, is one 

essential pillar of the CPC’s resilience. First, by looking into the case of 

Wukan incident, this paper claimed that the central government maintains 

legitimacy by shifting blame to local officials. Second, by analyzing 

recent policies and budget appropriations, this paper argued that China 

has institutionalized this ‘good cop bad cop’ structure into state-society 

relations. Recent policies as well as the CPC’s behavior suggests that the 

central government attempts to frame itself as the heroic and benign ‘good 

cop,’ while shifting the burden to local governments who play the role of 

the ‘bad cop.’ At the same time, this kind of unfair playing field is 

unchallenged by local governments due to the high level of incentives that 

the CPC provides to local officials who succeed in getting promoted 

within the party. 

Currently, it appears the Chinese people believe that corrupt local 

officials who fail to follow the central government’s command are 

troublesome.43 However, in the long run, people may begin to doubt the 

central government’s capacity to effectively reign in and exercise control 

of its local governments. It is unlikely the routine of blaming local 

governments will protect the central government from receiving its fair 

share of blame forever. The central government also makes mistakes. 

Additionally, the local government’s possible defection from the CPC can 

be another crucial challenge that the party must address. When the burden 

on local governments exceeds a tipping point, which could be precipitated 

by any number of crises caused by the CPC’s treatment of its local 

governments, it could risk the entire ‘good cop bad cop’ structure that has 

                                           
43 Guo, “Land Expropriation and Rural Conflicts in China,” 422-439. 
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facilitated the CPC’s popular support so well. Given these two challenges, 

China’s resilience should be considered strong, but not without challenge 

in the foreseeable future. There may come a day when the CPC has to 

confront growing social contention and social dissatisfaction. This paper 

thus suggests further research be conducted to test whether central-local 

relations can help explain the resilience of other authoritarian states other 

than China. Accordingly, the role of civil societies in authoritarian states 

should be guided by society-centered academia.  
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Foreign Policy Analysis of Japan’s Militarization of The East 

China Sea under the Abe Administration 2014 - 2015 
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In the face of the volatility in the East China Sea, marked with the rise of assertive 

China, Japan’s decision to militarize the region in 2014 and 2015 under the Abe 

administration represented a significant shift in its foreign policy orientation. This 

paper will analyze Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea, with particular focus 

on its consequences and implications. The paper is conducted as a qualitative 

phenomenological study, which draws upon existing relevant literature and a wide 

range of primary sources such as statements and speeches of Japanese key political 

figures as well as officials of other countries concerned. As opposed to the objective 

illustration of particular events, the primary sources illustrate the growing first-hand 

threat perceptions among the Japanese policy-makers who found themselves trapped 

in the destabilizing regional environment, which compelled them to embrace the 

hardline approach. This paper demonstrates that Japan’s militarization not only 

failed to achieve the Abe administrations desired outcomes, but also culminated in 

worsening Japan’s diplomatic ties with its neighboring states and generating a 

regional security dilemma. This examination is useful for understanding how Japan’s 

militarization contributed to forming the current volatile security situation in East 

Asia, especially in its relation with China. Additionally, Japan’s militarization is 

representative of its changing foreign policy orientation toward China, which is 

becoming more confrontational and uncompromising. The originality of this work 

lies in the use of unfiltered perspectives and voices in Japanese political sphere, 

documented in primary sources.   
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Introduction 

The years of 2014 and 2015 represented a significant shift in Japan’s 

foreign policy posture in security areas, as Tokyo, under the leadership of 

Shinzo Abe, decided to militarize2 the East China Sea. The beginning of 

Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea dates back to April 2014 when 

Japanese Defense Minister Itsunori Onodera announced the deployment 

of the Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) on Yonaguni Island, Japan’s 

westernmost inhibited island in the construction of a radar facility on the 

island, installed to better monitor areas in the vicinity of the Chinese 

mainland in general and the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands in 

particular.3 In addition to the military build-up on Yonaguni Island, Japan 

was set to gradually boost the number of the JSDF personnel on its island 

chains in the East China Sea to 10,000 in the next five years.4 Coupled 

with the substantial numerical increase in its military personnel, Japan has 

deployed a line of anti-aircraft and anti-ship missile batteries along the 

islands between the Japanese mainland and Taiwan since 2015 in order to 

monitor Chinese military influence and activities.5 

The militarization under the Abe administration was indicative of 

Japan’s growing anxieties over the rise of assertive China, which was 

evidenced by repetitive incursions of Chinese vessels into Japan’s 

territorial waters and Beijing’s unilateral military and development 

projects. Considering the strategic and economic significance of the East 

China Sea, China’s increasing assertiveness in the region was perceived 

as threatening to Japanese national and energy security. 6  Prior to the 

                                                       
2 For the purpose of this examination, the notion of militarism is defined as a combination of a 
build-up conception of militarization and a behavioral understanding of militarism. While the 

former is concerned with quantitative military build-ups in weapon, military personnel and 

expenditure, the latter pertains to the tendency to employ force to settle conflicts. The reason for this 
particular choice is two-folded. First, Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea is a clear case of 

quantitative military build-ups, as seen the deployment of the Japan Self-Defense Forces and 

defense systems in the region. Second, conceptualization of Japan’s militarization entails a 
behavioral element as it can be interpreted as representing its potential future trajectory of foreign 

policy orientation in security areas, which is seemingly becoming more uncompromising and 

willing to take military actions, if necessary. See Anna Stavrianakis and Jan Selby, “Militarism and 
International Relations in the Twenty-First Century,” in Militarism and International Relations: 

Political Economy, Security and Theory, eds. Anna Stavrianakis and Jan Selby (Oxon: Routledge, 

2013), 12-13. 
3 Shannon Tiezzi, “Japan to Station Troops on Yonaguni, Near Disputed Islands,” The Diplomat, 

April 19, 2014, https://thediplomat.com/2014/04/japan-to-station-troops-on-yonaguni-near-disputed-

islands/.  
4 Justin McCurry, “Japan Steps Up Military Presence in East China Sea,” The Guardian, December 

18, 2015, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/dec/18/japan-steps-up-military-presence-east-

china-sea.  
5 McCurry, “Japan Steps Up Military Presence in East China Sea”. 
6 Press Conference by Prime Minister Abe Following the G20 Summit, the APEC Economic 

Leaders’ Meeting, and the ASEAN-related Summit Meetings,” Prime Minister of Japan and His 
Cabinet, November 22, 2015, 

http://japan.kantei.go.jp/97_abe/statement/201511/1214703_9932.html.  

https://thediplomat.com/2014/04/japan-to-station-troops-on-yonaguni-near-disputed-islands/
https://thediplomat.com/2014/04/japan-to-station-troops-on-yonaguni-near-disputed-islands/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/dec/18/japan-steps-up-military-presence-east-china-sea
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/dec/18/japan-steps-up-military-presence-east-china-sea
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militarization, Japanese policy-makers embraced more peaceful and 

conciliatory foreign policy options toward China. However, China’s 

unilateral violation of those agreements and continuous development and 

military activities in the region, coupled with the rising value of the East 

China Sea, crystalized the limitation of such non-binding cooperative 

approaches, leaving the militarization as the only seemingly feasible 

option for the conservative Abe administration.  

This paper will analyze Japan’s militarization of the East China 

Sea under the Abe administration in 2014 and 2015, with particular focus 

on the consequences and implications of this particular foreign policy 

decision. The practical implication of this paper lies in the idea that this 

particular shift in the Japanese foreign policy orientation played a 

significant role in deteriorating Japan’s diplomatic relations with its 

neighboring countries in the region in general, and with China in 

particular. As discussed in the paper, Japan’s militarization of the East 

China Sea generated strong anxieties in South Korea and the member 

states of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), both of 

which became increasingly suspicious of Tokyo’s enhanced security role. 

In addition, the event created a security dilemma between Japan and China 

as Beijing reacted to Tokyo’s action in a bellicose manner, illustrating the 

further destabilization of the East Asian regional security environment. 

Furthermore, given the fact that Japanese-policy makers, prior to the 

militarization, embraced cooperative diplomacy with China regarding the 

management of the East China Sea, this particular policy can be 

interpreted as representing the potential future trajectory of Japan’s 

interactions and diplomacy with China, which is becoming increasingly 

confrontational and uncompromising. 

This paper is divided into two sections. The first section will 

examine the factors and rationales behind Japan’s militarization of the 

East China Sea. In particular, the failure of conciliatory measures that 

existed prior to Japan’s militarization and the emergence of the 

militarization discourse will be explored, which is followed by the 

discussion of how the Abe administration and Japanese policy-makers 

perceived this particular foreign policy choice. The second section will 

examine and evaluate Japan’s militarization in relation to both the 

intended outcomes mapped out in the first section and the unintended 

outcomes that resulted from this foreign policy choice. This paper is 

conducted as a qualitative phenomenological study, which draws upon 

existing relevant literature and a wide range of primary sources such as 

statements and speeches of Japanese key political figures as well as 
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officials of other countries concerned. As opposed to the objective 

illustration of particular events, the primary sources reflect unfiltered real 

voices in the Japanese domestic political sphere, as well as the ways in 

which the Japanese policy-makers interpreted the situation at the 

individual level. In other words, such primary sources are valuable assets 

that illustrate the growing threat perceptions among the Japanese policy-

makers who found themselves trapped in the destabilizing regional 

security environment, which compelled them to embrace the hardline 

approach. By analyzing the Japanese foreign policy choice, with particular 

focus on its consequences and implications, this paper will argue that 

Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea manifestly failed to achieve 

the Abe administration’s desire for a more autonomous security position 

under the U.S. security umbrella and to retain Japan’s regional power and 

leverage. In addition to those failures, this paper will argue that Japan’s 

militarization of the East China Sea entailed unintended outcomes. While 

contributing to the further destabilization of the regional security 

environment by fueling the assertive rise of China, Japan’s militarization 

culminated in its regional isolation.  

 

Factors and Rationales behind Japan’s Militarization of the East 

China Sea  

Alternative Foreign Policy Options on the Table  

Prior to its militarization of the East China Sea, Japan embraced more 

peaceful and conciliatory measures in its relations with China. For 

instance, Japan and China, despite Tokyo’s relative reluctance, reached 

the China-Japan Fishery Agreement in 1997.7  The agreement stipulated 

that the two parties were to refrain from applying “one another’s fishery 

laws to each other’s vessels”8  in the waters surrounding the disputed 

Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. Thus, the agreement was designed to and did 

indeed reduce the likelihood of minor incidents in the East China Sea that 

could potentially escalate into a diplomatic row or potential conflicts 

between Japan and China.9 The fact that the agreement was reached amid 

their strained relations, caused particularly by the 1996 incident in which 

members of the Nihon Seinensha built a lighthouse and raised a Japanese 

national flag in the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, also crystallized the 

ability of the both parties to respect their mutual economic interests and 

                                                       
7 Manicom, Bridging Troubled Waters. 
8 Ibid. 

9 Ibid., 81-82. 
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foster cooperation in the disputed waters. 10  Japan’s commitment to 

cooperation, rather than confrontation, in its relations with China was also 

evidenced by the willingness of the government to bear domestic costs 

imposed by the agreement, including its reduced excess fishing capacity 

and financial costs associated with policing illegal coastal fishing.11 

The 2008 China-Japan Principled Consensus on the East China 

Sea Issue is another illustration of the Japanese policy-makers seeking a 

conciliatory approach to managing the tension in the region. 12  The 

Consensus provided a framework for joint developments between the two 

parties by delimiting and defining small resource-rich areas of the East 

China Sea, including the Chunxiao oil and gas field, on a quasi-legal 

basis.13 Dealing with the terms of the joint development, the Consensus 

entailed much broader implications for Japan-China relations and positive 

spillover effects into their broader territorial disputes. While the purview 

of the Consensus was confined to pre-defined areas, it was agreed that 

Japan and China would “continue consultations for the early realization of 

joint development in other parts of the East China Sea.”14 By stipulating 

consultations and dialogues as the primary means of settling matters in the 

region, the Consensus restrained the use of force and unilateral action, 

thereby mediating the overall diplomatic tensions between Japan and 

China.15 Japanese Minister of Economy, Trade and Industry, Akira Amari, 

noted that the Consensus entailed “an even larger meaning in terms of the 

political realm.”16 In this respect, it is important to note that the impacts 

of the Consensus were expected to trickle down into the broader security 

and political dimensions of the Japan-China relations in the East China 

Sea by making the region “a sea of peace, cooperation and friendship.”17   

Collapse of the Conciliatory Measures and Emergence of the 

Militarization Discourse 
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As much as the aforementioned conciliatory and corporative measures 

provided temporal stability in the East China Sea, such non-binding 

measures were destined to be short-lived. China’s neglect of the 2008 

Consensus, evidenced by its repetitive incursions into the Japanese 

territorial seas, illuminated the limitation of cooperative agreements 

between the two regional powers. 18  The number of the Chinese-to-

Japanese territorial incursions totaled 32 times with 88 Chinese vessels in 

the year of 2014 alone, escalating the maritime tension between the two 

parties.19 

Of particular importance was the 2010 collision incident near the 

disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, which came to be remembered as a 

watershed moment for Japan-China relations.20 The incident occurred as 

a Chinese fishing boat collided with the Japanese Coast Guard’s boat after 

ignoring the coastguard’s request to leave the area under its control. 21 

China’s response to the incident remained conservative. Leaving no room 

for alternative peaceful measures to ease the situation, the government of 

China mobilized domestic nationalist and anti-Japanese movements, 22 

contending that “what was necessary to assert its claim to the disputed 

islands”23 needed to be done.  

The collision incident equally played a role in affecting Japan’s 

threat perception of China. The heightened threat perception was reflected 

in the ensuing Japanese public responses to the incident. The government 

under the then Prime Minster Naoto Kan came under heavy public 

criticisms for its meek response to the incident, and anti-Chinese protests24 
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insisted on “a more assertive Japanese policy toward China.”25 As anti-

Chinese sentiment grew in both Japanese political and public domains, the 

incident helped consolidate Tokyo’s unwavering position to counter any 

unilateral or provocative actions by Beijing to alter the regional status quo 

through force and to safeguard Japan’s sovereign territory. 26  Such a 

domestic environment also coincided with the return of the nationalistic 

government led by Abe, which further pushed Japan’s political tilt toward 

more hardline approaches and rendered the militarization of the East 

China Sea seemingly inevitable.  

