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A decade ago, Korea seemed poised to establish new leadership on global and 
regional governance using “middle power diplomacy.” Korea hosted the G-20 
leaders in Seoul in November 2010, the Fourth High Level Forum on Aid 
Effectiveness (HLF-4) in Busan in November 2011; and the Nuclear Security 
Summit with over 50 world leaders in attendance in March 2012. In 2013 Korea 
joined Mexico, Indonesia, Turkey and Australia on the sidelines of the United 
Nations General Assembly (UNGA) to form the MIKTA caucus of like-minded 
middle powers. Yet experts generally agree that Korea’s middle power diplomacy 
has lost momentum in recent years. Follow-up on these earlier summits has been 
incomplete and more recent initiatives, such as President Park Geun-hye’s Northeast 
Asia Peace and Cooperation Initiative (NAPCI) and President Moon Jae-in’s New 
Northern and New Southern Diplomacies have failed to gain any traction. What 
went wrong? An assessment of these various initiatives suggests that Korean-style 
middle power diplomacy has suffered from three problems: capacity; geopolitics 
and domestic political divisions. As Asia becomes more contested, Korea will need 
to take a clearer stand in support of the neoliberal norms that have underpinned the 
post-war international order. Early middle power strategies based on convening 
and bridging will leave Seoul in a reactive and vulnerable position as geopolitical 
competition increases.

Keywords: Korea, middle power, Northeast Asia security, global 
governance, regional architecture

Erratum: This work was supported by Laboratory Program for Korean Studies 
through the Ministry of Education of Republic of Korea and Korean Studies 
Promotion Service of the Academy of Korean Studies (AKS-2016-LAB-2250001).

* E-mail: mgreen@csis.org

The Korean Journal of Defense Analysis
Vol. 31, No. 1, March 2019, 1－20

ISSN 1016-3271 print, ISSN 1941-4641 online
© 2019 Korea Institute for Defense Analyses
http://www.kida.re.kr/kjda



Michael J. Green2

Introduction

Beginning in 2008 when President Lee Myung-bak declared a new “global Korea,”1 
scholars foresaw great potential in Korea’s middle power diplomacy.2 At a global level, 
Korea hosted the G-20 leaders in Seoul in November 2010; the Fourth High Level 
Forum on Aid Effectiveness (HLF-4) in Busan in November 2011; and the Nuclear 
Security Summit with over 50 world leaders in attendance in March 2012. At a regional 
level, Seoul became host to the Trilateral Cooperation Secretariat with Japan and China 
in 2011; launched trilateral FTA talks with Japan and China in 2012; and became a 
founding member of the Asian Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) 
that same year. Then in 2013 Korea joined Mexico, Indonesia, Turkey and Australia 
on the sidelines of the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) to form the MIKTA 
caucus of like-minded middle powers. Long the object of great power rivalry in 
Northeast Asia, Korea seemed poised to contribute to regional stability by leading in the 
burgeoning process of institution-building. 

In subsequent years, however, Korean activism in global and regional multilateralism 
appears to have receded. President Park’s 2013 proposal for a Northeast Asia Peace 
and Cooperation Initiative (NAPCI) never gained traction with the other powers and 
President Moon Jae-in has focused almost entirely on diplomacy related to North Korea 
rather than regional institution-building, with the exceptions of his still incomplete “New 
Northern” and “New Southern” initiatives. Why this retreat from diplomatic leadership 
after the initial expectations for Korean middle power diplomacy? Scholars have 
speculated that Korea faced problems in three areas: capacity; geopolitics; and domestic 
polarization. For example, Andrew O’Neil suggests that Korea may have entered “middle 
power overstretch” as Seoul struggles to meet and deliver the commitments it made to 
international society during its era of activism.3 Balbina Hwang echoes this argument 
when she notes that Seoul was unrealistic about Korea’s potential influence on security 
issues.4 Other scholars maintain that Korea’s middle power diplomacy has been undercut 
by the deepening of great power rivalry, particularly between the United States and 
China. They argue that Seoul should emphasize unification of the Korean peninsula to 
leverage future influence5; turn to “soft power”6; or focus on less ambitious niche issues 
that steer clear of great power jealousies.7 Yet each of these prescriptions represents an 
implicit acknowledgment of the failures in Korean middle power diplomacy—at least 
in terms of Seoul’s ability to shape the economic and security environment it faces in 
Northeast Asia. Finally, as Jeffrey Robertson of the Australia National University notes, 
Korea’s polarized domestic politics may be at fault, since the arrests of former Presidents 
Lee and Park have left a negative association for the new progressive Moon government 
when it comes to “Global Korean” middle power diplomacy.8

