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BY KRISTA E. WIEGAND 

South Korean President Park Geun-hye has just completed a successful visit to the 
United States where she met with US President Barrack Obama and addressed a joint 
session of the US Congress. Of greatest concern to the United States is the 
longstanding antagonistic relationship between Japan and South Korea—including the 
highly emotive territorial dispute over the Dokdo/Takeshima Islets that have long 
strained bilateral relations between the two countries. Last year, the two neighbors 
came very close to signing the General Security of Military Information Agreement 
(GSOMIA), a bilateral security agreement designed to facilitate the sharing of military 
intelligence on mutual security threats: namely North Korea, and, though to a lesser 
extent, China. However, at the final moment, South Korea withdrew from the accord, 
primarily as a result of fierce domestic opposition, thus putting a halt to bilateral South 
Korea-Japan security agreements. This stalemate is particularly concerning to the 
United States as it prepares to transfer wartime operational control of the 
Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) to the South Korean military by December 2015. At face 
value, it would appear not only logical, but also strategically crucial, that both the 
Republic of Korea (ROK) and Japan develop closer ties within the realm of shared 
security concerns, and extend this to deeper trilateral US-ROK-Japan cooperation. 
Indeed, GSOMIA was intended to be the first small step in that very direction. As 
former US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton noted at the 2012 APEC Summit, 
promoting trilateral security cooperation between the United States and its two closest 
Asian allies is a major US security goal.  
 
Numerous issues continue to strain the ROK-Japan relationship. Debate continues in 
Korea to this day regarding Japanese actions towards the Korean population during 
Japanese occupation and colonization of the Korean peninsula from 1905-1945, 
including the very contentious subject of “comfort women” or “sex slaves.” Other 
more contemporary issues concern Japanese politicians who continue to visit the 
controversial Yasakuni Shrine in Tokyo where several Japanese war criminals are 
interred. Likewise, Japanese textbooks that gloss over the actions of the Japanese 
Imperial Army in Korea cause further resentment amongst the Korean population 
toward their neighbor. Finally, Japan’s ongoing territorial claim to the Dokdo/
Takeshima islets continues to elevate levels of nationalism in South Korea, and former 
South Korean President Lee Myung-Bak’s visit in August 2012 to the islets only 
exasperated relations further.  
 
The Dokdo/Takeshima dispute is a very prominent and emotive issue for many South 
Koreans. The two small rocky islets in the East Sea/Sea of Japan have been occupied by 
South Korea, but also claimed by Japan, since the early 1950s. There is speculation of 
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untapped natural gas and oil reserves in the waters around the islets, though no actual 
exploratory missions have been conducted to verify these claims. The only tangible 
value that could be attributed to the islets is the access to surrounding waters for 
significant fishing and natural marine resources. Yet there is tremendous intangible 
value through territorial nationalism; it is an understatement to say that Dokdo/
Takeshima “strikes a nerve” with many South Koreans. The islets act as a tangible 
symbol of South Korea’s collective dissatisfaction with what many consider to be 
Japan’s refusal to address historical abuses committed by Imperial Japan against the 
Korean population. As a result of such strong territorial nationalism embedded 
throughout Korean society, South Korean politicians have been unable or unwilling to 
oppose domestic public opinion regarding security relations with Japan, even to the 
point that Japan’s willingness to provide intelligence about North Korea is rejected. If 
South Korea and Japan are going to achieve effective bilateral and trilateral security 
arrangements with Japan and the United States respectively, South Korean politicians 
are going to need to seriously consider the role of domestic public opinion on issues 
related to Japan, particularly regarding this dispute.  
 
The first official state function of newly inaugurated President Park Geun-hye was a 
ceremony on March 1 commemorating Independence Movement Day—celebrating 
Korean resistance in 1919 to Japanese occupation—where she appealed: “It is 
incumbent on Japan to have a correct understanding of history and take on an attitude 
of responsibility in order to partner with us in playing a leading role in East Asia in the 
21st century.” Her speech outlined a hard line stance regarding ROK-Japan relations. It 
also did not help that at the end of March, the Korean Foreign Ministry summoned a 
high ranking Japanese official in Seoul to strongly protest the inclusion of the islets as 
being called Takeshima in newly released Japanese school books. Japanese cabinet 
members then went to Yasakuni Shrine in April which further exasperated matters, 
resulting in South Korean Foreign Minister Yun Byung-se cancelling a proposed visit 
to Japan. 
 
If Park wants to maintain high approval ratings and not lose credibility regarding her 
tough position towards Japan, she will have to take into account domestic public 
opinion on any future security plans with Japan, even under US pressure. Yet, taking 
this tough approach causes unconstructive tensions in the ROK-Japan-US security 
relationship, and at a time of recent unprecedented heightened tensions on the Korean 
Peninsula. Moreover, Korea’s role as an increasingly important actor in regional 
security indicates that Japan and South Korea will have to cooperate more in the future. 
They are both democracies, have shared values and interests, and each looks to the 
United States as the preferred security partner. Park will have to balance Korea’s 
security interests with domestic opposition to closer ties with Japan, an extremely 
difficult challenge under current circumstances.    
 
Even if Korean officials are not as supportive of the GSOMIA as their counterparts in 
Japan and the United States, moving forward on security relations with Japan is 
critical. Yet, domestic opposition to issues related to Japan has effectively prevented 
such cooperation. The South Korean government will not be able to deal with the 
larger issue of security relations with Japan until disputed issues symbolized by Dokdo/
Takeshima are sufficiently resolved—and the likelihood of this happening anytime 
soon is fairly low. The United States has encouraged better bilateral relations between 
its two closest allies in East Asia, yet at the same time, the US government has been 
hesitant to take sides in a dispute that the United States itself inadvertently created as a 
result of its ambiguity in its role as mediator of the 1951 San Francisco Treaty. President 
Park and future Korean presidents will have a tough time successfully pursuing any 
plans of security engagement with Japan as long as the Dokdo/Takeshima dispute and 
related issues flare up. The United States is in a unique position to influence both 
Korea and Japan and it should continue to pressure both states to work toward 
reconciliation.  

Asia Pacific Bulletin | May 22, 2013 

“Park will have to balance 

Korea’s security interests with 

domestic opposition to closer 

ties with Japan, an extremely 

difficult challenge under 

current circumstances.” 

The East-West Center promotes better 

relations and understanding among the 

people and nations of the United States, 

Asia, and the Pacific through 

cooperative study, research, and 

dialogue. Established by the US 

Congress in 1960, the Center serves as 

a resource for information and analysis 

on critical issues of common concern, 

bringing people together to exchange 

views, build expertise, and develop 

policy options. 

 

The Asia Pacific Bulletin (APB) series is 

produced by the East-West Center in 

Washington. The views expressed in this 

publication are those of the authors and 

do not necessarily reflect the policy or 

position of the East-West Center or any 

organization with which the author is 

affiliated.  

 

EastWestCenter.org  

Krista E. Wiegand is Associate Professor of Political Science at Georgia Southern University and a recent 
POSCO Visiting Fellow at the East-West Center. She can be contacted at kwiegand@georgiasouthern.edu.   



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