A series of unilateral military and development activities by 

China further disincentivize Japan’s commitment to upholding the 

conciliatory approaches.27 In 2013, China initiated development activities 

and resource extraction in the East China Sea where the EEZ and 

continental shelf were yet to be delimited at that time. 28  As China’s 

resource extraction violated existing bilateral agreements for the joint 

exploration of natural resources, the deterioration of Japan-China relations 

was an inevitable outcome.29 The diplomatic cleavage between the two 

states was evidenced by a strong statement from the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of Japan on Beijing’s resource extraction, which was denounced 

as “extremely regrettable that China is advancing unilateral 

development.”30  

Additionally, giving much fuel to Japan’s anxiety over its national 

security was China’s unilateral announcement of the East China Sea Air 

Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) in the same year that overlapped with 

the existing ADIZ delimitations of Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan.31 

Immediately following the announcement, Junichi Ihara, Director-

General of the Asian and Oceanian Affairs Bureau of Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, denounced the ADIZ declared by the Chinese government as 

“extremely dangerous as it could unilaterally escalate the situation 
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surrounding the Senkaku Islands.”32 It is also to be noted that China’s 

unilateral announcement of the ADIZ was perceived as severely 

threatening, as it occurred in the context of the steady rise in the Chinese 

defense expenditure, which increased by the unprecedented rate of 12.2 

percent in 2014.33  

China’s growing assertiveness in its continuous unilaterally 

military and development activities in the region led to a significant shift 

in the perception of China among the Japanese political elites. On the one 

hand, the administration led by former Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi 

interpreted the rapid development of China as an “opportunity” 34  for 

Japanese economy. On the other hand, Prime Minister Abe views the rise 

of assertive China as a threat to Japan’s sovereignty and the regional 

stability. 35  Similarly, in the annual Defense of Japan white paper 

published in 2016, then Minister of Defense Gen Nakatani stated that 

Chinese unilateral activities created “an increasingly severe security 

environment surrounding Japan.”36 The white paper further intensified its 

rhetoric on China, stating that Beijing’s unilateral activities to alter the 

status quo in the East and South China Seas have generated “security 

concerns to the region including Japan and to the international 

community.”37 Thus, China’s announcement of the new ADIZ, coupled 

with its unilateral development and military activities in the vicinities of 

the Japanese territorial waters, implied that the Japanese policy-makers 

were now compelled to calculate “the prospect for a more militarized 

interaction between Chinese and Japanese forces in the East China Sea.”38 
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Furthermore, the increasing economic value of the East China Sea 

and the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands paved the way for the collapse of the 

conciliatory approaches.39 In 1968, the UN Economic Commission for 

Asia and the Far East announced the potential existence of natural 

resources such as hydrocarbon in the seabed of the Senkaku/Diaoyu 

Islands.40 The East China Sea is also a part of Japanese main waterways 

for oil imports mainly from the Middle East on which 75 percent of the 

Japanese oil consumption is dependent, indicating the economic value of 

the region to Japan. 41  Thus, for a resource-poor country like Japan, 

China’s development activities and resource extraction in the East China 

Sea were deemed to severely jeopardize its energy security. In response 

to the situation, Prime Minister Abe condemned China’s unilateral 

activities in the East China Sea as “increasingly ambitious”,42 generating 

a concern for the region and the international community. Fumio Kishida, 

Minister for Foreign Affairs of Japan, also stressed Japan’s unwavering 

intolerance of China’s unilateral development projects, noting that “the 

Government of Japan’s fundamental stance will not change.” 43 In this 

respect, it is not surprising that the militarization came to gain prominence 

as the most feasible foreign policy choice in the Japanese security 

discourse as those marine resources and economic values of the East 

China Sea were vital to Japan’s “national pursuit of wealth and power.”44  

 

Perceptions of and Rationales behind the Militarization  

Within the Japanese security and political discourse, the Abe 

administration and the Japanese policy-makers interpreted the 

militarization of the East China Sea as beneficial in multiple ways. For 

them, the militarization was expected to yield bargaining leverage by 

presenting “Japan’s tough resolve”45 in its territorial disputes. It is to be 

noted that historically the diplomatic position of China in negotiating 

territorial disputes was relatively subordinate to that of Japan. This power 
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relation was a by-product of China’s heavy reliance on Japanese economy, 

foreign direct investment, and economic assistance during the years of its 

modernization project. 46  China’s growing military and economic 

capabilities, particularly since the 1990s, however, signaled a relative 

decline in Tokyo’s historical leverage over Beijing.47  Considering the 

relative decline of Japan’s historical diplomatic leverage, the Japanese 

policy-makers were compelled to defend and retain control and influence 

in the East China Sea at all costs, which was believed to serve as a 

“tangible reminder to China of Japan’s power in the region.”48 In this light, 

Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea was also designed to project 

Tokyo’s diplomatic stance that it would not compromise on its broader 

territorial disputes including the issues of the Takeshima/Dokdo Islets 

with South Korea and the Northern Territories/Kurile Island with 

Russia.49 

Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea was also closely 

intertwined with the Abe administration’s nationalistic agenda to gain 

Japan’s foreign policy autonomy in security issues, particularly in its 

position vis-à-vis the U.S. Since his accession in 2012, Abe has embraced 

an image of a more independent Japan – an unfinished business that he 

inherited from Nobusuke Kishi, his grandfather who, as the 37th Japanese 

Prime Minister between 1957 and 1960, turned the imposition of an 

unequal security treaty with the U.S. into a more equal security alliance.50 

The very motive of the Abe administration’s agenda derives from the 

worry that Japan’s current excessive reliance on the U.S. security umbrella 

compromises its ability to forcefully present dissenting and opposing 

views to the U.S.51 At the annual Shangri-La Dialogue held in 2014, Abe 

constantly stressed the imminent need for Japan to activate a more potent 

security role in the face of the increasing provocation from China. “Japan 

intends to play an even greater and more proactive role than it has until 

now in making peace in Asia and the world something more certain,”52 

Abe stated. Abe’s speech can be interpreted as representing the very image 

of truly independent Japan to which he has been aspiring. In this sense, 
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Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea was indeed a symbolic foreign 

policy move that was designed to, as the Abe administration envisioned, 

demonstrate Japan’s ability to project military power and to serve as the 

first stepping stone to achieve “a more independent and autonomous 

position vis-à-vis the United States.”53 

 

Evaluation of the Outcomes of Japan’s Militarization of East China 

Sea 

As discussed in the previous section, Japan’s militarization of the East 

China Sea was reflective of the Abe administration and the Japanese 

policy-makers’ desire to strengthen its foreign policy autonomy under the 

U.S. security umbrella and to retain its regional power. However, a deeper 

investigation into this particular foreign policy choice reveals that Japan’s 

militarization of the East China Sea not only failed to achieve those 

outcomes, but also entailed unintended outcomes.  

 

Japan’s Foreign Policy Autonomy vis-à-vis the U.S. 

In the domestic political sphere, Japan’s militarization proved 

unsuccessful in achieving the Abe administration’s original ambition for 

Japan’s more autonomous position in relation to the U.S. in security 

matters. This failure was illuminated by the U.S. foreign policy 

reorientation under the Obama administration, known as the ‘Pivot to 

Asia.’ Under the Pivot to Asia, the Obama administration placed the U.S. 

strategic focus on the global power reconfiguration toward Asia caused by 

the rapid economic growth of Asian states. The policy of the Pivot to Asia 

was designed to retain U.S. power projection capabilities in the Asia-

Pacific theater and to balance against China, which has been rapidly 

consolidating military, political, and economic capabilities. 54  In other 

words, China’s growing powers in those areas were a vital factor that 

would determine the depth and breadth of the U.S. engagement in the 

region.55 

In this light, the growing degree of the confrontation between 

Japan and China following the former’s militarization of the East China 

Sea was a recipe for further incentivizing the U.S. to increase its military 

presence in the region. In 2015, the U.S. State Department requested a 
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budget of USD 1.2 billion for East Asia and the Pacific, which marked a 

5 percent increase compared to the financial year of 2013. 56  The 

increasing influence of the U.S. in the Asia-Pacific region was also 

evidenced by the U.S. diplomatic thaw with former enemies in the region, 

including Vietnam and Myanmar.57 The U.S. further implemented a series 

of economic and commercial initiatives with other states in the Asia-

Pacific in a bid to become an “indispensable nation”58 in the region. Given 

that the militarization reflected the Abe administration’s desire to achieve 

more autonomy in its security agendas, the policy achieved little success. 

The militarization gave much fuel to the rise of assertive China, which in 

turn provided a pretext for the enhanced security role of the U.S. in the 

Asia-Pacific region and rendered Japan ever more ever close to the U.S. 

security umbrella.  

 

Japan’s Regional Power and Leverage  

Although the Abe administration and the Japanese policy-makers hoped 

that the militarization would be conducive to retaining Japan’s diplomatic 

leverage and countering the rise of assertive China, Japan’s militarization 

of the East China Sea manifestly failed to achieve this end. As opposed to 

the original purpose of countering China’s unilateral actions in the region, 

Japan’s militarization in turn, fueled the escalation of China’s 

assertiveness. In response to Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea, 

the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Air Force deployed jetfighters in 

the East China Sea to keep a close check on Japanese political and military 

activities.59 In January 2016, the People’s Daily, a news outlet run by the 

Chinese Communist Party, responded to Japan’s militarization by hinting 

the availability of warships at its disposal and the potential military 

engagement if necessary. Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Hong Lei, 

who warned against the militarization, stating that Japan “will have to 

accept responsibility for everything that happens,” echoed this view.60 

A similar response was obtained from Russia. Russian Defense 

Minister Sergei Shoigu commented on the potential development of a 

naval base as well as the deployment of missile defense systems and 
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drones on the disputed Kurile Islands/Northern Territories. 61  The 

bellicose reactions from China and Russia thus were illustrative of the fact 

that Japan’s militarization culminated in creating a regional security 

dilemma. Japan’s foreign policy move not only ran counter to the Abe 

administration’s original intention to counter and balance the rise of 

assertive China, but also entailed an unintended outcome of rendering 

Japan’s broader territorial disputes more intractable and destabilizing the 

regional security environment.62  

 

Unintended Isolation in the Region: Cases of South Korea and ASEAN 

While failing to address the Abe administration’s desires, Japan’s 

militarization of the East China Sea entailed an unintended outcome of 

isolating Tokyo in the region. From a point of view that zeros in 

specifically on the longstanding debate of the ‘comfort women’ issue with 

South Korea, a claim that Japan’s militarization deteriorated Japan-Korea 

relations appears to be a difficult one to make. The years following Japan’s 

militarization of the East China Sea was indeed a period that brought a 

surprising thaw in their diplomatic deep-freeze. In December 2015, amid 

the continuing militarization by the Japanese government, Japan and 

Korea managed to reach a historical agreement on settling the ‘comfort 

women’ issue. The agreement, in which Japan made an apology and 

agreed to provide funds as a means of compensation, illuminated a 

rapprochement between the two states.63 It is thus essential to point out 

the fact that Japan’s militarization did not necessarily hinder or nullify the 

diplomatic efforts of both Japan and South Korea to overcome the 

lingering memory of Japan’s imperial past and move forward. 

Nevertheless, what appeared as a historical agreement should not 

overshadow the extent of Japan’s regional isolation as a result of its 

militarization. Following the 2010 collision incident that signaled the 

beginning of its maritime tension with Japan, China has carefully, yet 

rapidly, consolidated its diplomatic and economic ties with South Korea, 

emerging as Seoul’s leading trading partner. 64  Immediately following 
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Japan’s militarization of Yonaguni Island in 2014, Chinese President Xi 

Jinping cancelled his trip to North Korea in order to make an official visit 

to South Korea instead. Considering China’s close diplomatic ties with 

North Korea, it is hard to resist the argument that Japan’s militarization of 

the East China Sea was perceived as one of the first-order national security 

issues in China and thus explains Xi’s unprecedented decision to cancel 

his trip to Pyongyang in order to visit Seoul. In other words, the security 

threat posed by Japan’s militarization compelled Xi to consolidate its 

diplomatic ties with another regional power, namely South Korea, in an 

effort to isolate Japan in the region. 

During his visit to South Korea, Xi delivered a speech at Seoul 

National University. In his speech, he made a reference to the wartime 

sufferings shared between China and South Korea by stating that 

“Japanese militarists carried out barbarous wars of aggression against 

China and Korea, swallowing Korea and occupying half of the Chinese 

mainland.” 65  Given the fact that Xi made a visit to South Korea 

immediately following Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea by 

cancelling his trip to North Korea, such a speech that explicitly stressed 

the legacy of Japan’s imperialism can easily be interpreted as entailing a 

political connotation and his intention to strategically isolate Tokyo from 

Seoul. 

Xi’s appeal to the memory of the historical legacy of the Japanese 

aggression proved successful in widening the existing cleavage between 

Seoul and Tokyo. In response to Abe’s statement on the 70th anniversary 

of the end of the World War II in August 2015, Chinese state media 

denounced that Abe’s speech was nothing but “a crippled start to build 

trust”66 among Japan’s neighboring states. The following day, Park Geun-

hye, then President of South Korea, sympathized with China’s 

dissatisfaction, condemning that Abe’s statement “did not quite live up to 

our expectations.”67 The widened diplomatic distance between Japan and 

South Korea was also observed in the presence of Park at celebration of 

the 70th anniversary of the end of the World War II held in China in 

September 2015.68  Two clarifications must be made regarding Park’s 

attendance. First, Park, while appearing at the event held in China, did 
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actually make a decision not to attend a similar occasion that celebrated 

the end of the World War II in Russia in May 2015.69 Second, Park made 

a decision to attend the celebration in China despite diplomatic pressures 

from the U.S. officials who were wary of the potential negative 

implications Park’s attendance would have for the U.S.-South Korea 

security alliance and South Korea-Japan diplomatic relations.70 In this 

sense, Park’s attendance can be interpreted as a symbolic move that was 

representative of the growing ties between South Korea and China, which 

in turn crystalized Japan’s diplomatic isolation in the region.  

South Korean public opinions further underscored Seoul’s 

distancing of Tokyo. According to a survey jointly conducted by Genron 

NPO in Japan and the East Asia Institute in South Korea, 58.1 percent of 

South Korean nationals identified Japan as a military threat in 2015, which 

marked a substantial rise from 46.3 percent in 2014.71 The survey also 

found that approximately 40 percent of the respondents foresaw the 

potential outbreak of military conflict between Japan and Korea, 

illuminating the growing perceived threat toward Japan’s militarization in 

the eye of the South Korean populace.72 Furthermore, nearly 45 percent of 

the respondents answered that they valued South Korea-China relations 

over South Korea-Japan relations.73 Therefore, Japan’s militarization of 

the East China Sea seemingly promoted “South Korea’s flirtation with 

closer ties to China”74 at both diplomatic and public levels, placing Tokyo 

in a further isolated position in the region. 

As with the case of South Korea, there is a kernel of truth in the 

argument that Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea did not 

necessarily distance Japan from the ASEAN member states. Against the 

backdrop of its militarization, Japan indeed accelerated the process of 

defense cooperation with the ASEAN member states. The scale of Japan-
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ASEAN defense cooperation began to expand in the form of bilateral and 

multilateral joint military exercises particularly from late 2014 when 

Japan and the ASEAN member states held the first-ever meeting involving 

their respective defense ministers. 75  For instance, the Japan Maritime 

Self-Defense Force (JMSDF) conducted a joint military exercise with the 

Royal Malaysian Navy in April 2016. In the same month, the JMSDF 

destroyers made a port call at Subic Bay in the Philippines for the first 

time in nearly 15 years, and subsequently made a first visit to Cam Ranh 

Bay in Vietnam.76 As part of its defense diplomacy toward ASEAN, Japan 

also promoted a series of capacity-building programs and cooperation in 

the form of defense equipment and technology transfers with countries 

including Indonesia, Thailand, Laos, and Myanmar, which demonstrates 

the active security cooperation in place between Japan and the ASEAN 

member states despite the former’s militarization of the East China Sea.77 

Despite their relatively deep cooperation in security issues, 

Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea generated an opportunity as 

well as need for China to intrude into Japan’s “traditional economic space 

of ASEAN.”78 In parallel with its diplomatic approach to South Korea, 

China’s strategic regional isolation of Japan has yielded a success in 

accelerating its regional partnerships and cooperation with the ASEAN 

member states. The development of economic cooperation through a 

series of free trade agreements and development aid demonstrates the 

growing connectivity between China and ASEAN in recent years.79 For 

instance, China and ASEAN sealed a deal to upgrade the China-ASEAN 

Free Trade Area in 2015. This provided momentum for China-ASEAN 

economic relations by boosting the volume of their trade to USD 368 

billion in 2016.80 In the same year, China also provided USD 10 billion in 

the form of infrastructure loans to the ASEAN member states and 

additional USD 560 million to particularly underdeveloped states within 

the association.81 As with the case of South Korea, the fact that China’s 

economic cooperation with ASEAN became particularly accelerated in 
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the context of Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea and the 

maritime tension between Tokyo and Beijing, which consolidates the 

argument that Japan’s militarization culminated in its regional isolation. 

It is also worth noting that the ASEAN member states have 

traditionally expressed a shared expectation for Japan’s positive economic 

role and rejection of Japan’s enhanced security role. There seems to be a 

traditional suspicion among ASEAN political elites that Japan’s civilian 

use of technology and economic power can readily be converted to 

military use.82 This idea, coupled with ASEAN’s fear for “the emergence 

of a militarily independent Japan”,83 played a role in forging a consensus 

among the ASEAN member states on the undesirability of Japan’s 

enhanced security role. 84  In fact, in the height of China’s growing 

assertiveness85 in the region, the expectations of ASEAN officials and 

diplomats for Japan remain confined to the areas of economic cooperation 

and infrastructure development, whereas there seems little, if any, voice 

calling for Japan’s enhanced security role in the region. 

The dichotomous opinions regarding Japan’s economic and 

security roles can also be found in the public domain of ASEAN. Research 

conducted by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan found that 77 

percent of respondents from the seven countries from ASEAN – 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and 

Vietnam – answered that they wanted Japan to play a more active role in 

promoting economic and technical cooperation through official 

development assistance while 67 percent expected Japan to provide more 

financial contribution in the form of trade and private investment.86 This 

was in sharp contrast to their reluctance to accept Japan’s increased 

military presence to maintain regional peace and security, which was 

supported only by 19 percent of the total respondents. 87  Thus, in an 

economic sense, “Japan’s previous ‘special relationship’ with the 

Association of South-East Asian Nations…has been jeopardized by 
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China’s southward engagement with this subregion.” 88  Additionally, 

Japan’s foreign policy decision to militarize the East China Sea came at 

the expense of amplifying the traditional suspicion about its enhanced 

security role and tarnishing its long-standing pacifist credential as an 

economic and civilian power among the ASEAN member states, both at 

diplomatic and public levels.  

