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ABSTRACT

Hedging, conceptualized as a set of improvised alignment practices, allows
states to maintain maneuverability in the face of uncertainty. Using this con-
ceptual framework, we re-examine the evolving foreign policy perceptions and
strategies of Japan and South Korea in response to the growing US-China
competition in the last decade. While Japan has consistently aligned with the US
since 2013, when Xi Jinping took power in China, South Korea has undergone
a more notable shift—from hedging to balancing against China. Surprisingly, the
changes in perceptions of Chinese threat can be traced to the progressive
administration of President Moon Jae-in. This analysis highlights the dynamic
nature of alignment strategies and their implications for regional security and the
US-China rivalry.
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AT THE 2021 EAST ASIA SUMMIT, US President Joe Biden said, “We envi-
sion an Indo-Pacific that is open, connected, prosperous, resilient, and
secure—and we are ready to work together with each of you to achieve it”
(White House 2022). Since the adoption of the Free and Open Indo-
Pacific (FOIP) strategy in 2017, the concept has become central to the
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US regional security framework (He and Li 2020). Notably, both the Trump
1.0 and Biden administrations have explicitly identified China as a challenge—if
not a direct threat—to the region’s rules-based order (White House 2017, 2).
While some critics initially argued that FOIP could provoke a Cold War—style
confrontation with China (Swaine 2018), the concept has since gained biparti-
san support. In February 2022, the Biden administration unveiled an official
document that clarified the strategy’s focus, highlighting “rules-based
approaches” and “like-minded” partners. Together with his Summit for
Democracy, the FOIP framework has adopted a more ideological stance, fore-
shadowing a clash of worldviews between the US and a rising, authoritarian
China.

China, in turn, has accelerated efforts to undermine the FOIP and
promote its own vision of international governance, most notably through
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Since the BRI’s inception, Chinese
officials have downplayed the importance of the Indo-Pacific concept. In
2018, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi dismissed it as “sea foam in the
Pacific or Indian Ocean,” claiming it would “soon dissipate” (People’s Daily
2018). However, this stance has evolved; China now characterizes the
concept as a conspiracy. In response to the 2022 Indo-Pacific strategy
report, a Global Times editorial declared, “The US strategy for a ‘free and
open Indo-Pacific’. . .is nothing but a ridiculous Biden administration
fantasy filled with deceptive actions to tie Asian countries to its anti-
China agenda, stirring up regional instability” (Liu 2022). Meanwhile,
China has worked to consolidate the BRI into a “global strategic
plan”—a series of development and diplomatic initiatives directed by the
Chinese Communist Party—that offers an alternative to the decentralized
governance model championed by FOIP.

As tensions deepen, states in the region, including US treaty allies Japan
and South Korea, have sought to recalibrate their positions. Their strategies
for navigating the US—China competition have been broadly labeled as
“hedging”™—a term for when secondary states opt for strategic flexibility
rather than aligning unambiguously with a great power (Goh 2005). Policy-
makers and pundits alike have noted the competing factors that bind Japan
and South Korea to a “middle position”: on the one hand, they rely critically
on the US to deter aggression from active threats such as North Korea and
maintain an intricate network of cooperation; on the other, both are
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physically near China and depend on it economically. These factors constrain
Japan and South Korea from taking a clear side.

We revisit these claims through a conceptual intervention on “hedging.”
In this paper, we conceptualize hedging as a set of improvised alignment
practices that states adopt in search of maneuverability. Practically, this
means a set of ad hoc, at times contradictory, practices that allow them to
avoid or minimize any potential for losses or transform them into opportu-
nity. Crucially, whereas balancing and bandwagoning are alignment decisions
designed to counteract threats—that is, well-defined risks—hedging is a for-
eign policy practice that is improvised to cope with uncertainty. This has
implications for how to observe hedging. States are more likely to balance or
bandwagon when they perceive threats, which entails clarifying their com-
mitments; when they perceive uncertainty, they are more likely to hedge,
which favors maneuverability.

Using this framework, we analyze the changes and continuities in
Japanese and South Korean alignment strategies in the context of US-
China competition. We show that, despite some initial differences, their
perceptions have converged over time, toward the rising China as a well-
defined risk. Contrary to conventional narratives, we show that Japan has
perceived China as a threat since the mid-2010s and taken unambiguous
measures to align with the US. In the same period, South Korean percep-
tions of China changed more markedly, from uncertainty to threats, which
consolidated—surprisingly—under a progressive administration. As
a result, South Korea has moved beyond hedging and toward balancing
against China in recent years.

