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Relations between the United States and South Korea

have entered a crucial period. For more than fifty years,

the two countries have shared a strategic alliance that

has helped stabilize Northeast Asia and ensure the peace

between North and South Korea. Recently, however,

strains have developed in the relationship over disputes

on how to resolve key issues of concern to both coun-

tries. Sharp differences have emerged on the North

Korean nuclear threat, with South Korea stressing the

continuation of its “Sunshine Policy” of seeking to build

warmer relations with North Korea and resolve the crisis

through negotiations. The United States, in turn, has

labeled North Korea as a member of the “axis of evil”

and has resisted negotiations until North Korea first

makes changes. Both sides blame the other for the

recent escalation of the crisis. In addition, there has

been rising anti-U.S. sentiment in South Korea brought

about by generational change, perceived U.S. unilateral-

ism in dealing with North Korea, and other internation-

al issues such as the Iraq War. 

The proposed withdrawal over time of a significant

number of American troops from South Korea, the

result of shifting U.S. military planning and national

security priorities in the post-September 11 world, has

also caused concern in South Korea. While South

Koreans are deeply apprehensive about the United

States taking unilateral military action against North

Korea, they are still reassured by the presence of U.S.

troops as a protective cover from a North Korean attack.

Recently, the United States transferred 3,600 U.S.

troops from South Korea to Iraq and announced the

planned withdrawal of one-third of U.S. troops from

South Korea by the end of 2005 and the pullback of

U.S. troops from the Demilitarized Zone to Pyongtaek,

70 miles south of Seoul, by 2008. 

These measures call into question the future of the

U.S. military presence in the country at a time when

South Korea is reassessing its geopolitical future. While

President Roh Moo-hyun has asked the United States to

delay the withdrawal, he has also advocated greater inde-

pendence for South Korea in its foreign and defense poli-

cies since coming into office in 2002. Diplomatic and

trade ties with China have been strengthened. In 2003,

China, for the first time, overtook the United States as

South Korea’s number one export market. In turn, South

Korea has attempted to leverage China’s influence with

North Korea to push it towards a negotiated settlement. 

Despite these strains, there is still a broad belief on

both sides in the alliance’s value. South Korea has com-

mitted more than 3,000 troops to Iraq, the third largest

force after the United States and Great Britain, to help

in the reconstruction effort. While polls show that

South Koreans were opposed to the war, the govern-

ment recognizes the value that contributing troops has

for maintaining good relations with the United States.

The United States, in turn, remains committed to

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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South Korea’s security, regional stability, and continued

growth in economic and trade relations. 

To ensure the continued success of a strong and

vital U.S.–South Korea alliance in the twenty-first cen-

tury, the bilateral relationship must evolve and refocus

on the shared political, military, and economic interests

of both countries. Both sides must be committed to

adapting the alliance at a time of heightened regional

tension and political transformation. 

How Americans and South Koreans view the world

and their relationship with each other will shape these

policies and approaches and ultimately determine

whether they succeed or fail. In particular, it is crucial

to develop a better understanding of bilateral attitudes

towards the alliance, the U.S. military role in South

Korea, multilateral institutions, approaches to global

security, and how to resolve the North Korea crisis.

American and South Korean understanding of these

critical issues is necessary to inform policymaking in

both countries and foster support for continued dia-

logue and diplomatic engagement. 

This report offers new evidence to answer some of

these important questions. It is the result of a new bina-

tional partnership between The Chicago Council on

Foreign Relations (CCFR) in the United States and the

East Asia Institute in South Korea. The Chicago

Council on Foreign Relations has conducted one of the

preeminent surveys of American public opinion on U.S.

foreign policy periodically for three decades. This year,

CCFR and EAI have joined forces to undertake an

ambitious study that, for the first time, includes parallel

surveys in the United States and South Korea. 

The CCFR/EAI study seeks to contribute to the

current debate on U.S.–South Korea alliance by provid-

ing new data and analyses. In an attempt to capture and

compare American and South Korean public opinion in

the new international setting after the world-shaking

events of September 11 and the Iraq War, the surveys

posed many of the same questions in both countries on

a broad range of international and bilateral issues. The

result is the most in-depth and comprehensive picture

ever presented of the foreign policy attitudes of these

two different but closely linked allies.
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Global Perspectives 

Despite large economic, geopolitical, and military gaps

separating the United States and South Korea,

Americans and South Koreans share similar worldviews

in terms of global engagement and how they perceive

security threats and the role of the United States. There

is concern, however, in South Korea over perceived U.S.

unilateralism, especially how it relates to American use

of force. Linked to this are differences between

Americans and South Koreans over when a country can

go to war and use nuclear weapons. 

• Americans and South Koreans are both committed

to their countries taking an active role in the world,

reject the idea that the United States has an obliga-

tion to play the role of world policeman, and

believe it is playing this role more than it should.

Similarly, both publics believe the United States

should be more willing to make decisions in coop-

eration with the UN and favor their countries’ par-

ticipation in UN peacekeeping efforts. 

• South Koreans have warm feelings toward both the

United States and China and only slightly cool

feelings toward North Korea. Americans have neu-

tral attitudes towards South Korea, slightly cooler

feelings towards China and very cold feelings for

North Korea. 

• Security threats related to terrorism and nuclear

proliferation loom large among both publics, but

are seen by a larger percentage of Americans as crit-

ical. Half of South Koreans see U.S. unilateralism

as a critical threat, a higher percentage than say the

same for the development of China as a world

power or the rise of Japanese military power.

Economic threats such as immigration or competi-

tion from low-wage countries resonate more

strongly among Americans. 

• Both publics reject preventive war, but sharp dif-

ferences emerge on whether preemptive war is per-

missible. A majority of Americans endorse the idea

that a country can go to war if there is evidence of

an imminent threat, while a clear majority of

South Koreans say war is permissible only in

response to an actual attack. Similarly, a majority

of South Koreans believe the United States should

never use nuclear weapons, while Americans are

willing to permit their use in response to a nuclear

attack. A slight majority of South Koreans, howev-

er, believe their country should have nuclear

weapons. 