 

Conclusion 

Japan’s decision to militarize the East China Sea under the Abe 

administration between 2014 and 2015 emerged first and foremost as a 

reaction to the rise of assertive China, characterized by Beijing’s unilateral 

actions against the status quo. Japan’s perceived threat of China 

intensified due to the repetitive incursions of Chinese vessels into the 

Japanese territorial waters. Prior to the militarization, Japanese diplomatic 

orientation tilted toward more conciliatory and cooperative approaches, 

represented in a series of agreements for governing the East China Sea 

through peaceful means, including the 1997 China-Japan Fishery 

Agreement and the 2008 Principled Consensus on the East China Sea 

Issue. However, the fragility of such non-binding conciliatory measures 

soon became apparent as China continued its unilateral military and 

development activities in the East China Sea. Additionally, what the 

discovery of natural resources in the East China Sea, particularly in the 

vicinities of the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands meant for a resource-

poor country like Japan was that Tokyo was left with the militarization as 

the only seemingly feasible foreign policy option in order to counter 

Beijing’s unilateral actions and to safeguard its own national interests. 

Although Prime Minister Abe and his entourages envisioned the 

militarization as a useful foreign policy instrument to retain Japan’s 

regional power and strengthen its autonomous security role, especially in 

its relations with the U.S., their ambitions manifestly failed in multiple 

ways that had and continue to have adverse implications for Japan’s 

diplomatic relations with its neighboring states in the region. The growing 

confrontation in the East China Sea between Japan and China was a recipe 

for the deeper regional engagement of the U.S. under its foreign policy 

strategy of the Pivot to Asia. This culminated in drawing Japan ever closer 

into, and rendering it more dependent on, the U.S. security umbrella, 

which came out contrary to the Abe administration’s desired outcome of 

achieving a more autonomous position within the Japan-U.S. security 
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alliance. While the militarization widened the existing cleavage in Japan-

China relations by inviting Beijing to respond in a provocative and 

belligerent manner, it had repercussions on Japan’s broader territorial 

disputes, particularly the unsolved issue of the Northern Territories/Kurile 

Island with Russia, contributing to the further destabilization of the 

regional security environment. 

Amid Tokyo’s decision to militarize the East China Sea, some 

positive developments were seen in the historical agreement on the 

settlement of the ‘comfort women’ issue between Japan and South Korea, 

as well as the enhancement of Japan-ASEAN defense cooperation. 

Nevertheless, Japan’s militarization of the East China Sea set itself up to 

its further isolation in the region. Japan’s militarization came to be 

perceived as a first-order security issue in China, inviting Beijing to 

respond by encouraging the distancing of Japan from influential regional 

actors including South Korea and the ASEAN member states. Such 

positive changes also indeed did not completely cast away the lingering 

memory of Japan’s imperial past, which was evidenced in the image of 

Japan as a military threat and the shared reluctance among South Korea 

and the ASEAN member states to support Tokyo’s enhanced security role 

in the region.  
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The Impact of Media on U.S. Policy in Korea from 1945-1950: 

The Portrayal of Syngman Rhee 
 

Casey Robinson1 
 
 

At the end of the Second World War, there was little American interest in Korea. Most 

Americans wished for their soldiers to return home and focus on domestic issues. 

However, by the time the Korean War erupted, public support for a U.S. presence in 

Korea increased remarkably. There are many factors that contributed to this increase 

in public support, and the role of the U.S. media is a major one. By downplaying the 

negativity surrounding U.S. operations in Korea, U.S. media helped to maintain 

public support for a U.S. presence in Korea. With few concerns about U.S. operations 

in Korea and a new enthusiasm to confront the communist threat, Americans had 

little reason to protest U.S. operations in Korea. This article is the first in a series 

that analyzes the impact of U.S. media on U.S. Policy in Korea. This first article 

analyzes the case of Syngman Rhee, the first president of the Republic of Korea. The 

data accumulated shows that there were considerable discrepancies between U.S. 

newspapers and government documents concerning the characteristics and activities 

of Rhee. Furthermore, information from government documents suggest that the 

downplaying of negativity surrounding the Korean situation in U.S. media may have 

directly benefited U.S. policy on the peninsula. 
 

 

Keywords: Government documents, media, U.S. foreign policy, Korea, 

newspapers, editorials, public opinion, Syngman Rhee, Korean War, 

policy, congress 

 

Introduction 

Prior to the Second World War, there was very little U.S. interest in the 

Korean Peninsula. The reason for this was that Korea held very little 

economic or political importance to the United States. As a consequence, 

the United States, with a need to appease the Japanese government, 

disregarded its 1882 treaty with Korea and allowed the Japanese 

government to occupy the Korean peninsula.2 However, Korea quickly 

became a political interest of the United States towards the closing of the 

Second World War. The Soviet Union was emerging as a significant threat 

                                                      
1 Casey Robinson is a Ph.D. candidate at the Graduate School of Asia-Pacific Studies at Waseda 
University. Previously he earned a master’s degree at The George Washington University in 

International Policy and Practice and at Waseda University in International Relations. His research 

interests are in North Korea, U.S. foreign policy, and international development. 
2 Chong-sik Lee, The Politics of Korean Nationalism (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 

California Press, 1963). 
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to the United States and Korea was needed to act as a buffer state in order 

to prevent Soviet expansion. Initially, however, this interest was not 

shared mutually with the American public. After the war, Americans were 

more concerned with domestic issues than international issues. In a 1946 

Gallup Poll, only 18 percent viewed international issues such as Russia, 

Peace, and the Atomic Bomb as needing to be addressed immediately.3 

Even members on both sides of congress opposed having an American 

presence in Korea. On September 8, 1945, the first day of the U.S. 

occupation of Korea, Republican Representative Howard H. Buffet 

suggested that China would make a better proxy in Korea, as China 

“understood the Oriental mind” and had also suffered at the hands of the 

Japanese.4 In addition to the lack of economic and political interest in 

Korea, the U.S. military government was experiencing various difficulties 

in establishing a Korean government. From 1945 to 1950, the U.S. military 

government in Korea experienced ongoing problems negotiating with the 

Soviet Union and controlling the apprehensive and aggressive Koreans in 

the south. Consequently, due to the lack of interest in Korea and the fact 

that the occupation was often discouraging, there existed a risk that public 

opinion might pressure policymakers into pulling the United States out of 

Korea and allow for Soviet expansion throughout the Korean peninsula. 

Nevertheless, despite Americans initially wishing the United 

States stay out of Korea, by 1949, the majority of Americans came to 

support the U.S. presence in Korea. In a July 1950 poll, 75 percent of 

Americans approved President Truman’s decision to send military aid to 

South Korea.5 Furthermore, in another July poll, 44 percent of participants 

said they believed the United States did not make enough sacrifices to 

support the war in Korea.6 Of course, this change in public opinion did not 

arise out of nowhere. Americans now saw the political importance of being 

in Korea. A U.S. government document from September 1950 explained 

that Americans now sensed the threat of communism and were thus 

willing to take strong measures to deal with the communist challenge.7 

Yet, this new enthusiasm to confront the communist threat did not take 

                                                      
3 U.S. Department of State, Office of Public Opinion, Latest Opinion Trends in the U.S.A. (National 

Archives at College Park, Maryland, 1946). 
4 U.S. Congress, House of Representatives, Statement of Representative Howard H. Buffet. 91st 
Cong., Rec 8579, (1945). 
5 National Opinion Research Center, University of Chicago. Foreign Affairs Survey, July 1950 

[survey question]. USNORC.500287.R04. National Opinion Research Center, University of Chicago 
[producer]. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University, Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, n.d.,) 

iPOLL [distributor], accessed September 18, 2018. 
6 Gallup Organization. Gallup Poll (AIPO), July 1950 [survey question]. USGALLUP.50-
458.QK09A. Gallup Organization [producer]. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University, Roper Center for 

Public Opinion Research, n.d.,) iPOLL [distributor], accessed Aug-25-2018.; National Opinion 

Research Center, University of Chicago. Foreign Affairs Survey, July, 1950 [survey question]. 
USNORC.500287.R08. National Opinion Research Center, University of Chicago [producer]. 

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University, Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, n.d.,) iPOLL 

[distributor], accessed August 25, 2018. 
7 U.S. Department of State, Office of Public Opinion, Public Attitudes on Dealing with the Soviet 

Union’s Role in Communist Aggression (National Archives at College Park, Maryland, 1950). 
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away from the fact that the Korean situation was at times discouraging. 

The United States and Soviet Union were unable to agree on establishing 

a unified Korean government, Koreans from both the left and right were 

uncooperative and violent in their demand for independence, and South 

Korea’s most promising leader, Syngman Rhee, despite his achievements, 

proved to be on many occasions unsuitable for the United States as leader 

of South Korea. The most likely reason for American support of the U.S. 

presence in Korea, despite these discouraging developments, was that the 

developments were not adequately reported in U.S. media. There are many 

factors that go into policymaking and public opinion plays an important 

role.8 Not everyone is involved in foreign affairs and accordingly, most in 

the public must rely on the media for information on an international topic. 

American media during the late-1940’s, for its part, may have played an 

important role in downplaying the discouraging developments in Korea 

and in doing so helped maintain American support for the U.S. presence 

in Korea. 

This is the first research article in a series on the impact that U.S. 

media coverage about the Korean situation had on U.S. policy in Korea 

from 1945 to 1950. There are three goals for this research. The first goal 

is to assess the level of discrepancies between the portrayal of the Korean 

situation in U.S. editorials and U.S. government documents. These 

documents include U.S. government correspondence, memorandums, 

reports, and other official records. The second goal is to analyze how these 

discrepancies impacted U.S. foreign policy. Specifically, it analyzes 

whether the Korean situation in U.S. media may have played a role in 

preventing negative sentiment from jeopardizing U.S. policy in Korea by 

downplaying the discouraging developments that were occurring on the 

peninsula during this period. The final goal of this research is to determine 

whether the U.S. government tried to manipulate the portrayal of the 

Korean situation in order to serve its national interests. This article and the 

following two articles in this series will provide evidence that point 

towards the impact of U.S. newspapers on U.S. policy in Korea. This first 

article examines the case of Syngman Rhee, the first president of the 

Republic of Korea. The second and third articles in the series will examine 

the United States’ relationship with the Soviet Union in Korea and its 

handling of the South Korean populace, respectively. The fourth and last 

article of the series will examine government input in U.S. media, how 

media was used in congressional hearings, and what U.S. government 

documents discussed concerning the media and public opinion about the 

Korean situation.  

 

 

 

                                                      
8 Eugene R. Wittkopf, Christopher M. Jones, and Charles W. Kegley Jr., American Foreign Policy: 

Pattern and Process (Boston, Massachusettes: Cengage Learning, 2007). 
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U.S. Policy Interests in Korea and the Importance of Syngman Rhee 

In the post-war world, the overarching U.S. objective was to prevent 

Soviet expansion and Korea was a vital region. Approximately nine 

months after the United States began its occupation of Korea, Edwin 

Pauley, in a letter to President Truman, wrote that despite Korea being a 

small country, it may be an important region for the United States’ overall 

success in Asia. Pauley points out that the outcome of Korea will 

demonstrate whether a democratic system or communist system will 

prevail in a post-feudal Asia.9 This sentiment was further reinforced after 

trusteeship with the Soviet Union failed in 1947. A September 1947 

Report to the President stated: 

 

Soviet literature, confirmed repeatedly by 

Communist leaders, reveals a definite plan for 

expansion far exceeding that of Nazism in its 

ambitious scope and dangerous implications. 

Therefore in attempting a solution to the problem 

presented in the Far East, as well as in other troubled 

areas of the world, every possible opportunity must 

be used to seize the initiative in order to create and 

maintain bulwarks of freedom.10 

 

Accordingly, U.S. interests and objectives in Korea increasingly 

became more about not only making Korea united and independent, but to 

also establish it as an anti-communist nation. Furthermore, as relations 

between the Soviet Union and the United States worsened, U.S. officials 

began discussing Korea as a vital military location. A CIA document from 

1949 discusses the ramifications if Korea fell under the Soviet sphere of 

influence. First, the communist would gain a significant advantage: by 

gaining full access to the seas surrounding the Korean peninsula, the 

Soviet Union would have a considerable military advantage in the region. 

This would immediately pose a threat to Japan and make it difficult for the 

U.S. to conduct operations in the Asia-Pacific. Furthermore, the Japanese 

Communist Party would have easier access to communist forces across the 

Tsushima straights. Second, the United States’ sincerity would be 

questioned and people of Asia might become more supportive of the 

Soviets. According to U.S. government documents, Korea was a symbol 

of U.S. determination to resist further Communist encroachment in 

Eastern Asia. If the United States were to abandon Korea, other Asian 

countries might also come under Communist influence.11 

                                                      
9 The White House. “Letter to the President from Pauley”. Harry S. Truman Presidential Library & 
Museum in Kansas City, MO (1946). 
10 Department of State, “Report to the President: China-Korea,” RG 54, Box 27, (National Archives 

at College Park, Maryland, 1950). 
11 Central Intelligence Agency, “Consequences of US Troop Withdrawal From Korea in Spring, 

1949,” Harry S. Truman Presidential Library & Museum in Kansas City, MO, February 28, 1949, 
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Thus, in order to achieve its national objectives in Korea, it was 

essential for the U.S. that a Korean government both anti-communist and 

friendly was established. Syngman Rhee was seen as the only Korean with 

the educational and professional background, as well as the anti-

communist ideology, required to lead such a government. In post-war 

Korea, there were five notable political leaders vying for power: Syngman 

Rhee, Kim Ku, Kim Kyu-sik, Yo Un-hyong, and Pak Hon-yong. Pak and 

Yo were progressives, leaders of the leftist, and would have likely led 

Korea towards communism. Furthermore, if Pak and Yo led South Korea 

to unify with the North, there was a danger that all of Korea would become 

subservient to the Soviet Union. Therefore, Pak and Yo were far from ideal 

options for Washington. Kim Ku, like Rhee, was anti-communist and 

renown among Koreans – Ku was successful in assassinating several 

Japanese generals. Therefore, when Kim Ku arrived in Korea in August 

1945, Hodge originally hoped that he would be an alternative to the 

uncooperative Rhee, but Ku turned out to be even worse. Within three 

months after his arrival, Ku attempted to overthrow the U.S. Military 

Government in Korea. 12  After being humiliated by Hodge after the 

incident, he and his provisional government not only lost popularity, but 

any hope of achieving power in Korea.  

Initially, Kim Kyu-sik was favored by the U.S. Military 

Government as he was cooperative and would generally support U.S. 

policy in Korea. However, Kyu-sik was the least popular of the three 

Korean leaders. The CIA reported that Kyu-sik and the moderate parties 

did not have the demographic appeal to stand up against the extreme 

rightist nor the nonspiritual efficiency to take on the extreme left.13 As a 

consequence, despite his excellent characteristics, it was unlikely that he 

would become leader of the new Korean government. The only other 

Korean that could replace Rhee was Phillip Jaisohn, whom U.S. officials 

acknowledged as being a good alternative to Rhee.14 Jaisohn, like Rhee, 

lived in the United States and was a key figure in the fight for Korea’s 

independence for many years. However, unfortunately for the United 

States, Jaisohn had expressed little interest in becoming president of the 

Korean people. As the only anti-communist and favorite to become the 

first president of the Republic of Korea, Washington and the U.S. military 

government had little choice but to accept Rhee’s path to the presidency. 

 

                                                      
https://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/koreanwar/documents/index.php?docu
mentid=kr-9-1&pagenumber=1.  
12 Bong-jin, Kim, “Paramilitary Politics under the USAMGIK and the Establishment of the Republic 

of Korea,” Korea Journal 43, no. 2 (2003): 289-322. 
13 Central Intelligence Agency, “The Situation in Korea,” Harry S. Truman Presidential Library & 

Museum in Kansas City, MO, January 3, 1947, 

https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/docs/DOC_0000256989.pdf. 
14 “CG USAFIK Jinsen Korea (Hodge sends for Langdon Thru Cincafpac Tokyo: To SCAP TOKYO 

(pass to State Dept),” RG 165, Box 249, National Archives at College Park, (September 29, 1945). 

https://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/koreanwar/documents/index.php?documentid=kr-9-1&pagenumber=1
https://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/study_collections/koreanwar/documents/index.php?documentid=kr-9-1&pagenumber=1
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The Allure and Distaste of Syngman Rhee – Analyzing the Portrayal 

of Rhee in U.S. Government Documents 

By the time Korea was becoming an increasingly important issue among 

policymakers, Rhee had already established himself as the voice of the 

Korean people in Washington.15 For three decades, Rhee promoted the 

Korean situation by meeting with politicians and writing op-eds 

concerning the Korean situation. For this reason, in October 1945, the U.S. 

brought Rhee to Korea with the hope that he would be useful to the 

military government in an advisory capacity, and more importantly in 

bringing stability to the region.16 Rhee possessed all the qualifications 

needed to be an excellent adviser to U.S. military Governor John Hodge. 