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. First, we provide a conceptual
discussion of hedging and how to observe the strategy in practice. Second, we
trace the trends in Japanese threat perceptions of China, which highlights an
overall continuity, despite the “Donald Trump shock,” and its consequent
balancing strategy. Third, we trace the trends in South Korean perceptions,
which show a more noticeable change, and the resulting shift from hedging to
balancing strategies. This convergence in perceptions started during the
Moon Jae-in administration and continued under the leadership of conser-
vative president Yoon Suk-yeol, who is generally credited for the realignment.
We conclude by discussing some implications of the changes in Japanese and
South Korean perceptions for their strategies in navigating the US—-China

competition.
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DISTINGUISHING HEDGING FROM BALANCING
AND BANDWAGONING

Hedging is typically conceptualized as a middle position between more
conventional alignment strategies of balancing and bandwagoning. In this view,
states adopt hedging when, for whatever reason, they cannot adopt the more
straightforward alternatives and want to keep “more than one strategic option”
open (Roy 2005, 306). What drives this non-decision is the political dilemma in
which secondary states may find themselves, where explicit attempts to balance
or bandwagon carry too great a risk of harm. In this situation, states seek to avoid
alignments which would bind them to a particular foreign policy orientation.

Hedging is thus defined relatively; it is doing /less balancing and
bandwagoning. Balancing is a survival strategy used by secondary states to
counter the power of more dominant states; it is achieved either by building
up military capabilities internally or by forming alliances externally (Waltz
1979). Meanwhile, bandwagoning is a survival strategy used by secondary
states to acquiesce to, or even embrace, the stronger power in anticipation of
future gains (Schweller 1994; Walt 1985). When states hedge, however, they
pursue multiple, counteracting policies to offset risks, which manifests in
attempts to balance and bandwagon at once. Hedging is thus operationalized
as a mixture of these conventional alignment strategies. Kuik (2016), for
instance, characterizes hedging as an alignment behavior that combines
“returns-maximizing” and “risk-contingent” options within the balancing—
bandwagoning spectrum. Thus it is measured as some blend of policies
meant to moderate balancing or bandwagoning.

We question this understanding of hedging as a middle position or a mixed
strategy and treat it as qualitatively different from either balancing or bandwa-
goning. For us, hedging is a set of improvised alignment practices that states
adopt in search of maneuverability. Because hedging materializes in the context
of uncertainty—when states cannot identify the source of the threat—it results in
variegated, at times even conflicting, responses. In other words, hedging is likely
to appear internally inconsistent. Absent tools to adequately appraise the future,
agents improvise, based on what they believe is knowable and actionable at any
given point. From this perspective, hedging is best distinguished from traditional
balancing or bandwagoning strategies by examining whether states perceive
threats or uncertainty, whether the end goal is control or maneuverability, and
how calculatedly or improvisationally they act in a given situation (Table 1).
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TABLE I. Distinguishing Hedging

Perception Objective Mode of action
Balancing or bandwagoning Threats Control Calculation
Hedging Uncertainty Maneuverability Improvisation

TRACING ALIGNMENT STRATEGIES

To trace Japanese and South Korean alignment strategies—and their
underlying perceptions, objectives, and modes of action—we triangulate
a diverse set of primary and secondary source materials. First, we consult
executive speeches in international settings during our period of study, 2013—22.
These are speeches delivered overseas to primarily international audiences. For
Japan, we examined 86 speeches: 73 by Abe Shinzo (2013-20), six by Suga
Yoshihide (2020-21), and seven by Kishida Fumio (2021-22)." This reflects the
different lengths of their tenures as well as Abe’s personal commitment to
diplomacy. For South Korea, we examined 140 speeches: 30 by Park Geun-hye
(2013-17) and 110 by Moon Jae-in (2017—22).> The difference is a by-product of
multiple developments, including Park’s legal troubles and eventual impeach-
ment and Moon’s own dedication to diplomacy. Reading these speeches in
context allows us to trace the changes and continuities in how Japan and South
Korea perceive the international environment and articulate their roles within it.

Second, given that international speeches are often more performative
than tactical, we also analyze key internal documents of the governments
of Japan and South Korea in the same period. These include foreign policy
and defense white papers issued by the respective ministries and their atten-
dant programmatic agendas. For Japan, we consult nine white papers from
the Ministry of Defense, nine white papers from the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, and National Security Strategies published in 2013 and 2022. For
South Korea, we analyze five white papers from the Ministry of National
Defense and nine from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. These policy
documents help shed light on Japan and South Korea’s strategic objectives
and the courses of action by which they intend to achieve them.

