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The Center for Security Policy Studies (CSPS) of the Schar School of Policy and Government advances 
the study of international security. Through its research and extensive array of student programs, CSPS 
seeks to generate solutions to today’s pressing security challenges and educate tomorrow’s security 
policymakers. Located on Mason’s Arlington campus, CSPS provides unique access to defense and 
security experts, government officers, prominent think tank analysts and renowned scholars. 

Launched in 2019 as the satellite institute of CSPS Arlington, CSPS-Korea aims to facilitate research 
collaboration and academic exchange with the main campus. CSPS-Korea, being based near Seoul, the 
capital city of the Republic of Korea, enables the institute to leverage its location to liaise the policy 
world of the United States and Asia, and provide diversified perspectives on security issues that warrant 
global attention. CSPS-Korea recognizes the necessity to address the non-traditional security issues of 
climate change, pandemics, demographic shifts, human rights issues, and refugee crises. CSPS-Korea thus 
convenes an annual spring symposium in collaboration with think tanks, international organizations, 
as well as non-governmental organizations to discuss today’s security challenges and to deduce policy 
implications that would potentially serve as policy options and solutions. 

The year 2024 marks the 10th anniversary of George Mason University Korea (Mason Korea) and the 
5th of CSPS-Korea. Since its establishment in 2014, Mason Korea has upheld the institutional framework 
and values of its home campus in the U.S., promoting the Mason’s mission of fomenting an innovative and 
inclusive academic environment for a more just, free, and prosperous world. Just as Mason Korea bridges 
borders of the U.S. and Korea, CSPS-Korea connects the fields of security studies and foreign policy 
between the two countries through research collaboration. Through partnership and collaboration with 
governments, think tanks, and research institutions, the CSPS-Korea has successfully accomplished 
multiple events, research projects, and publications on a wide range of topics, including environmental 
security, human security, the U.S.-ROK alliance, and artificial intelligence and technology partnership.  

This year’s symposium titled, “The Role of Korea in the Evolving Indo-Pacific Security Dynamics,” offers 
an open platform for discussions on the changing security landscape in the Indo-Pacific region, driven by 
great power rivalry, and the role of Korea as a middle power. Scholars and practitioners with expertise in 
the regional politics and diplomatic relations between the U.S., Korea, and China are invited to share their 
insights and experience. They will discuss ways to develop a future-oriented outlook that can enhance 
peace and security in the Indo-Pacific.

About CSPS-Korea and International Security 
Symposium

History of CSPS-Korea International Security Symposia

2018: Issues and Concerns in Security Studies: Beyond Asia
2019: International Security: Environmental Challenges and Solutions
2021: Human Security in the Gray Zone: North Korean Defectors and Their Children
2022: Prospects for Peace on the Korean Peninsula in Northeast Asia’s Changing Security Landscape
2023: The Challenges of New Technologies and the Future of U.S.-ROK Alliance
2024: The Role of Korea in the Evolving Indo-Pacific Security Dynamics

Ⅰ.
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Program AgendaⅡ.
12:30-12:50 Registration

Opening Session

13:00-13:40 Welcome Remarks
Dr. Gregory Washington, President of George Mason University 

Opening Remarks
Dr. Robert Matz, Campus Dean of George Mason University Korea 
 Dr. Mark Rozell, Dean of Schar School of Policy and Government, George Mason University

Congratulatory Remarks
 General Michael V. Hayden, Founder of The Michael V. Hayden Center for Intelligence, 
Policy, and International Security, George Mason University
James Kim, Chairman & CEO of The American Chamber of Commerce in Korea

Concept Note Speech: “Overview of the Indo-Pacific Security Challenges”
 Dr. Soyoung Kwon, Director of Center for Security Policy Studies-Korea, George Mason 
University Korea

Session 1: Changing Security Dynamics in the Indo-Pacific and Challenges

13:40-15:10 Presentations
  “Maintaining Strategic Stability in the U.S.-China Rivalry” 
Dr. Chaesung Chun, Seoul National University
  “Great Power Rivalry and China’s Response” 
Dr. Ketian Zhang, Schar School of Policy and Government, George Mason University

  “A South Korean Perspective on the U.S.-led Security Network in the Indo-Pacific” 
Dr. Jae Jeok Park, Yonsei University
  “Reputation or Reliability? Washington’s Options in a Taiwan Crisis” 
Dr. Michael Hunzeker, Schar School of Policy and Government, George Mason University

Panel Discussion 
 Moderated by Dr. Michael Hunzeker, Schar School of Policy and Government, George 
Mason University

15:10-15:30 Coffee Break and Networking 

Session 2: South Korea’s Contributions as a Middle Power to Regional Security

15:30-16:45 Remarks 
  Ambassador Kathleen Stephens, Former Ambassador of the U.S. to Korea
  Ambassador Ho-Young Ahn, Former Ambassador of Korea to the U.S.
  Ambassador Jung-Seung Shin, Former Ambassador of Korea to China

Panel Discussion
 Moderated by Prof. Ellen Laipson, Director of Center for Security Policy Studies, 
George Mason University

Closing

16:45-17:00 Closing Remarks
Prof. Ellen Laipson, Director of Center for Security Policy Studies, George Mason University
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Ⅲ.