He received his education in the United States and could speak English 

and Korean fluently. When Hodge introduced him to the Koreans, he had 

hopes that Rhee would help ease tensions and encourage the Koreans to 

appreciate the Americans.  

However, Rhee was far from helpful to the U.S. Military 

Government and his characteristics and personality made it difficult for 

the U.S. military to make any progress with the Soviet Union. Rhee was 

loud, over-zealous, conceited, impatient, and uncooperative. He was 

publicly critical of the U.S. military government, orchestrated sit-downs 

and demonstrations, and generally made all U.S. military government 

operations in Korea more difficult.17 The primary issue with Rhee was that 

he was seeking to achieve personal goals and ambitions, rather than pursue 

the interests of the Korean populace. It was clear to the U.S. military 

government that Rhee sought to gain power.18 Other U.S. government 

entities also reported on the dangers of a Rhee presidency. For example, 

in 1947, the CIA warned that if Rhee were to become president of the 

Republic of Korea, he would likely become an authoritarian ruler by 

ruthlessly suppressing opposing parties.”19 

Table 1 analyzes the level of negativity and criticism Rhee 

received in U.S. government documents from 1945 to 1950. These 

documents include U.S. correspondence, memorandums, reports, and 

other official records. The table examines whether the documents depict 

U.S. officials expressing concern towards Rhee, report on negativity Rhee 

from outside of the U.S. government, or express no sense of negativity or 

concern towards Rhee. Based on the availability of data regarding 

Syngman Rhee from 1945-1950, 125 documents were identified and  

                                                      
15 Chong-sik Lee, Syngman Rhee: The Prison Years of a Young Radical (Seoul: Yonsei University 

Press, 2001). See also: Young Ick Lew, The Making of the First Korean President: Syngman Rhee's 

Quest for Independence, 1875-1948 (Hawaii: University of Hawai'i Press, 2013). 
16 Charles M. Dobbs, The unwanted symbol: American foreign policy, the Cold War, and Korea, 

1945-1950 (Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1981). 
17 James Irving Matray, The Reluctant Crusade: American Foreign Policy in Korea 1941-1950 
(Hawaii: University of Hawai'i Press, 1985). 
18 Bruce Cumings, The Origins of the Korean War Vol. 1: Liberation and the Emergence of Separate 

Regimes, 1945-1947 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981). See also Matray, The Reluctant 
Crusade. 
19 CIA, “The Situation in Korea”. 
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Table 1. Number of Government Documents that Expressed Concern 

Towards Rhee from 1945 to 1950 

Year No Negativity 

or Concern 

Negative 

Information 

Outside of 

Government 

Expressed 

Concern by 

Officials 

1945 - - - 

1946 5 2 1 

1947 20 2 19 

1948 42 15 5 

1949 - - - 

1950 - 1 - 

No Clear Date 9 - 4 

Total 76 20 29 

 

analyzed. 

According to Table 1, the majority of government documents 

regarding Rhee were primarily informative. These documents discussed 

Korean public opinion towards Rhee, his political activities, his standing 

in the election, and his political ideology, to name a few. Yet, 

approximately 39 percent of all documents examined expressed either 

negativity (16 percent) or concern (23 percent) towards him. Even before 

the future South Korean president proved to be a problem for U.S. officials, 

he was already being discredited. For example, in February 1946, Kilsoo 

K. Han of the Sino-Korean People’s league told Hodge in a letter that Rhee 

was difficult to work with and would likely interfere in the operations of 

the United States and Soviet Union.20 Two other noteworthy figures that 

criticized Rhee were Joseph Paul-Boncour and Yu-Wan Liu of the United 

Nations Temporary Commission on Korea.  

Paul-Boncour warned that Rhee was a dangerous man and needed 

to be disposed of.21 Likewise, Liu called him an indulgent tyrant interested 

in his own enrichment and crazed with the desire of becoming the first 

president of the Republic of Korea.22 Another topic that was discussed 

frequently was Rhee’s tendency to be impractical. In one instance, a 

document reported Rhee having trouble explaining to a crowd of Koreans 

(which included his supporters) how he would receive the support of the 

United States if he did not have a good relationship with Hodge as well as 

how he could reunify Korea with a lack of resources.23 

                                                      
20 “Letter to General Hodge,” National Archives at College Park, Maryland, (February 26, 1946). 
21 Records of the American Delegation, U.S.-U.S.S.R. Joint Commission on Korea, and Records 

Relating to the United Nations Temporary Commission on Korea 1945-1948, “Memorandum for the 

Record: Subject: Rhee’s Alleged Call for War with USSR,” National Archives Microfilm 
Publication M 1243, roll 23. 
22 “Interview with Dr. Yu-Wan Liu, Chinese Delegate.” National Archives Microfilm Publication M 

1243, roll 23. 
23 Records of the American Delegation, U.S.-U.S.S.R. Joint Commission on Korea, and Records 

Relating to the United Nations Temporary Commission on Korea 1945-1948, “Memorandum for 
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By late 1946, U.S. officials began discussing their concerns about 

Rhee more frequently. Most of these concerns were related to his 

obstructive activities. These obstructive activities included planning and 

carrying out demonstrations and riots to hinder U.S. operations, being 

uncooperative with U.S. officials, and scheming against the U.S. military 

government to seize power, among other things. Of the 125 documents 

examined, 11 of them expressed concern towards his obstructive activities. 

Additionally, some documents expressed concern regarding his suitability 

as president of the Republic of Korea. One problem was that Rhee would 

frequently say things that would jeopardize the U.S. mission in Korea. In 

one incident that troubled U.S. officials, Rhee allegedly called for war with 

the Soviet Union during a public address just months before the 

establishment of the Korean government.24 Rhee would say anything to 

build up his prestige among the Korean people. In a September 1947 

document, Hodge stated that when Rhee received permission from 

Washington to travel to China, he wanted Rhee to go by boat. Hodge’s 

reasoning was that he feared that Rhee would exaggerate that his return to 

Korea by Army plane was a sign he received the backing of the U.S. 

government. Rhee’s notorious penchant for lying was even felt in 

Washington. For example, when Hodge took a trip to Washington, he had 

to explain to several congressmen and officials that Rhee was not a 

communist.25 Due to these incidences, Rhee and his entourage were not 

well liked within the U.S. government. As Hodge put it: 

 

They have sold themselves as being enemies of 

Communism. True, they are enemies of Communism, 

but they are also enemies of the United States in 

dealing with the Korean problem. This is what it 

amounts to.26 

 

Accordingly, with much concern towards Rhee, the U.S. military 

government frequently attempted to prevent, or at the very least delay, 

Rhee from achieving full power. For example, in December 1946, Hodge 

elected Kim Kyu-sik, the moderate Korean leader that leaned more 

towards the right, as president of the South Korean Interim Legislative 

Assembly. 27  Syngman Rhee, of course, did not respond well to 

inconveniences to his power grab. Rhee was further dismayed when the 

United States turned to the United Nations to solve the Korean problem 

                                                      
General Hodge: 2. The subcommittee interviewed Rhee, Syngman and Kim, Koo,” National 
Archives Microfilm Publication M 1243, roll 23. 
24 “Memorandum for the Record: Subject: Rhee’s Alleged Call for War with USSR,” National 

Archives Microfilm Publication M 1243, roll 23. 
25 “Orientation for Undersecretary of the Army Draper, and Party, By Lt Gen Hodge at 0900 23 

September 1947.” National Archives Microfilm Publication M 1243, roll 6. 
26 Ibid. 
27 James Irving Matray. “Hodge Podge: American Occupation Policy in Korea, 1945-1948,” Korean 

Studies 19, no. 1 (1995): 17-38. 
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when trusteeship with the Soviet Union failed. Turning to the UN 

threatened Rhee, as a potential inter-Korean election may have resulted in 

him not becoming president. Rhee once again tried to interfere so that he 

could secure power. Rhee attempted to persuade the United Nations to 

allow him to create the delegation, presumably in his favor. When that 

failed, he tried to urge the U.S. to hold an election, increasing his chances 

of becoming the president-elect.28 

Ultimately, Syngman Rhee succeeded in creating an environment 

that would ensure him power. Rhee became the first president of the 

Republic of Korea on July 24, 1948. Predictably, Rhee was not 

cooperative with the U.S. government despite gaining power over half of 

Korea. 29  Thereafter, many U.S. officials did not look towards Rhee 

favorably. Joseph Jacobs wrote to Secretary of State George Marshall that 

“Rhee has a messiah complex”, acts irrationally, and is irresponsible with 

the domestic economy. In some documents, U.S. officials pointed out that 

Rhee was failing to develop an adequate South Korean government. 

Ambassador John Muccio remarked that Rhee was unequipped to govern, 

corrupt, unable to address major problems, and was oppressive and violent 

to his own people.30 Lieutenant General Hodge, upon his return to the 

United States, warned Washington to be weary of aiding Rhee. Hodge 

feared that Rhee would use Washington’s financial assistance 

irresponsibly and use it for reinforcing his political stability rather than for 

the economy. More worrisome, Hodge saw Rhee becoming a dictator and 

warned that military aid might even be used for invading the north.31 

 

Analyzing the Prominence of Syngman Rhee in U.S. Newspaper 

Articles 

Syngman Rhee was an important figure in Korea from 1945 to 1950. He 

was a prominent scholar in Korean affairs, the favored future leader of 

South Korea, and one of the major sources of the U.S. military 

government’s many problems in South Korea. Accordingly, Rhee should 

have appeared frequently in U.S. newspaper articles, especially when the 

topic concerned Korea during this period. This section analyzes the 

prominence of Syngman Rhee in U.S. newspapers, from 1945 to 1950, 

prior to the Korean War. The articles, editorials, and op-eds analyzed for 

this research come from the Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles Times, New 

York Times, and the Washington Post. The Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles 

Times, New York Times and Washington Post were selected due to their 

positions as the top circulated newspapers in the United States as well as 

their frequent usage among policymakers. Additionally, by using articles 

from four different regions (the U.S. capital, East Coast, Midwest, and 

West Coast), this analysis reveals different interests and concerns from  

                                                      
28 Dobbs, The unwanted symbol. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Matray, The Reluctant Crusade. 



Media and U.S. Policy in Korea: Syngman Rhee  Robinson 

106 © 2018 SNU Journal of International Affairs 

Table 2. Number of Mentions of Syngman Rhee in U.S. Newspapers 

(1945 to 1950) * 

Newspaper 

1945 1946 1947 

Korea Rhee Korea Rhee Korea Rhee 

Chicago 

Tribune 
320 18 348 14 383 18 

Los Angeles 

Times 
286 3 270 2 264 2 

New York 

Times 
722 25 720 36 754 47 

Washington 

Post 
257 1 242 2 356 22 

Newspaper 

1948 1949  1950†  

Korea Rhee Korea Rhee Korea Rhee 

Chicago 

Tribune 
342 38 273 29 156 17 

Los Angeles 

Times 
334 29 274 24 140 11 

New York 

Times 
877 97 848 106 418 38 

Washington 

Post 
487 42 345 37 180 22 

*The number of mentions of Korea is an estimation based on search 

results. † Prior to the Korean War. 

each region. 

Table 2 analyzes the amount of exposure Rhee received in 

Newspapers when the Korean situation was reported on. Rhee does not 

necessarily need to be the main subject of the article examined, it simply 

needs to show that Rhee exists and is meaningful. Tables 3, 4, and 5 

analyze the level of prominence of Rhee when mentioned in U.S. articles. 

These tables observe how many headlines his name appeared in, the 

number of times he was mentioned on the front page, and on average how 

close to the front page his name occurred.  Over 5,000 articles were 

analyzed and based on available data, the table below should be considered 

largely representative of articles related to Syngman Rhee during this team 

period. 

From 1945 until the start of the Korean War, the Chicago Tribune, 

Los Angeles Times, New York Times, and the Washington Post published 

approximately 1,200 articles about the Korean situation. However, Rhee 

was only mentioned 134, 71, 349, and 126 times in each article, 

respectively, during that time span. To put this into perspective, Cuba was 

mentioned in the Chicago Tribune approximately 3,900 times and 

mentions of Fidel Castro numbered 1,000 during the guerilla war between 
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1956 and 1959 (prior to him assuming power). In other words, Castro was 

mentioned in approximately 25 percent of the articles pertaining to Cuba 

while Rhee was mentioned in approximately 11 percent of articles 

pertaining to the Korean situation. This suggests that Rhee did not receive 

high exposure despite being a very important figure in Korea. The reason 

for this is likely due to the Chinese Civil War, the democratization of Japan, 

Europe’s rehabilitation and most importantly, the Soviet threat, all being 

perceived as far more important international issues. Consequently, 

Korea-related issues used less article space. However, as tensions 

increased between the United States and the Soviet Union, domestic 

violence emerged throughout South Korea, North Korea’s belligerence 

towards the South increased, and the collapse of the Republic of China 

appeared imminent, the level of importance of Korea seemingly increased 

in newspapers. From 1947 to 1948, the Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles 

Times, New York Times, and the Washington Post increased the amount 

of times they mentioned Rhee from 18 to 38, 2 to 29, 47 to 97, and 22 to 

44, respectively. Nonetheless, the number of articles was still considerably 

low. 

From 1945 to 1950, the importance of Rhee and the Korean 

situation was overshadowed by other international concerns in U.S. 

newspapers. Yet, even when Rhee was mentioned, he still did not receive 

considerable exposure. First, Rhee’s name rarely appeared on article 

headlines. In 1945 and 1946, only the Chicago Tribune and New York 

Times included Rhee’s name in article headlines for a total of 4 and 9, 

respectively. In 1947 and 1948, Chicago Tribune, New York Times, and 

Washington Post had 14, 11, and 8 headlines, respectively, that included 

Rhee’s name. After Rhee became president of South Korea in 1948, the 

number of headlines increased to a more respectable number. Between the 

four newspapers, there were 43 headlines in 1949 and 24 in 1950 before 

the Korean War featuring Rhee. In addition to not appearing in many 

headlines, Rhee rarely appeared on the frontpage of newspapers. From 

1945 to 1947, Rhee never reached the frontpage. However, after he 

became president in 1948, this changed. Yet, the total number from 1948 

until the Korean War was still low at five frontpage appearances. Of 

course, there were many domestic and international issues occurring 

during this period and justifiably there was less space to include news on 

the Korean situation in the frontpage. Even so, articles including Rhee 

were typically more towards the back of articles. From 1945 until the start 

of the Korean War, the Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles Times, New York 

Times and Washington Post had articles about Rhee, on average, around 

pages 12, 7, 16 and 8, respectively. 

As mentioned previously, there were many important domestic 

and international issues after the Second World War and it is 

understandable that Syngman Rhee was not reported on to the same extent. 

Nevertheless, the Korean peninsula, especially after the collapse of 

Nationalist China, was seen by U.S. officials as a strategic region to 
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challenge the communist threat. Accordingly, the four newspapers’ total 

of 680 articles (349 of which came from the New York Times) including 

Syngman Rhee is seemingly low. The case of Syngman Rhee is a unique 

case and there are few similar cases with which to compare it to. 

Nevertheless, from 1947 to 1950, Syngman Rhee and Konrad Adenauer 

of Germany were both similar in that they were both important figures in 

their respective countries, which were being occupied by the United States 

in some capacity. Adenauer was the U.S. favorite to be leader of Germany 

and Rhee was a U.S. favorite (likely reluctant favorite) to be leader in 

South Korea. However, during this period Adenauer was included in 

approximately 400 articles, while articles including Rhee numbered only 

288. Other important rising leaders during this period that were of interest 

to the United States, such as Mao Zedong and Ho Chi Minh, had 

approximately 4,162 and 307, respectively.32 Rhee’s low number suggests 

one of two likely scenarios: the U.S. military government was trying to 

prevent negative press concerning South Korea’s likely new leader or 

Rhee was deemed less important by U.S. newspapers to report on. 

Ultimately, however, this data demonstrates that U.S. articles did not 

sufficiently report on Rhee enough, despite his importance in an 

increasingly important region. 

 

Analyzing the Discrepancies Between U.S. Newspapers and U.S. 

Government Documents  

The previous discussion showed that the number of newspaper articles 

including Syngman Rhee from 1945 until the start of the Korean War were 

considerably low, despite Rhee being an important figure in a vitally 

important region for U.S. foreign policy. The following analysis will 

attempt to demonstrate how Syngman Rhee was portrayed in the four U.S. 

newspapers, and try to determine whether newspapers adequately reported 

on the negativity surrounding Rhee. For the purposes of this research, an 

article that reports positively on Rhee includes details that would 

reasonably be considered positive for Rhee from the perspective of the U.S. 

public. This distinction is made because the articles analyzed were written 

for American audiences and must be judged accordingly. For example, an 

article that reports on Rhee’s forgiving of leftists for an alleged 

transgression and imploring them to become positive citizens, at face 

value, can reasonably be considered positive for Rhee’s image in the eyes 

of the U.S. public and is therefore denoted as “positive” in the table below. 