• A majority of South Koreans favor the creation of a

borderless and integrated regional community of

East Asian countries including South Korea, China,

and Japan but excluding the United States. 

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
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• South Koreans have warmer feelings overall than

Americans toward many international institutions.

Majorities in both countries favor giving the WHO

the right to intervene in a country to respond to a

crisis that threatens world health. 

• A strong majority of South Koreans and a smaller

majority of Americans see globalization as benefi-

cial to their respective countries. Differences

emerge on perceptions of U.S.–South Korean bilat-

eral trade, with South Koreans viewing it as unfair

to them and Americans disagreeing. Additionally, a

majority of Americans favor the United States mak-

ing a commitment to comply with unfavorable

WTO rulings, while a majority of South Koreans

oppose making a similar commitment. 

U.S.–South Korea Security Relations

Despite differences over the Iraq War, possible reduc-

tions in U.S. troop levels stationed in South Korea, and

how to address the North Korean problem, South

Koreans remain committed to having the United States

be their preferred partner and view it as committed to

their security. Interestingly, there is agreement in both

publics over who would need to authorize a U.S. mili-

tary attack against North Korea. 

• South Koreans think the United States has more

influence on South Korean foreign policy than the

South Korean president or National Assembly, sup-

port the status quo in South Korea’s relations with

the United States, endorse the United States as

South Korea’s preferred partner, and believe there

has been no worsening in bilateral relations since

President Roh Moo-hyun became president in

2002. 

• A large majority of South Koreans view the United

States as beneficial to South Korea’s security and

want U.S. forces stationed there to act as a stabiliz-

er for East Asia as a whole. South Koreans over-

whelming believe the United States would defend

their country from a North Korean attack;

Americans only support doing so when U.S. efforts

would be part be part of a UN-sponsored endeavor

together with other countries. 

• South Koreans believe the current number of U.S.

troops in South Korea is about right, but would

accept a reduction and anticipate U.S. troops

remaining for a considerable time but not perma-

nently. Americans believe the United States has too

many troops in South Korea and say a reduction

would have no net effect on South Korean security. 

• North Korean nuclear proliferation is of great con-

cern to both publics, and a large majority of South

Koreans believe it already has nuclear weapons.

Despite a majority believing that the crisis will

eventually be resolved through diplomacy, South

Koreans are willing to accept U.S. military action

against North Korea if it continues to develop its

nuclear program, provided this action has the

approval of the UN, most U.S. allies, and the

South Korean government. Strong majorities of

Americans say that UN and allied approval would

be needed and a smaller majority says that South

Korean government agreement would be needed. 

• South Koreans believe the North Korean regime

will eventually collapse and support reunification,

but do not favor a substantial tax increase to cover

the economic burden of North Korean reconstruc-

tion following reunification. A large majority sees

the United States as beneficial in facilitating the

reunification process. 
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The worldviews of Americans and South Koreans have

been shaped by their different historical, geopolitical,

economic, and military experiences. The United States

is the world’s preeminent political, military, and eco-

nomic power and has extensive global commitments in

each of these spheres. South Korea, which emerged as a

fully democratic state in 1987 after years of autocratic

rule, is a growing regional economic and political power

in one of the world’s most critical geopolitical areas and

last remaining Cold War fault line. South Korean

worldviews have been largely shaped by the memories of

the Japanese occupation of Korea (1910-45), the

Korean War (1950-53), the U.S.-led military interven-

tion and subsequent U.S. military presence in the coun-

try, lingering tensions with North Korea, and evolving

relations with China, Japan, and Russia, all larger and

stronger neighbor states. 

The significant geopolitical differences separating

the United States and South Korea affect some attitudes

more than others. The findings of this study indicate

that both Americans and South Koreans are committed

to international engagement, support aid to developing

countries, see many security threats such as terrorism in

the same light, and oppose the United States playing a

dominant role. They also have favorable attitudes

towards the UN, believe the United States should coop-

erate more with it, and support their nations’ participa-

tion in UN peacekeeping efforts. Differences emerge,

however, on some use-of-force issues that resonate

strongly in South Korea. 

Commitment to international engagement 

South Koreans and Americans clearly support their

countries taking an active role in the world. Asked

whether it will be best for the future of the country if

we take an active part in world affairs or if we stay out

of world affairs, a resounding 83% of Koreans and a

smaller majority of 67% of Americans say they should

play an active role. Furthermore, 83% of Americans and

76% of South Koreans say they are very or somewhat

interested in news of their country’s relations with other

countries, with 34% of Americans and 17% of Koreans

“very” interested. 

Consistent with their views of themselves as active

players in world affairs, both Americans and South

Koreans favor development aid. Seventy percent of

Americans endorse giving aid to help countries develop

their economies. Sixty-one percent of South Koreans

favor increasing economic aid to the Third World. Also,

as will be discussed below, a strong majority of South

Koreans favor continuing aid to North Korea. 

Interestingly, both publics show concern about the

United States playing a dominant role in the world. A

strong majority of Americans (76%) and a smaller

majority of South Koreans (56%) do not believe that

Global Perspectives 

C H A P T E R  O N E
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the United States has the responsibility to play the role

of world policeman, requiring it to fight violations of

international law and aggression wherever they occur

(see Figure 1-1). More significantly, 80% of Americans

and 74% of South Koreans agree with the statement

that the United States is playing the role of world

policeman more than it should be. These South Korean

attitudes are particularly interesting given the long-

standing U.S. role as a regional stabilizer in East Asia

and the principal protector of South Korea from a

North Korean attack. 

Americans and South Koreans also strongly endorse

their countries’ participation in UN peacekeeping activi-

ties. When asked if their countries should participate in

an international peacekeeping force being sent to a trou-

bled part of the world if the United Nations requests it,

78% of Americans and 83% of South Koreans say their

respective countries should take part rather than leave

this job to other countries (see Figure 1-2). This South

Korean finding is an endorsement of South Korea’s

existing commitment to UN peacekeeping, not surpris-

ing given that the UN is, even today, technically in

command of U.S. forces in South Korea. South Korea

has already participated in peacekeeping efforts in

Somalia (1994), the West Sahara (1994), Angola

(1995), and East Timor (1999). 