It is too early to deliver a requiem for South Korean middle power multilateral 
diplomacy, but not too early to assess why the trajectory set by Lee Myung-bak’s 
ambitious “global Korea” has thus far failed to materialize as expected. This assessment 
is important first because it will tell us more about the potential for middle powers 
to shape the security environment more generally. Much of the initial scholarship on 



Is the Era of Korean Middle Power Diplomacy Over? 3

middle powers focused on countries situated in less contentious and dangerous parts 
of the world, such as Canada, Australia or Sweden. These middle powers were united 
by common democratic values, effective civil society participation, and a commitment 
to multilateral diplomatic approaches in novel areas such as peacekeeping, climate 
change policy, and non-proliferation.9 However, if Korea’s capacity to shape the security 
environment through multilateralism is waning in the face of increased geopolitical 
rivalry in Asia, then this would suggest that other middle powers will face their own 
difficult choices as Chinese or Russian coercion and regional rivalries intensify. 
Australia’s most recent foreign policy White Paper, for example, highlights this very 
dilemma.10 As David Hundt points out, U.S. allies like Korea and Australia face 
particular challenges as middle powers, since they must be “team players”—particularly 
at a time of intensifying geopolitical confrontation.11 

An assessment of Korean middle power diplomacy at this juncture is also important 
for what it can tell us about Korea’s ability to temper the intensifying great power rivalry 
in Asia through institution-building. Korea now sits at the crossroads of key questions 
that will determine the future of the region’s institutional architecture: (1) whether Asia 
will develop an open and trans-Pacific set of rules for trade and investment or narrower 
intra-regional groupings centered on China; (2) whether regional norms will center 
on the standards of open democratic societies or the contrasting principle of “non-
interference in internal affairs” advanced by China and other non-democratic states; 
(3) and whether regional institutions will facilitate the provision of public goods in the 
face of challenges such as nuclear proliferation and natural disasters––or stick with 
lower-level confidence building and dialogue on non-controversial themes. Korea’s 
strategic choices will have an impact on all three questions. Korea is both a stalwart 
U.S. ally and an early architect of the vision for establishing an intraregional “East 
Asia Community,”12 Korea is the most dynamic Northeast Asian economy in terms of 
both intra-regional and trans-Pacific trade diplomacy;13 Korea is a major provider of 
public goods in the region in terms of development and contribution of forces to UN 
and regional efforts; and Korea bridges the normative divides in Asia and is thus an 
important model for transitioning states such as Indonesia and Myanmar, articulating 
attachment to both universal democratic norms and Asian values.14 In short, the region 
has a stake in Korea’s successful middle power diplomacy.

This article will consider the three factors that may explain Korea’s waning middle 
power multilateralism—capacity, geopolitics, and domestic polarization—through brief 
assessments of Korean performance in six major initiatives over the past decade: (1) 
the 2010 G-20 Summit; (2) the 2011 High-level Forum on Aid Effectiveness; (3) the 
2012 Seoul Nuclear Summit; (4) the 2013–2017 Northeast Asia Peace and Cooperation 
Initiative; (5) MIKTA diplomacy; and (6) the 2018 “New Northern” and “New 
Southern” Initiatives. Drawing on these assessments, the article will conclude with 
prospective analysis of how Seoul may yet shape regional and global governance and 
security despite the setbacks of recent years.
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Case Studies in Korean Middle Power Multilateralism

Korea’s unique attributes and challenges as a middle power became evident in Seoul’s 
active multilateral diplomacy over the last decade. In all these efforts, Korea was thrust 
to the center of great power competition, alliance management, and contested ideas 
about the future of global norms and regional order. 