On the other hand, an article that negatively reports on Rhee includes 

details that would reasonably be considered negative for Rhee from the 

perspective of the U.S. public. For example, an article which reports that 

Rhee planned riots to sabotage the U.S. military government would be  

                                                      
32 Number of articles for Konrad Adenauer, Mao Zedong, and Ho Chi Minh is based on search 

results by the New York Times search archive results. Search engine result approximations for 
Adenauer are likely overestimations of up to 5% based on the author’s research of articles on 

Syngman Rhee 
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Table 3. Number of Headlines with Syngman Rhee in U.S. Newspapers 

(1945 to 1950) 

Newspaper 45’ 46’ 47’ 48’ 49’ 50’ 

Chicago Tribune 1 3 6 8 8 5 

Los Angeles Times 0 0 0 0 1 2 

New York Times 4 5 6 5 29 15 

Washington Post 0 0 2 6 5 2 

 

 

 

Table 4. Number of Frontpage Appearances with Syngman Rhee in U.S. 

Newspapers (1945 to 1950) 

Newspaper 45’ 46’ 47’ 48’ 49’ 50’ 

Chicago Tribune 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Los Angeles Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 

New York Times 0 0 0 1 1 0 

Washington Post 0 0 0 1 1 1 

 

 

 

Table 5. Median Page Number for articles on Syngman Rhee in U.S. 

Newspapers (1945 to 1950) 

Newspaper 45’ 46’ 47’ 48’ 49’ 50’ 

Chicago Tribune 7.9 11.5 15.1 14.2* 11.9 12.7* 

Los Angeles Times 4.7 3* 1.5 7.5* 10.45 13.7* 

New York Times 17.2 17.2 16.4 18.7 15.5 14.4 

Washington Post B1 6* 9.2* 9.4* 8* 8.1* 

*Occasionally, articles were inconsistent and used lettering for their 

paging (ex: A3, B2, M5, etc.). For this reason, these calculations use 

estimations. 
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Table 6. Number of Negative and Positive Portrayals of Syngman Rhee 

in U.S. Newspapers 

Newspaper 
1945 1946 1947 

Neg. Pos. Neg. Pos. Neg. Pos. 

Chicago Tribune 0 0 1 0 3 1 

Los Angeles 

Times 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

New York Times 0 0 0 1 3 2 

Washington Post 0 0 0 0 5 4 

Newspaper 
1948 1949  1950†  

Neg. Pos. Neg. Pos. Neg. Pos. 

Chicago Tribune 2 0 0 0 1 0 

Los Angeles 

Times 
2 1 0 0 1 0 

New York Times 1 0 3 1 7 0 

Washington Post 2 3 3 2 3 0 

*Refer to Table 2 for the total number of articles mentioning Rhee in 

each year. †Prior to the Korean War. 

 

frowned upon by most in the U.S. and therefore would be considered 

negative. All other articles which were not clearly positive or negative are 

considered neutral. For example, an article that reports that Rhee will visit 

McArthur will be considered neutral because it is primarily informative 

and neither contains a clearly positive or negative connotation, nor 

attempts to take a position. The importance of neutral portrayals of Rhee 

lies in their ability to reveal the extent to which Rhee was not portrayed 

negatively, despite the great deal of evidence which suggest he should 

have been, given his reputation and actions. 

As discussed in the previous section, there was much negativity 

regarding Syngman Rhee in U.S. government documents. Therefore, it is 

conceivable that U.S. newspapers would seek to publish a commensurate 

number of negative articles about him. However, on the contrary, 

newspapers usually held a neutral stance when mentioning Rhee. From 

1945 to 1950, the Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles Times, New York Times, 

and the Washington Post published approximately 680 articles about 

Syngman Rhee. However, out of these 680 articles, less than 8 percent (52 

articles) clearly portrayed Rhee positively or negatively. Fifteen articles 

portrayed Syngman Rhee positively. The Chicago Tribune and the Los 

Angeles Times had only one article each that were positive towards Rhee. 

An April 1947 article from the Chicago Tribune reported that Koreans 

cheered when the leader returned to Korea after five months of travelling 

for international conferences. 33  In a December 1948 article, the Los 

                                                      
33 “Syngman Rhee Cheered on His Return to Korea.” Chicago Tribune, (April 22, 1947). 
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Angeles Times reported that the Administrator or the Economic 

Cooperation Administration, Paul G. Hoffman, held Rhee in high regards:  

 

Rhee, leads his population of Korea in a determined 

effort to make the country a singing beacon of 

democracy – an example to all of Asia that 

democratic is the true way of economic progress and 

liberty.34 

 

The New York Times and the Washington Post had four and nine 

articles, respectively, that depicted a positive image of Rhee. The four 

New York Times articles reported that Rhee was creating a respected and 

transparent government, being honored by a U.S. veterans group, and 

receiving support from the Korean populace. 35  The Washington Post 

published nine articles portraying a positive image of Rhee, in large part 

due to his supporters from the Korean Commission and friend Robert T. 

Oliver writing op-eds which countered articles that criticized Rhee to any 

degree. One example is B.C. Limb’s op-ed, in which he defended Dr. 

Rhee’s refusal to cooperate with the joint commission with the U.S. and 

Soviet Union., claiming his actions were due to his concern for Korean 

independence – he did not want to sign his country over to foreign 

control.36 Apart from the zealous allies of Rhee writing op-eds for the 

Washington Post, all four newspapers did not go out of their way to 

promote Syngman Rhee. However, while newspapers rarely published an 

article that was completely positive towards Rhee, articles did at times 

promote Rhee by subtly offering him signs of respect. From 1945 to 1948, 

articles typically referred to Rhee as Dr. Rhee and frequently mentioned 

his decades of work in advocating for the Korean state. In addition, he was 

regularly referred to as a scholar and patriot. It is possible that neutral 

articles indirectly created a positive image for Syngman Rhee through this 

honorific language. 

From 1945 up until the Korean War, 37 articles portrayed Rhee 

negatively. The Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles Times, New York Times, 

and Washington Post published 7, 3, 14, and 13 articles, respectively, 

which portrayed Rhee negatively. In 1945 and 1946, there was only one 

article by the Chicago Tribune that was negative towards Rhee. In the 

March 1946 article, the article quotes a Pravda article in that Syngman 

Rhee only seeks power in Korea.37 In 1947, the year that U.S. government 

documents criticizing Rhee increased, there were 11 articles that portrayed 

Rhee negatively in the Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles Times, New York 

Times, and the Washington Post. The New York Times published 2 

                                                      
34 “Hoffman Praises Koreans’ Strides Toward Democracy: ECA Administrator Pauses Here on 

Headlong Trip Around World.” Los Angeles Times, (1948). 
35 Richard Johnston, “Rightest refuse pledges in Korea,” New York Times, (1947). 
36 B.C. Limb, “Disservice to Korea,” Washington Post, (1947). 
37 “Yanks Seeking Trade in Korea, Reds Complain.” Chicago Tribune, (1946). 
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noteworthy articles. In May 1947, the New York Times used government 

sources to report that Rhee and his followers’ disruptive activities in Korea 

were sabotaging the joint commission through mass demonstrations.38 In 

June 1947, the New York Times, as well as other publications, revealed 

that rightists (while not fully blaming Rhee) attempted to overtake the 

government.39 The Washington Post reports negatively on similar subjects 

as the New York Times, but the Washington Post’s expert, Yongjeung 

Kim, wrote four op-eds that were critical of the authoritarian-style conduct 

of Rhee and his party.40 Most of the negativity towards Rhee came when 

he became president from August 1948. In 1950, Rhee had 12 articles that 

were critical of his presidency. For example, New York Times articles 

reported that Rhee was losing support from his cabinet, his government 

was already bankrupting the country, his people opposed his strong-arm 

methods, and that Koreans had become concerned about his authoritarian-

like rule. The Los Angeles Times, the newspaper that covered the Korean 

situation the least, began to release more negative articles concerning Rhee. 

In 1948, the Los Angeles Times, like other articles, reported that the 

Korean National Assembly demanded reform from Rhee. 41  By 1950, 

many of the articles were reporting criticism towards Rhee’s presidency. 

For example, the Chicago Tribune published an article which reported that 

the United States was threatening to cut off aid due to misuse.42 

Out of the four newspapers, the Chicago Tribune was the only 

newspaper that published an article that completely and accurately 

described U.S. official’s concerns towards Rhee. In a March 1947 article, 

the Chicago Tribune listed all of Rhee’s shortcomings. Using anonymous 

sources, the article stated that his distinguished record caused American 

commanders to expect much when he returned triumphantly to Korea in 

November of 1945. Yet, the following months produced only 

disillusionment and bitterness. The article then continues to report that 

Rhee refused to compromise, increased pressure on the U.S. military 

government, lied or exaggerated to the Korean populace, hindered 

progression of the trusteeship due to his misuse of the press, was unable 

to establish a democracy, and would likely become a dictator.43  

The most important information to derive from this data is that 

government documents and newspaper articles did not equally discuss the 

negativity surrounding Syngman Rhee. Table 7 shows that 39 percent of 

the 125 government documents detailed negative information concerning  

                                                      
38 Richard Johnston, “Rhee Asks Inquiry on Acts in Korea,” New York Times, (1946); “Trouble in 

Korea,” New York Times, (1947). 
39 “M’Arthur Describes Korean Rightist Plot,” New York Times, (1947). 
40 Yongjeung Kim, “Korean Elections,” Washington Post, (December 26, 1947); “Koreans Cheer 

Rhee on Return.” New York Times, (1947); Yongjeung Kim, “Sham in Korea.” Washington Post, 

(October 19, 1947). 
41 “Korea Demands Reform Program.” Los Angeles Times, (November 10, 1948).; “Reds Hit U.S. 

Stay in Korea.” Los Angeles Times, (December 7, 1948). 
42 “U.S. Threatens to Cut Off Aid to South Korea.” Chicago Tribune, (April 9, 1950). 
43 Walter Simmons, “See Freedom in Korea Injured by Rhee’s Acts,” Chicago Tribune, (March 22, 

1947). 
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Table 7. A Comparison of Negative Content on Rhee in U.S. Newspapers 

and Articles 

 Total Content 
Negative 

Content 

Percentage of 

Negative Content 

U.S. Government 

Documents 
125 49 39% 

U.S. Newspapers 680 37 5.45% 

 

Rhee. However, on the other hand, only 5.45 percent of the 680 newspaper 

articles reported negative information concerning Rhee. These numbers 

suggest that while the negativity concerning Rhee was an important issue 

for the government, it was not an important issue for newspapers and 

consequently, neither for American readers as well.  

In summary, newspapers typically published content that was 

primarily neutral and informative on the circumstances surrounding Rhee. 

Less than 8 percent of newspaper articles were clearly negative or positive 

towards the leader, of which more than half were negative. The concern 

covered the most in U.S. newspapers was Rhee and the extreme rightists’ 

acts of obstruction and sabotage against the U.S. military government. The 

New York Times, Washington Post, and the Chicago Times reported on 

this concern approximately three times each. However, even then some of 

these articles did not directly relate the demonstrations, riots, and acts of 

sabotage directly to Rhee. The Chicago Tribune was the only newspaper 

that published an article which sufficiently reported on government 

concerns towards Rhee: his hunger for power, plans to sabotage U.S. 

operations, at times illogical and irresponsible behavior which made the 

chances of unification less likely, and his antagonistic relationship with 

many U.S. officials. After Rhee became president, newspapers began to 

publish more articles that criticized Rhee’s handling of the South Korean 

government. Ultimately, however, due to these events not being frequently 

or accurately reported on by the four major U.S. regional newspapers, they 

likely did not have a significant impact on changing American readers’ 

perceptions of Rhee in the same way they did for U.S. officials. 

 

How the Portrayal of the Syngman Rhee in U.S. Newspapers 

Advanced U.S. Policy in Korea – Evidence of a U.S. Government 

Motive to Withhold Information from the Public 

The U.S. military government had a monopoly on information regarding 

the Korean situation. Consequently, U.S. officials could have used this 

control of information to destroy Rhee’s image and support a new 

successor. By tarnishing Rhee’s image, the U.S. military government may 

have been able to pressure policy makers in Washington to work against 

Rhee, including exiling him back to the United States so that a more 

agreeable leader might take his place. Yet, General Hodge and his military 

government chose to discourage U.S. editors and correspondents in South 
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Korea from reporting negatively on Rhee. The likely reason for this, as 

mentioned previously, was that Rhee was viewed as important for U.S. 

policy in Korea. This is explained explicitly in a conversation between 

Brown, Draper, Jacobs, and Hodge: 

 

The reason they had not seen it [negativity 

surrounding Rhee] in the U.S. press was because I 

persuaded the American correspondents to keep it 

down. We have constantly been confronted with the 

circumstances that we are going to have to deal with 

old man Rhee at some stage because he is a powerful 

figure and I have tried to keep from an open 

declaration of war on him – I’d like to deal with him 

without somebody back in Washington telling his 

crowd one thing and us here telling him another.  

 

Regardless of Syngman Rhee’s inadequacies, Rhee was likely the 

best-suited Korean leader to achieve U.S. objectives in preventing 

communist expansion into Korea. For this reason, as suggested by 

correspondents that worked in Korea, the government used its authority to 

prevent this sensitive information from reaching the American public. One 

U.S. intelligence officer even told a correspondent that Americans were 

“too dumb” to understand what was occurring in Korea and that the Army 

will tell the American people all they need to know.44 Thus, this paper 

provides evidence which substantiates the claim that the U.S. government, 

to safeguard its policy objectives in Korea, was intentionally preventing 

deprecatory news concerning Rhee. If articles actively reported on the 

undesirable characteristics and tendencies of Rhee, public opinion may 

have pressured policymakers to pursue measures that would have 

prevented him from becoming president of the Republic of Korea. 

However, regardless of whether U.S. officials played a substantial role in 

preventing negative press for Rhee in U.S. newspapers, the results of this 

research also suggest that the lack of reporting on these concerns helped 

maintain public support for, or at the very least avoid a backlash that could 

have jeopardized, the U.S. presence in Korea.  

Had U.S. media reported on Rhee more consistently and 

accurately, his rise to power would have been less than assured. There 

were only two mainstream political groups in South Korea at the time, the 

rightists and leftists. If Rhee and his fellow rightists were prevented from 

gaining control of the government due to the withdrawal of American 

support precipitated by negative portrayals of Rhee, a possible alternative 

outcome could have been a more progressive government which 

eventually may have come under Soviet influence. It was therefore in the 

interests of the U.S. government to prevent Rhee’s fall out of favor by 

                                                      
44 Hugh Deane, The Korean War 1945-1953 (California: China Books, 1999). 
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suppressing negative news regarding the future Korean President by the 

U.S. media, as evidenced by the conversation between Brown, Draper, 

Jacobs, and Hodge. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The purpose of this research was to analyze the discrepancies between the 

portrayal of Syngman Rhee in U.S. newspapers and U.S. government 

documents as well as suggest how it impacted U.S. policy in Korea from 

1945 to 1950. By doing so, this research revealed that Rhee and the Korean 

situation were not as prevalent in U.S. newspapers as their strategic 

importance to U.S. officials indicated. Articles on Rhee were both low in 

number and did not occur near the front page. Additionally, out of the 

articles that did mention Rhee, only 5.45 percent reported negatively 

towards the South Korean leader. This is in contrast to the 39 percent of 

negative contents which government documents reported on Rhee. 

Government documents and comments from correspondents in 

Korea strongly suggest that the U.S. military government used its control 

over information to prevent unfavorable sentiment towards the U.S. 

presence in Korea from developing at home. Public opinion has influence 

on policy making. Had the American public’s concerns about the U.S. 

presence in Korea grown large enough, policymakers could have been 

pressured to withdraw from the peninsula. The U.S. could not allow this 

to happen. The research presented in this paper suggests that U.S. officials 

were protecting Rhee’s image at home in order to advance the primary U.S. 

policy objective in Asia during the post-war period: to prevent communist 

expansion. Anti-communist Rhee was determined to be the likely future 

leader of South Korea, and in the interests of U.S. policy in the region, the 

U.S. government undermined negative media portrayals of Rhee. As a 

result of the media’s inability to portray Rhee more accurately, the 

American public had little reason to develop concern towards the U.S. 

presence in Korea, as they did not fully understand the amount of trouble 

Rhee was causing the U.S. government. The impact of media on U.S. 

policy in Korea, therefore, is significant. Based on an analysis of U.S. 

newspapers, American media not only downplayed the negativity 

surrounding Rhee, it often portrayed him in a positive light thereby 

maintaining the American public’s support of the U.S. presence in Korea. 