I. See the archives of Japan’s Prime Minister’s Office of Japan (https://japan.kantei.go.jp) and
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (https://www.mofa.go.jp).

2. See the Presidential Archives of South Korea’s Ministry of the Interior and Safety (hteps://
www.pa.go.kr).
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Finally, where available, we supplement these documents with responses from
the US and China. Ultimately, for alignment strategies to work as intended, their
targets—the great powers—must recognize them as such. For this reason, we
include any notable reactions from the US and China to provide broader con-
texts for interpreting Japanese and South Korean rhetoric and conduct.

JAPANESE AND SOUTH KOREAN ALIGNMENT STRATEGIES

Conventional narratives often paint Japan and South Korea as hedgers, or
pursuing strategies other than balancing or bandwagoning (Jerdén and Hag-
strom 2012; Kang 2009; Lopez i Vidal and Pelegrin 2018). These narratives
often begin from the premise that these two countries are treaty allies of the
US and remain heavily reliant on it to counter security threats in the region,
such as North Korean military buildup; yet they also admit that both face
significant constraints on balancing against China, given economic depen-
dence (Lee 2017, 31-32; Matsuda 2012, 109), regional norms (Kang 2003), and
domestic politics (Kim 2016, 714-15). In these narratives, Japan and South
Korea are bound to seek hedging strategies to generate ambiguity, and thus
maneuverability, as US—China competition deepens.

Our findings challenge these conventional narratives in two ways. First, we
echo the counter-narrative that Japan is in fact not a hedger but a balancer
(Lim and Cooper 2015; Liff 2019). During our period of study, Japanese
perceptions exhibited a remarkable continuity—despite the “Trump
shock”—and increasingly identified China as a threat. Thus, rather than
seeking maneuverability, Japan has made concerted and calculated efforts to
balance against China by strengthening its own defense capabilities and bol-
stering the US alliance. Second, while we find that South Korea was indeed
hedging, it has recently shifted toward balancing. We attribute this change to
evolving perceptions of China as a threat, which began to consolidate under the
Moon administration. Based on these findings, we conclude that Japan and
South Korea are better characterized as balancers than hedgers today.

JAPAN: A CASE OF CONTINUITY

Japanese discourse and policy throughout 20132022 reflected balancing
against China. In this section, we show that (1) Japan increasingly perceived
threats from China as the US—China competition deepened, and that (2) this
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culminated in efforts to control security and economic outcomes, including
in areas such as emerging technology, human rights, and global health.
Opverall, Japan’s activism on the international stage appears calculated and
coordinated.

Across administrations, Japan exhibited remarkable continuity in its per-
ceptions of threat from China and the need to enhance the alliance with the
US to balance against it. These security concerns mainly stem from China’s
increasingly assertive policy in the East and South China Seas (Hughes 2016;
Storey 2013; Yoshimatsu 2017). The Defense White Papers of 2014-17
confirm this point; every one expressed concern regarding China’s military
buildup in the East and South China Seas, as the intentions behind these
territorial pursuits are unclear (Ministry of Defense of Japan 2014, 2015, 2016,
2017). Moreover, Japan sought to explain to the international audience that
the international maritime order was being “challenged,” blaming China
specifically on three occasions. In discussing Japan’s security environment,
Abe mentioned the East or South China Sea, or the disputed territory of the
Senkaku Islands (Diaoyu Islands in Chinese), in 40% of his speeches. Japan’s
security concerns about China were more directly expressed in bilateral
settings with the US, both intergovernmental and public—private. Any
explicit name-calling was often in the context of China’s increasing militari-
zation and more assertive attitude in the East and South China Seas—issues
with multiple stakeholders beyond Japan.

While Abe’s speeches emphasized cooperation with China on economic
issues, they also signaled Japan’s reluctance to bandwagon with China. In his
2017 speech at the 23rd International Conference on the Future of Asia, for
example, Abe mentioned Japan’s openness to cooperation with the BRI but
specified four conditions: openness, transparency, economy, and financial
soundness (Nikkei Shimbun 2019). While these conditions were expressed in
terms of Japan’s receptivity to the BRI, they were ultimately an excuse for its
refusal to participate. Furthermore, Japan’s positive portrayal of the Chinese
economy was concomitant with the government’s attempts to negotiate a tri-
lateral free trade agreement between Japan, South Korea, and China, as well as
to advance the multilateral Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership
(RCEP). Placed in this context, Japan’s cooperative language is less surprising,.

