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Chapter 8: The Future of U.S.-ROK Relations 
 
 

In the months before North Korea’s test of a nuclear weapon on October 9, 2006, there was 

a groundswell of policy and scholarly discussion of this prospect, amid strident North 

Korean rhetoric, diplomatic deadlock, and especially in the wake of the North’s 

provocative test of seven ballistic missiles in July of that year.  While some analysts 

believed a nuclear test to be Pyongyang’s  ‘last card’ which it would only threaten to play, 

others viewed a test as a likely eventuality, for both technical and political reasons.  

Analysts worried that the effects of such a test could be catastrophic— a demonstrated 

North Korean nuclear capability might stoke a new Asian arms race, with Japan, Taiwan, 

and perhaps South Korea potentially eschewing U.S. extended deterrence in favor of their 

own nuclear status.1  Conventional wisdom, especially in American policy circles, held 

that a North Korean nuclear test was a presumed “red line” that would yield a uniform, 

punitive response from Washington’s partners in six-party talks— a diplomatic construct 

that, like the U.S.-ROK alliance, had heretofore been plagued by differences in 

fundamental assumptions about the appropriate combination of pressure and dialogue.  Just 

before President Roh’s September 14 visit to Washington, The Economist took stock of the 

“strained” alliance and asserted, as if an article of faith, that if the North did conduct a test, 

“America and South Korea would no doubt be brought closer together.”2  While in 

Washington, Roh seemed to reinforce this perception, telling a group of Korea experts that 

a nuclear test would be ‘far more devastating’ than the missiles tests and ‘would certainly 

cause a major re-evaluation of [inter-Korean] relations,’3 perhaps finally leading Seoul to 

utilize its purported leverage over the North.   
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 On the same day President Roh met with President Bush at the White House, I also 

happened to be in Washington, where my center held a joint seminar with the Brookings 

Institution entitled “N orth Korea: 2007 and Beyond,” based on my co-edited book.4  

During the question-and-answer portion of the seminar, I was asked about the probability 

of a nuclear test and its potential effects, particularly the impact such a test might have on 

South Korean views of the North.  Could a test snap U.S. and South Korean threat 

perceptions back into alignment?  In response, I said that I would not be surprised if North 

Korea did conduct a test.  Yet even in the face of an event as dramatic as a nuclear test, I 

would not expect any fundamental change in inter-Korean relations, since South Korean 

perceptions of the North are intimately tied to identity, and identity does not change very 

quickly or very easily.  These thoughts were in line with my larger argument that day, an 

argument also put forward in this book.  That is, while the North is a more narrowly 

conceived policy matter for Americans, it is central to issues of national identity for South 

Koreans, and the nationalist identity that underpinned the Roh government’s worldview 

would not and could not change over night.5   

 Within a month of that seminar, the North indeed surprised the world by testing a 

nuclear weapon.  Though with heavy skepticism, I still harbored some hope that the 

conventional wisdom was right, that this event would be catastrophic enough to bring the 

U.S. and the ROK closer together.6  In the first few days after the test, events in Seoul 

seemed to indicate this might be possible.  Analysts observed that the ROK government’s 

reaction was “firmer and quicker” than its response to the missile tests in July. 7  As 

discussed in Chapter 3, there was a growing sense within South Korea that its engagement 

policy— designed in large part to improve North Korean behavior and coax it into the 
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international system— had fallen far short of achieving its aims.  Roh himself stated that it 

had become “difficult . . . to stick to our policy of engagement” and “difficult to argue that 

such a policy is effective.” 8  The Financial Times bluntly argued that with the nuclear test, 

it had become “patently clear that South Korea has gained next to nothing for its 

[engagement] efforts.”9   

 However, these early signposts that the ROK might reassess its engagement policy 

and pursue an approach similar to that of the U.S. proved misleading.  A string of 

resignations, policy disputes, and confusion within the Roh administration demonstrated a 

lack of accord over how to respond to the nuclear test.10  By the time U.S. Secretary of 

State Rice arrived in Seoul in mid-October, the “South Korean power elite [had] yet to 

build a consensus among them, not to mention reach any common ground with the 

opposition.”  While Roh had initially implied that inter-Korean economic projects might be 

suspended in the wake of the test, his administration appeared to be quickly 

“backpedaling.”11  Rice’s request for South Korea to join the Proliferation Security 

Initiative was flatly denied.  While the conservative party had come to blame Roh’s 

government and the engagement policy, progressives, including former President Kim Dae 

Jung, heaped blame on the Bush administration and its unwillingness to hold bilateral talks 

with the North. 12  Ultimately, the Roh administration decided it had no choice but to 

continue to pursue engagement and shun Washington’s punitive approach.  For many, 

U.S.-ROK disagreement in the wake of the nuclear test seemed especially ominous.  If 

these two seasoned alliance partners could not coordinate tightly in the face of such a 

dramatic, dangerous event, under what circumstances could robust cooperation be 

restored?  What had happened to this alliance?     
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Identity versus Policy 