The U.S. government’s role in facilitating this resulted in a public opinion 

of America’s role on the peninsula that would not pose a threat to its policy 

objectives in the region. It can be inferred that the role of the media in 

advancing U.S. foreign policy in East Asia from 1945 to 1950, therefore, 

was significant – U.S. objectives in preventing communist expansion were 

advanced, but just as easily could have been ruined, by the media’s 

portrayal of Syngman Rhee. 

By the time the Korean War erupted in 1950, negativity 

surrounding Syngman Rhee could have discouraged Americans from 

supporting U.S. military aid to South Korea. This in turn could have 
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changed the course of the Korean War, the political makeup of East Asia, 

and the current U.S. military alliance system. U.S. officials saw Rhee as 

irresponsible, uncooperative, and dangerous. Some documents even 

suggested that the leader was failing to form an adequate government in 

Korea. Yet, 78 percent of Americans supported U.S. operations in Korea. 

The reason for this is that the U.S. media either voluntarily or involuntarily 

downplayed concerns surrounding Rhee. As a result, the American 

public’s primary concern was confronting the expanding communist threat 

in Asia. The portrayal of Syngman Rhee thus proved to be key to U.S. 

policy and the war that would unfold on the peninsula – the future political 

and military makeup of the region was no less at stake.  

 

Future Research Program 

This article analyzed only one issue pertaining to the Korean situation 

from 1945 until the start of the Korean War in 1950. Two other issues of 

considerable importance were the United States’ relationship with the 

Soviet Union in Korea and the U.S. military government’s relations with 

South Korea. These two issues will be addressed in the following two 

articles in this series. The primary research goal of this series is to provide 

evidence that the withholding of negative information concerning the 

Korean situation significantly helped to prevent public opinion from 

undermining U.S. objectives in Korea. The fourth and final article in this 

series will analyze the U.S. government’s input in U.S. media, the 

decisions made by congressmen concerning Korea, and the actions taken 

by U.S. officials due to public opinion. 
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ICH Framework 
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Scholars from international relations, communication and other related fields 

discuss the importance and place of Cultural Diplomacy (CD) as a foreign affairs 

tool. CD is a domain that has been explored by few scholars so far. Not much 

attention was dedicated to the Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) list, that was 

initiated by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO). In this framework CD is actively applied and practiced. This paper 

explores the case of relations among China, Japan, and South Korea as state 

parties of the Convention on ICH initialized by UNESCO in 2003. The given case 

study examines CD of the three countries as ICH state parties in terms of the three 

main areas of their activities: the nomination and inscription of the intangible 

heritage; the development of ICH in the region and worldwide through providing 

facilities; and financial assistance to the ICH Fund. The analysis demonstrates that 

all three selected countries demonstrate collaborative and competitive CD. At the 

multilateral level, the selected countries conduct cooperative diplomacy while at the 

bilateral level, countries tend to apply competitive diplomacy. I conclude that the 

existing ICH legal and procedural framework, as well as the misperception of the 

values and aims of ICH by the state parties’ governing bodies encourage countries 

to cooperate and compete. The study is useful as a demonstration of how an 

international structure like UNESCO’s ICH that pursues good governance and 

universal values can turn into a battlefield for political competition among the most 

active member states. The author suggests changes in the legal framework of ICH 

to encourage non-state actors’ participation and cooperation among the selected 

countries.  
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Introduction 

Cultural Diplomacy (CD) seems to turn into an inevitable tool of foreign 

affairs for most countries. Some countries might use CD more actively 

and efficiently, while others underestimate or do not understand the 

potential of soft power (SP) generated by CD.2 CD is a very vast concept 

that might include various types of activities performed both by the state 

and non-state actors (NSA).3 This research aims to scrutinize the recently 

emerged field of Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) and analyze the 

relations among China, Japan, and South Korea within this 

organizational framework. Formal goals of the The Convention for the 

Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (“The Convention”), 

which was initialized by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 2003, include staying away from 

politics and promoting human rights and universal values while sharing 

the wisdom of humanity and celebrating the diversity of culture. Despite 

this plan, the ICH could not get rid of its political component and has 

turned into a platform where countries cooperate and compete.  

The most active participants of the ICH Convention are China, 

Japan, and South Korea. The author argues that by conducting specific 

policies, South Korea, Japan, and China have put themselves in a unique 

context where they became de facto leaders in promoting ICH. The 

countries are conducting CD of a competitive and collaborative kind to 

reach this status. This unofficial leadership status was reached and is 

currently maintained because China, Japan, and South Korea were able 

to use the First Mover (FMA) and Fast Follower Advantages (FFA) in 

the context of ICH. 

In the literature review, the author presents the ongoing 

discussion among scholars on the definition of Public Diplomacy (PD) 

and CD, concluding that in terms of relations between these two 

concepts, CD should be seen as a subset of PD. The definition of CD 

used in this paper is based on the definition summed up by Hwajung 

                                                       
2 Louis Belanger, “Redefining Cultural Diplomacy: Cultural Security and Foreign Policy in 

Canada,” Political Psychology 20, no. 4 (1999): 677-699. Gunjoo Jang, and Won K. Paik, “Korean 
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International Relations Clingendael, June 17, 2009, 
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Perspectives on Public Diplomacy Paper (Los Angeles: USC Center on Public Diplomacy, 2012). 
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Kim.4 It is further updated by the author of this article to make it more 

suitable for this political research. Finally, it is emphasized that there 

might be two types of PD (and CD as a part of PD) - cooperative and 

competitive5 - and that this conceptual dimension is crucial for the given 

case study in explaining the complicated CD of the selected countries 

toward one another in the ICH framework. 

The following section describes the goals of the Convention, 

mechanisms of ICH work, and its legal foundation and cultural meaning. 

The analytical section is divided into three subsections - the legal aspects, 

the provision of facilities, and financial assistance - of cooperation and 

competition among China, Japan, and South Korea within the ICH 

framework Analysis of each subsection demonstrates that at the 

multilateral level of cooperation, the selected countries are constantly 

contributing to the development of the ICH, while at the bilateral level of 

relations within the ICH, the selected countries compete with each other, 

avoid cooperation with each other or are forced to cooperate by 

UNESCO regulations.  

The main argument of this paper is that Japan, China, and South 

Korea currently find themselves as leaders in promoting the UNESCO 

ICH Convention in the region and worldwide. This de facto status is 

supported and recreated through the active usage of competitive and 

collaborative CD. Furthermore, these three states actively use their FMA 

and FFA, which are not available for most of the other Convention 

member-states, to maintain their status. The article presents 

recommendations for UNESCO to address the issues highlighted in this 

paper: the politicizing of the ICH into a political battleground among 

countries; the lack of cooperation among South Korea, Japan, and China; 

the lack of participation of NSAs (local communities, expert agencies, 

other stakeholders) in the decision-making process; and the need to 

encourage the perception that culture should be rather shared than owned. 
 

Theoretical background 

From a theoretical perspective, this research examines the relations 

between countries within the ICH framework through the concepts of PD 

and CD. In this section, the concepts of CD and PD are discussed, with 

an emphasis on the competitive and cooperative types of CD and PD. 
 

                                                       
4 Ibid. 
5 Brian Hocking. “Reconfiguring Public Diplomacy: From Competition to Collaboration.” 
Engagement: Public Diplomacy in a globalised world  (2008): 62-75. Leonard, Mark, Catherine 

Stead, and Conrad Smewing. Public Diplomacy. Foreign Policy Centre, 2002. 
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Public Diplomacy & Cultural Diplomacy 

Currently, PD is an actively discussed topic that is simultaneously linked 

to various fields like international relations, public relations, 

communication studies, and others. Furthermore, the history of PD is 

rich in scholars’ attempts to conceptualize and theorize about it, as well 

as historical cases when PD was implemented. Kadir Ayhan elaborated a 

taxonomy of PD perspectives and highlighted primary principles of PD 

that scholars discuss: whether “public” in PD is the subject or object of 

influence or both; conditions under which diplomacy by the actor can be 

considered as PD, like intentionality, presence of political agenda, 

necessity to have special official status granted from the state authority; 

finally, whether NSAs can be considered as actors of PD.6  

It is common to see PD as an instrument of “soft power”, 

implemented by countries which would like to influence the opinions of 

the foreign public.7 Unlike traditional diplomacy, PD does not aim to 

target the official representatives of the states or other international 

actors. PD focuses on “the general public in foreign societies and more 

specifically on non-official groups, organizations and individuals.”8  It 

serves as an instrument to states, associations of states, and some sub-

state agencies and NSAs “to understand cultures, attitudes, and behavior; 

to build and manage relationships, and to influence thoughts and 

mobilize actions to advance their interests and values.”9  

Stemming from above-mentioned definitions we can outline that 

objects of PD are not state parties, but rather people and communities 

that live in the targeted country. However, the subjects that implement 

PD are states and its bodies that were delegated responsibility to run PD 

on behalf of a state.10 This kind of perspective is usually described as 

traditional PD and is more state-centric.11 In other words, scholars who 

follow this state-centric perspective tend to not recognize NSAs as 

independent actors of PD. According to them12, NSAs can be considered 

                                                       
6 Ayhan, Kadir Ayhan, “The Boundaries of Public Diplomacy and Non-State Actors: A Taxonomy 

of Perspectives,” International Studies Perspectives 20, no. 1 (2019). 
7 Jan Melissen. The New Public Diplomacy: Soft Power in International Relations (London: 

Palgrave McMillan, 2005), 4-5. 
8 Melissen, The New Public Diplomacy, 5. 
9 Bruce Gregory, “American Public Diplomacy: Enduring Characteristics, Elusive Transformation,” 

The Hague Journal of Diplomacy 6, no. 3-4 (2011): 351-372. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ayhan, “The Boundaries of Public Diplomacy and Non-State Actors,”. 
12 Ian Hall, “India's New Public Diplomacy,” Asian Survey 52, no. 6 (2012): 1089-1110; Pierre C. 

Pahlavi, “Evaluating Public Diplomacy Programmes,” The Hague Journal of Diplomacy 2, no. 3 
(2007): 255-281; Christopher Ross, “Public Diplomacy Comes of Age,” Washington Quarterly 25, 

no. 2 (2002): 73-83. 
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as PD elements if they are a part of the state’s policy and are directed by 

the state. 

Nevertheless, the concept of PD continues to evolve with the 

emergence of “New Public Diplomacy” (NPD). According to Jan 

Melissen, NPD is not monopolized by state actors and includes a huge 

palette of other actors (NSAs) that can influence the process of 

communication and relationship construction.13 Scholars following the 

NPD perspective insist that NSAs can perform as independent actors of 

PD.14 Furthermore, the NPD is not limited in its function to deliver the 

message to foreign publics but is supposed to construct a two-way 

communication channel which is built on trust.15 

Even though there is no ultimate and unanimously agreed 

definition of CD, this type of diplomacy was discussed by scholars like 

Nicholas Cull16, Simon Mark17, and Joseph Nye18 who defined it as a 

subset or subtype of PD. It should be noted that a distinctive feature of 

CD in relation to PD is that CD is strongly associated with culture and its 

resources.19 Thus, PD, unlike CD, might include activities outside the 

cultural dimension, making it different from CD.20  

Hwajung Kim conducted in-depth analytical work in defining 

the gap between PD and CD. According to her, the vision of CD as a 

subset of PD evolved over time. Depending on the country or region 

where PD and CD are practiced, the conceptual relations between the 

two terms may vary. To her, today’s concept of CD is based on NPD and 

“can be defined as a cultural actor’s attempt to cultivate cultural 

understandings through international cultural relations in line with a 

government’s concerted efforts to achieve credibility, trust, and 

mutuality with normative values and shared goals beyond national 

interests.” By cultural relations, she claims them as “cultural exchange 

programs and activities as multicultural events, art exhibitions, 

performing arts concerts, popular cultural arts, international festivals, and 

                                                       
13 For details, see Melissen, The New Public Diplomacy, 3-28. 
14 For example, see Geoffrey Cowan, and Amelia Arsenault. “Moving from Monologue to Dialogue 

to Collaboration: The Three Layers of Public Diplomacy,” The Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science 616, no. 1 (2008): 10-30; Joseph Nye, “Public Diplomacy and Soft 

Powe,” The annals of the American academy of political and social science 616, no. 1 (2008): 94-

109; Rhonda S. Zaharna, “The Soft Power Differential: Network Communication and Mass 
Communication in Public Diplomacy,” The Hague Journal of Diplomacy 2, no. 3 (2007): 213-228. 
15 For details, see Melissen, The New Public Diplomacy, 3-28. 
16 Nicholas J. Cull, “Public Diplomacy: Lessons from the Past,” CPD Perspectives on Public 
Diplomacy (Los Angeles: USC Center on Public Diplomacy, 2009): 19. 
17 Mark, A Greater Role for Cultural Diplomacy, 15. 
18 Joseph Nye, “Soft Power and Cultural Diplomacy,” 123-124. 
19 Cull, “Public Diplomacy: Lessons from the Past,” 19. 
20 Mark, A Greater Role for Cultural Diplomacy, 15. 
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others”.21  In addition, Kim outlines two groups of actors, which are 

government-related actors like governments, governmental agencies, and 

quasi-governmental institutions, and culture-related actors like individual 

artists and personnel, commercial companies in art and culture, non-

profit organizations, and non-governmental organizations.22  

The conclusions and definition of CD drawn by Kim are very 

valuable for this research, but needs to be modified in three aspects to 

better meet the context of this research paper. Firstly, actors’ 

involvement in the ICH Convention by UNESCO. Local communities 

and expert agencies may perform individually or act after being urged by 

government bodies, so culture-related actors can be seen alongside 

government-related actors. Secondly, cultural activities should include 

the legal, financial and administrative processes that are associated with 

the formation of ICH Convention and institutional norms and procedures 

(like formulating the convention rules, nomination, safeguarding 

measures, funding, and others). Finally, Kim excludes the situation when 

PD can be competitive, focusing only on cooperative efforts by actors. 

Thus I would like to highlight that CD could be simultaneously 

competitive and cooperative, especially in such a complex context like 

UNESCO ICH.  
 

Cooperative PD vs Competitive PD 

The final dimension of PD (and CD as part of PD) that should be 

discussed is its aim. PD as a diplomacy has a huge benefit over non-

diplomatic methods, like the military because it aims to prevent violence. 

However, this method does not necessarily lead to cooperation between 

states. Diplomacy is about competition as well. As Mark Leonard 

highlights in the case of Great Britain, the government should use 

cooperative PD and perform on behalf of the global body of contributors 

to the common good, because if the government pushes self-

representation and open national interests first, it risks 1) damage to its 

reputation because of possible “re-colonization” rhetoric and 2) getting 

involved in a competition with other states for “zones of influence”. 

Furthermore, “removing the British flag from public diplomacy activity 

in the majority of countries” and conducting PD collectively would allow 

saving some resources for bilateral relations with countries of top 

priority.23  Japan, China and South Korea might also consider above- 

                                                       
21 Kim, “Bridging the Theoretical Gap,” 317. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Leonard, Stead, and Smewing. Public Diplomacy, 26-28. 
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Table 1. Traditional PD, NPD, and CD compared.  
 

mentioned risks and opportunities when they choose cooperative 

diplomacy over competitive. Brian Hocking highlights that PD strategies 

of countries should follow national interests and could be divided into 

two basic types: multilateral and bilateral, which entails a collaborative 

or competitive PD style, respectively. In other words, in bilateral 

relations countries tend to compete with each other more, while 

multilateral relations are more collaboration-oriented, even though this 

type of relations is very complex and might involve different actors.24 

As we will further see from the definitions of cooperative and 

competitive PD, PD through the UNESCO ICH is interesting in that the 

organization promotes universal values and the common good, for which 

states are supposed to cooperate. However, there is still room for 

competition between states within the organization and also globally, 

because states tend to build competitive identity, implying a construction 

of certain images in the eyes of their own people, partners, competitors, 

global society, and others.25  

Consequently, in the given research, we use a PD concept that 

incorporates CD, which in turn can be divided into two types: 

cooperative and competitive. Cooperative and competitive PD activities 

                                                       
24 Hocking, “Reconfiguring Public Diplomacy,” 65. 
25 Simon Anholt, Competitive Identity: The New Brand Management for Nations, Cities and Regions 
(London: Palgrave McMillan, 2007), 1-23. Peter Van Ham, “The Rise of the Brand State: The 

Postmodern Politics of Image and Reputation,” Foreign Affairs (September/October 2001), 2-6. 
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might inter-relate and not necessarily exclude each other. CD in its turn 

can also be of a cooperative and competitive kind. In the context of the 

UNESCO ICH framework, NSAs can be accepted as actors and subjects 

of CD, however as it is shown in the following part, the impact and 

activity of NSAs is limited in the UNESCO ICH framework, which 

makes states and government-related actors the primary subjects of CD. 
 