The Main Theme of the Symposium

This year, CSPS-Korea invited the U.S. perspective on Korea’s security and foreign policy at this critical 
time of rapidly changing security dynamics in the Indo-Pacific region. There are three thematic focuses: 
1) the evolving security landscape, including shifts in alliances and emerging threats in the Indo-
Pacific region; 2) South Korea’s role as a middle power state and its contributions to regional and global 
security; and 3) areas for coordinated diplomatic and public policy efforts to promote regional security.

Security Challenges in the Indo-Pacific Region

The Indo-Pacific region faces many significant security challenges, ranging from traditional military threats 
to non-traditional security issues. These challenges include: 1) numerous territorial disputes, particularly 
in the South China Sea, East China Sea, and the Indian Ocean; 2) security threats of maritime trade routes 
in the Indo-Pacific; 3) cybersecurity threats by cyberattacks, espionage, sabotage, and data breaches; 4) 
environmental challenges such as climate change, natural disasters, and environmental degradation; 5) 
North Korea’s nuclear weapons program and ballistic missile tests; 6) military modernization efforts using 
AI and a regional arms race based on the proliferation of advanced military technologies.

Dr. Soyoung Kwon
Director, Center for Security Policy Studies-Korea, George Mason University

A Conceptual Note: 
“Overview of the Indo-Pacific Security Challenges”
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While these problems raise some concerns about regional stability, a more grave concern is the rising 
tensions and conflicts exacerbated by the intensifying U.S.-China competition. The Indo-Pacific region 
has become a focal point for the competition between the U.S. and China due to the region’s geopolitical, 
economic, and strategic importance. China attempts to establish hegemony through the Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) and its assertive actions in the South China Sea, while the U.S. aims to maintain 
its economic influence through trade agreements and investment partnerships. In terms of military 
posturing, the U.S. has been strengthening its military alliances and partnerships, while China has been 
modernizing its military and claiming its maritime expansion in the East and South China Sea. The 
region’s security trouble spots, such as the Taiwan Strait, South China Sea, and Korean Peninsula, warrant 
attention as the tension between U.S.-China in military realm may escalate and destabilize the region and 
beyond.

The competition between the U.S. and China extends beyond geopolitics and economics to include a 
contest of values and norms. The resurgence of normative competition is rekindling the Cold War-era 
divide in the region, aligning South Korea, the U.S., and Japan against North Korea, China, and Russia. 
This normative competition between democratic liberalism and authoritarianism influences governance 
structures and political dynamics in the region as countries grapple with competing visions of order and 
development. The trend also significantly impacts the alliance dynamics. Many countries are hedging 
their bets by balancing their relationships between the two powers, while others are aligning more 
closely with the U.S. to counter China’s growing influence as evidenced by the multilateral security 
arrangements in QUAD and AUKUS. The U.S.-China competition in the Indo-Pacific is reshaping the global 
balance of power, with far-reaching implications for the future of international relations and the world 
order.

South Korea as a Pivotal Middle Power

The increasing prominence and influence of middle powers in the international system present an 
opportunity in the changing security paradigm. A pivotal middle power refers to a country with 
significant influence and a critical role in global or regional affairs with its substantial economic, political, 
and diplomatic capabilities. The pivotal middle powers can exert influence beyond their immediate 
geographic boundaries and even to the world’s most powerful nations with their significant economic 
resources, diplomatic influence, and strategic positioning. These pivotal middle powers, therefore, can 
play a crucial role in fostering cooperation, stability, and prosperity in an increasingly interconnected 
and multipolar world.

South Korea has become a recognized middle power capable of utilizing its status to exert influence 
globally, and therefore, is situated in a position where it can develop unique foreign relations and 
diplomatic strategies. As one of the pivotal middle powers, South Korea possesses the capacity and 
resources to effectively address regional security concerns through diplomatic efforts outside the field 
of play for the great powers. Yet, South Korea’s role seems to be constrained within the volatile regional 
security landscape and great power competition dynamics. The envisioned status of South Korea as a 
“Global Pivotal State” has yet to be materialized into a clearly defined role and consistent action plan. It 
is imperative to explore and mark South Korea’s optimal role as a middle power and balancer in light of 
these changing geopolitical circumstances.
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Symposium Focus and Objective

The Symposium provided a comprehensive analysis of the latest developments in the Indo-Pacific region 
and tackled contemporary challenges and opportunities. Emphasizing the global nature of security 
challenges, discussions on international relations, alliances, and diplomatic strategies remain pertinent 
in the context of South Korea’s role as a key player and pivotal middle power.