The overwhelming South Korean support for UN-

led peacekeeping is particularly interesting given their

much more hesitant endorsement of South Korean par-

ticipation in the U.S.-led coalition activities to rebuild

Iraq. The Iraq war was seen in South Korea as lacking a

UN mandate, which has made the war very unpopular

there. A reluctant majority of South Koreans, however,

think that South Korea’s international commitments

oblige it to send troops to Iraq to be part of the coali-

tion forces. When offered three choices about the

increasing demand to reverse the decision to send addi-

tional South Korean troops to Iraq, a majority of 56%

say that although they do not favor sending additional

troops to Iraq, they believe South Korea should dispatch

them because of its international commitment. Thirty-

seven percent say they oppose both additional troops

and the dispatch of troops in the first place. Only 7%

said they unequivocally favor sending additional troops. 

When asked what should be taken most into consid-

eration in rethinking the decision to dispatch additional

troops, 46% say South Korean soldiers’ safety, while 38%

say either the country’s international commitment (20%)

or the U.S.-South Korea relationship (18%). Another

16% see the legitimacy of the war in Iraq as the most

important factor. Thus, it appears that a sizeable majority

in South Korea supports the deployment, but without

enthusiasm, seeing it as linked to South Korea’s difficult

international position and ensuring maintenance of good

relations with the United States.

Figure 1-1

U.S.

South Korea

80 60 40 20 0 20 40 60

56 44

76 20

No Yes

U.S .  ROLE AS WORLD POL ICEMAN
Percentage who say the following.

The United States has the responsibility to play the role of world

policeman, that is, to fight violations of international law and

aggression wherever they occur.

The U.S. is playing the role of world policeman more than it

should be.

U.S.

South Korea

40 20 0 20 40 60 80 100

26 74

18 80

No Yes

Figure 1-2

U.S.

South Korea

40 20 0 20 40 60 80 100

17 83

19 78

Should not Should

PART IC IPAT ION IN UN
PEACEKEEP ING FORCE
Percentage who say their country should or should not take part in

a UN peacekeeping force in some part of the world if asked.
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Threat perceptions

Americans and South Koreans both see terrorism and

nuclear proliferation as truly critical threats to their

countries’ vital interests (see Figure 1-3). International

terrorism tops both countries’ lists of threats, with 75%

of Americans saying it is a critical threat and 61% of

Koreans agreeing. The threat of chemical and biological

weapons (not asked in South Korea) is next on the U.S.

list of critical threats, with 66% of Americans viewing it

as a critical threat. Two similar items, the threat of

unfriendly countries becoming nuclear powers and

North Korea becoming a nuclear power, rank third

(64% critical) and second (59% critical), respectively,

on the U.S and South Korean lists. It is interesting that

a slightly higher percentage of Americans than South

Koreans view this as a threat, given that South Korea

would be within range of North Korean nuclear

weapons, while the United States is better secured

against an attack from an unfriendly power. This is like-

ly due to the South Korean belief that the North

Korean nuclear crisis will be resolved diplomatically, as

will be seen in the next chapter. 

CRIT ICAL  THREATS
Percentage who view each of the following as a “critical threat” to their country’s vital interests.

SOUTH
KOREA

U.S.

In te rna t iona l  t e r ro r i sm • 61 I n te rna t iona l  t e r ro r i sm • 75

Nor th  Korea becoming a  nuc lear  power 59 Chemica l  and b io log ica l  weapons 66

AIDS,  the  Ebo la  v i rus ,  and o the r  po ten t ia l  
ep idemics  •

51 Unf r iend ly  coun t r ie s  becoming nuc lear  powers 64

U.S.  un i la te ra l i sm 50
AIDS,  the  Ebo la  v i rus ,  and o the r  po ten t ia l  
ep idemics  •

58

Globa l  warming • 48
La rge  numbers  o f  immigran t s  and re fugees  coming
in to  the  U.S .

52

The  r i se  o f  Japanese  mi l i ta r y  power 47
Mi l i ta r y  con f l i c t  be tween I s rae l  and i t s  Arab
ne ighbors

39

Deve lopmen t  o f  Ch ina as  a  wor ld  power  • 46 I s lamic  fundamen ta l i sm 38

Economic  compe t i t ion  f rom low -wage coun t r ie s  • 29 Globa l  warming • 37

Sino - Japanese  r i va l r y 23 Economic  compe t i t ion  f rom low -wage coun t r ie s  • 35

Wor ld  popu la t ion  growth  • 22 The  deve lopmen t  o f  Ch ina as  a  wor ld  power  • 33

La rge  numbers  o f  i l l ega l  fo re ign  worker s 21 Wor ld  popu la t ion  growth  • 30

Tens ions  be tween Ch ina and Ta iwan 16 Tens ions  be tween Ind ia  and Pak i s tan 18

Economic  compe t i t ion  f rom Europe 14

Figure 1-3 • Asked in  bo th  Sou th  Korea and the  Un i ted  S ta tes
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Below these security issues is a second tier of close-

ly clustered threats, with about half of South Koreans

perceiving them as critical. The threat of AIDS, the

Ebola Virus, and other potential epidemics is viewed as

critical by 51% of South Koreans and 58% of

Americans. Forty-eight percent of South Koreans see

global warming as a critical threat, while only 37% of

Americans agree. Strikingly, 50% of South Koreans see

U.S. unilateralism as a critical threat to the vital inter-

ests of South Korea, a slightly higher percentage than

say the same for the rise of Japanese military power

(47%) or the development of China as a world power

(46%). Given the long U.S. military presence in South

Korea, the strength of this perception is particularly sur-

prising. Americans are even less concerned about China,

with only 33% seeing its development as a world power

as a critical threat to the United States. 

Regarding economic threats, Americans demon-

strate a much higher level of concern about immigrants

and refugees coming into the United States (52% criti-

cal) than South Koreans do about large numbers of ille-

gal foreign workers coming to South Korea (21% criti-

cal). Similarly, a greater number of Americans (35%)

than South Koreans (29%) see economic competition

from low-wage countries as a critical threat. South

Koreans are also slightly less concerned about world

population growth than Americans. Twenty-two percent

of South Koreans see it as a critical threat, while 30% of

Americans do. 

