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In 2005, President Roh Moo-hyun and the government have, on a number of occasions, spoke about South Korea’s “balancer role in Northeast Asia”. The new declaration of the Roh Moo-hyun government came in the context of rising uncertainties and concern about new dynamics unfolding on various different, but interconnected, planes. At the centre of this development is the whole process of readjustment of the U.S.-South Korea alliance involving reshaping of the U.S. Forces into a high-speed mobile expeditionary force, introducing “strategic flexibility” in the U.S. Forces in Korea (USFK) so that it can be mobilised to intervene in armed conflicts not only in the Korean Peninsula, but, other areas of Northeast Asia, or any other region in the world. The discussions between the U.S. and South Korea on the reconfiguration of the alliance is still in process, with many significant changes already taking place, while the details are kept under heavy cloak of secrecy. Another dimension of the regional context, within which the announcement of a new doctrine reverberates, is the intensifying tension among South Korea, China, and Japan over issues of past history and territory. 

To understand what the government means by its new concept, the various relevant pronouncements need to be examined closely.

The first indications of the new thinking was revealed in the “state of the nation” speech by president Roh Moo-hyun, on February 25, the day he assumed the helmsmanship of the government two year earlier. Here he stated, “our military will forcefully defend peace in Northeast Asia as a self-reliant military with independent operational control, and as a balancer in Northeast Asia.” On March 8, he elaborated the new concept further in his speech at the graduation ceremony of the Air Force Academy. He stressed “what is clear is that Korean people will not be drawn into any conflicts in Northeast Asia in disregard of our will.” He went on to reiterate the role of the South Korean armed forces: “our armed forces have as its objective the defence of peace and prosperity on the Korean Peninsula and Northeast Asia. We will work to build close cooperation with the neighbouring nations in the region on the basis of the U.S.-South Korea alliance.” In commenting of the president’s pronouncement, a government official added the explanation that “it is possible to recognise the “strategic flexibility” of the U.S. Forces in Korea, which is governed by the U.S.-South Korea alliance arrangement, for involvement in regions other than Northeast Asia.”
On March 22, in a speech at the graduation ceremony of another military academy, president Roh repeated much of the message, stressing, the “Republic of Korea is traditionally a force for peace in Northeast Asia.” In his comment at an annual briefing of activities by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, on March 30, president commented “our diplomacy should carry out the role of a balancer in order to prevent the eruption of conflicts and clashes in our region.” He went on to explain that, “in order to perform this role, it is necessary to maintain a strong U.S.-South Korea alliance” and called on the Ministry to “take lead in building Northeast Asia regional order of cooperation and integration based on the U.S.-South Korea alliance.” A government official, in providing additional information about the statement by the president explained, “South Korea, China, and Japan are fateful partners; the centre piece of the concept of ‘balancer in Northeast Asia’ lies in our work to coordinate and keep balance in the various bilateral conflicts and dangers among the three parties.” It was further stressed that “it is our belief that we should perform the balancer role on the basis of the U.S.-South Korea alliance,” emphasising that the alliance with the U.S. is a corner stone of the new role-concept.

In the wake of these statements, the conservative media, led by Chosun Ilbo, ChoongAng Ilbo, and DongA Ilbo, launched vitriolic denunciation that the Roh Moo-hyun government has started a balancing act, locating itself between China on the one hand and the U.S.-Japan alliance on the other, taking steps to draw out of the U.S.-South Korea alliance. Other groups in the society, however, welcomed the new formulation as a concretisation of the principles of peace diplomacy and self-reliant diplomacy. These groups held the commitment of the government that “we will not be drawn into any conflicts in Northeast Asia in disregard of our will” in high appreciation, in particular.

Regardless of which side one chooses to stand, it is important to examine closely whether the statements by president Roh Moo-hyun implies “steps to draw out of the U.S-South Korea alliance” and also whether the government has a “will and plan to take on and perform the role of balancer in Northeast Asia”.

In examining the new pronouncement, the first question that arises is whether “balancer” is an appropriate concept. Secondly, whether it is appropriate to seek to achieve balance through military? In international relations, the term “balancer” cannot be dissociated from the widely used concept of “balance of power”. This was a concept that came into application in Great Britain and France following the Napoleonic wars in Europe. More recently, it was used to describe the reality of international relations of the Cold War era, where the U.S. sought to achieve “balance of power” vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. In practice, the concept has a strong affinity with and connotation of confrontation and competitive arms race. In the early days of the pronouncements on the new thinking, president stated in two occasions that the “military” will perform this “balancer” role. This was sufficient to trigger an association between the new role-defining word and the long established concept of “balance of power”.

Another serious development indicated by the new pronouncement was extension of the role of South Korean armed forces, from “self-defence” to “defending peace in Northeast Asia”. At a time when the U.S. was working intensively to transform the U.S.-South Korea alliance into a “regional alliance”, the new thinking, although framed in terms of “peace” and “self-reliance”, soon came to be suspected of a capitulation to or embracing of the U.S.’s initiative.