Following the election of Trump, Abe’s acknowledgement of competition
between the US and China became more open. By 2018, Japan’s Diplomatic
Blue Book referred to “extremely severe conditions” in the regional order,
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while re-emphasizing the importance of the alliance. This was especially
notable in the economic realm. Abe highlighted the importance of a rules-
based international order in 62% of his speeches, presumably to counter the
growing protectionist impulses in the US. Still, Abe continued to signal the
strength of the US—Japan alliance even as Trump’s transactionalism often put
it at risk of major deterioration (Hughes 2018; Mahmood and Cheema 2018).
Faced with US isolationism, combined with China’s challenges to the order,
Japan appeared to take on the task of upholding—and improving—the status
quo on which it had come to depend. In this sense, the “Trump shock” did
not immediately result in the deterioration of Sino—Japanese relations; rather,
Japan took a more proactive role in advancing multilateralism.

For this reason, Abe’s comments on and visions for multilateralism were
often laced with security implications. A key example is the FOIP, in which
Japan countered China’s order-building efforts with terms such as
“connectivity” and “free and open.” The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)
is another example. In Abe’s 2015 speech to the US Congress, he mentioned
that TPP went beyond economic benefits and carried long-term security
implications. Through the TPP, he said, “we must take the lead to build
a market that is fair, dynamic, sustainable, and is also free from the arbitrary
intentions of any nation.” While no specific countries were mentioned, this
would appear to refer to China. This kind of linkage between economic
connectivity and security benefits was forged in the context of Abe’s advocacy
for a free and fair economic order. Abe underscored universal values such as
freedom, democracy, human rights, and the rule of law as a political foun-
dation for rulemaking in economic cooperation. This rhetoric could be
premised on his hope that TPP members with such shared values would take
collective action both economically and politically and that it might evolve
into political and security cooperation (Terada 2019).

Under Suga and Kishida, Japanese perceptions of Chinese threat became
even more acute, as did the perception that the international environment
was now interminably divisive. In fact, the 2022 Defense White Paper opened
with the recognition that “the international community is currently facing its
greatest trial since WWII” and pointed to intensified strategic competition.?

3. Japan’s Defense White Papers from 2017 to 2022 do not change much in terms of their
descriptions of Chinese military activities, but the way these activities are linked to changes in the
global power balance is noteworthy.
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In this context, Kishida began more directly addressing China’s expansionist
activity in the East and South China Seas—for instance, in his speech at the
G7 summit—as well as the sensitive Taiwan issue, breaking the taboo on the
subject (Liff 2022). Starting in 2020, these White Papers also prioritized
discussing China over North Korea, a possible sign that Japan had begun
to see China as its primary threat. That same year, the Diplomatic Blue Book
removed the well-used phrases pertaining to a “mutually beneficial relation-
ship based on common strategic interests” (MOFA 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017,
2018, 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022a). This was possibly due to the COVID-19
pandemic, which marred China’s public image, and the ensuing domestic
public outcry against Xi Jinping’s official visit.

The 2022 National Security Strategy is especially illuminating of Japan’s
growing activism and willingness to pressure China. The updated version
states that “China’s current external stance, military activities, and other
activities have become a matter of serious concern for Japan and the inter-
national community” (Cabinet Secretariat of Japan 2022, 9). It goes on to say
that Japan needs to address China’s threat not only unilaterally but also in
cooperation with allies and like-minded countries. This focus on multilater-
alism contrasts with the 2013 version, which primarily called for building up
Japan’s own capability to counter China (Cabinet Secretariat of Japan 2013).