The Symposium had two distinct sessions. The first session adopted a conceptual, analytical, and 
scholarly approach to the critical Indo-Pacific security challenges and security trouble spots. We invited 
distinguished scholars and experts from the United States and South Korea to present their respective 
perspectives and diagnoses on the changing security dynamics in the Indo-Pacific. This session aims to 
illustrate geopolitical shifts and evolving alliances, underlining major player’s strategies and intent.

The second session set a more pragmatic, experiential, and policy-centric tone in discussing South 
Korea’s role amidst the region’s prevailing security challenges. A panel of former U.S. and South Korean 
ambassadors engaged in open discussions to offer strategic advice on South Korea’s position in the great 
power rivalry. The session focused on the questions of what role South Korea can play as a pivotal middle 
power to tackle major security challenges in the Indo-Pacific region and how South Korea can find a good 
balance between the two great powers based on a consistent grand strategy.
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Session 1:
Changing Security Dynamics in the Indo-Pacific and Challenges

13:40-15:10

Presentations
  “ Maintaining Strategic Stability in the U.S.-China Rivalry” 

Dr. Chaesung Chun, Seoul National University
  “ Great Power Rivalry and China’s Response” 

Dr. Ketian Zhang, George Mason University
  “ A South Korean Perspective on the U.S.-led Security Network in the Indo-Pacific” 

Dr. Jae Jeok Park, Yonsei University
  “ Reputation or Reliability? Washington’s Options in a Taiwan Crisis” 

Dr. Michael Hunzeker, George Mason University

Panel Discussion
  Moderated by Dr. Michael Hunzeker, George Mason University

This session, titled “Changing Security Dynamics in the Indo-Pacific and Challenges,” invited scholars in 
the field to set an analytical and conceptual framework through which the evolving security dynamics in 
the Indo-Pacific region were explored with a focus on the strategic interactions between major powers 
and their implications for regional stability. Discussions covered the necessity of maintaining a military 
balance to prevent conflicts, the strategic objectives and responses of key nations, and the role of security 
networks and alliances. The session examined the potential impact of U.S. decisions in crises involving 
Taiwan on its credibility and reliability in the region. Emphasis was placed on understanding how these 
dynamics influence the broader geopolitical landscape and the challenges they present to maintaining 
peace and stability.

Ⅳ.
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Session 1-1:
“Maintaining Strategic Stability in the U.S.-China Rivalry”

As is widely known, the Indo-Pacific is a relatively new concept, first suggested by the former Prime 
Minister of Japan, Abe, and subsequently embraced by former President Trump in 2017 at the Hanoi 
Summit. Following this, numerous countries have issued reports concerning Indo-Pacific strategy. The 
fundamental idea posits that the Indian Ocean and Pacific Ocean are interconnected in terms of security 
and economic interests. However, underlying this notion is a motivation to balance against the rising 
influence of China, which is perceived by Western powers and certain American and Asian powers as a 
revisionist power intent on altering the status quo through military strength.

Globally, there is an evident breach of basic principles of the liberal security order, most prominently 
demonstrated in the case of the Ukraine war. Additionally, there are emerging security challenges in 
the Middle East. Hence, it is imperative to conceptualize the security order in the context of the liberal 
international order, more specifically the international liberal security order. The liberal order comprises 
three main components: liberal security order, liberal economic order, and liberal value ideational order.

The current situation represents an inflection point: whether the liberal security order will evolve 
into a more robust system or decay remains to be seen. Key principles of the liberal order must be 
emphasized. The liberal order is not a globally democratic system, as voices from smaller countries, such 
as those in the Global South, are often not adequately reflected in international relations. The structure 
of organizations like the United Nations Security Council, dominated by great powers, exemplifies this 
imbalance.

Dr. Chaesung Chun,
Professor, Seoul National University
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There is a need for greater accountability among these great powers. Without it, the liberal order risks 
being perceived merely as a construct of the victorious powers of World War II. The authority of the 
United Nations has significantly weakened following events like Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, which 
undermines the credibility of the liberal order. Consequently, there should be mechanisms to ensure the 
accountability of great powers to maintain a liberal security order that could also be seen as democratic.