When the new formulation began to trigger concerns, the government re-phrased the new thinking, that not the “armed forces”, but the Republic of Korea shall strive to perform the newly envisaged role. But, the government continued to emphasise that, “in order to be established as an independent factor with independent capability, it is paramount to build up self-defence military defence capability”, spurring greater suspicion about the intentions to “increase arms build-up”. An arms build-up to perform the balancer role in Northeast Asia, in the context of the military order in Northeast Asia, is likely to trigger military tension with North Korea and other neighbouring nations in the region. It is likely to be a factor causing an arms race in the whole of Northeast Asia region.

Another aspect of the new thinking which needs to be examined closely is the formulation that the performance of the balancer role in Northeast Asia will be founded on the U.S.-South Korea alliance. The Roh Moo-hyun government stressed that “the U.S-South Korea alliance is important in avoiding any one tendency becoming pre-eminent within the dynamism of the relations between the three countries of South Korea, China, and Japan.” The South Korean government’s “concern” needs to be examined in the context of recent developments in Northeast Asia. The U.S.’s thinking on Northeast Asia assumes “China as a strategic competitor” and seeks to “transform Japan as a ‘normal state’ to elevated the U.S.-Japan relations into one similar to that of U.S.-UK relations in Europe”. The “one tendency which is becoming pre-eminent” in Northeast Asia is one emanating from the U.S. Given the U.S.’s Northeast Asia strategy is already fast taking shape in its details, the “belief” that the South Korean government would be able to mediate or prevent conflicts and clashes amongst South Korea, China, and Japan on the basis of the U.S.-South Korea alliance is in itself something that is neither feasible and nor has any persuasiveness.

What is acknowledged in the government’s new thinking formulated as “balancer in Northeast Asia” is a perceived need to avoid a head-on collision between the U.S.-Japan alliance and China. In that the government is aware of the dangers is a welcome sign. But, it is unrealistic and logically untenable to think that the U.S.-South Korea alliance could be a force keeping the conflict between China and Japan in balance, or that it can have an independent life and place of its own, as a third force in the Northeast Asia landscape.
President Roh Moo-hyun has been categorical that “Korean people will not be drawn into any conflicts in Northeast Asia in disregard of our will” and the government will “maintain this as a firm principle what will not be compromised in any case”. This is an important and timely pronouncement. But, the problem arises with the attitude that it is possible to entertain the idea of intervention or involvement in intervention in regions other than Northeast Asia. The attitude that “not in my neighbourhood” but “won’t mind if it’s another neighbourhood” is nothing more than a cause for ridicule for its inconsistency. It is bound to fail in securing agreement or consensus in the international community. At the same time, it is a position that will serve no purpose at all in negotiating with the U.S.

Even if the government were to secure an agreement with the U.S. ruling out intervention in Northeast Asia, it is a cause for grave concern. What such an agreement amounts to is that, if the U.S. troops based in South Korea – and the South Korean military – is not mobilised for, does not intervene in, the conflict between China and Taiwan, the South Korean government will not make any objections to U.S. troops based in South Korea being used to intervene in conflicts in any other part of the world. In other words, it means the government of South Korea would not have any objections to the U.S. troops stationed in South Korea being used to intervene in areas like Iraq, Iran, Syria, and all or any other place of conflict in the world. This means South Korea would be used as a platform for launching U.S. military intervention in conflicts across the world. This is accompanied by another assumption: as was demonstrated in the war against Iraq, the Korean military would be willing to – or made to – accompany the U.S. troops and to assist it, in the name of U.S.-South Korea alliance, in being deployed for intervention anywhere across the world.

Another problem is that the “re-organisation of the U.S. Forces in Korea that would lead to conflicts” is already taking place without any consensus of the people. The transformation of the 2nd Division of the USFK into a high-speed mobile expeditionary force and the relocation and integration of USFK bases and installation, including the main Yongsan Garrison, to Pyeongtaek-Osan are the centre pieces of the U.S. initiative to secure strategic flexibility for the USFK. The South Korean government has already completed the negotiations and signed an agreement for this development without any consultation with the general public, the people of South Korea. The government had repeatedly refused to give a hearing to the accusation of civil society groups who have opposed the relocation of USFK to Pyeongtaek, perceiving it as the beginning of the process to develop strategic flexibility of the U.S. troops based in South Korea. The reality is that what the government has for so long denied as happening is already nearing completion.