In this book, I have argued that there arose incongruence in identities and interests between 

the U.S. and the ROK in the post-Cold War, post-authoritarian era, and this incongruence 

was exacerbated under the sunshine policy and in the post-September 11 era.  Though the 

period examined in this study may well represent the height of identity politics in South 

Korea, the incongruence in identities and interests pervading U.S.-ROK relations is more 

than a temporary or passing phenomenon.  Rather, it presents a major, persistent challenge 

for the bilateral relationship over the long term, through administrations of any political 

stripe.  During the Cold War years, the ‘anti-Communist’ (even ‘anti-North Korean’) 

identity of the South was consistent with the U.S. worldview and American interests on the 

peninsula.  However, the end of the Cold War and South Korea’s subsequent engagement 

with communist countries— first China and Russia, and later the North— transformed 

South Korean views about its place in emerging global and regional orders.  This 

revitalized thinking about national identity necessarily included reevaluations of South 

Korea’s two most important re lationships, those with ‘significant others’ North Korea and 

the U.S.  Increasingly, the left and center in the ROK began to conceptualize the North not 

as a staunch enemy but rather as a partner to engage.  These constituencies became more 

concerned about and focused on dangers associated with the weakness of North Korea, and 

the rationale for the security alliance with the U.S.— including the visible, burdensome 

American troop presence within the ROK— increasingly came into question.  At the same 

time that South Korean views of the North and the alliance were evolving significantly, the 

U.S. view of North Korea as a threat continued unmitigated.  In the 1990s the U.S. became 

increasingly concerned over North Korean production and proliferation of ballistic missiles, 
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and in the post-September 11 era, the North’s fresh pursuit of nuclear capabilities 

significantly heightened American threat perceptions, especially in light of the Bush 

administrations concerns over regional nuclear proliferation and potential linkages to 

global terrorism.   

 In South Korea, democratization provided the domestic context that facilitated the 

rethinking of national identity.  During authoritarian years, the state implicitly advocated 

the anti-communist conception of identity and suppressed any alternative on nationalist 

grounds.13  In the process of democratization, civil society challenged the authoritarian 

state’s sanctioned notion of identity, opening debate over the proper form of Korean 

identity for a self-governed nation entering a new era.  The intense debate between 

conservatives and progressives over the North and U.S.-ROK relations, as documented in 

this study, offers empirical evidence of substantial and prolonged contention over national 

identity.  During this critical time of contention over national identity, the elections of the 

Kim Dae Jung and Roh Moo Hyun governments institutionalized progressive ideas about 

South Korean identity vis-à-vis the North and the U.S., converting their ideas into state 

policies, most notably the well-known s unshine policy.  The progressive conceptions of 

national identity and policies of the liberal governments of South Korea were incongruent 

with a conservative Bush administration that was focused on the war on terror and believed 

that South Korean and Clinton administration engagement of the North was naïve and had 

proven to be ineffectual.  Thus, in understanding the changing nature of the U.S.-ROK 

relationship and the disparity in views present during the study years, we are obligated to 

consider the weight of historical timing and how events in both nations— the end of the 
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Cold War, Korean democratization, September 11, and the second nuclear crisis— have 

been internalized and have altered identities and interests.     

However, beyond calculating the impact of significant events, this study shows that 

the U.S. and South Korea use different frameworks in approaching their relationship.  For 

South Koreans, U.S.-ROK relations is an issue central to their national identity, whereas 

for Americans, the alliance relationship is conceived as one of many important relations 

the U.S. maintains in line with its security interests and obligations.  In South Korean 

society, relations with the nation’s two ‘significant others’ are not only divisive and prone 

to politicization but are tangled together.  As shown in Chapters 3 and 4, for instance, 

during the study period the Korean media devoted a great deal of news  attention to the U.S. 

and North Korea and was intensely engaged in point-counterpoint debates (through 

editorials and columns) on a regular basis, with clear polarization along well-defined 

political and ideological lines.  Our results also illustrate that over the course of the study 

period, especially since the implementation of the sunshine policy, opposing points of view 

on the North Korea problem and the U.S.-ROK alliance have intensified.  This is certainly 

consistent with the larger trend of a contemporary Korean society that is sharply divided in 

its views of critical foreign policy issues, in accordance with generational lines and 

political ideology. 14   

Not surprisingly, these in-group debates over the identity of the nation often 

became bitter and emotional, hindering rational discussions.  As experts of Korean affairs 

have shown, during this period South Korea became caught between two conflicting 

identities, which political scientist Jae Jung Suh has termed the “conservative identity,” 

which takes the traditional view of the United States as a key ally and partner in national 
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security, and the progressive “nationalist identity,” which pits Korean identity against the 

United States.15  As presented in Chapters 3 and 4, the gap between these conflicting 

identities grew in the latter years of this study.  Even if the intensity of contention over 

South Korean national identity does not return to the levels witnessed during the pivotal 

period examined here, continued disputes over identity are likely, as these kinds of issues 

are very difficult to resolve.  As I have argued,16 Korean politics of identity can be traced 

back to a century ago, and have shown themselves to be durable— neither democratization 

nor globalization has uprooted the politics of identity in more recent times.  Instead, 

democratization makes the processes of contention over identity much messier and more 

complicated, especially when combined with the rhetoric of ethnic nationalism. 17  While 

particular administrations in Seoul can impact (i.e., dampen or amplify) how the politics of 

identity plays out, fundamentally, societal contention over national identity is connected to 

sociological forces larger than any particular occupant of the Blue House.   