Given the ingrained perceptions of Chinese threat, it is unsurprising that
Japan has opted for greater internal and external balancing against China.
Practically, this has involved building up and strengthening domestic
capabilities by introducing security legislation and reinterpreting Japan’s
postwar constitution to allow the military to use force alongside other
nations. The period from 2013 to 2015 was a watershed for the postwar
Japanese stance on national security. In December 2013 Abe established the
first-ever National Security Strategy and the National Security Council, as
well as its operational body, the National Security Secretariat. This was met
with criticism from China, and a Foreign Ministry spokesperson warned of a
remilitarized Japan (Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in Japan
2015). Together with Japanese security policy, Abe was focused on mobilizing
support for his economic policy, “Abenomics.” This was meant to show
Japan’s readiness to participate in the TPP framework under the Obama
administration and its integrated strategy for domestic economic growth
(Terada 2019). Until Trump withdrew from the TPP in 2017, Abe empha-
sized its importance to Japan’s economic security.
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Over time, Japan’s balancing became more external in orientation. This is
visible in the series of policy initiatives undertaken by the Kishida adminis-
tration in 2020. First, it introduced an economic division in the National
Security Secretariat against the backdrop of the US—China tech rivalry
(Nikkei Shimbun 2020). This confirmed an expansive understanding of what
constitutes national security, which had consolidated in the wake of the
COVID-19 pandemic due to the disruptions in the supply chain. Second,
in 2022 the Kishida administration introduced the Economic Security
Legislation, which facilitated cooperation with the US and like-minded coun-
tries, and joined the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework, which the Chinese
Foreign Minister Wang Yi blamed for creating geopolitical tensions
(Ng 2022). Third, the Kishida administration tried to strengthen its relation-
ships with NATO. In April 2022, then—Foreign Minister Hayashi Yoshimasa
attended the meeting of NATO Ministers of Foreign Affairs for the first time
(MOFA 2022b). Then in June in Madrid, Kishida attended the NATO
summit—the first time a Japanese prime minister had done so. This high-
lighted not just maritime security in the East and South China Seas but also
deepening cooperation between the Indo-Pacific Four (Australia, Japan, New
Zealand and South Korea) and NATO (MOFA 2022¢). Finally, the Kishida
administration produced three key strategic documents: the National
Security Strategy, the National Defense Strategy, and the Defense Buildup
Program (Nikkei Shimbun 2022). They introduced a new concept of coun-
terstrike capability, which signaled a fundamental detachment from the post-
war Japanese pacifist attitude. While the documents reflected the changes in
perceptions of threat under Abe, their resonance with the Japanese people
was precipitated by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the growing threat of
a Chinese invasion of Taiwan.

Overall, Japanese discourse and policy illustrate a strategy of balancing.
From Abe’s activism to his successors Suga and Kishida’s continued efforts,
Japan has sought various security and economic initiatives designed to
counter the perceived threats of China. The consistency in their
approach—deepening multilateral engagement and the alliance with the
US despite the “Trump shock”™—reflects Japan’s intentionality and coordi-
nation. Indeed, threats pose a problem to be solved; and Japan’s rhetoric and
conduct during the decade in question (2013—2022) indicates an effort to
strengthen its capabilities at home and bolster cooperation abroad to deter
and defend against what it has identified as the source of the threat: China.
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SOUTH KOREA: A CASE OF CHANGE

During 2013 to 2022, South Korean discourse and policy shifted from
hedging to balancing against China. In this section, we show that (1) despite
initial ambiguities, South Korea increasingly perceived threats from China,
and that (2) this culminated in increasingly expansive, as well as consistent,
efforts to bolster the alliance. If South Korean activism on the international
stage was more improvised in the past, it appears far more concerted today.
Initially, South Korean discourse on China and the US struck a balance.
Indeed, positive perceptions of China arguably peaked during the Park years,
with economics as the main factor. The South Korean president discussed
bilateral and multilateral economic ties with Beijing in 75% of her speeches in
which China was mentioned. At a Korea—China Business Forum held only
four months after her inauguration, she remarked: “There is a Chinese
expression ‘be friends first, do business later.” I think that this expression
explains well the past and present of the relationship between Korea and
China” (Park 2013). Meanwhile, on security, Park refrained from criticizing
China and sought to maintain cordial relations. She visited China every year
during her tenure (2013 to 2016), becoming the only South Korean president
in history to do so, and she was the only leader of a major liberal democracy
to attend China’s 2015 parade commemorating the 7oth anniversary of the
end of the Second World War (Kim 2015). The entente Park enjoyed with Xi
reflected a sense of opportunity, even as South Korean discourse on the US
reflected continued faith in that alliance (Heo and Roehrig 2018; Pacheco
Pardo 2023). Indeed, despite closer contact with China, the US remains by far
the most visited country by sitting South Korean presidents, with over 50
visits.* The positive portrayal of the alliance also continued under Park.
Yet toward the end of Park’s abridged tenure the sense of opportunity in
playing both sides waned as US—China competition escalated. In a speech
delivered during a state visit to the US in October 2015, Park acknowledged
the potential for conflict globally and in Northeast Asia: “Old conflicts and
disputes are re-emerging to the extent that the term ‘return of geopolitics’
isn’t unfamiliar anymore, and their scope is expanding to the maritime, space,
and cyber domains.” This was a time when the Obama administration was

4. South Korea’s neighbors Japan and China are second and third by a wide margin, with less
than half the number of presidential visits. The information on foreign trips by South Korean
presidents is from the Presidential Archives of the Ministry of the Interior and Safety.
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hastening the implementation of its “pivot to Asia,” accelerating the shift in
US military assets toward the region, speeding up TPP negotiations, and
becoming more critical of China’s (perceived) assertiveness (Silove 2016). It
also coincided with China accelerating its artificial island building and mil-
itarization of the South China Sea, starting implementation of the BRI, and
announcing its Made in China 2025 policy, an initiative to produce more core
technologies domestically (Poh and Li 2017).