Use of force

South Koreans are considerably more restrained than

Americans about when nations can go to war. Fifty-

three percent of Americans endorse the view that a

country can go to war if it has strong evidence that it is

in imminent danger of being attacked by another coun-

try, while just 26% of South Koreans agree (see Figure

1-4). A clear majority of South Koreans (64%) instead

take the more limiting positions, saying either that a

country may only go to war if the other country attacks

it first (34%) or that a country may never go to war

(30%). Only 28% of Americans take these two posi-

tions (24% and 4%, respectively). Both Americans and

South Koreans reject preventive war, with only 17% of

Americans and 10% of South Koreans agreeing that a

country can go to war if it has strong evidence that the

other country is acquiring weapons of mass destruction

that can be used against it at some point in the future. 

South Koreans oppose the use of nuclear weapons

by the United States, with 60% saying the United States

Figure 1-4

If they have strong evidence that
the other country is acquiring

weapons of mass destruction that
could be used against them

at some point in the future

Only if they have strong
evidence that they are

in imminent danger of being
attacked by the other country

Never

Only if the other country
attacks them first

0 20 40 60 80

34

24

30

4

26

53

10

17

South Korea U.S.

WHEN COUNTRIES CAN GO TO
WAR
Percentage who say the following conditions best describe when

countries, on their own, should have the right to go to war with

another country they believe may pose a threat to them.
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should never use nuclear weapons under any circum-

stances (see Figure 1-5). Another 36% say the United

States should only use nuclear weapons in response to a

nuclear attack, and only 5% think that in certain cir-

cumstances the United States should use nuclear

weapons even if it has not suffered a nuclear attack. 

American attitudes differ sharply on the use of

nuclear weapons. Only 22% think the United States

should never use nuclear weapons under any circum-

stances, while a majority (57%) thinks it should only

use nuclear weapons in response to a nuclear attack.

Nineteen percent think in certain circumstances the

United States should use nuclear weapons even if it has

not suffered a nuclear attack.

Despite the strong opposition of South Koreans to

the U.S. use of nuclear weapons, a slight majority (51%)

agree that South Korea should have nuclear weapons.

While South Korea is a signatory to the Nuclear

Nonproliferation Treaty and thus has committed to not

developing nuclear weapons, South Koreans appear to

see the possession of them as a powerful defensive tool.

This is reinforced by the fact that 75% of South Koreans

agree with the statement that to survive in international

society requires a strong military capability. 

Multilateral institutions

South Koreans overall show somewhat warmer feelings

toward international organizations than do Americans.

When asked to give a thermometer rating for interna-

tional organizations on a scale of 0 to 100, with 0

degrees meaning very cold, 100 degrees meaning very

warm, and 50 degrees being neither cold nor warm,

South Koreans give the UN a warm, mean score of 63

degrees, compared to 57 degrees for Americans (see

Figure 1-6). This warm feeling among South Koreans

may be related to the role the UN played in defending

South Korea during the Korean War. Likewise, South

Koreans give more favorable ratings to the World Court

(57 degrees versus 50 degrees), the European Union (57

degrees versus 49 degrees), and international human

rights groups (62 degrees versus 57 degrees).

Figure 1-6
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Attitudes towards economic organizations follow a

similar pattern, with South Koreans giving warmer rat-

ings to the International Monetary Fund (56 degrees

versus 44 degrees), the World Trade Organization (58

degrees versus 48 degrees), and the World Bank (58

degrees versus 46 degrees). The high rating given the

International Monetary Fund (IMF) is particularly

interesting given South Korea’s history with the IMF,

from which it received a bailout package in 1997. There

is a common perception that countries that go through

IMF bailout programs typically have unfavorable atti-

tudes towards the organization, but it appears that

South Korea’s success in using the program constructive-

ly to help restart its economy has positively influenced

attitudes towards the IMF and possibly towards other

international organizations as well. 

Both South Koreans and Americans look very

favorably on the World Health Organization (WHO)

and want to strengthen it. It is the highest rated organi-

zation on both lists, with South Koreans giving it a

mean score of 65 degrees, compared to 60 degrees for

Americans. A separate question asks whether the WHO

should be given extraordinary new powers to intervene

in a country to respond to a crisis that threatens world

health, even if that country disagrees. Seventy-eight per-

cent of Americans and 75% of South Koreans endorse

this idea.

In addition to sharing generally warm attitudes

towards the UN, strong majorities in both countries

support participating in UN peacekeeping efforts, as

mentioned previously, and think the United States

should be more willing to make decisions within the

UN and abide by them. Eighty-five percent of South

Koreans and 66% of Americans agree with the state-

ment that when dealing with international problems,

the United States should be more willing to make deci-

sions within the United Nations even if this means that

the United States will sometimes have to go along with

a policy that is not its first choice. Correspondingly,

South Koreans show a readiness to trust that interna-

tional institutions are not dominated by stronger coun-

tries. A majority (56%) disagrees with the statement

that weak countries should not rely on international

institutions like the UN and WTO because they are

under the influence of major powers. Forty-four percent

agree.

Globalization and trade 

While both South Koreans and Americans look favor-

ably upon globalization, South Koreans are more enthu-

siastic. Eight-one percent of South Koreans say global-

ization is generally good for South Korea, while a small-

er majority (64%) of Americans agree for the United

States. 

Perhaps most striking, two-thirds of South Koreans

favor the creation of a borderless and integrated regional

community of East Asian countries, including South

Korea, China, and Japan, that would be similar to the

EU (see Figure 1-7). Additionally, 78% favor (19%

strongly) its creation without U.S. participation. These

results are interesting given the long-standing partner-

ship with the United States and South Korea’s historical

animosity towards Japan. These feelings may be driven

by the experience of the 1997 Asian crisis, which led

many to focus on new ways to protect the South

Korean economy. Also, the proliferation of free trade

areas internationally may have made South Koreans

conscious of their country’s economic isolation and thus

want to reach out to new partners. Concern over U.S.

trade practices and perceived unilateralism may also be

playing a role (see discussion of threats). 