 Turning to the case of the U.S., it is apparent that American views of North Korea 

and the U.S.-ROK alliance did not play a major role in defining American identity but 

rather are matters conceived of within the context of American policy and security interests.  

U.S. newspapers are not locked in any sort of bitter or emotional debate over the ROK, the 

bilateral relationship, or the alliance; rather, varied coverage stems from newspapers’ 

varied interests in particular issue areas, such as finance or diplomacy, not ideology.  For 

the U.S., South Korea is not a ‘significant other’ that informs American notions of its 

identity in the world.  Indeed, a recent report from a group of American and Korean 

experts stated that, “One of the key characteristics defining ROK-US bilateral relations is 

an asymmetry of attention”18 and findings in this study have demo nstrated that.  While the 
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national security alliance and U.S.-ROK relations have produced fervent debates in South 

Korea, in the U.S. the alliance yields relatively little coverage.  North Korea is almost 

wholly conceived as a security matter, and policy toward the Koreas is only part of larger 

consideration of U.S. policy toward East Asia.   

 I argue that the different frameworks through which the U.S. and the ROK conceive 

of their relationship and the North (i.e., ‘policy’ for the U.S. and ‘identity’ for South 

Korea) stem from power imbalance, or asymmetry.  Scholars of international relations 

have debated the salience and importance of various factors shaping international relations 

in the modern world .  Realists have stressed the importance of power and its distribution 

among states, while institutionalists have emphasized international institutions or 

“regimes” (explicit and implicit norms, rules, principles, and procedures19) as key 

influences on state behavior.  Constructivists accord attention to processes associated with 

identities and values. Yet in large part, these theories tend to treat power and identity as 

conceptually separate, neglecting how they may interact and be related. 20  In arguments 

that bridge realist and constructivist notions of state behavior, Henry Nau asserts that both 

power and national identity shape relations between states, and that states’ conceptions of 

their own national identities are often unacknowledged but vital factors in the making of 

foreign policy. 21  Though he argues for greater consideration of national identity in 

international relations, Nau conceives of national identity in largely static, narrow terms—

maintaining that states’ identities either converge or diverge— rather than as an evolving 

construct influenced over time by state-to-state relations and the changing structure of the 

international system.  It is not hard to imagine that two nations in a relationship or alliance 

characterized by an asymmetry in power or status may have different perception of the 
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other and thus approach and influence each other differently.  Depending on the disparity 

in power, the stronger nation could very well become a ‘significant other’ for the weaker 

nation, while the converse would seem unlikely to hold.  In other words, the more 

powerful nation, as a ‘significant other,’ could shape the weaker nation’s collective identity, 

while the stronger nation may conceive of its relationship with the weaker nation in 

narrower terms.   

 In understanding the nature of and changes in the relationship between the U.S. and 

the ROK, we need to consider the importance of the power imbalance or asymmetry that 

exists between the two.  Though the degree of imbalance has changed over time in 

accordance with South Korea’s dramatic economic achievements, the basic fact of the 

power disparity remains.  As discussed in previous chapters, the U.S.-ROK relationship is 

tied to issues of national identity for Koreans (since the U.S. is seen as a significant other), 

and thus from the Korean perspective, the evident strain during the latter study years may 

be perceived as stemming from a new Korean identity that challenges the alliance (the 

identity thesis).  On the other hand, Korea is not big or important enough to shape U.S. 

national identity as a significant other (indeed, at this point, no nation seems to occupy this 

role), and therefore the strain in relations may be explained by differing policy preferences 

(the policy rift thesis), underpinned by differing perceptions of essential circumstances and 

effective methods of inducing change.  The Korean progressive perspective on U.S.-ROK 

differences was succinctly captured in remarks Roh Moo Hyun made shortly after his 

momentous election victory: “Success or failure of a U.S. policy toward North Korea isn’t 

too big a deal to the American people, but it is a life-or-death matter for South Koreans.”22  

This statement simultaneously underlines the precarious, even unjust, position that many 
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South Koreans believe they are in vis-à-vis the United States and attests to growing discord 

within the alliance ove r threat perceptions of North Korea— the very threat that led to the 

creation of the U.S.-ROK alliance over fifty years ago.   