Still, the perception of uncertainty remained visible in the early white
papers issued by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) and Ministry of
National Defense (MND) of South Korea. The diplomatic white papers of
2014, 2015, and 2016 emphasized signature policies of the Park government
such as the 2015 bilateral free trade agreement with China and regularized
summitry, including Xi’s state visit to South Korea in 2014° and Park’s
reciprocal visits to China in 2013 and 2015. Meanwhile, though the white
paper referred to territorial disputes in the South China Sea and East China
Sea as “factors of security instability” (MND 2014: 9), China’s military
buildup as a “major security threat” (17), and disputes related to the overlap
between South Korea’s and China’s overlapping air defense identification
zones (244—46), these were accompanied by counter-narratives regarding
growing defense cooperation with China. The 2016 white paper was similar
in its focus and frames (MND 2016).

South Korea’s policy during this period was as flexible as it appeared
discordant. After eight years of initial consultations and three years of nego-
tiations, Seoul and Beijing finally signed a bilateral free trade agreement in
June 2015. It became effective in December of that same year (Asia Regional
Integration Center 2024). In other words, trade negotiations accelerated
under Park, and an agreement was signed a little over a year after Park took
office. Meanwhile, Park rejected the possibility of South Korea’s joining the
US-led TPP negotiations, even as she assented to its joining the RCEP
discussions that launched in early 2013 (Choi 2018). In other words, Park
chose the RCEP, in which China plays a significant role, over the US-led
TPP, which excluded Beijing. On the other hand, Park agreed to the deploy-
ment in South Korean territory of the US Terminal High Altitude Area
Defense (THAAD) anti-missile system in July 2016, shortly after her

5. At the time of writing, this remains Xi’s last visit to South Korea, which further underscores
that South Korea has moved from hedging to balancing in its relationship with China.
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final visit to China and despite warnings and criticism from Beijing
(Snyder 2018).

Under Moon Jae-in, emergent perceptions of Chinese threats consolidated
as tensions grew over Seoul’s decision to allow the deployment of THAAD.
Early in his presidency, Moon sought to diffuse tensions with a “three nos”
policy, pledging that South Korea would not deploy anti-missile batteries
beyond those initially planned, join any US missile defense system, or enter
a trilateral alliance with the US and Japan (Pacheco Pardo 2023). Yet, over
time, Moon started to signal a more negative perception of China by
making references to freedom of navigation and overflight in the South
China Sea and the Taiwan Strait, as reflected in 2021 and 2022 speeches
making direct references to China. Indeed, Moon visited China in 2017 and
2019 but not afterward, even as he resumed his travel agenda after the
COVID-19 pandemic, including visits to the US. Meanwhile, Xi did not
visit South Korea during Moon’s tenure (Pacheco Pardo 2023). This points
to a deterioration in relations between Seoul and Beijing, driven by, among
other factors, Moon’s worsening perceptions of China compared to his
predecessor.

These changes were visible in internal assessments by the South Korean
government. Earlier documents mentioned China’s mixed conduct and
expressed uncertainty about its intentions. The 2018 defense white paper,
for example, expressed caution and ambiguity regarding China’s “expanding
influence” (8) and “buildup of military strength” (13), while also describing
defense exchanges and cooperative activities with China. But the 2020 ver-
sion of the same strategic document pointedly discussed Taiwan for the first
time in the context of China’s “military activities to expand its influence in
the region” (20). This was the first time that South Korea explicitly referred to
these matters in a defense white paper, along with the more familiar refer-
ences to the East and South China Seas, the ADIZ disputes, and China’s
military buildup, further underscoring the Moon government’s growing per-
ceptions of Chinese threat.

Crucially, these changes in South Korean perceptions were impervious to
the election of Trump. Despite Trump’s skepticism of South Korea and other
allies (Abrams 2019; Bolton 2020), and the recklessness of his North Korea
policy (Bolton 2020; Sigal 2020), Moon continued to advocate for the alli-
ance, underscoring its importance in 63% of all his speeches that mentioned
Washington (an even higher percentage than Park). Indeed, Moon travelled
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to the US eight times during his time in office, with Trump reciprocating
twice. Furthermore, despite Trump’s transactionalism on economic issues, as
evidenced by his forced renegotiation of the KORUS free trade agreement
(Woodward 2018), the trade war with China that implicated South Korea
(Sohn 2019), and disengagement from the WTO that rendered its dispute-
settlement function void (Kerremans 2022), Moon continued to appeal to the
US as a reliable and beneficial ally.