ICH background 

UNESCO established lists of Intangible Cultural Heritage. Legally it is 

based on The Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 

Heritage adopted by UNESCO in 2003, which came into force in 2006. 

So far, 177 member states of the UN accepted, approved or ratified this 

convention. The goal for implementation of these lists is to foster 

safeguarding of cultural heritage around the world safeguarding of 

cultural heritage around the world that are not tangible, safeguarding of 

cultural heritage around the world that are not tangible, because tangible 

heritages, cultural and natural, are covered by the Convention concerning 

the Protection of the World's Cultural and Natural Heritage (1972). 

Intangible cultural heritages are unique pieces of knowledge and 

communities around the world. By guiding member states of the 

Convention, UNESCO is trying to safeguard traditions and knowledge, 

secure its transition to further generations, foster the involvement of 

communities and individuals to participate in the safeguarding and 

promotion of culture, and simultaneously, the Convention implies 

observing traditions and reinterpreting traditions from the perspective of 

modern values and ethics, like inclusion, human rights protection, gender 

traditions that are held and practiced by various individuals and 

Figure 1. CD and relation to cooperative and competitive PD 
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equality, transparency, mutual respect, organizational collaboration, and 

others. In addition, the Convention includes conditions according to 

which the nominated intangible heritage could not be recognized if the 

collaborative work between government and local communities, expert 

agencies, is not demonstrated in the application.  

The inscription of intangible cultural heritages in the 

Representative List (RL) and Urgent Safeguarding List (USL) is the core 

process that the Convention is built around, and other processes are 

dependent on this. Countries are invited to add intangible cultural 

heritages that have been recognized at the national level to one of the two 

lists, so as to emphasize its importance to humanity.  

The process of inscription, submission, safeguarding, supporting 

the ICH Fund, and the work of the committee are regulated by the 

Convention, operational directives, and decisions of the committee. The 

process of the inscription of the ICH is regulated by conditions and 

principles that should be met, quantity and intensity of how often the 

state party can nominate an intangible heritage to be inscribed. The 

Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 

Cultural Heritage (“The Committee”) is a key ruling body in the system 

of the ICH Convention. The Committee is entitled to grant an inscribed 

status to the nominated ICH pieces from the state parties, decide whether 

to give financial assistance or not, and is obliged to promote the 

development of the ICH Convention. The Committee consists 24 

member states and half of it is renewed every two years on the basis of 

the rotation principle and even geographical distribution. There are no 

permanent members of the Committee.26 

From the perspective of PD, it means that UNESCO urges the 

involvement of NSAs in the decision-making process and tries to 

monitor fairness and adequacy of collaboration with governmental 

bodies. The nomination process implies that the nomination application 

is submitted by the state party’s official body. But the main initializing 

organization at the national level could be an NSA, like a local 

community. Application procedures and requirements entail 

collaboration among official bodies and local stakeholders, like agencies, 

experts, and local communities. Nevertheless, the responsible governing 

body of the member state keeps the final decision on what to nominate 

and what not to nominate. In the end, it is expected that the main impact 

will be made towards 1) the community which will safeguard its cultural  

                                                       
26 “Functions of the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural 

Heritage,” UNESCO, n.d., https://ich.unesco.org/en/functions-00586. 
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Figure 2. The process of cooperation during ICH nomination based on 

UNESCO’s ‘Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural 

Heritage.’ (Figure drawn by author). 

 

heritage; 2) the government of the member state, because it will improve 

cooperation among government bodies and other stakeholders (including 

NSAs and public), and 3) the global community in general because they 

will become aware of this cultural heritage and the knowledge that can 

be transmitted.27   

One of such dimensions is the provision of facilities to UNESCO 

and cooperative research and technical assistance in such facilities. 

Currently, UNESCO utilizes seven Category 2 centers, which do not 

belong to UNESCO but are closely associated with it through 

agreements between governments and organizations. These centers28 are: 

 

• Algeria – Regional Centre for the Safeguarding of Intangible 

Cultural Heritage in Africa 

• Bulgaria – Regional Centre for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 

Cultural Heritage in South-Eastern Europe 

• China – International Training Centre for Intangible Cultural 

Heritage in the Asia-Pacific Region (CRIHAP) 

• Iran– Regional Research Centre for Safeguarding Intangible Cultural 

Heritage in West and Central Asia 

                                                       
27 Operational Directives for the Implementation of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the 

Intangible Cultural Heritage,” UNESCO, n.d., https://ich.unesco.org/en/directives. “Text of the 
Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage,” UNESCO, October 2003, 

https://ich.unesco.org/en/convention. 

UNESCO. "Text of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage." 2003. 
28 “Category 2 Centres under the Auspices of UNESCO,” UNESCO, n.d., 

https://ich.unesco.org/en/category2. 
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• Japan – International Research Centre for Intangible Cultural 

Heritage in the Asia-Pacific Region (IRCI) 

• Peru – Regional Centre for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 

Cultural Heritage of Latin America (CRESPIAL) 

• South Korea – International Information and Networking Centre for 

Intangible Cultural Heritage in the Asia-Pacific Region (ICHCAP). 
 

Given that the centers are supposed to contribute to the 

achievement of UNESCO’s goals within the given scope and according 

to 37/C Resolution 93, these centers’ objectives are: 
 

(a) “to promote the UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the 

Intangible Cultural Heritage and contribute to its implementation; 

(b) to reinforce capacities in the region for actively implementing the 

2003 Convention on the regional and international level; 

(c) to increase the participation of communities, groups, and individuals 

in safeguarding intangible cultural heritage in the region; and 

(d) to foster regional and international cooperation for safeguarding 

ICH.”29 
 

Finally, another important type of cooperation between state 

parties is financial assistance (or relevant supportive means, like training, 

consultations, and others). The ICH fund is composed of obligatory 

contributions by state parties, which corresponds to 1% of their 

contribution to the regular budget of UNESCO. Another part of the ICH 

fund is composed of voluntary contributions by the states or private 

bodies and which might be labeled into three categories: 
 

1. “Earmarked for specific purposes, subject to approval by the 

Intergovernmental Committee to support projects for which States 

are invited to inform the Secretariat through a letter of intent three 

months prior to the Committee meeting at which their proposal will 

be examined. 

2. Donated to the sub-fund created within the Fund in June 2010 to be 

used exclusively for enhancing the human capacities of the 

Secretariat, in accordance with Resolution 3. 

3. Unrestricted, used according to the plan for the use of the resources 

of the Fund approved by the General Assembly of the State Parties 

every two years.”30  

                                                       
29 Ibid. 
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Analysis and Discourse 

For analysis, there were three core dimensions of activities within ICH 

for countries to collaborate and to compete in: 
 

1. Legal: Countries’ activities in promoting the legal framework and its 

usage to add intangible cultural heritage pieces to the ICH RL or 

USL. 

2. Providing facilities: State parties’ activities in supplying UNESCO 

ICH with facilities (Category 2 centers) to conduct research, training 

and other related activities. 

3. Financial assistance: Financial activities (financial assistance) of 

countries within the ICH framework. 
 

In the context of first two categories, it is essential to highlight 

that when hard power could not be used and countries were forced to 

simultaneously cooperate and compete, it might be valuable to use the 

so-called First Mover Advantage (FMA) and Fast Follower Advantage 

(FFA). Usually, these concepts are discussed within the marketing field. 

However, lately, the possibilities of application of these advantages by 

states and NSAs are also discussed. The importance of pioneering , first 

mover, and fast follower states has already been applied in the 

discussions of environment-related norms. Similarly, the FMA and FFA 

are also relevant to the ICH field. Through obtaining an FMA or FFA, 

the state can gain benefits from increasing its “visibility”, for example, 

by acting through a well-known international organization, and 

furthering its policies within a field through norm diffusion and the legal 

framework development.31  

 

Legal 

From the perspective of promoting the ICH, South Korea, China and 

Japan play an important role because they were among the pioneers who 

accepted or ratified the Convention. Japan was the 3rd country to accept 

the Convention (15/06/2004), China was the 6th (02/12/2004), and South 

Korea was the 11th (09/02/2005). This is in comparison with Western 

                                                                                                                             
30 UNESCO.“Integrated Comprehensive Strategy for Category 2 Institutes and Centres under the 

Auspices of Unesco.”.37/C Resolution 93, 2013. 
31 For more details see Martha Finnemore, and Kathryn Sikkink, “International Norm Dynamics and 
Political Change,” International Organization 52, no. 4 (1998): 887-917; Martin Jänicke. 

“Trend‐Setters in Environmental Policy: The Character and Role of Pioneer Countries,” 

Environmental Policy and Governance 15, no. 2 (2005): 129-142. 
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states that are considered to have a strong cultural influence like France, 

Italy, and Germany, which joined the Convention in 2006, 2007 and 

2013 respectively, while other culturally-influential states like the United 

States, the United Kingdom, and Russia are still not part of the 

Convention. Thus, by being among the first member states to join the 

Convention, Japan, China, and South Korea have enjoyed their FMA and 

FFA by 1) participating in procedure formation; 2) using legal gaps that 

later became unavailable for late-followers; 3) enjoying the status of 

being promoters of cultural values around the globe under the UNESCO 

brand, among other advantages.  

An example of the FMA or FFA is the large number of 

inscriptions to the RL from China (25 nominations), Japan (10) and 

South Korea (5). China, Japan, and South Korea are the top three 

countries with the highest number of heritage pieces included in the RL 

(and the USL in the case of China). This became possible because 

initially, all three countries could do multiple nominations per year, i.e. 

countries were allowed to make as many enlisted nominations as 

possible, as long as the applications met requirements. Quite recently, 

however, the Committee started to regulate how many nominations could 

be received from each country within a certain period. It was agreed that 

there might be one nomination every two years from countries that 

already have heritage elements inscribed, with exceptions made only in 

cases with concrete reasons, such as multi-national collaborative 

nominations i.e. when a common nomination application is submitted by 

a group of countries, or an extremely urgent need to safeguard the 

heritage piece, among others. In total, the Committee is expected to 

assess and process about 50 nominations annually. After joining the 

Convention, for most states, it is impossible to do multiple nominations 

at once like it was done in 2009 by China, Japan, and South Korea. 

Another FMA and FFA for China, Japan, and South Korea is 

that the criteria to enlist the ICH in the RL has become more elaborate, 

thus newcomers have to meet more requirements compared to 10 years 

ago. For example, gender equality was added to the core principles that 

should be followed in order to have a nomination on the RL or USL, 

highlighting its importance to the UNESCO.32 

By being first-movers and fast-followers, China, Japan, and 

South Korea have gained significant advantages in the race for the 

highest number of nominations. They secured the top three positions by 

                                                       
32 UNESCO. "Intangible Cultural Heritage and Gender." (2015): 16. 

https://ich.unesco.org/doc/src/34300-EN.pdf. 
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holding most of the nominations in the RL or USL. Currently, other 

countries close to the top three are Turkey (16 nominations), Spain (16), 

and France (15). However, the probability for these countries to become 

one of the top three is very low because multiple nominations are almost 

not allowed anymore. By building exceptional national heritage systems 

and inventories, and nominating to the ICH lists regularly, China, Japan, 

and South Korea have obtained very solid experience in applying for 

inscriptions. Thus, the probability that their nominations will fail is quite 

low. 

Countries can also cooperate with one another and deliver a 

multi-national collaborative nomination, which is favored by the 

Committee. The relations among China, Japan, and South Korea within 

the ICH framework in terms of collaborative nominations allow us to 

conclude that an ICH nomination is not just a culture promotion for them 

but there is some political background. Since the Convention came into 

power, China had no new collaborative RL inscriptions. Rather, the only 

one collaborative nomination with Mongolia was transferred from the 

“Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity” list. 

Japan does not have cooperative RL inscriptions either, while South 

Korea has two.33  Korea’s joint multi-national nomination on falconry 

with the UAE was initiated and largely prepared by the latter. South 

Korea was only invited to join this nomination in 2009. The collective 

nomination of tugging games was inscribed in 2015, and led by South 

                                                       
33 2015: Tugging rituals and games by Cambodia – Philippines – Republic of Korea – Viet Nam. 

The element was inscribed in 2015. It was a joint nomination, led by South Korea. More details in 

“Korea’s Tug－of－War gains status on UNESCO cultural heritage list,” Arirang News, December 

28, 2015, 01:44, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sSncTaTSMFw. 2016: Falconry, a living 
human heritage by Germany – Saudi Arabia – Austria – Belgium – United Arab Emirates – Spain – 

France – Hungary – Italy – Kazakhstan – Morocco – Mongolia – Pakistan – Portugal – Qatar – 

Syrian Arab Republic – Republic of Korea – Czechia. The UAE was the initiator of the nomination 
and have chosen to make it cooperative with other nations. The UAE invited other State-members to 

participate in the nomination and conducted numerous events to attract other parties to cooperate and 

during nomination preparation. More details in Sulayman Khalaf, "Perspective on falconry as a 
world intangible heritage, and the UAE’s efforts to enhance international cooperation on falconry as 

a world intangible heritage," In Beyond Borders: Plurality and Universality of Common Intangible 

Cultural Heritage in East Asia: Proceedings of the International Forum on Intangible Cultural 
Heritage in East Asia, 308–318, 

http://www.unesco.or.kr/eng/front/newsroom/news_center_01_view.asp?articleid=54&cate. Initial 

nomination was inscribed in 2010, and further it was re-inscribed in 2012 and 2016 by adding more 
States Parties to the nomination. South Korea joined the initial nomination. For more details see 

UNESCO, 2010. Summary Records. Fifth Session of the Intergovernmental Committee (5.COM) – 

Nairobi, Kenya, 15 to 19 November 2010, https://ich.unesco.org/en/5com and UNESCO, 2013 
Summary Records. Eighth Session of the Intergovernmental Committee (8.COM) – from 2 to 7 

December 2013,  https://ich.unesco.org/en/8com. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sSncTaTSMFw
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Korea. The nomination was accepted only after corrections and updates 

were made after the first assessment by the Committee.34 

The small number of collective inscriptions could be explained 

by the following: 1) the preparation period of the collective nomination 

might take more time because close coordination between responsible 

bodies is needed; 2) the level of preparation of each involved country 

might vary, so the risk of rejection of the nomination is higher if one of 

the involved countries does not provide proper contribution; 3) one of the 

sides does not want or cannot join the collective nomination; 4) pre-

established plans to apply for a RL inscription status for another national 

heritage, which the member state does not want to break; 5) conceptual 

disagreement between states and a misconception about the elements to 

nominate as the RL inscriptions; 6) the responsible body of the state 

party does not see it important or beneficial to inscribe the national ICH 

element as a collective RL inscription.  

Thus, for countries such as Japan, South Korea and China, the 

important conditions to run for a collective ICH inscription are: 1) good 

organization and preparation of all sides of the inscription nomination 

and close cooperation, in order to avoid the risk of rejection due to one 

member’s insufficient contribution to the collective nomination; 2) the 

will to cooperate with other parties involved in the nomination; 3) the 

flexibility in nomination agenda and readiness to make changes in pre-

existent national plans for ICH RL nominations.  

This research does not aim to find out the exact mechanisms and 

factors that explain why South Korea was able to join two collective RL 

nominations while China and Japan did not. However, it is safe to 

assume that China and Japan were 1) unsure of the success of a 

collective inscription, because of imperfect cooperation mechanisms, 2) 

unwilling to share the inscription or no other state parties offered to join, 

or 3) unable to change pre-existent nomination agenda lists. Further 

research on this topic is necessary. 

The biggest irony about the RL inscriptions by leading countries 

China, Japan and South Korea is that they come from the same Northeast 

Asian region. As such, they have significant common cultural 

background and shared cultural heritage, are leaders in the number of 

nominations, and have extensive experience in nomination preparation. 

                                                       
34 “Korean tug-of-war game added to UNESCO's intangible heritage list,” Yonhap News, February 2, 
2015, 

http://english.yonhapnews.co.kr/news/2015/12/02/0200000000AEN20151202009551315.html. 
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Nevertheless, they avoid cooperation with one another in nominating 

cooperative RL inscriptions. 

From the PD perspective, a large number of nominations from 

each individual country might be useful in conversing with the 

international public than multi-country nominations because it might 1) 

increase awareness about the country because it contributes to SP ratings 

and rankings based cultural background and influence; 2) increase its 

visibility and prestige; 3) increase interest about the country among 

professionals and specialists from cultural fields; and 4) attract more 

tourists willing to come and maybe experience some of ICH practices 

acknowledged by UNESCO. 35 

However, the big number of nominations and content of the 

selected nominations might cause a feeling of rivalry among neighboring 

countries that have a complicated common past, and it might spur some 

negative perceptions and competitive feelings not only among 

government representatives but also among non-state actors, the public, 

and involved communities.  