 

 Anti-American and Anti-Alliance Sentiment 

This study demonstrates through empirical evidence that there has been an increase in anti-

American coverage in both conservative and progressive Korean newspapers after the year 

2000.  Although the ROK had experienced waves of anti-American sentiment in the past, 

previous instances had been closely connected with specific issues, such as the Carter 

administration’s plan to withdraw American troops from the peninsula or alleged 

American support for authoritarian Korean regimes.  More a function of fears of U.S. 

abandonment of Korea, these waves of anti-American sentiment did not question the 

rationale of the U.S.-ROK alliance.  In this respect, the anti-American and anti-alliance 

sentiment from 2000 to 2003 examined here may be unique.  During this time, increasing 

numbers of Koreans explicitly questioned the rationale of the alliance and expressed deep 

resentment toward the U.S., charging that the U.S. and the alliance stood as stumbling 

blocks to inter-Korean relations and eventual unification.  Believing the U.S. to be a 

greater threat to peace on the peninsula than North Korea,23 these crit ics asserted that the 

alliance actually ran counter to Korean interests.  As the South Korean electorate installed 

liberal governments, anti-American themes entered institutional politics and “criticism of 

United States policy moved into the mainstream,” according to a report by the 

Congressional Research Service.24  Yet this report’s assessment of anti-American 

sentiment as “less ideological and more issue-specific” is misleading and fails to appreciate 
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the depth of identity politics.  In my view, Korean anti-Americanism at the time reflected 

identity politics and was indeed ideologically driven.  This ideological underpinning and 

connection to national identity explains why a variety of policy issues from seemingly 

different realms— from the Lone Star scandal25 and the KORUS FTA to USFK troop 

realignment and the Proliferation Security Initiative— are connected to larger progressive 

and conservative narratives about the U.S. and North Korea, as well as why even complex 

issues or seemingly straightforward accidents have the potential to be immediately 

polarizing along predictable lines— a category of phenomena I earlier dubbed identity 

invoking events.    

 Some experts believe that this most recent tide of anti-Americanism was an 

expression of South Koreans’ increased level of national pride.26  This thesis focuses on 

the decreased disparity in the material power gap between the ROK and the U.S. in 

accordance with South Korea’s impressive economic development since the inception of 

the alliance.  In 1953, ROK per cap ita income was less than $100, but today this figure has 

risen to over $20,000, and the ROK boasts the thirteenth- largest economy in the world.  

Having experienced a dramatic change in national status, many Koreans have sought 

recognition and respect from their longtime patron, the United States.  Put another way, 

Korea’s enhanced economic position, taken together with its status as a democracy, has led 

to new expectations for how the U.S. should relate to this treaty ally.     

This line of argument holds that the U.S. has lagged in appropriately recognizing 

South Korea’s new status , and this has spurred antipathy toward the ‘unequal’ alliance.  

Does the United States acknowledge the increased economic importance of the ROK to 

American interests?  In this study, economic and trade issues are by far the most 
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represented category in U.S. media coverage of South Korea and the bilateral relationship.  

But how does coverage of South Korea compare to coverage of other nations?  As shown 

in Chapter 5, though nations such as France, Israel, and India all have lower trade volumes 

with the U.S. than does the ROK, they receive more coverage in the American media.  

News coverage is based on a variety of factors, and trade levels constitute only one of 

many drivers.  Given the nature of news, it is difficult to assert that any one nation should 

receive a certain amount of coverage relative to other nations.  Yet beyond empirical data 

on news, it is important to recognize that in the eyes of many Koreans, their nation, 

espec ially during this study period, did not receive proper recognition and due respect from 

the U.S., thus engendering a sense of injustice and resentment against the U.S.  Whether 

such perceptions are valid is difficult to judge  and also another matter, but the existence of 

these strongly felt perceptions helps to explain the growth of anti-American nationalism in 

South Korea since the late 1990s.  As scholars of identity politics show, perception can 

foment “a reality of [its] own, for it is seldom what is that is of political importance, but 

what people think is.”27  

 In assessing anti-Americanism in Korea, I must stress that we should not conflate 

anti-U.S. sentiment with anti-alliance sentiment.  Chapter 4 clearly demonstrates that the 

two are not synonymous and do not always trend together.  While both the progressive and 

conservative newspapers have become more critical of the U.S. since the Kim Dae Jung 

era, Chosun Ilbo, for instance, assessed U.S.-ROK relations more positively from year to 

year over the same period.  This is likely due to conservatives’ concerns that a liberal 

government and the increasingly loud progressive voice in Korean society might 

undermine the alliance. Motivated to respond in the face of the increasing progressive 
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rhetorical volume on the alliance, Chosun increased its number of editorials and columns 

stressing the importance of the alliance, which we have seen were significantly more 

positive than those published by Hankyoreh.  This reflects, as Daniel Sneider argues, 

conservatives’ fear of “strategic abandonment” by the U.S., ostensibly a result of 

displeasure at liberal criticism of the U.S. and the alliance.28  It is regrettable that most 

discourse on this topic, including the anti-American thesis presented in the introductory 

chapter, conflates anti-U.S. and anti-alliance sentiment, obscuring valuable insight into the 

full composition of Korean sentiment and how, over time, such sentiment has influenced 

Korean identity. This also implies that Korean conservatives’ return to power does not 

preclude continued questioning of America’s approach to the world and to Asia.  American 

policymakers and analysts of Korean affairs should not overlook the complexities of 

Korean sentiments, which can have important policy implications. 