The G-20

Lee Myung-bak’s first opportunity to demonstrate the capacity for a “Global Korea” 
came when his government hosted the G-20 Summit in Seoul on November 11–12, 
2010. The George W. Bush administration had inaugurated the G-20 summits in 
2008 to broaden high-level discussion on the stability of the international financial 
system beyond the traditional G-7 members in the wake of the global financial crisis.15 
Subsequent meetings in London (2009), Pittsburgh (2009), and Toronto (2010) 
continued the focus on countering protectionism and aligning macroeconomic efforts 
after the crisis. The Obama administration looked to Korea to help shift the agenda from 
defensive responses to the financial crisis towards more proactive management of the 
international economy going forward. As a member of the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) and one of only three G-20 countries showing 
economic growth that year, Lee’s Korea fit the bill perfectly.16 Yet the new G-20 process 
also reflected the enormous challenges of managing the dispersion of economic power 
in the international system. There was no charter, no secretariat, no clear rule for 
membership, and no clear sense of whether the diverse group could replicate the agenda-
setting role of the G-7. Obama gave Lee both an opportunity and an enormous test.

Judith Cherry and Hugo Dobson have posited that Korea’s performance in the G-20 
process can be assessed using seven criteria previously developed by scholars to rate 
management of the G-7 summits. These criteria include: leadership with respect to both 
agenda-setting and sustaining forward momentum in the summit process; effectiveness 
in managing competing pressures among member states; solidarity of member states; 
durability of the agenda in following summits; acceptability of the summit process 
and results by key global stakeholders; consistency in addressing issues; and domestic 
political advancement, or the use of summits to achieve reforms related to the global 
governance agenda.17

According to Cherry and Dobson, Korea scored two important leadership points 
for sustaining forward momentum on legacy issues in the final G-20 communique, 
specifically: (1) a pledge by the leaders to decrease European seats on the IMF board 
from eight to six seats and to shift six percent of voting share to the developing world 
and Asia; and (2) endorsement of the “Basil III Code” to enhance regulations on 
banks.18 Korea fared less well in terms of new agenda-setting. Lee Myung-bak did try 
to emphasize Korea’s unique development experience through an announced “Seoul 
Development Consensus for Shared Growth,” which included a Multi-year Action Plan 
on Development (MYAP).19 However, Korea ultimately avoided pointing to its own 
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historic import-substitution model, choosing instead to emphasize non-controversial 
themes, such as education, human resource development and infrastructure investment—
areas where neoliberal economies and state-led/neo-mercantilist economies would find 
little disagreement.20 For this reason Cherry and Dobson also rated the summit as only a 
moderate success in terms of effectiveness. 

In terms of solidarity, Seoul did manage to avoid the divisions of previous G-20 
summits between developed and developing countries over bank levies, and resisted 
calls from within Asia for a regional caucus that might have produced new fractures 
in the G-20. Cherry and Dobson rated Korea more highly than previous hosts on 
acceptability because the Seoul Summit resulted in moderately better compliance 
with prior agreements and more active outreach to civil society and international 
organizations. Finally, with respect to domestic political advancement, Cherry and 
Dobson noted that the summit did promote President Lee’s own legacy as a world leader 
and was widely hailed in the domestic media and public opinion surveys.21 Ultimately, 
the Korean peoples’ enthusiasm for summits in Seoul continued while Lee’s bump in the 
polls did not.