Reflecting these shifts in perception, the Moon government began taking
a more openly critical stance toward China. With newly elected US President
Biden, Moon issued a joint statement emphasizing “the importance of pre-
serving peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait” (US Government Publishing
Office 2021), marking the first instance in which a joint South Korea—US
statement made specific reference to China’s threat to Taiwan (Song 2021).
Moon also pursued a policy of closer cooperation with NATO via the Asia-
Pacific Four (AP4, later rebranded the Indo-Pacific Four) in spite of Chinese
objections that NATO is expanding into the Asia-Pacific region (Reuters
2023b). Thus, South Korean Foreign Minister Chung Eui-yong joined
a NATO foreign ministers meeting in April 2022 (NATO 2022). This was
the first time AP4 foreign ministers were formally invited to join such a meet-
ing. One month later, South Korea became the first Asian country to be
a “contributing participant” of NATO’s Cooperative Cyber Defence Centre
of Excellence, an organization designed to boost cyber capabilities and
information sharing. China was critical of this move as well (Campbell 2022).

Moon’s move away from hedging was also visible in economic relations
with China. To be sure, Moon kept South Korea in the RCEP negotiations,
with the agreement being signed in November 2020 and entering into force
in January 2022 (Oh 2022). Moon also launched the second phase of the free
trade agreement with China in March 2021 (Asia Regional Integration Center
2024), though with limited success. Besides maintaining existing agreements,
Moon made little concerted effort to court Chinese economic support,
seeking instead to align more closely with the US on economic policy.
Notably, he worked to join the CPTPP (Oh 2022), the successor to the
US-led TPP, which his predecessor Park had hesitated to do. Though the
CPTPP was no longer headed by the US, it still operated based on US
standards (Hsieh 2021).

These changes in policy orientation reflected the growing understanding
in South Korea that US—China tensions had become all-encompassing and
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transcended the traditional areas of competition (Scobell 2023). Moon saw
their competition as spilling over into domains of human security and
development. In a speech at the United Nations in September 2020, for
example, he warned of the geopolitical fractures brought about by the
COVID-19 pandemic: “The recent COVID-19 crisis threatens multilateral-
ism, [and] the spirit of the United Nations.” This was closely linked to
disputes over the origins of the health crisis in China and accusations that
the Chinese government’s secrecy in its early stages was detrimental (Scobell
2023). More broadly, Moon’s presidency had coincided for the most part
with Trump’s time in office, when both the US and China engaged in open
diplomatic, trade, and technological confrontation. This continued under the
Biden administration (Scobell 2023).

Opverall, South Korean discourse and policy illustrate a strategy that is
shifting away from hedging. Under Park, there were improvised efforts to
maintain the alliance and court China. This culminated in a set of diverse—
and even contradictory—initiatives, aimed at integrating South Korea into
the China-led regional economic frameworks as well as the US-led regional
security complex. Under Moon, some of this opportunism persisted earlier in
his tenure, but it began to shift toward balancing as perceptions of Chinese
threat consolidated. By the end of Moon’s tenure, far more consistent and
coordinated efforts were being made to align South Korea with the US.

FROM PERCEPTIONS TO STRATEGIES

Since Xi Jinping became China’s president in 2013, Japan and South Korea
have become increasingly aligned in their perceptions of the US and China.
Both countries have consistently held positive views of their treaty ally the
US, in spite of the erratic and transactional approach of the Trump admin-
istration to alliances. In contrast, Japanese and South Korean perceptions of
China have deteriorated since Xi assumed power. Initially, South Korea held
a more positive view of China than Japan, especially regarding security, but
this changed over time. The Japanese perception of threat has deepened,
while South Korea’s developed during Moon Jae-in’s final years in office,
particularly after the COVID-19 pandemic. As tensions between Beijing and
Washington have intensified, both Japan and South Korea have increasingly
prioritized alignment with the US, culminating in collective and coordinated
strategies to balance against a rising China.
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Japan exhibited a consistent alignment strategy, with successive
administrations viewing China as a primary security challenge. Even amid
the uncertainty of Trump’s first term, Japan remained committed to
strengthening security and economic ties with the US, reinforcing the FOIP
framework, and actively engaging in multilateral initiatives to counterbalance
Chinese influence. Tokyo’s proactive approach to economic security, defense
policy, and multilateral engagement reflects a long-term strategy that extends
beyond tactical adjustments.