 As we have seen, there is no comparable anti-Koreanism or anti-alliance sentiment 

in the U.S.  To be sure, various American policymakers and media outlets have expressed 

their displeasure with South Korean policy toward the North and Korean attitudes toward 

the alliance.  However, Chapters 5 and 6 demonstrate that their expression is related to 

specific policy issues and is hardly ideological. Ordinary Americans especially may not be 

well- informed about Korean issues; South Korea may not be consequential enough to  be 

on their mental map (and it is far from the only country or even ally fitting this description).  

According to Ambassador Michael Armacost, “the domestic politics of our Asian alliances 

is like the story of the dog that didn’t bark . . . The value of these alliances is rarely 

contested in our national politics.”29 
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The Media, Public Diplomacy, and International Relations  

This study has examined U.S.-ROK relations through the prism of the news media.  

According to American media scholar Stephen Hess, “Until the Vietnam War caused the 

beginning of a reassessment, scholars generally agreed that the making of the country’s 

foreign policy was rarely affected by public opinion.”  At this time, the notion that foreign 

policy was exclusively the domain of elites was amended to allow for the idea of popular 

influence, particularly that “an energized public had the power to narrow policymakers’ 

range of options.”30  This study confirms the media’s role in that process by way of 

shaping public discourse and opinion on foreign policy issues.  Moreover, our study of the 

Korean press demonstrates that the media can be an important medium in the process of 

forging national identity, a finding in line with an increasing body of thought taking root 

across the social sciences that identity is “something actively and publicly created through 

discourse.”31  Embedded in the concept of state power, national identity affects the course 

of a nation’s strategy and policy on international issues.  As constructivists have pointed 

out, identity can provide a cognitive framework for shaping interests, preferences, 

worldviews, and consequently, foreign policy actions.32 

 However, how identity develops in a way that affects international relations has 

been less investigated.  Research in other fields has shown the importance of the media in 

identity formation, and I believe that this can be readily applied to the field of international 

relations.  For instance, scholars of nationalism have argued that ‘print capitalism’ was 

instrumental to the rise of nation as “imagined community” in the modern era.33  Likewise, 

Korean scholarship has pointed to the importance of the mass media in the rise and 

development of Korean identity in the 1920s under Japanese rule.34  My analysis presented 
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here suggests that the deep divide and heated debates in the Korean media reflect more 

than just domestic politics; the division appears to be related to different identities vis-à-vis 

the North and the U.S., which can be forged and reinforced through intense debates in the 

national media.  This also explains why the public debates in the Korean media have been 

so emotionally charged and hard to come to consensus, reminiscent of ethnic conflict in 

multi-ethnic societies.35  In short, it is necessary to pay closer attention to the media’s role 

in identity formation, as national identity is a powerful construct capable of influencing 

state behavior, strategy, and policy.  

 The findings of this study also have implications for American and South Korean 

public diplomacy efforts.  In the post-September 11 era, the U.S. government stepped up 

activities aimed at getting America’s “true” message out to the world, placing priority on 

public diplomacy.  Within a month of the terrorist attacks, a former advertising executive 

with more than forty years of experience, Charlotte Beers, became Under Secretary of 

State for Public Affairs and Public Diplomacy, and Congress injected $497 million 

annually into the public diplomacy budget with passage of the Freedom Promotion Act of 

2002.36  At the working level, the U.S. State Department regularly conducts surveys in 

foreign countries to assess popular sentiment and gauge perceptions of the U.S.  These are 

all important elements of U.S. public diplomacy efforts designed to win the “hearts and 

minds” of people in other nations.   

 Yet in addition to the more general limits of public diplomacy,37 the U.S. has found 

such efforts to be particularly challenging in recent years in South Korea.  According to 

former diplomat David Straub, in the late 1990s and the year 2000 the Korean media had 

come to portray “the U.S. government, especially USFK, [as having] disrespected the 
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Korean people to the extent of not caring about their safety or even their very lives . . . 

Items that fit into the ugly American storyline were reported; those that did not, weren’t; 

and as popular anger grew, so did the appetite for even more negative stories about the 

U.S.”  While some urged better public diplomacy in response to the situation, American 

diplomats felt as if they were fighting a losing battle, as the South Korean media had 

become “so tendentious that U.S. statements and explanations were almost uniformly 

greeted with disbelief and anger, making the situation even worse. The South Korean 

media reported, and the public agreed, that the U.S. had no sense of shame. The U.S., they 

felt, was trying to defend the indefensible.”38  These years track with the rise of identity 

politics in South Korea and the creation of powerful narratives about the U.S. and U.S.-

ROK relations that lumped many seemingly disparate events together.  Under such 

circumstances, it is difficult for official U.S. explication of USFK crime statistics (as 

Straub cites, crime rates actually went down during this period) to have much of an impact 

in the face of heightened emotion and the strong momentum of narratives propelled by 

civic groups and the media.   