Other important aspects of Korean middle power statecraft become apparent at the 
G-20 summit as well. Perhaps the most difficult tension beneath the surface in Seoul 
was the clash between Washington and Beijing over exchange rate protectionism. On 
the one hand, the U.S. Congress was threatening to pass legislation labeling China a 
currency manipulator, while at the same time the U.S. Federal Reserve was engaged in 
quantitative easing (QE 2) designed to stimulate the U.S. economy, but simultaneously 
posing beggar-thy-neighbor devaluation of the U.S. dollar to other major trading 
partners.22 Before the summit, some Korean analysts expressed the expectation that 
the G-20 process would give their country greater influence vis-à-vis China because 
Beijing welcomed the grouping despite general misgivings about American hegemony 
in the international financial architecture.23 Some enthusiastic scholars in Korea even 
anticipated that Lee would turn “Washington Consensus” of the G-7 into a new “Seoul 
Consensus.”24 Korean diplomacy between China and the United States ended up 
becoming much more amorphous, however. Korea avoided an open clash between 
Washington and Beijing by steering clear of the currency adjustment issue, but after the 
fact, analysts in Seoul acknowledged that the currency problem was being passed to 
future hosts unresolved.25 

Ultimately, the Seoul G-20 summit showcased Korea’s capacity to host high-
level meetings and to sustain consensus and momentum on a complex and potentially 
divisive global agenda. Given the Korean government’s clear commitment to an open trans-
Pacific order in Asia and the neoliberal values inherited from the G-7, this was an important 
accomplishment and a modest success in the cause of more inclusive but effective global 
governance. However, the summit also exposed Korea’s limited ability to move the major 
powers away from their established positions, a problem that would become more acute with 
the deepening of U.S.–China geopolitical rivalry in the years ahead. Domestically, Korea 
was unified around the theme of Global Korea, as Cherry and Dobson note, but even here 
storm clouds were already gathering on the horizon for Lee.
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HLF-4

Only months after the G-20, President Lee had an opportunity to demonstrate Korea’s 
unique development experience at the Fourth High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness 
(HLF-4), which was held in Busan on November 29–December 2, 2011.26 Aid 
effectiveness became a major theme in 2002 at the Monterrey International Conference 
on Financing for Development, where developed countries agreed to increase spending 
in response to calls from the developing world, but also insisted that there be a focus on 
the quality and not just quantity of assistance.27 In 2005 at the Paris High Level Forum 
on Aid Effectiveness organized by the OECD, 100 representatives of governments and 
international organizations signed the Paris Declaration, pledging to shift the emphasis 
on assistance planning to the recipient governments, giving greater weight to their own 
national priorities and to greater accountability. Over 1,700 participants, including civil 
society representatives, then gathered in Accra, Ghana on September 2–4, 2008 for 
HLF-3, which focused on reviewing commitments made at Paris and highlighting best 
practices in aid effectiveness.28 Next in line, Korea was again poised to step forward 
as a pivotal country—a new member of the OECD DAC (Development Assistance 
Committee) and former recipient of aid; committed to increasing ODA by 2015; and 
now an experienced organizer of major international summits.

On the whole, the HLF-4 was a success. The Korea Civil Society Forum on 
International Development Cooperation (KOFID), a watchdog organization comprised 
of Korean development NGOs, gave their government a “silver medal” for its 
performance at Busan (the involvement of civil society was itself one important mark of 
an active middle power). Positive elements of Korean statecraft included the ability to 
bridge developed and developing countries because of Korea’s own experience in both 
camps, as well as successful inclusion of non-DAC countries, such as India and China, 
in the meeting. China’s first-time participation was particularly significant, though 
Beijing did send a lower level delegation and did not make any meaningful contributions 
to the proceedings. 