South Koreans are fairly negative about the fairness

of bilateral trade with the United States. Only 28%

think the United States practices fair trade with South

Figure 1-7
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Korea, the lowest total for any of the five countries

asked about (see Figure 1-8). In contrast, 57% think the

EU practices fair trade with South Korea, and 51%

think that about China. Only a small majority (52%)

thinks South Korea practices fair trade with the United

States, ranking fifth out of six countries or groups of

countries asked about in terms of South Korea’s own

trading practices. Only poor countries rank lower, with

whom only 47% of South Koreans think their country

practices fair trade. By contrast, majorities think South

Korea practices fair trade with the EU (74%), China

(62%), Japan (58%), and Mexico (53%). 

A plurality of Americans (49%) think South Korea

practices fair trade with the United States, which is close

to the 52% who say likewise about Japan and 13 per-

centage points higher than the 36% who believe China

practices fair trade (see Figure 1-8). In contrast, 69% of

Americans think the United States practices fair trade

with South Korea, a total exceeded only by the 81%

who think the same about U.S. trade with Canada and

the 76% who say the same about trade with the EU and

Japan, respectively. A bare majority (51%) of Americans

think the United States practices fair trade with poor

countries. This finding is reinforced by the fact that a

strong majority of Americans (65%) strongly (23%) or

somewhat disagree (42%) that rich countries are playing

fair in trade negotiations with poor countries. 

Further differences exist in attitudes towards com-

pliance with World Trade Organization (WTO) rulings

(see Figure 1-9). A majority of Americans (69%) believe

that the United States should make a commitment to

comply with WTO rulings that go against it as a result

of trade disputes, while a majority of South Koreans

(52%) oppose their country making a similar commit-

ment (48% say that it should). This may be due to the

fact that South Korea has been the target of internation-

al efforts to have it more forcefully apply intellectual

property rights rules as well as concerns related to the

opening of its agriculture industry. 

There is, however, overwhelming agreement on the

need for worker protections in international trade agree-

ments. Ninety-three percent of Americans and 89% of

South Koreans support requiring the maintenance of

minimum standards for working conditions. While eco-

nomic competition from low-wage countries is not

viewed as among the most critical threats facing either

Figure 1-8
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country, it is possible that both Americans and South

Koreans see this measure as a way of raising production

costs in low-wage countries and thus as favorable to

developed nations such as the United States and South

Korea. 

There is also agreement on the need to protect

small farmers in each country. Eighty-seven percent of

South Koreans favor the South Korean government giv-

ing subsidies to small farmers. Likewise, a majority of

Americans (71%) favor giving subsidies to farmers who

work farms less than 500 acres. However, only 31%

favor giving subsidies on a regular, annual basis, com-

pared to 41% who favor such subsidies only in bad

years (not asked in South Korea). 

Views of countries 

While Americans and South Koreans share some simi-

larities in how they look at other countries, there are

also some striking differences. Most noticeable among

these is how they rate each others’ country on the ther-

mometer scale. South Koreans rate the United States

warmly, giving it a mean of 58 degrees. However, for

Americans, South Korea is in a mid-range, with a mean

of 49 degrees (see Figure 1-10). Perhaps most surprising

to Americans, South Koreans give China the same mean

rating as the United States (58°). Among Americans,

China is rated much lower at 44 degrees. Interestingly,

South Koreans give North Korea an only slightly cool

rating (46°), while Americans give it one of their coolest

ratings (28°). 

Some other countries given high ratings by South

Koreans are also given high ratings by Americans. These

include Great Britain (62° from South Koreans, 70°

from Americans) and Germany (55° from South

Koreans, 58° from Americans). Two additional countries

that receive high ratings from South Korea are Canada

(57°) and Brazil (55°), neither of which were included

in this year’s U.S. survey but in past surveys also

received warm ratings from Americans. 

Two countries that get slightly cool ratings from

South Koreans but are a bit more warmly rated by

Americans are Mexico (49° from South Koreans, 54°

from Americans) and Israel (47° from South Koreans,

53° from Americans). Two other countries that receive

slightly cool ratings from South Koreans but were not

included in the U.S. survey are India (46°) and Japan

(45°). 

Moving into a cooler range, South Koreans and

Americans give similar ratings to Cuba (42° from South

Koreans, 40° from Americans). South Koreans also give

cooler ratings to Nigeria (42°) and especially Iraq (33°).

While not a country, both South Koreans and

Americans rate “Muslim people” similarly coolly (38°

from South Koreans, 39° from Americans).

Figure 1-10
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The U.S.–South Korea alliance has been a cornerstone

of U.S. strategic policy in Northeast Asia for fifty years.

Following the end of the Korea War, during which

33,000 U.S. troops were killed and 101,000 injured,

the United States and South Korea signed a mutual

defense treaty that committed the United States to

defend South Korea from external aggression. As a

result, 37,000 U.S. troops were stationed on or near the

demilitarized zone separating North and South Korea.

This forward positioning of U.S. troops in South Korea

along with a similar program in Japan has protected

South Korea against a possible North Korean strike and

prevented the development of a regional arms race. 

In recent years, however, fissures have emerged in

the alliance related to differences over how to address

the North Korean problem, perceived U.S. unilateralism

in its international dealings, the Iraq war, and growing

anti-American sentiment among Koreans, crystallizing

over the U.S. military presence. South Korean relations

with North Korea, which had dramatically improved

after the 1997 election of President Kim Dae-jung and

the subsequent “Sunshine Policy” of engagement,

became tense again in 2002 following North Korea’s

decision to restart its nuclear program, which had been

shut down as part of the U.S.-North Korea Agreed

Framework of 1994. The United States has expressed

fear that North Korea might sell nuclear, chemical, or

biological weapons to terrorist groups or other rogue

states that might, in turn, sell these weapons. As a

result, the United States has refused to rule out military

options for ending North Korea’s weapons program.

South Korea has viewed the U.S. hard-line approach as

counterproductive and believes only a negotiated settle-

ment will resolve the crisis. 