In fact, analysis of the Korean media presented in this book shows that during the 

current nuclear standoff, as the conflict between the U.S. and North Korea intensified, the 

liberal press raised its anti-American editorial tone, blaming the U.S. for the escalation of 

tension on the peninsula.  These patterns in news coverage coincide with similar temporal 

fluctuations in South Korea public perceptions of the North Korea problem and attitudes 

toward the U.S.  In the short term, the differing approaches of these alliance partners on the 

nuclear issue represented a policy coordination problem, one that the Roh and Bush 

administrations worked hard to narrow.  The election of Lee Myung Bak may well mean 
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greater improvements in U.S.-ROK policy coordination.  For the long term, however, the 

U.S. must recognize that changing South Korean views of the U.S. and North Korea 

require reflection on a larger trend in South Korean society, the reevaluation of national 

identity, and that the liberal media, which gained substantial influence in policymaking 

over the study years, had been a venue for and even led such efforts.39  Even under a 

conservative Blue House, the lib eral media will continue to press its messages, keeping the 

flame lit under an active opposition.  As Ambassador Michael Armacost points out, “one 

key to America’s public diplomacy problem depends on whether it can persuade elements 

of the progressive camp in South Korea that Washington is on the right track, without in 

the process alienating the conservatives.  That’ll be a trick.”40 

 The South Korean government has likewise sought to improve its national image in 

the world, including in the U.S.  The Korean government has been using “Dynamic Korea” 

as a slogan to enhance the country’s  image overseas, and the Korean Embassy in 

Washington, D.C., hosts the KORUS House Forum, inviting Korean experts to speak on 

various issues related to Korea and the alliance.  Yet even with such improved efforts, 

there is still a sense that “a certain degree of continued international obscurity . . . keeps 

Korea in the realm of the no t remembered.”41  In terms of popular culture, the ‘Korean 

Wave’ has not reached American audiences in the same way it has those in Asia.  

According to a group of American and Korea experts, to address the “asymmetry of 

attention” in U.S.-ROK relations, “South Korea needs to actively promote its national 

image to U.S. officials and opinion-makers and to a wider American public.”  This group 

goes on to recommend legislative exchanges, diversifying channels of communication to 

be bipartisan, and hiring a savvy K Street public relations firm.  According to the experts 
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of this group, “South Korea has a great story to tell . . . but sadly, it has been punching well 

below its weight in terms of conveying its accomplishments and its importance.” These 

experts cite the ROK’s troop deployment to Iraq as one of the most glaring examples of the 

under-publicizing of Korea.42  Yet at the same time, the liberal media’s challenging of the 

alliance has offered it one  perhaps counterintuitive advantage.  As David Straub  notes, the 

asymmetry of attention combined with the Korean (particularly liberal) perspective yield 

the loudest voice within U.S.-ROK alliance politics— “the result is that South Korea 

frames issues and sets the agenda for the bilateral relationship to a significant degree, in 

spite of the asymmetry in raw power in favor of the U.S.”43 

The variation in news tone by issue presented in the previous chapters allows us to 

discern the relative degree to which each issue area poses challenges to the public image of 

two Koreas in the United States and the image of the U.S. in Korea, providing an index 

that might be useful to public diplomacy professionals in both nations .  For instance, press 

coverage in South Korea and US clearly shows that security is persistently one of the most 

problematic issues for both nations , largely owing to the DPRK’s pursuit of nuclear 

weapons as well as ballistic missile proliferation.  On the other hand, more positive (and 

less negative) tones on other issues such as economics may imply that the U.S. and the 

ROK have bases on which to build a more robust, strengthened relationship, even apart 

from their partnership in countering the threat presented by the DPRK, and it is in this 

regard that the KORUS FTA has been advocated by the Bush, Roh, and Lee governments.  

Although public diplomacy is a complex exercise that cannot be considered apart from the 

substance of policy— fundamentally “public diplomacy cannot be effective unless the 

foreign policy it supports is farsighted and reasonable”44— I believe these findings should 
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be taken into account as both Seoul and Washington seek to improve the ir image in the 

other country.  On the other hand, Pyongyang faces a truly monumental challenge in 

attempting to counter Americans’ deep-rooted negativity toward the North, as detailed in 

Chapter 6.  In the U.S. press, nations often come to have “preassigned roles,”45 and this is 

largely true in the case of North Korea, a nation that some media critics contend has 

suffered from a notable lack of unbiased, nuanced, well-researched coverage.46  To change 

such a monolithic coverage of the country, DPRK may need to grant better access to 

foreign correspondents who visit the country.  As Caroline Gluck, a former BBC 

correspondent based in Seoul, who has made seven reporting trips to the country, noted, 