Geopolitics and domestic polarization did not significantly hamper Korea’s 
performance at HLF-4. To the extent there were shortcomings, the issue was capacity 
with respect to Seoul’s own development policies. The year before HLF-4, for example, 
the Global Development Institute ranked Korea at the bottom of the DAC countries in 
terms of efficiency, fragmentation of efforts, and learning and transparency.29 In 2011 the 
OECD’s own assessment of donor implementation of the Paris Declaration also ranked 
Korea low among DAC countries, again in the areas of fragmentation of effort and 
alignment with recipient countries’ priorities and procedures (though, in fairness, Korea 
was the newest member of the DAC).30 KOFID denied a “gold medal” for the Korean 
government because of an over-reliance on the private sector and inadequate attention 
to human rights, gender and the environment.31 Korea’s experience transitioning from 
aid recipient to aid donor was a double-edged sword, in other words—providing 
credibility with recipient countries that helped Seoul maintain consensus and include 
Chinese participation for the first time—but not yet the credibility with leading donor 
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nations needed for a thought leader on best practices. Still, the “silver medal” granted by 
KOFID demonstrated that Korea had more room for leadership in “soft” areas such as 
development, than in areas touching on geopolitics or global governance.

The Seoul Nuclear Summit

Korea’s triple crown of global summitry and first foray into global security norms 
came in 2012 when Seoul hosted the second Nuclear Summit, also at the request of 
President Obama. The first Nuclear Summit in Washington in 2010 had produced a 
joint communique highlighting the importance of international efforts to secure nuclear 
materials and combat nuclear terrorism and trafficking.32 With over 50 countries 
represented, the March 26–27 Seoul Nuclear Summit marked the largest gathering of 
heads of state in Korea ever, a huge accomplishment in terms of international prestige 
and domestic pride. Moreover, the summit demonstrated the strength of the U.S.–ROK 
alliance, particularly since many thought Japan might be the logical next host, given 
that nation’s history as the only victim of nuclear weapons (the unpredictability of the 
new Hatoyama government was probably one factor that dissuaded the White House 
from turning to Tokyo). In addition, the Korean government saw the summit as a timely 
opportunity to showcase Korea’s role as a responsible exporter of peaceful nuclear 
power, coming on the heels of a 2009 $20 billion deal to build four reactors in the UAE. 
Finally, for many Koreans the summit seemed a useful way to put pressure on the North 
Koreans to end its own dangerous nuclear program.

In substantive terms, the summit was a mixed success. The Washington Nuclear 
Summit communique had left participating states free to define their own goals. 
Korean diplomats were quite successful at pushing states that did make commitments 
to implement them before the Seoul summit. By one independent account, 80 percent 
of commitments made in Washington were implemented by the time leaders gathered 
in Seoul.33 Seoul was less successful in putting an independent Korean stamp on the 
summit proceedings, however. The Korean government pushed for agreements on 
nuclear safety standards in the wake of the Fukushima disaster, a particular concern for 
Seoul not only because of diplomatic relations with Japan, but also Korea’s own desire 
to reassure international markets and the domestic audience about the safety of nuclear 
reactors.34 The Obama administration did not want to dilute attention from nuclear 
security issues, however, and agreed only to mention safety in the final communique in 
terms of the “nexus” with the core issue of securing nuclear facilities. In the end, it fell 
to a separate industry forum in Seoul to put out concrete safety recommendations.35 In 
addition, Korea ran into resistance from the Obama administration when it proposed 
moving towards a binding international agreement on nuclear security.36 The U.S. 
side preferred instead to save its political capital—particularly with Russia—for other 
binding arms control agreements and to use the Nuclear Security Summit process for 
incremental agreements on best practices instead.37 Here was a case where Korea did 
try to innovate but was stymied by Washington. Finally, Korea was rebuffed by Russia 
and other states in efforts to obtain commitments for securing and accounting for highly 
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enriched uranium (HEU), a potentially dangerous source of material for nuclear weapons 
and an important topic for Seoul given revelations about advances in North Korea’s own 
HEU program.38