Concurrently, the United States is significantly low-

ering its troop levels in South Korea as part of a global

military restructuring effort. This is raised concern in

South Korea about the U.S. commitment to the alliance

and the implications this has for South Korean security.

President Roh has asked the United States to delay car-

rying out this redeployment. He has also sent 700 med-

ical and engineering personnel and 3,000 troops to par-

ticipate in the U.S.-led peacekeeping efforts in Iraq,

largely in an attempt to maintain good relations with

the United States and influence U.S. policy towards

North Korea. 

Despite these recent changes in the security rela-

tionship, our findings indicate that South Koreans still

think the United States is beneficial to South Korea’s

security and would defend it from a North Korean

attack. They want U.S. troops to remain, see the United

States as South Korea’s preferred partner, and do not

think there has been a recent worsening of bilateral rela-

tions. Americans want to reduce the number of U.S.

troops in South Korea and only support U.S. participa-

tion in efforts to reverse North Korean aggression if it

U.S.–South Korea Security Relations

C H A P T E R  T W O
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comes as part of a UN-sponsored effort. Both

Americans and South Koreans agree that any U.S. mili-

tary action against North Korea would need to have the

approval of the United Nations, most U.S. allies, and

the South Korean government. 

Bilateral relations and the strategic

alliance

Despite stresses in U.S.-South Korean relations over the

last few years, a majority of South Koreans have warm

feelings toward the United States, giving it a mean

response of 58 degrees on the thermometer rating. A

53% majority give the United States a rating above 50

degrees and only 22% rate it below 50 degrees.

Americans rate South Korea a more neutral 49 degrees,

with 31% giving it a rating above 50 and 30% a rating

below 50 degrees. 

Surprisingly, given the high level of concern

expressed in both South Korea and the United States

over recent policy differences, most South Koreans

(54%) do not think there has been a change in bilateral

relations since the inauguration of President Roh Moo-

hyun in December 2002. Still, a sizable number of

South Koreans (31%) believe relations have worsened,

while only 15% think they have improved. 

South Koreans perceive the United States as having

an extraordinary level of influence. Asked to assess the

level of influence of various actors on South Korean for-

eign policy on a 10-point scale (with 0 indicating not at

all influential and 10 indicating extremely influential),

the United States ranks first, with a mean score of 6.6

(see Figure 2-1). Fifty-eight percent give the United

States a score of 7 or higher. Remarkably, the U.S. mean

score is higher than those for the South Korean presi-

dent (6.3), National Assembly (5.8), or the South

Korean public (5.7). 

On balance, South Koreans appear to support the

status quo in South Korea’s relations with the United

States. On the question of what would be the most

desirable U.S.-South Korean relationship on a scale of 0

to 10, with 0 meaning an independent foreign policy

without U.S. interference, 10 meaning a strengthened

South Korea-U.S. alliance, and 5 meaning the status

quo, the mean response is 5 (chosen by 32%). Thirty-

seven percent of South Koreans choose a number from

6 to 10, calling for a strengthened alliance, while only

31% choose a number from 1 to 4, calling for more

South Korean independence. 

Figure 2-1
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A majority (59%) also wants to keep the alliance

after the reunification of the Korean peninsula, with

53% saying it should be maintained at its current level

and 6% saying the alliance should be increased. Thirty-

one percent want to maintain the alliance at a reduced

level after reunification, and only 9% want to terminate

the alliance at that point.

In addition, despite their preference for creating an

integrated and borderless East Asian community that

excludes the United States (see section on globalization

and trade in Chapter 1), South Koreans still see the

United States as South Korea’s preferred partner (see

Figure 2-2). When asked which of five countries or

groups of countries South Korea should most cooperate

with, a majority pick the United States (53%). This is

followed by China (24%), the EU (10%), Japan (4%),

and Russia (1%). The sizable gap separating the United

States from China is worth noting. Many had thought

recently that South Korean public opinion had tilted

decisively towards China, a belief that is clearly refuted

by the results on this question. 

South Koreans, thus, clearly support a strong bilat-

eral relationship and alliance with the United States.

However, there is still concern about perceived U.S.

unilateralism and how this might influence U.S. policy

towards North Korea. As seen in the first chapter, half

of South Koreans list U.S. unilateralism as a critical

threat to the interests of South Korea, 56% reject the

idea of the United States playing the role of world

policeman, and 85% think the United States should be

more willing to make decisions within the United

Nations. 

A large majority (78%) of South Koreans view

America as beneficial to South Korea’s security (42%

“significantly,” 36% “a bit”), while only 12% think the

United States is threatening (9% “a bit,” 3% “signifi-

cantly”). Just 10% believe that the United States has no

impact on South Korea’s security. In addition, it appears

that a majority of South Koreans endorse the strategic

premise that U.S. forces in South Korea act as a stabiliz-

er for East Asia as a whole. A 60% majority say they

support the role of U.S. forces in South Korea as a

regional stabilizer that may have to engage in military

conflicts beyond the peninsula, while 40% say this force

should confine its role to the deterrence of a North

Korean military attack. 

A near unanimous 89% of South Koreans think

the United States would contribute military forces to

reverse the aggression if North Korea were to attack

South Korea (see Figure 2-3). However, support for

doing so among the American public is not quite so

unequivocal and depends on the presence of a UN

approval and the participation of other countries. A

majority (64%) say they would support this use of

troops if the United States were contributing military

forces together with other countries to a UN-sponsored

effort. But when it is not specified that such action

would be part of a multilateral effort, only 43% say

they would favor the United States using U.S. troops to

defend South Korea from an attack by North Korea,

while 51% say they would be opposed.

U.S. military presence in South Korea

A majority of South Koreans find the current number

of U.S. troops acceptable, though a majority of

Americans find them too many. When told at the time

of the survey that the United States had 37,000 troops

in South Korea, 57% of South Koreans said that level

was about right, 35% said it was too many, and only

8% said it was too few. However, 52% of Americans

Figure 2-2
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said this was too many troops, while 34% of Americans

said the levels were about right, and only 7% said this

was too few.