Pyongyang “should use the opportunity of foreign media visits to tell the world their 

viewpoint, to show us a side of the country that rarely gets told, as they often complained 

about negative reporting by visiting reporters.”47  

 

The Future of U.S.-ROK Relations    

Though national identity evolves over time, ingrained notions of identity can prove quite 

durable, changing only slowly.  According to Peter Hays Gries, “Because identity conflict 

can often become existential . . . it is not easily amendable to rational solution or even 

compromise . . . existential [identity] conflict is passionate and explosive by its very 

nature.”48  We witnessed such dynamics during the years of this study, as identity politics 

intensified in the late 1990s and early 2000s, a time when Koreans, led by progressives, 

reevaluated their nation’s role in a post-authoritarian, post-Cold War era.  Though this 

period may very well represent the height of identity politics in recent South Korean 

history, it is important to emphasize that the question of a new Korean identity has by no 
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means been resolved.  The election of the Lee Myung Bak government, which is expected 

to implement policies more closely in line with the ‘alliance’ identity, does not end the 

identity debate but rather inherits it.  The 2007 election came at a time when voters were 

focused on pocketbook issues and fatigued by ideology.  Lee won based not on his 

conservative credentials but on his promise to shun ideology and pragmatically restore 

prosperity, and thus it would be incorrect to view this election as a signpost of either notion 

of national identity gaining ground over the other (Lee’s campaign rhetoric on North Korea 

and the alliance played a relatively minor role in his election).   Yet, Lee’s “pragmatic” 

policy toward the North and alliance appears to be as ideological as his predecessors’ and 

identity politics will likely remain salient for the foreseeable future.  The U.S. must not 

overlook the role and importance of Korean identity politics— and its impact on policy— in 

the bilateral relationship.  

 It is also crucial for the U.S. to recognize that the election of Lee Myung Bak does 

not portend the automatic return to any “golden age” of the alliance.  His presidency takes 

place within a transformed context, significantly molded by recent contesting of Korean 

identity.  In this vein, the events of the study period illustrate the complexities of U.S.-

ROK relations.  Though progressive, or nationalist, notions of identity and policy 

preferences clearly pose a more fundamental challenge to the alliance, it is important to 

acknowledge that there is not necessarily a direct relationship between policy preferences 

associated with the ‘alliance’ identity and those preferable to the U.S.  For example, 

throughout the 2007 presidential campaign, the GNP indicated its desire to renegotiate the 

agreed date for transfer of wartime operational control from American to Korean military 

commanders.  Yet, the U.S. Department of Defense has repeatedly signaled that this (and 
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other issues) had already been resolved to mutual satisfaction through extensive bilateral 

negotiations and they were not open for renegotiation.  In the eyes of U.S. defense 

professionals, the alliance is moving forward and increased South Korean responsibility is 

a reflection of the nation’s excellent, capable forces.  Likewise, policymakers associated 

with the ‘nationalist’ identity may pursue initiatives in line with U.S. interests.  The Roh 

administration’s support for the KORUS FTA as well as the deployment of ROK troops to 

Iraq (even if motivated not by shared interests in Iraq but anxiety over potential U.S. 

military action in North Korea) stand as such cases.  Indeed, officials from the Roh 

administration regarded themselves as having worked hard and in good faith to resolve 

some of the outstanding issues in the relationship, making it a more “equal” partnership 

that would remain strong in the future.   

 International relations theorist Stephen Walt specifies certain conditions under 

which alliances become less likely to endure.  They include cases in which the state posing 

the or iginal threat becomes weaker, an alliance member becomes “convinced that their 

adversaries are not as bellicose as they once feared,” “shared historical experiences” 

become less relevant with the passage of time, and elites seek to improve their domestic 

political position through attacks on an alliance, especially when sovereignty issues are at 

stake.49  Despite that reasonable arguments can be made that all these conditions have 

come to fruition during our study period, the U.S.-ROK alliance has endured.  According 

to a June 2006 World Gallup Poll, although less than half (43%) of Koreans feel seriously 

threatened by North Korean nuclear weapons, two-thirds (66%) of Koreans believe a U.S. 

withdrawal from their country would greatly impact the stability of Northeast Asia.  Indeed, 

over 70% of Koreans state a preference for retaining the U.S. presence.  These seemingly 
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contradictory views suggest the mutually acknowledged imperative for Washington and 

Seoul to work together to develop a broader rationale for the alliance that reflects new 

realities.  Beyond the defense of South Korea and Japan, U.S. alliances with these nations 

have contributed significantly to regional stability in East Asia.  Indeed, the Mutual 

Defense Treaty commits the two nations to work together to “strengthen the fabric of peace 

in the Pacific area.”50  Shifting greater focus toward this long-enshrined imperative would 

necessarily involve political will from Seoul, given that the U.S. would likely emphasize 

increased ROK-Japan cooperation and multilateral initiatives such as the PSI in pursuit of 

this goal.  Stressing regional— or even global— peace and stability as an organizing 

principle would also stand as meaningful U.S. recognition of Korea’s economic and 

diplomatic stature and identity.  