Ultimately, the Seoul Nuclear Summit had virtually no impact on the most important 
proliferation problem facing Seoul: North Korea. Again, Korea was limited in its 
ambitions by the Obama administration’s careful control of the series of summits so that 
the meetings would focus exclusively on securing nuclear materials among responsible 
states. Knowing this, Korea’s Foreign Minister tried to minimize expectations that the 
Summit would take up North Korea.39 Indeed, international solidarity on North Korea 
actually dissipated during the nuclear summit, with China blocking efforts at the UN 
Security Council to report on the North’s HEU program or to expand implementation 
of sanctions under UNSC Resolutions 1619 and 1874.40 Within a month, Pyongyang 
tested a long-range ballistic missile announced that it would no longer abide by previous 
international commitments to cease nuclear tests.41

Korea once again demonstrated excellent capacity to sustain consensus and 
momentum, but only limited capacity for innovation or agenda-setting. Geopolitics 
were a limiting factor, since Seoul had to follow the parameters for the summit set 
by Washington and faced resistance from Russia. However, it would be a mistake 
to attribute the shortcomings entirely to U.S. dominance or geopolitics. Korea’s 
ambitions to expand “nuclear sovereignty” of fuel cycle capabilities to include uranium 
enrichment, spent fuel recycling and pyro-processing, complicated Seoul’s ability to 
take the lead in calling for other states to limit their reliance on the same technologies. If 
Washington or Seoul had been more ambitious in the nuclear summit, a transformational 
agreement might have been built around Korean pledges to forego the full nuclear 
fuel cycle. As it was, there was inevitable dissonance between the demands for greater 
nuclear sovereignty at home and reductions in the use of HEU abroad. 

NAPCI

Korean leaders have sought to construct a Northeast Asia sub-regional multilateral 
complement to the U.S.–ROK alliance since the 1980s. Towards the end of the Cold 
War, President Roh Tae-woo (1988–1993) complimented his Nordpolitik policy 
towards Pyongyang with a proposal in 1988 for a six party forum in Northeast Asia, 
foreshadowing the Six–Party Talks around the North Korea nuclear problem established 
in 2003.42 After the Cold War, President Kim Young-sam (1993–1998) proposed the 
establishment of a “Northeast Asian Security Cooperation” framework within the context 
of the new ASEAN–based ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF).43 Kim Dae-jung (1998–2003) 
took advantage of the thaw among major regional powers in the late 1990s to propose 
establishment of an East Asia Vision Group (EAVG) within the newly established 
ASEAN Plus Three (Japan, China, Korea) summit process. Korea was well positioned 
between the larger Northeast Asian powers of Japan and China and the jealous guardians 
of ASEAN–centrality in Southeast Asia and thus helped to forge consensus within the 
EAVG for a series of recommendations in 2001 that led to the establishment of the East 
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Asia Summit and greater integration of regional think tanks and business communities.44 
President Roh Moo-hyun toyed with the vague concept of Korea as a “balancer” in 
Northeast Asia, but ultimately centered Korea’s diplomacy on the U.S.–initiated Six–
Party Talks.45 Those talks collapsed with North Korean nuclear tests in 2006 and 2009 
and Roh’s successor, Lee Myung-bak, was soon too busy responding to North Korean 
military provocations such as the sinking of the ROKS Cheonan in November 2010 to 
demonstrate much innovation around multilateral diplomacy in Northeast Asia.

Park Geun-hye came to office in 2013 determined to reassert Korean initiative 
in institution-building process in Northeast Asia. Her signature proposal was for a 
Northeast Asia Peace and Cooperation Initiative (NAPCI), which she announced 
shortly after taking office. Park declared that there was an “Asian paradox” between 
economic interdependence and geopolitical rivalry46 and asserted that the paradox was 
largely the result of China’s rise and Japanese rightward revisionism. Her remedy was 
to create “trustpolitik” around “soft” transnational subjects such as “nuclear safety, 
energy security, the environment, cyberspace, health, drugs, and disaster management.”47 
With President Park pressing hard for implementation, the Korean government worked 
with partners to hold a series of 1.5 track NAPCI Forums including participants form 
government and research institutes in both Seoul and at the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies (CSIS) in Washington, D.C. between 2013 and 2016.48 