Another worrying trend in the pronouncements of the government on its new thinking can be found. In the beginning, the focus was on clarifying the position of the South Korean armed forces in relation to the U.S.-Korea alliance. However, later the references to the issue of strategic flexibility of the USFK disappeared from the formulation. Instead, the focus was shifted to highlighting the balancer role in the conflicts between China and Japan, employing the U.S-South Korea alliance as the foundation for the new role. The initial concern directed at the unilateral military re-organisation of the U.S. military in Northeast Asia, which would have been an important starting point, virtually disappeared from later statements. Instead, the government’s pronouncements became very much a political statement pitched at nationalistic sentiments, bizarre as it is, proposing to use the U.S.-South Korea as a platform to mediate the conflicts between China and Japan. 

The government statements, as much as they were incomplete and off-direction, were appreciated as a positive development in that the South Korean government has begun to speak its mind on the concerns about militarisation and increased tensions in Northeast Asia and the concerns about the unilateralism of the U.S. in reconfiguring the alliance relationship. The statement that “Korean people will not be drawn into any conflicts in Northeast Asia in disregard of our will” could be seen as an important starting point and guideline for the development of substantial policy framework. But, there are many areas which need to be addressed with thorough consideration before the government’s pronouncement could be adopted as a landmark doctrine for cooperation and integration to realise peace and prevent conflict in Northeast Asia.

First of all, it should be impressed upon the government that the attempt to build a counter-balance to U.S.-Japan by standing with China, the attempt to establish a counter-balance to China by strengthening the trilateral relationship of South Korea, the U.S., and Japan, or the attempt to emerge as an independent mediator between China and the U.S-Japan are all unrealistic options. First and second recourses cannot escape being perceived as siding with a hegemonic agent, thus would not lead to any positive contribution to the establishment of a regional order oriented to peace. The third recourse is simply impossible. This demonstrates the impossibility and implausibility for South Korea to find its role in the region if it were to approach the region on the basis of “balance of power”, a concept – a framework – that is linked to security-thinking and Cold War practices. Starting from this concept would lead to no where closer to achieving peace in Northeast Asia. The reality and the need to break out of the trap of old way of thinking calls for new concepts, new approaches, and new imagination both for the vision of future and the efforts to realise the vision.

Secondly, the government needs to make public the discussions concerning the readjustment of the U.S.-South Korea alliance. Any development in this area must be accompanied with, and be founded on the process of civil dialogue. The various structures of political-military and economic relations in Northeast Asia, including the U.S.-South Korea alliance, are undergoing very rapid and radical structural changes. While the issues being dealt with by the security and foreign affairs experts of the government are matters which would determine the future of the Korean Peninsula and the structural transformation of the 1945 regime that has operated in Northeast Asia, there have been no social debate in the public domain on the various crucial issues. The various strategic consultations between the U.S. and South Korea need to be made public to the people in such a way to facilitate effective participation in its discussions and understanding. Fixed institutions and practices, such as, the U.S.-South Korea alliance, which have, in the Cold War era, been held as absolute and unquestionable value, need to become objects of critical examination and debate, for them to be accepted as legitimate.

Thirdly, if the government is genuinely interested in taking the lead for peace and cooperation and diffusion of conflicts to foster integration in Northeast Asia, it needs to develop, adopt, and make public what it takes to be the guiding principles in addressing armed conflicts in international relations context. The opportunistic statement that denies the possibility of the U.S. troops stationed in South Korea intervening in conflicts in Northeast Asia while stating no objection to their deployment in conflicts in regions other than Northeast Asia is not a principled position, nor can it expect to win approval from any one. The South Korean government needs to at least proclaim a principled position that the South Korean armed forces troops shall not intervene in areas other than its own territory, and shall only participate in peace keeping activities officially sponsored by the United Nations. Such a principled position would categorically prevent the alliance structure imposing on South Korea to be drawn into unprincipled military action or military intervention which would most likely give rise to even greater conflict. Another starting point may lie in the practical application of the Article 5 of the Constitution of the Republic that denies involvement in war of invasion. In the long term, the government would need to proclaim the Republic of Korea as a peace-devoted state, and that this is the underlying principled basis for its diplomatic and security strategy.

Fourthly, the South Korean government must make public its perception that arms race is a fundamental obstacle in building peace community in Northeast Asia, and it is, at the same time, a source of threat against the safety and well-being of the people of each of the nation. This can set the basis for initiating a region-wide debate and discussions on and for multilateral regime of cooperation and security in Northeast Asia in parallel to the discussions on the readjustment of the U.S.-South Korea alliance regime. At the same time, it needs to begin to put into practice a strategy for “common security”, promoting economic cooperation, civilian exchanges, etc., instead of arms race, to institutionalise a multi-dimensional relationship of inter-dependence, vital for conflict prevention. 

Lastly, the South Korean government needs to take on the role of bridge for peace community in Northeast Asia, rather than a balancer role steeped in security-thinking, which no one regards as realistically possible anyway. The first step in putting this role into action lies in developing a clear independent position, based on a process of informed public debate and discussion with the people, in response to political and military proposals which are either detrimental to the promotion of peace order or likely to lead to even greater disputes and conflicts.