 Victor Cha has suggested that the broadening of the alliance’s rationale could be 

fortified by efforts to bolster a shared identity within the alliance— that is, to emphasize 

“commonly held norms, values, beliefs, and conceptions of how security is best achieved.”  

Cha argues that “A key determinant of alliance resiliency is the degree to which shared 

identities underpin interaction,” as this type of commitment allows alliances to outlive and 

stretch beyond their original rationales.51  In their first meeting, at Camp David in April 

2008, Presidents Bush and Lee Myung Bak stressed the allies’ common values and shared 

challenges in the 21st century, calling for a broad-based “strategic alliance” that on the 

basis of “freedom, democracy, human rights and the principle of market economy . . . will 

contribute to global peace and security.”52  Many noted analysts, including those belonging 

to the Korea Society-Shorenstein APARC New Beginnings group, believe that this is a 

very positive development,53 commiserate with South Korea’s standing in the world, 
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though they stress the importance of early bilateral agreement on the substance and details 

of such a proposal.54 

 There are high expectations on both sides of the Pacific that the new Lee 

administration represents an opportunity to improve U.S.-ROK relations.  This seems 

especially true in light of the last five years featuring the overlap of President Roh and the 

386ers with President Bush and the neoconservatives, which was— at least in early years—

possibly the least workable combination of leadership for the alliance.  New hope is 

justified and both sides have reason to be optimistic.  President Lee has vowed to stress the 

importance of the U.S.-ROK alliance and will also attempt to restore trilateral 

collaboration among South Korea, the U.S., and Japan.   President Lee has also promised 

that unlike his predecessor, he will take a “pragmatic,” interests-based approach to foreign 

affairs and national security issues, 55 and this message was very well- received in both 

Washington and Tokyo on Lee’s first presidential trip abroad.56   

 Still, the U.S. should be wary of creating expectations for a dramatic change in 

South Korea as a result of this power shift.  As shown in this book, the Korean political 

landscape has evolved significantly since democratization, with the development of a 

vibrant— even institutionalized— left and civil society.  These groups and their ideas, 

particularly about the North and the U.S., persist, and identity politics could reemerge quite 

quickly in line with events, as in the cases of China’s claim on Koguryo 57 and the 2002 

USFK accident.  Indeed, the agreement to begin reimportation of U.S. beef to Korea may 

be the first such case under the new Lee administration— the president has viewed the 

spread of public anxiety over U.S. beef as politically motivated,58 and Chosun Ilbo has 

compared the outpouring of emotion and candlelight vigils to the sweeping anti-American 
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reaction to the 2002 schoolgirl incident. 59  Although overall the intensity of identity 

politics seems to have decreased over the past few years, the divided political landscape is 

not likely to change in the near term, and this dynamic can hinder the ability of ROK 

governments to think and act strategically.  In fact, as clearly displayed during his first visit 

to Washington in April 2008, Lee’s ostensibly “pragmatic” policy is firmly grounded in 

the ‘alliance’ identity, provoking strong reactions from progressive forces that have 

promoted the nationalist identity. The new Korean administration will have to work within 

this transformed political context, and the U.S. and other actors should understand that 

Lee’s policies do not represent any wholesale return to past fondly remembered times.  The 

social and political dynamics built up during these study years signal that even though a 

conservative administration has assumed power, this is new political terrain.  The U.S.-

ROK alliance must evolve in a new era.  

 To better secure long-term interests and continued cooperation, the U.S. must 

consider the interests associated with both identities and engage both sides constructively, 

while being careful not to alienate conservatives in the process of reaching out to 

progressives.  Additionally, the U.S. must acknowledge the constraints that a polity 

divided on national identity imposes on a Korean government of any ideological 

orientation.  Although the voice of Korean progressives was weakened by defeat in recent 

elections, they still remain important in Korean society and the U.S. should not overlook 

these forces or their ideas.  This is particularly the case in light of the possibility that the 

establishment of a conservative administration in South Korea may galvanize the 

opposition in challenging the government’s policy agenda, including— and perhaps 

foremost— its approach to the North (especially if the Lee administration’s attempts to 
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enforce greater conditionality only produce worse North Korean behavior and/or inter-

Korean cooperation bogs down).  In a sense, progressives were co-opted by the liberal 

governments of Kim Dae Jung and Roh Moo Hyun, as they reluctantly agreed on certain 

policies like sending troops to Iraq.  In the face of a conservative administration, however, 

they could become more aggressive in advancing their agenda.  This could mean 

intensification of identity politics, and the U.S. could easily be caught between a 

conservative Blue House and progressive activists.  To avoid this pitfall, the United States 

must treat the Republic of Korea as it is, not as it was, or as we might wish it to be.   
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