If these issues are not addressed, more voices from the Global South and middle powers will likely 
challenge the legitimacy of the liberal order. Although the U.S.-led rule-based liberal order has reflected a 
multitude of perspectives from various countries, multilateral institutions have buttressed its foundation. 
However, in the Pacific region, the critical question is whether it can serve as the bedrock for the future 
evolution of the liberal security order.

The realist perspective views the Indo-Pacific as a region of U.S.-China rivalry. However, from a liberal 
perspective, the potential exists to build a better liberal security order based on new principles and 
cooperation among democratic powers, and even by engaging China on mutual interests such as 
transnational threats like environmental crises. The Indo-Pacific security architecture, therefore, must be 
emphasized.

The national interests of many Asian powers, which maintain close economic relations with China, 
further complicate this scenario. Although China is the primary trade partner for many, there is 
apprehension regarding China’s more aggressive and assertive revisionist security behavior. Economic 
interdependence creates a complex decision-making landscape for these countries.

The U.S.’s increasingly confrontational stance towards China impacts the strategic choices of Asian 
powers, including U.S. allies. Institutional and normative challenges persist under U.S. leadership, 
maintaining a hub-and-spoke security alliance system. As multilateral security cooperations, such as 
those involving the U.S., South Korea, and Japan, become more prevalent, the Chinese perspective on U.S.-
China relations diverges significantly.

The Chinese leadership does not endorse the concept of rivalry, emphasizing cooperative and peaceful 
coexistence. Thus, the differing interpretations of U.S.-China relations create a lack of consensus, 
complicating strategic stability. Historically, both China and South Korea have experienced incomplete 
sovereign transitions due to division, influencing their contemporary security strategies.

The pursuit of unifying Taiwan, from China’s perspective, represents a return to the status quo rather 
than an aggressive mission, though it is perceived as aggressive by other powers. This disparity in 
understanding underscores the need for comprehensive engagement and dialogue.

In conclusion, the evolving military balance, influenced by advancements in military technologies, 
especially in areas like quantum computing and artificial intelligence, raises concerns about future shifts 
in strategic power. The ongoing developments necessitate a nuanced and collaborative approach to 
maintaining regional and global security.
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Session 1-2:
“Great Power Rivalry and China’s Response”

China’s core interests have been relatively clearly articulated by the Chinese Communist Party, 
highlighting the hierarchy of national interests in a 2010 document by former State Councilor Dai 
Bingguo. These core interests include regime security, social development, economic order, technological 
advancement, and territorial integrity, particularly regarding Taiwan and Tibet. Additionally, China 
places importance on non-traditional security issues such as nuclear non-proliferation, stability on the 
Korean Peninsula, energy security, counterterrorism, and responses to global pandemics.

In order to achieve these strategic goals, China employs a combination of coercive and economic 
measures. Coercion, defined as the use or threat of negative actions to demand changes in behavior, has 
been on the rise over the past three decades. The data collected from 1990 to 2020, as presented in a 
recent publication with Cambridge University Press, indicates a significant increase in China’s coercive 
actions. However, there has been a notable shift towards non-militarized forms of coercion in recent 
years to avoid escalation into major military confrontations, particularly involving the United States.

Examples of non-militarized coercion include economic sanctions, such as the banana ban against the 
Philippines in response to maritime territorial disputes in the South China Sea, and the use of civilian 
law enforcement to inflict physical damage on Vietnamese vessels. Additionally, China has employed 
economic statecraft to influence other states, utilizing economic incentives and strategic partnerships 
rather than formal alliances.

Dr. Ketian Zhang,
Professor, George Mason University
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China tends to prefer non-militarized coercion to avoid major confrontations and strategically selects its 
targets based on the potential impact on its reputation and resolve. This strategic calculation is evident 
in the frequent coercive actions against the Philippines compared to Malaysia, driven by the perceived 
higher media attention and impact on China’s standing.

A significant aspect of China’s foreign relations is the economic component embedded in all its 
partnerships. Evidence of this is found in the extensive network of bilateral investment treaties (BITs) 
and free trade agreements (FTAs) that China has established. Approximately 85 percent of China’s 
partnership countries have signed BITs with China, while 11 out of the 14 FTAs China has signed are 
with these same partnership countries. This extensive economic integration reflects China’s strategic use 
of economic agreements to solidify alliances and expand its global influence.

Moreover, China’s security cooperation with certain partnership countries often involves arms transfers, 
which are driven by economic motivations. This blend of security and economic incentives highlights the 
dual-purpose nature of China’s international engagements. Additionally, China practices ‘oil diplomacy’ 
with resource-rich countries, securing energy supplies crucial for sustaining its economic growth.

China’s approach can be viewed as a ‘Goldilocks choice,’ where it carefully balances the need to establish 
strategic resolve with the economic costs involved. In the context of a globalized economy, this balancing 
act provides both opportunities and constraints for China. On one hand, economic interdependence 
offers China leverage over its partners; on the other hand, it exposes China to global economic 
fluctuations and the repercussions of coercive policies.