Misperceptions and politicization add to the rhetoric surrounding 

the nomination to the RL. Nationalistic sentiments have caused tensions 

between Japan and Korea before, when food origins, standards, and 

cultural meanings were discussed (such as disputes on Kimchi-Kimuchi, 

Washoku36). China and Korea also could not avoid nationalist tensions 

caused by activities undertaken within the ICH nomination framework 

(for example, the double inscription of the Dragon Boat Festival37). The 

most recent conflict between Japan and China within the ICH framework 

occurred when Japan tried to register love letters and diaries by WWII 

kamikaze in UNESCO’s project, titled ‘The Memory of the Word’. 

                                                       
35 Hanna Schreiber, “Intangible Cultural Heritage and Soft Power-Exploring the Relationship,” 
International Journal of Intangible Heritage 12 (2017): 44-57. 
36 Hong Sik Cho, “Food and Nationalism,” The Korean Journal of International Relations 46, No. 5 

(2006): 207-229; Atsuko Ichijo, “Banal Nationalism and UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural Heritage 
List: Cases of Washoku and the Gastronomic Meal of the French,” In Everyday Nationhood: 

Theorising Culture, Identity and Belonging after Banal Nationalism, eds. Michael Skey and Marco 

Antonsich (London: Palgrave McMillan, 2017), 259-284; Atsuko Ichijo, and Ronald Ranta, Food, 
National Identity and Nationalism: From Everyday to Global Politics (London: Palgrave McMillan, 

2016), 107-124; Isami Omori, “The Redefinition of Washoku as National Cuisine: Food Politics and 

National Identity in Japan,” International Journal of Social Science and Humanity 7, no. 12 (2017): 
729-734. 
37 For more details see Lucas Lixinski, “A Tale of Two Heritages: Claims of Ownership over 

Intangible Cultural Heritage and the Myth Of “Authenticity”,” Transnational Dispute Management 
(TDM) 11, no. 2 (2014). Jingqiong Wang, “China Nominates Duanwu Festival for Unesco List,” 

China Daily. May 28, 2009, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2009-05/28/content_7950459.htm. 
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China responded with their registration of documents about the 1937 

Nanjing Massacre as part of the same project.38  

Such rivalry occurs because of the misconception and 

misrepresentation of ICH at the national and local level, and due to some 

difficult historical moments between countries. UNESCO strongly 

claims that culture is a common treasure that should be safeguarded and 

transmitted, so ICH should be as apolitical as possible at the national and 

local level. If not, demands from countries claiming authenticity, 

originality and ownership of the cultural tradition might occur. 

Consequently, ICH nominations become a matter of political dispute. It 

is especially sensitive in the case of neighboring states with a common 

historical and cultural background.   

The tragic history of relations between countries causes the 

creation of so-called “dark heritage” places, which nevertheless might 

serve as a platform for cooperation among states and might be useful in 

terms of generating SP. Clarke, Bull and Deganutti discussed the 

potential of “dark heritage” in the case of the small and relatively new 

European country of Slovenia, which improved its image visibility and 

allowed more active cooperation thanks to the thoughtful use of dark  

heritage places. Slovenia, in cooperation with other countries, explored 

and rebranded Kaborid/Caporetto, the place for violent battles during 

World War I.39  Unfortunately, big Asian countries Japan, China, and 

South Korea might face more difficulties in overcoming tragic moments 

of common history. Nevertheless, there exists opportunities for SP 

generation and image improvement through dark heritage that should be 

discovered. 

 

Facilities 

Another significant domain of CD conducted by countries is the support 

of UNESCO and other member states with facilities to conduct research, 

training and other related activities. Similar to the case in the legal field, 

some abnormalities can be found in China, Japan, and South Korea,  

compared to the other Convention participants. While there is only one 

ICH center per region, such as the Regional Centres for the Safeguarding 

                                                       
38 For more detail see Julian Ryall, “Will Japan's Refusal to Pay UNESCO Its Dues Backfire?,” DW. 

October 25, 2016, http://www.dw.com/en/will-japans-refusal-to-pay-unesco-its-dues-backfire/a-
36147969. Edward Vickers, “Japan Scores Tragic Own Goal with UNESCO Stance,” The Diplomat, 

October 21, 2016, https://thediplomat.com/2016/10/japan-scores-tragic-own-goal-with-unesco-

stance/. 
39 David Clarke, Anna Cento Bull, and Marianna Deganutti, “Soft Power and Dark Heritage: 

Multiple Potentialities,” International Journal of Cultural Policy 23, no. 6 (2017): 660-674. 
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of Intangible Cultural Heritage in South America (Peru), Africa (Algeria), 

South-Eastern Europe (Bulgaria) and West and Central Asia (Iran), there 

are three centers in the Asia-Pacific region alone. These three centers are 

based in South Korea, Japan, and China, and do not share the same name 

- “Regional Centre for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage” 

- with the centers in other regions. Rather, they have more specific 

names:  
 

• China – International Training Centre for Intangible Cultural 

Heritage in the Asia-Pacific Region (CRIHAP) 

• Japan – International Research Centre for Intangible Cultural 

Heritage in the Asia-Pacific Region (IRCI) 

• South Korea – International Information and Networking Centre 

for Intangible Cultural Heritage in the Asia-Pacific Region 

(ICHCAP). 
 

This abnormality occurred because all three state parties expressed their 

strong will and intention to host the Regional Center for Asia-Pacific. 

Thus, UNESCO decided to support the creation of centers in all three 

countries by dividing the areas of specialization - South Korea’s 

ICHCAP focuses on networking, Japan’s IRCI focuses on research, 

while China’s CRIHAP focuses on training.  

In terms of the construction and provision of facilities, all three 

countries tried to be first-movers and fast-followers in order to secure a 

special place in the system of ICH. The establishment of centers in these 

countries allowed them to, firstly, install themselves in the ICH system, 

insodoing making the system and member states dependent on them 

because they have duties and responsibilities like training, research, and 

networking, respectively. Secondly, all three states in this triumvirate put 

in effort to maintain their special status, by conducting additional 

activities within the ICH framework. Finally, the establishment of the 

Category 2 centers contributed to the development of each country’s 

personnel professionalism as NSAs. From a PD perspective, the impact 

of NSAs may seem limited because the facilities are supported or run by 

the government. On the contrary, personnel in these facilities are 

engaging with specialists and researchers from other countries, which 

might impact the opinions of these NSAs, thanks to the so-called 

exchange diplomacy and people-to-people diplomacy, which often
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overlaps with CD.40 
 

Financial assistance 

Besides running the specialized centers, countries contribute financially 

to the development and promotion of the ICH Convention. Obligatory 

contributions to the ICH Fund by state parties is accounted as 1% of the 

state’s contribution to UNESCO’s regular budget. There are also 

voluntary supplementary contributions which all three countries are part 

of. The yearly budget of the ICH Fund for two years in (2016/2017) was 

accounted as about US$ 8 million. Compulsory contributions do not 

make the largest portion of used budget, but Japan and China take the 

first and second place respectively in the sum of compulsory 

contributions - China provided 14.4% & Japan provided 17.5% of the 

ICH Fund’s yearly budget. Voluntary contributions to the budget might 

vary depending on the type of contributions and the designated project, 

thus it might range from ten thousands to hundred thousands of US$. The 

three selected countries contribute to the ICH voluntarily as well. The 

types of voluntarily contribution by China, Japan and South Korea are 

classified as “sub-fund” and “earmarked for a specific purpose.”41 Thus, 

all three countries can be considered to be on the same level of  

 

Table 3. The ICH Fund. Statement of Compulsory Contributions as at 28 

May 2018. US$. Source: UNESCO 

Country Contributions 

assessed for 

2018 

Payments 

received in 2018 

Total unpaid 

contributions as at 

the date 

China 258 588 258 588 - 

Japan 316 019 - 316 019 

S.Korea 66 573 66 573 - 

Total for all 

State Parties 

(172) 

1 791 754 958 655 1 284 026 

Note: Japan halted paying its dues (about US$ 37 million) to UNESCO 

due to the inclusion of documents on the Nanjing Massacre of 1937 to 

the Memory of the World project. 

                                                       
40 Kim, “Bridging the Theoretical Gap between Public Diplomacy and Cultural Diplomacy,”. Mark, 
A Greater Role for Cultural Diplomacy, 10; Nancy Snow. “Valuing Exchange of Person in Public 

Diplomacy,” The Routledge Handbook of Public Diplomacy, eds. Nancy Snow and Philip M. Taylor 

(Oxon: Routldge, 2009), 233-250. 
41 “Integrated Comprehensive Strategy for Category 2 Institutes and Centres under the Auspices of 

UNESCO,” UNESCO. 
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prominence, from the perspective of financial assistance. 

From the perspective of NSAs, it should be noted that the voices 

of communities, expert agencies, and other NSAs are reduced because 

the ultimate decision about funding the UNESCO and ICH are made by 

governing bodies and are processed through state funds. Nonetheless, 

financial assistance and contribution can still be considered as a part of 

PD and CD because state parties can voluntarily fund various 

safeguarding projects in other state parties, where recipients might be 

local communities, NGOs, and other NSAs.  

On the other hand, financial assistance can be used by a 

government of one country to broadcast official state position on an issue 

to another country or countries. For example, Japan halted payment to 

the UNESCO (including ICH Fund) because its government was against 

UNESCO’s decision to include the documents on the Nanjing Massacre 

of 1937 to the Memory of the World project. Through the suspension of 

financial assistance, the Japanese government on the one hand 

highlighted the official position of the state and urged UNESCO to revise 

its documents on the inclusion procedure for this project42, while on the 

other hand risked damage to its global image and its image in the 

UNESCO.43 
 

ICH is a platform for cooperation or competition 

Stemming from the analysis, it is fair to conclude that China, Japan, and 

South Korea are outstandingly active participants and promoters of the 

ICH that is expressed in 1) their enthusiasm and constancy when they 

submit nominations for the RL; 2) their eagerness to partner with 

UNESCO in terms of hosting regional centers for ICH; and 3) their 

obligatory and voluntary financial contributions to the funds of the 

UNESCO ICH. From this perspective, China, Japan, and South Korea 

are valuable players that foster the promotion of the Convention, 

cooperation between countries and safeguarding ICH elements in the 

region and worldwide.  

On the other hand, competition can easily be observed among 

state parties for leadership in terms of the number of inscribed ICH 

elements, the content of these elements, and the importance of the state 

                                                       
42 Ryoko Nakano, “A Failure of Global Documentary Heritage? UNESCO's ‘Memory of the 
World’and Heritage Dissonance in East Asia,” Contemporary Politics 24, no. 4 (2018): 1-16. 
43 Linda Sieg, “Japan Pays Funds for UNESCO after Halt over Nanjing Row with China,” Reuters, 

December 21, 2016, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-japan-unesco/japan-pays-funds-for-unesco-
after-halt-over-nanjing-row-with-china-idUSKBN14B095?il=0. 
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party vis-à-vis NSAs within UNESCO. Consequently, the effect of the 

UNESCO ICH is ambiguous:  ICH brings about cooperation among 

many countries in the region, but the current model of UNESCO ICH 

could not eradicate political context and caused competition among 

China, Japan, and South Korea. 

This paper has shown that governing bodies play a very strong 

role in the process of decision-making in all three domains: the ultimate 

decision about nominating an element to the ICH, the decision to host a 

regional ICH center, and financial assistance decisions. Consequently, 

even if the UNESCO ICH tried to promote participation by the NSAs, 

there exists limitations because the system places more emphasis on the 

decisions made by official bodies of the state parties. To state 

governments, UNESCO ICH creates opportunities for state parties to 

reach its political goals.  

The UNESCO is in turn the owner of the most important culture-

related international rankings (World Heritage and ICH) and a key 

decision-maker on which countries should be given reputational points 

with an ICH enlistment on the RL or USL.44 Consequently, UNESCO 

can impact the behavior of state parties. More precisely, UNESCO tries 

to encourage the involvement of local communities, NSAs and other 

stakeholders in national level decision-making processes, such as those 

relating to safeguarding culture. As a result, UNESCO takes two roles: as 

a structure within which countries might compete, and as a facilitator of 

cooperation and mediation through collaborative decision-making (such 

as the distribution of responsibilities among China, Japan, and South 

Korea when all three countries wanted to host an ICH Asia-Pacific 

regional center). 

From the CD perspective, the ICH is important, as the UNESCO 

- also an NSA - benefits from using the Convention as a platform and 

tool to influence states by simultaneously addressing the public, 

communities, expert bodies, government bodies, and other international 

NSAs, and encouraging them to cooperate for the common good of 

safeguarding and transmitting intangible cultural heritage.  

States can have different aims when they try to address the 

foreign public and specific actors. The range of aims include political, 

economic, reputational and other types of goals. State parties use ICH as 

a channel of engagement and legitimizing authority when addressing the 

public of other states. Ideally, state parties should facilitate the dialogue 

                                                       
44 Schreiber, “Intangible Cultural Heritage and Soft Power-Exploring the Relationship,”. 
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between the public of other countries, leaving political agenda aside. 

However, imperfect construction of the dialogue channel, misperception 

of values, and goals advertised within the Convention hinders the 

implementation of so-called NPD, where NSAs can interact with other 

NSAs lifting the focus from states’ primarily role. Thus, the ICH serves 

as a platform or a megaphone for a more traditional type of PD, through 

which states try to reach the minds of the public of other countries.  

On the other hand, UNESCO wants to be assured that the 

understanding of the Convention is correct, as there is a risk of 

misconception by NSAs involved in the process of nomination, such as 

nationalistic claims of  cultural heritage ownership by the community, 

expert agencies and other non-governmental stakeholders. Thus, 

UNESCO uses responsible state parties as gatekeepers and filters 

obliging them to follow the principles of the Convention that was signed. 

Consequently, the relationship between the UNESCO, state parties, 

NSAs like local communities, expert agencies, and individuals, is very 

complex. They are interrelated and even more complexified by the 

presence of a variety of communication channels that are also 

incorporated into CD run or directed by state parties. 

 

Conclusion 

CD is a communication channel of special focus for many countries. 

There is a vast range of definitions of CD and different views on CD’s 

relation with PD. Depending on the context, scale and format of the 

dialogue, the role of the state’s official body in CD could be seen 

differently. This research paper has explored the relationship among 

South Korea, Japan, and China within the framework of ICH developed 

by UNESCO and has identified how countries try to apply CD (as a part 

of PD) in this context. 

This paper shows that despite UNESCO promoting inclusion of 

NSAs in the dialogue on ICH to make it more apolitical, the currently 

established framework for the dialogue between stakeholders is still very 

much focused on the state parties’ official bodies. This limitation results 

in the situation where countries try to use UNESCO as a platform to 

meet its own international or domestic political goals. As far as ICH 

framework discourages the usage of hard power, the competition and 

collaboration between state parties occur through PD, and it has a strong 

focus on official governments’ roles as subjects of power. 

The relations among South Korea, Japan, and China show how 

countries use CD (as a part of PD) to simultaneously cooperate and 
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compete with one another in order to maintain their FMA and FFA that 

were attained previously. By considering three dimensions of countries’ 

activities (legal, facilities, and financial) within ICH, this paper has 

demonstrated how all three countries are eager to promote and develop 

ICH, cooperate with all members and regional level stakeholders, while 

simultaneously performing as contenders to one another. 

The given case reveals some issues that UNESCO has to resolve 

to make ICH less politicized. The political meaning of the number of 

ICH inscriptions on the RL and USL hinders mutual understanding 

among Japan, China, and South Korea and prevents these countries from 

more efficient and closer cooperation for the common good. The current 

procedure also hinders closer cooperation among countries because it is 

very focused on the decision-making roles of official bodies of state 

parties. 

 

Recommendations 

To resolve these issues, similar to how UNESCO was successful in 

urging China, Japan, and South Korea to sign a trilateral agreement when 

they wanted to establish a regional center for ICH, UNESCO should 

encourage further cooperation among countries by, for example, 

requesting for more multilateral and cooperative nominations from 

countries. As mentioned previously, even though South Korea, China, 

and Japan are culturally quite similar, no collective nominations exist 

among them.  

In addition, acknowledging that nationalist and ICH ownership 

claims might come not from official bodies but from local communities 

and other NSAs, UNESCO should improve its outreach to NSAs so that 

more people will understand and perceive ICH as a treasure that should 

be shared, not competed for.  

Finally, a mechanism enabling the reduction of governing 

bodies’ influence on the nominations has to be introduced. For example, 

UNESCO should allow nominations directly from communities in 

cooperation with expert agencies (private bodies), especially in the case 

of multilateral nominations by communities from different countries. It 

might positively shift perception of what ICH is - that it can be shared 

and is valuable for communities’ and the world. 
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