South Korea’s trajectory has been more dynamic. Initially, Seoul pursued
a hedging strategy, weighing its economic dependence on China with its
security alliance with the US. However, a confluence of factors—including
China’s economic coercion following the THAAD deployment, its increasing
assertiveness in the Taiwan Strait and the South China Sea, and its opacity
during the COVID-19 pandemic—Iled to a gradual but decisive shift in South
Korean perceptions. Under Moon’s presidency, this shift translated into stron-
ger alignment with the US on security and economic policy, paving the way for
the more explicit balancing strategy pursued under the Yoon administration.

What are the broader consequences of this convergence in perceptions and
strategies between Japan and South Korea? Most critically, both countries have
broadened their cooperation with the US. The clearest example of this is
US-Japan—Korea trilateralism, most notably symbolized by the Camp David
agreement of August 2023 (White House 2023). Formal trilateral cooperation
among the three countries dates back to the late 1990s and has never been fully
interrupted since then (Cha 1999; Lee 2023). Yet the Camp David agreement is
significant both because it followed the first-ever standalone summit between
the leaders of the US, Japan, and South Korea, and because of its broad remit.
Moreover, the agreement explicitly references China, which even lodged com-
plaints against it (Reuters 2023a). Certainly, changes in leadership in both Japan
and South Korea contributed to bringing the agreement to fruition, given that
Kishida and Yoon had a better relationship than Abe and Moon did. However,
the Camp David summit and agreement would not have been possible without
South Korea’s shifting perceptions of China during Moon’s presidency.

In the areas of economic security, supply chain resilience, and technolog-
ical competition, Japan and South Korea have also joined US-led initiatives
such as the Chip 4 Alliance, the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework, the
Minerals Security Partnership, and the Blue Dot Network. These initiatives
are part of Washington’s policy of derisking supply chains from China and
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cutting off its access to the most advanced technologies (Farrell and Newman
2023; Harrell 2024). Seoul and Tokyo may not advocate isolating China—as
evidenced by their participation in the RCEP—but they have aligned with
Washington by joining US-led economic and technological initiatives. In
doing so, they are actively contributing to efforts that limit China’s ability
to ascend the value-added chain, and thus engaging in a form of balancing
against China.

Furthermore, both Japan and South Korea have accelerated security
cooperation with the US. At the trilateral level, joint exercises and intelligence
sharing have increased substantially in recent years (Mahadzir 2024). Both
US allies have also expressed an interest in joining Pillar IT of AUKUS, which
focuses on developing new weapons systems and harnessing technologies
such as artificial intelligence to maintain a military advantage over China
(Jackson 2024). They also regularly participate in security trilaterals and other
US-led minilateral initiatives with countries such as Australia and the
Philippines (Laksmana et al. 2024). Both Japan and South Korea are also
part of the NATO-AP4 framework, through which NATO is strengthening
ties with them, along with Australia and New Zealand (NATO 2024). This
burgeoning security cooperation is yet another sign of their closer alignment
with the US to balance against China.

Japan and South Korea’s alignment with the US has not been easy. Both
countries were among the key US allies that Trump openly criticized for
“free-riding.” They were pressured to increase their contributions to cover the
costs of hosting American troops, faced new US tariffs in economic and
technological domains, and had to navigate the erratic diplomatic policies
pursued by the US president, particularly regarding China and North Korea
(Izumikawa 2022). While Seoul and Tokyo’s perceptions of Beijing began to
sour during Trump’s first term, his unpredictable and often antagonistic
approach made it more difficult for them to align with Washington. This
only changed when Biden took office. Joint statements with the US issued by
Abe, Suga, and Kishida on behalf of Japan, and by Moon and Yoon on behalf
of South Korea, became more comprehensive and increasingly critical of
China.® In general, Japanese and South Korean policymakers found the
Biden administration more willing to engage in dialogue, consult with them,

6. Statements available at https://www.kantei.go.jp/jp/101_kishida/statement for Japan and
https://pa.go.kr for South Korea.
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and consider their positions when formulating US policy (Haenle 2022). This
allowed the convergence of views in Japan and South Korea to translate to
meaningful changes in alignment strategies.

While neither Japan nor South Korea advocates outright containment of
China, their strategic choices reflect a more structured and deliberate
response to perceived threats from Beijing. Despite Trump’s reelection, the
convergence of Japan and South Korea’s balancing postures toward China is
likely to persist, as evidenced by their continued alignment even during
Trump’s first term. But the efficacy of US—Japan-South Korea security
cooperation will also be mediated by political will in the US to sustain and
harness the partnership. What the second Trump administration pursues—
and how China reacts—will thus condition how Japanese and South Korean
perceptions of Chinese threat evolve going forward and what strategies they
(are able to) adopt in response.

Published online: May 26, 2025
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