The implications for the United States and its allies are multifaceted. A quiet rebalancing is necessary, 
involving more frequent and regularized Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPs). Additionally, 
targeted economic leverage can be exerted by keeping China integrated within the global production and 
supply chain. Providing more attractive economic alternatives for less developed countries will also be 
crucial.
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Session 1-3:

John Ikenberry, a renowned scholar in international relations, known for his work on institutionalism, 
provides a useful framework. He posits that if the 21st-century geopolitical competition is solely 
between China and the United States, China has an advantage. However, if this competition includes the 
broader West—comprising the United States and European states—the West holds the upper hand. This 
viewpoint aligns with the current South Korean government’s perspective on the China-U.S. rivalry.

The United States maintains a robust security network that includes allies like South Korea, Japan, the 
Philippines, Thailand, and Australia. Recently, this network has been expanding to incorporate European 
states such as the UK and France, reflecting its global reach across both the Asia-Pacific and Europe.

NATO has invited South Korea, Japan, Australia, and New Zealand to its summit meetings over the past 
two years. The UK and Japan have signed a reciprocal access agreement allowing large-scale military 
exercises, and Japan is negotiating a similar agreement with France. Additionally, trilateral cooperation 
among India, Australia, and France aims to oversee the Indian Ocean region.

South Korea is enhancing its role within the U.S.-led security network and committing to regional 
security issues. The U.S. and European states use regional security as a rationale for engaging with Asia-
Pacific states. For instance, the Quad announced the launch of a working group on Indo-Pacific Maritime 
Domain Awareness (IPMDA) in the Pacific in 2022, and the EU is working on projects to enhance 
maritime domain awareness in the region.

Dr. Jae Jeok Park,
Professor, Yonsei University

“A South Korean Perspective on the U.S.-led Security Network in the 
Indo-Pacific”
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Increased security cooperation between the U.S., Japan, the Philippines, and Australia, informally dubbed 
“Quad,” involves conducting military exercises and maritime patrols. This cooperation has significant 
implications for territorial disputes in Southeast Asia and potential contingencies near the Taiwan Strait.
South Korea is also asserting its commitment to maritime security in the region. The previous 
administration emphasized this to bolster the U.S.-Korea Alliance. The current government aims to 
enhance South Korea’s positional power within the U.S.-led security network and strengthen ties with 
Southeast Asian states, which have become crucial given South Korea’s declining population.

To increase maritime visibility, South Korea could collaborate with Vietnam, which has recently 
conducted maritime patrols with China. This partnership could help South Korea gain a stronger 
presence in the South China Sea. Additionally, South Korea could offer maritime capacity-building 
assistance to regional states, leveraging its advanced satellite capabilities.

In Northeast Asia, security cooperation among South Korea, Japan, and the U.S. has intensified. The 
three countries have established the Nuclear Consultation Group (NCG) to bolster the credibility of the 
extended deterrence provided by the United States. However, some U.S. think tank analysts suggest that a 
potential return of Trump could lead South Korea to reconsider its stance on nuclear capabilities or even 
become a nuclear-latent state.

South Korea’s Indo-Pacific Strategy clearly outlines a strong commitment to middle power-oriented 
minilateralism. With the restoration of South Korea-Japan and South Korea-Japan-U.S. security 
cooperation in 2023, South Korea, Japan, and Australia need to seek ways to work together in ASEAN and 
in the Pacific as well as in Northeast Asia. South Korea should consider improving trilateral cooperation 
with Australia and Indonesia (KIA: Korea, India, Australia) as part of its Indo-Pacific strategy. This 
trilateral could be expanded to include the Philippines and Vietnam, which are highly interested in 
defense industry and energy cooperation with South Korea.
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Session 1-4: 
“Reputation or Reliability? Washington’s Options in a Taiwan Crisis”

Preliminary findings from a multi-year study examining the reputational stakes suggest that Washington 
could face in a crisis over Taiwan. This analysis, which comes after three insightful presentations, is 
particularly timely given the geopolitical climate.

The study addresses the hypothetical but critical scenario of a conflict over Taiwan. While a war is not 
inevitable, the possibility cannot be dismissed, making it crucial for Washington to consider potential 
implications. A decision by the Chinese Communist Party to attack Taiwan would force the United States 
into a difficult position, having to choose between defending Taiwan, with the risk of escalating into a 
nuclear conflict, or abandoning a democratic ally, which could have significant repercussions.