At the same time, South Koreans do not appear

overly concerned about current discussions on lowering

U.S. troop levels. When told that officials in Washington

have proposed reducing the number of U.S. troops in

South Korea by about one-third and then asked to

choose between saying that this would be good or bad

for South Korea’s security, 60% think this would be good

(11% very, 49% somewhat), while 40% say it would be

bad (6% very, 34% somewhat). A separate question

asked in the United States finds that 53% of Americans

think there would be no net effect to South Korean secu-

rity as a result of reducing troop levels by one-third. 

Despite support for reductions, 62% of Americans

support the United States having long-term military

bases in South Korea. Most South Koreans anticipate

U.S. forces being drawn down at some point in the

future, but not immediately. Offered four choices about

how long forces should remain, only 13% say U.S. forces

should remain indefinitely, while just 6% respond they

must withdraw immediately. A plurality (43%) thinks

U.S. forces should be withdrawn gradually in stages, and

another 38% think they should remain in South Korea

for a considerable period. Thus, 81% of South Koreans

favor U.S. forces remaining in South Korea for a consid-

erable, but not permanent, period of time. 

Attitudes towards North Korea 

South Koreans have different feelings about North

Korea than do Americans. Asked to rate their feelings

about North Korea on the thermometer scale,

Americans give North Koreans one of their coolest rat-

ings (28°). South Koreans, however, give a mean rating

of 46 degrees, with 59% giving a rating of 50 degrees

(neutral) or warmer. This is in the range that Americans

give to South Korea (49 degrees) and France (47

degrees). It should be noted that North Koreans are still

essentially “family” for South Koreans. 

South Koreans also show support for giving eco-

nomic aid to their brethren in the north, though there

is some desire to shift its emphasis and maybe to

decrease the amount. In a question about aid to North

Korea that offers four response options, only 24%

choose the option that aid should be stopped immedi-

ately because it will not bring change in North Korea.

Fifty-percent think economic aid should be confined to

humanitarian purposes. Another 21% simply say such

aid should remain at the current level (which includes

some capital investment projects). Only a tiny minority

(5%) say aid should be expanded. 

When South Koreans are asked about the

“Sunshine Policy” of seeking warmer ties and making

some capital investments in North Korea, only 19%

want to drop this policy for a harder line, a modest

Figure 2-3
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52% majority want to keep it as it is, and 29% want to

strengthen it. Fifty-six percent of Americans favor hav-

ing diplomatic relations with North Korea, but only

31% support trade relations. 

Resolving the North Korean nuclear crisis

North Korean nuclear proliferation is of great concern

to both South Koreans and Americans. A clear majority

of South Koreans (59%) view North Korea becoming a

nuclear power as a critical threat to South Korea, while

64% of Americans think the possibility of unfriendly

countries becoming nuclear powers is a critical threat.

North Korea, included in President Bush’s “axis of evil”

along with Iraq and Iran, is widely considered one of

the most hostile countries to the United States. 

Most South Koreans (75%) think North Korea

already has nuclear weapons, with only a quarter think-

ing that this has not already happened. Perhaps for this

reason, only 39% say they would feel very threatened if

North Korea had nuclear weapons, while 49% say they

would feel a bit threatened, and 12% would not feel

threatened. In addition, almost half of South Koreans

(49%) think North Korea is either significantly (27%)

or a bit (22%) beneficial to South Korean security,

while only 41% consider it significantly (16%) or a bit

(25%) threatening. 

Possible reasons for why these threat perceptions

are not higher may be that many South Koreans have

already mentally assimilated a part of this possible risk

and think the crisis will be resolved peacefully. Sixty-one

percent believe North Korea will give up its nuclear

development programs through negotiations, with 52%

saying this will take much time but will happen eventu-

ally and 9% saying it will happen soon. Nineteen per-

cent believe major countries, including the United

States, will recognize North Korea’s possession of

nuclear weapons and learn to live with a nuclearized

North Korea. Only 19% think the crisis will escalate

into military conflict in the Korean peninsula due to

North Korea’s refusal to denuclearize (see Figure 2-4). 

Similarly, 76% think the North Korean nuclear

question can be resolved either through dialogue

between the United States and North Korea (50%) or

through diplomatic pressure against North Korea

(26%). Only 21% think economic sanctions against

North Korea could lead to a resolution, and a mere 3%

think military action could work. The three most criti-

cally important actors in resolving the crisis are seen as

the United States (58% critical), South Korea (58%

critical), and North Korea (55% critical). Thirty-seven

percent feel that China is critically important, while

Russia (18%) and Japan (17%) are seen as lesser actors. 

Despite their strong belief that the crisis will be

resolved diplomatically, South Koreans do not rule out

certain multilaterally endorsed military actions against

North Korea. Respondents were asked, “Suppose North

Korea continues to develop nuclear weapons. Please

select whether you would support or oppose the United

States using military force to destroy North Korea’s

nuclear weapons capability under each of the following

circumstances.” Respondents were then each given one

of eight different scenarios in which three factors were

varied—whether the UN approved, allies approved, and

whether South Korea approved. If all three of these con-

ditions are positive—i.e. the UN, allies, and South Korea

approve—a striking 80% of South Koreans say they also

approve. However, if any one of these factors is not posi-Figure 2-4
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tive, support drops sharply. If the UN and South Korea

approve and allies do not, approval is 38%. Every other

variant has approval ratings that range from 9% to 27%. 

Also, when asked directly if it would be necessary

to get the approval of the UN, U.S. allies, and the

South Korean government if the United States were to

consider using military force to destroy North Korea’s

nuclear capability, 82% say that it would be necessary to

get the approval of the UN, 75% the approval of the

South Korean government, and 50% the approval of

U.S. allies (see Figure 2-5). It is not surprising that

among South Koreans, concern about support from

U.S. allies is lower and concern about support from the

South Korean government is higher. 

Americans are even more influenced by UN

approval. In the question about a possible U.S. attack

on North Korea that varied the scenarios for approval,

79% give their endorsement if all three (the UN, U.S.

allies, and the South Korean government) approve.