Three main factors would influence Washington’s decision: the likelihood of military success, the 
strategic and economic importance of Taiwan, and the reputational consequences among core allies. 
This study focuses on the third factor, examining the views of experts from Australia, Japan, and South 
Korea over three years. While the methodology was not highly rigorous, the goal was to understand the 
perceived trade-offs and opportunity costs.

Reputation, in this context, refers to whether allies believe the U.S. will honor its commitments based 
on past actions. Reliability, on the other hand, is defined by the capabilities and shared interests in 
defending what matters most to these allies. The findings suggest that while reputation is important, 
reliability holds greater significance. Allies prefer the U.S. to uphold its commitments but do not expect it 
to risk everything to demonstrate resolve.

A surprising revelation from the study is the pragmatic stance of these allies. While they care about 
Taiwan, it is not considered a core national interest. An attack on Taiwan would highlight China’s 
ambitions and reinforce the need for a strong U.S. presence in the region. As long as the U.S. maintains its 
military presence in the Asia-Pacific, allies believe it will remain a crucial partner.

In conclusion, the top-level findings from Australia, Japan, and South Korea indicate that the U.S. should 
maintain its regional presence and avoid a major defeat. Allies expect the U.S. to defend Taiwan but 
prioritize swift, decisive actions without heavily relying on their military support.

Dr. Michael Hunzeker,
Professor, George Mason University
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Session 2:
South Korea’s Contributions as a Middle Power to Regional Security

Ⅴ.

15:30-16:45

Remarks
  Ambassador Kathleen Stephens, Former Ambassador of U.S. to Korea
  Ambassador Ho-Young Ahn, Former Ambassador of Korea to U.S.
  Ambassador Jung-Seung Shin, Former Ambassador of Korea to China

Panel Discussion
  Moderated by Prof. Ellen Laipson, George Mason University

This session, titled “South Korea’s Contributions as a Middle Power to Regional Security,” focused 
on a pragmatic and policy-centric viewpoint on the topic by inviting a panel composed of former 
ambassadors. The discussion included South Korea’s strategic position amidst the U.S.-China rivalry, its 
commitment to the Rules-Based International Order (RBIO), and the balancing of relations with both 
powers. Additionally, the impact of regional security dynamics, the deepening U.S.-Korea alliance, and 
the importance of engaging in multilateral efforts were elaborated. The session highlighted the need for 
consistent policy implementation, strengthening capabilities, and fostering diplomatic environments 
conducive to peace and prosperity.
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South Korea as a middle power can exert influence and play a significant role on the international stage. 
This notion of South Korea as a middle power has been a central part of its identity throughout its 
modern existence, and perhaps even earlier.

Historically, South Korea has often been a country acted upon rather than one taking proactive measures. 
The term “Hermit Kingdom,” referring to its isolationist past, and the idea of Korea being a “shrimp 
among whales,” implying it was often caught and crushed between greater powers, were frequently 
heard. However, South Korea now resembles a dolphin—an intelligent and agile middle power in the 
global arena.

South Korea’s aspiration to play a greater international role can be traced back to key events such as the 
direct election of the president in 1988, which marked a decisive move towards democracy and economic 
growth. Hosting the Olympics that same year was pivotal, transforming Korea’s international relationships 
and how it was perceived globally. In the following years, Korea built upon these achievements, further 
solidifying its status as a middle power. South Korea’s growing economic, social, and cultural capacities 
have established it as an energetic and engaged middle power. In recent years, this has been amplified by 
its cultural products, notably music and films, which have provided an additional boost.

In recent years, the term “global pivotal state” has emerged, reflecting South Korea’s deep-seated 
aspiration to be a proactive player on the world stage, shaping its destiny rather than being at the mercy 
of other powers. This ambition is deeply rooted in South Korea’s history and its long-standing desire to 
have a significant global impact.

South Korea’s Development as a Global Pivotal Power
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In recent years, instability and situational uncertainties have been rising in the Pacific region. U.S. is 
now emphasizing the supply chain and technology competition with China, and the democratic process 
versus authoritarianism. 

The strategic rivalry between the U.S. and China has significantly impacted South Korea, pushing it 
much closer to the U.S. in the last two years. The heightened tension brought by North Korean nuclear 
provocations and lessons from the conflict in Ukraine have underscored the importance of the U.S.-Korea 
alliance and the necessity of the American extended nuclear deterrence for South Koreans. Consequently, 
South Korea has further aligned itself with American strategies in the Pacific. South Korea has become 
enthusiastic about trilateral coordination with Japan and the United States, as seen at the Camp David 
Summit last year.

On the other side, China blames the U.S. for forming a kind of Asian version of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) and wants South Korea to balance its policies between the U.S. and China while 
expressing concerns on several strategic issues. The U.S. and South Korea have proposed nuclear 
dialogue with North Korea without conditions, however, North Korea is taking a different path, even 
threatening preemptive nuclear strikes and declaring South Korea as its main enemy. Meanwhile, China 
shows little interest in the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, emphasizing North Korean security 
concerns and the strength of North Korean-Russian military cooperation, which could further complicate 
denuclearization efforts.

While there is evident cooperation between China, Russia, and North Korea, China has its own national 
interests and reservations. Historical conflicts between China and Russia, coupled with China’s wariness 
of increased military cooperation between Russia and North Korea, highlight the complexities of these 
relationships. China, now a major global power, seeks to play a dominant role in its relations with Russia 
and North Korea without being overly influenced by them.
China remains cautious about military moves by North Korea that could impact South Korea and strives 
to maintain its own national voice and interests. As a significant member of the international community, 
China is mindful of its relations with the U.S. and exercises caution in its strategic partnerships. Despite 
strategic cooperation with Russia and North Korea, China aims to balance its national interests with its 
global responsibilities.

While the U.S. seeks to engage South Korea in contingency planning, China demands South Korea not to 
interfere with Taiwan, considering it a core interest. South Korea has expressed its concern about the 
tensions and the potential for military collision, which could escalate into a broader conflict involving 
American forces in South Korea and North Korea.

China’s leaders have certainly taken note of the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the formidable 
resistance mounted by a smaller nation, especially when backed by international allies. Any military 
move against Taiwan would likely undermine the political legitimacy of China’s current leadership, 
including the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Moreover, the pursuit of the “China dream” necessitates 
continued economic development and effective management of domestic challenges, particularly those 
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Given the uncertainties and high risks associated with a military intervention, China is more likely to 
employ other tactics. These could include military exercises designed to intimidate Taiwan, propaganda 

Geopolitical Challenges and Uncertainties 
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campaigns, and economic pressures aimed at coercing Taiwan into compliance with Chinese demands. 
In this context, South Korea’s potential response to a Taiwan contingency becomes crucial. South Korea’s 
security is closely intertwined with Taiwan’s situation, owing to its alliance with the United States. 
Therefore, it’s imperative for these allies to engage in discussions about contingency plans in the coming 
years, with South Korea clarifying its capabilities and limitations.

In 2017, the inaugural year of President Trump’s administration, a series of significant trade measures 
were introduced. President Trump withdrew the U.S. from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and 
initiated amendments to trade agreements such as NAFTA and the Korea-U.S. Free Trade Agreement (KORUS 
FTA). These actions prompted questions about the fate of the rule-based international order, especially 
from countries like Korea that had spent decades aligning with these rules. Trump’s potential return could 
significantly disrupt U.S.-South Korea relations, underscoring the need for careful and strategic policy 
recommendations. Ultimately, the implications for the Korean Peninsula and the global community are 
substantial, particularly in the context of U.S.-China relations and the potential dangers in the next decade.
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South Korea’s journey from a “shrimp among whales” to a “global pivotal state” reflects its evolution 
and aspirations, however, it continues to face significant regional and global challenges. The country’s 
proactive stance and determination to shape its own fate underscore its important role in the 
international community today. The need for shared responsibilities and the high expectations placed 
on South Korea and other allies in this dynamic geopolitical landscape are evident, reflecting both 
opportunities and challenges for the nation.

The geopolitical environment, both regionally and globally, presents stark choices and difficulties for 
South Korea. It finds itself in a position of having extraordinary capabilities—ranging from hard power 
to soft power and smart power—yet operating in a complex and demanding global landscape. This 
scenario brings to mind the opening of Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities. For South Korea, it is the 
best of times and the worst of times. The country has reached a point where it has these extraordinary 
capabilities, and current geopolitical conditions provide both challenges and opportunities.

Central to Korea’s strategic navigation in this complex landscape is its Indo-Pacific Strategy, announced 
in 2022. This Strategy is pivotal for Korea’s positioning between the influence of the United States and 
China. While the rule-based international order is frequently cited as a framework for global governance, 
it is not uniformly supported by all countries. Nevertheless, Korea’s unwavering support for this order 
is justified by its substantial benefits to Korea’s development, industrialization, democratization, and 
international stature. The Indo-Pacific Strategy, under President Yoon’s administration, underscores 
Korea’s commitment to working with like-minded nations to further promote and defend this order. This 
strategic approach aligns with Korea’s national interests and ensures its active participation in shaping 
regional dynamics.

There is no doubt that the U.S.-Korea alliance should be a cornerstone for peace and stability in South 
Korea and the region. More cooperation in science, technology, and mutual trade and investment should 
be promoted with global market insight. Therefore, the alliance with the U.S. is crucial for South Korea’s 

security and economy. 