When the approval of U.S. allies and South Korea is not

obtained, support is lower. But when UN approval is

specified, majorities of 59% to 67% always give their

approval. With the approval of allies and South Korea

only, support is still 52%. In all other cases the percent-

age drops below a majority, but never anywhere near the

extremely low levels of support found among the South

Koreans for these options. When Americans are asked

directly about whose approval would be necessary for

the United States to use military force to destroy North

Korea’s nuclear capability, a large majority of 68%

(though somewhat less than the 82% among South

Koreans) say that UN approval is necessary, 74% that

allied approval is necessary, and 58% that approval from

the South Korean government is required.  

A separate question asked of South Koreans probes

the circumstances under which they would approve of a

U.S. preemptive military strike against North Korea.

Asked to choose among five circumstances for action as

well as under no circumstance, 61% find an acceptable

reason for carrying out such a strike, most of them relat-

ed to North Korea’s role as a proliferator, with 39%

responding that they would not approve of a U.S. pre-

emptive strike under any circumstance (see Figure 2-6).

These 61% are divided among the following situations:

if North Korea tests nuclear bombs (20%), if North

Korea tries to sell nuclear materials to other countries

Figure 2-5
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and/or terrorists (15%), if it test fires long-range ballis-

tic missiles that can reach the U.S. territories (13%), if

it continuously violates human rights in a gross and sys-

tematic manner (7%), or if North Korea continues to

accumulate nuclear materials without turning them into

a bomb (6%). These last two, which are most likely

under current circumstances, receive the least support. It

should be noted that this question did not specify what

level of multilateral support would be obtained, which,

as we explored above, could have had a strong impact

on the responses. 

Reunification 

South Koreans show support for reunification even

when they are reminded that doing so could be costly,

though there is a limit on what they will accept in terms

of increased taxes to this end. After being told that

reunification would be costly and then asked if they are

willing to pay more taxes to share the economic burden

of North Korean reconstruction after reunification, only

30% say they are not willing, while 54% say they would

not mind as long as the tax increase is not substantial,

and a further 16% is simply not willing to pay more

taxes. Furthermore, a large majority (69%) thinks that

because reunification will cause many problems, it

should be handled cautiously. Only about one in five

think it should be accomplished at all costs, but an even

smaller minority (9%) says it is undesirable due to eco-

nomic difficulties or instability.

These attitudes, however, must be viewed in the

context of the broad perception, held by nearly three-

fourths of South Koreans (74%), that the North Korean

regime will eventually collapse. Less than one in five

think the North Korean regime will endure. 

When asked to evaluate whether other countries’

impact on the prospect of reunification is beneficial or

threatening, a strong majority (77%) see the United

States as beneficial, with 37% saying it is significantly

beneficial. China is seen as beneficial by 73%, but only

24% say it is significantly beneficial. Also getting good

ratings are Japan, with 56% saying it is beneficial (13%

significantly), and Russia, with 54% saying it is benefi-

cial (10% significantly).
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The South Korea survey

The East Asia Institute commissioned Media Research

of Seoul, Korea, to collect data for this survey in South

Korea. Media Research conducted face-to-face inter-

views, each lasting approximately 30 minutes, with a

representative sample of 1,000 men and women 20

years or older. All fieldwork for the survey was conduct-

ed between July 5 and July 16, 2004. 

To obtain this sample, Media Research used a mul-

tistage quota sampling strategy. Respondents were cho-

sen by first dividing South Korea into fifteen regions,

and a sample size was assigned to each region based on

population size. In the next stage, respondents were

chosen to correspond with the known age and gender

distribution within each region. The survey results are

therefore unweighted because the sample created by

quota method is demographically representative of the

South Korean population.

In the South Korean results, the response of “not

sure/decline to answer” is always negligible. “Not sure”

was not given as a possible response to interviewees par-

ticipating in the survey. Though not sure responses were

also omitted as a written option on the American sur-

vey, it was indicated that if the respondent did not

know about the question, they could skip it and contin-

ue with the survey. Skipped questions were recorded as a

“not sure.” In the South Korean survey, rather than tell

the interviewer that they did not know what they would

choose as an answer, most times the respondent chose

from the answer options given. In addition, in the face-

to-face interviews that took place, if a respondent did

not understand the question, interviewers explained the

meaning and encouraged respondents to provide one of

the given answers. Media Research intentionally did so

to minimize the percentages of “not sures.” It is likely

that with a different method of surveying such as tele-

phone or Internet, there would have been a higher per-

centage of “not sures.”

Moreover, in the Korean culture it is not consid-

ered acceptable to admit to not knowing about current

issues in front of people. Therefore, although some

respondents might not have an understanding of the

question, most tended to choose from the options given

rather than admit not knowing. Similar results are

found in other South Korean surveys. 

Basing results on the total sample in South Korea,

one can say with 95% confidence that the error attrib-

utable to sampling and other random effects is plus or

minus 3 percentage points.

The U.S. survey

In 2004, for the first time, The Chicago Council on

Foreign Relations has conducted its opinion survey of

the general public through the Internet. Knowledge

N O T E S O N M E T H O D O L O G Y
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Networks, Inc. (KN) administered the survey between

July 6 and July 12 to 1,195 American adults who had

been randomly selected from KN’s respondent panel

and answered questions on screens in their own homes.

The margin of sampling error is approximately 3 per-

centage points. 

The KN panel is carefully constructed to ensure

that it is representative of the noninstitutionalized adult

population of the United States. In contrast to some

early Internet surveys, the sample is not self-selected

(which can lead to over-representation of computer

owners and the affluent, while neglecting technophobes

and lower-income people). Instead, a random sample of

Americans is selected independently of computer own-

ership and is given free hardware and Internet access in

return for participation in the KN panel.

The evidence indicates that KN samples are equal

or superior in representativeness to most survey samples

interviewed face-to-face (which is extremely expensive)

or by telephone (which faces increasing problems due to

refusals, call screening technology, and cell phone use)

and that the quality of data produced is also equal or

superior. Indeed, there are indications that Internet

respondents, who can see all response alternatives at

once on their screens and can take as much time as they

want to answer questions, may tend to answer more

deliberately and thoughtfully than is typical of face-to-

face or (especially) telephone interviews.
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