South Korea’s response to the war in 
Ukraine has been quite significant, 
reflecting its proactive stance in 
global affairs. This response not 
only  underscores i ts  relat ions 
with Ukraine but also highlights 
its importance as a market within 
Europe and the EU. The proactive 
diplomacy of South Korea is evident 
not just in summit meetings but 
also in its broader international 
engagements. For instance, President 
Yoon’s visit to Washington for the 
NATO Summit continues a trend of 

Envisioning Korea’s Potential Role as a Global Pivotal Power
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active participation in global forums, marking a new era of South Korea’s diplomatic outreach. South 
Korea’s consistent attendance at NATO Summits since President Yoon took office reflects its evolving 
security priorities and responsibilities on the world stage. This shift demonstrates South Korea’s 
assessment of its security needs and its role in the international community.

Given this context, South Korea has an interesting role to play. Unlike the U.S., which cannot address 
every global issue simultaneously, South Korea has significant capabilities and a strategic need to set 
clear priorities. Increased attention and more effective engagement with allies and partners, especially 
in the Global South, is crucial. South Korea has been expanding its overseas development assistance, 
reflecting its growing role in global affairs.

In recent times, South Korea has been actively engaging with various regions, including Africa and Central 
Asia, showcasing its commitment to international cooperation. The presence of numerous African heads 
of state at a recent summit in South Korea highlights the country’s diplomatic outreach. This engagement 
is reminiscent of past diplomatic efforts, such as those in the 1970s when South Korea actively lobbied at 
the United Nations. The focus on securing critical supply chains, particularly for minerals essential to the 
economy, is another strategic priority for South Korea. This issue has gained importance over the years, 
reflecting South Korea’s need to guarantee the supply of critical resources. Meetings with American 
leaders and other international engagements further underscore the importance of these priorities.

In conclusion, South Korea’s diplomatic and strategic efforts reflect a balance between global 
engagement and regional security needs. By outlining its Indo-Pacific Strategy and focusing on critical 
issues such as supply chains and diplomatic outreach, South Korea is positioning itself as a proactive and 
responsible global player. This approach is crucial for maintaining its economic and security interests 
amid the geopolitical challenges in the Indo-Pacific induced by great power rivalry.
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Our symposium addressed the geopolitical landscape and South Korea’s pivotal role within it, giving our 
participants a chance to reflect on both the immediate policy debates and concerns, and the broader 
implications of this moment. South Korea stands at a critical juncture, possessing substantial capabilities 
while facing an ever more complex global environment.  South Korea’s relationship with Washington has 
focused on ways to strengthen the alliance and find a more important role for Korea in the Indo-Pacific 
Strategy, which emphasizes cooperation with like-minded nations to promote a rules-based international 
order. At the same time, speakers acknowledged the potential changes in domestic politics in Washington 
and Seoul that could affect the stability and sustainability of the alliance. 

The conversations highlighted potential sources of instability in the region, particularly uncertainties 
surrounding China’s ambitions and actions, and the evolving U.S.-China relationship. As South Korea 
continues to develop its national security policies, agility in responding to any shifts in U.S. policy post-
elections remains crucial. The very productive relationship between President Biden and President Yoon 
underscores the importance of maintaining strong ties and adapting to geopolitical shifts.

There were deep insights about where and how South Korea positions itself as a country of enormous success 
and prosperity, yet also lives with deep vulnerabilities based on the realities of the Korean peninsula and its 
immediate neighbors. The unsettled business of the conflict on the Peninsula and the new dynamics of how 
the partners and allies of the United States in the region manage the U.S.-China rivalry are critical issues.

We are meeting to celebrate the 10th anniversary of George Mason’s campus in Korea, and our 
symposium reflects well the talent and dynamism of the campus, particularly the work of the Center 
for Security Policy Studies-Korea under the leadership of Professor Soyoung Kwon.  The collaboration 
between George Mason University’s main campus and the Mason Korea campus has proven highly 
productive, and today’s event demonstrates how this partnership can enrich the discourse on security in 
the Asia-Pacific region. The quality of students from Mason Korea who study in the main campus in the U.S. 
has been impressive, significantly contributing to the Center for Security Policy Studies in Washington 
and deepening the understanding of Mason’s students in the U.S. about Korea and its security challenges.

In conclusion, South Korea has become a global pivotal power. It has leveraged its diplomatic, military 
and economic capabilities effectively, and has proven to be a reliable and impressive partner to the U.S. 
and other international institutions, whether government, private sector or academic. Our dialogue 
today hopefully has made a contribution to the larger conversation about international security and 
South Korea’s national security policies. 

ConclusionⅥ.

Prof. Ellen Laipson,
Director of Center for Security Policy Studies, George Mason University
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