The NAPCI process ended when Park was impeached in 2017, but the reality is 
that despite some productive exchanges of opinion among intellectuals and mid-level 
officials, Park’s initiative led to few concrete policy outcomes and would have had 
little to show even had there been no political crisis in Seoul. The reason becomes 
obvious when NAPCI is contrasted with Kim Dae-jung’s more successful forays into 
regional institution building two decades earlier. Kim’s multilateral diplomacy was 
built on concrete steps to improve diplomatic relations and build trust directly with 
other governments on a bilateral basis. Particularly important was the 1998 summit 
between Kim and Japanese Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi, in which both leaders deftly 
managed bilateral grievances over the past and painted a positive vision of relations 
for the future.49 Indeed, Kim Dae-jung’s EAVG would not have been possible without 
that breakthrough with Japan. Park, on the other hand, tried to build trustpolitik after 
attacking what her government called Japan’s “revisionism” and “rightward” direction.50 
While Abe may have provoked Park with the nationalistic rhetoric of his campaign for 
the Liberal Democratic Party presidency in 2012, Park’s effort to stigmatize the new 
Japanese government ensured that both Tokyo and Washington would remain skeptical 
of NAPCI at a time of rising concern about China’s intentions.51

In the case of NAPCI, geopolitics were a major stumbling block for Seoul. However, 
the problem may have been as much the geopolitical dynamics the Park government 
introduced (or more accurately, exacerbated) with Tokyo rather than the objective 
reality Park faced. Of course, in this case one could also argue that geopolitics and 
domestic politics were two sides of the same coin, since Park’s own ability to reconcile 
with Abe was severely limited by the criticism of her own father’s collaboration with 
Imperial Japan from progressives within Korea.52 And while Korea had the capacity to 
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initiate dialogue on soft transnational issues with other major powers in Northeast Asia, 
discussion of those issues had no material impact on the “Asia paradox” identified by 
Park.

MIKTA

In the spirit of “Global Korea,” Seoul invited Mexico, Indonesia, Turkey and Australia 
to join a new middle power caucus called MIKTA on the margins of the September 
25, 2013 UNGA in New York. Designed to leverage the geographic distribution of the 
member states—none of which had a major diplomatic controversy with the any of 
the others—as well as their common membership in the G-20, MIKTA also benefited 
from the flexibility associated with an informal framework not geared to any single 
issue. As the five foreign ministers put it in a joint editorial in 2015, MIKTA was “not a 
superpower driven initiative” and thus was free to contribute to global governance free 
of zero-sum geopolitical considerations.53 The MIKTA Foreign Ministers pointed to their 
issuance of joint statements on major challenges of the day, such as the North Korean 
nuclear crisis or the Ebola health crisis, as evidence that their new grouping could 
impact global governance and crisis management. The Ministers also promised concrete 
deliverables in terms of public goods in possible areas such as global health; and disaster 
risk management and humanitarian assistance.54

However, MIKTA has yet to offer concrete public goods in these areas as advertised. 
One problem is the lack of truly common democratic norms, for as Andrew F. Cooper 
notes, several of the member states (particularly Turkey) stretch the definition of 
“middle power” norms associated with strong civil society movements, a free press and 
functioning democratic institutions.55 Geopolitics also constrain the members of MIKTA, 
since the diplomatic strategies of several members are more defined by their regional 
alignments than their global contributions—Australia and Korea by alliance with the 
United States, and Indonesia by membership in ASEAN, for example. Finally, it is not 
yet clear that the collective weight of the five-member states creates enough shared 
leverage to make a difference in terms of capacity.56 Given diverging national interests 
on many issues, the sum total of national power may be less than five. In short, MIKTA 
is constrained by geopolitics, domestic politics and capacity.

That said, MIKTA adds some degree of leverage to Korea’s foreign policy playbook 
and some modest contribution to global governance for relatively little investment 
by Seoul. The caucus is not unlike myriad other informal groupings that have formed 
around the margins of international forums such as the UNGA, the G-20 or East Asia 
Summit—reflecting both the weaknesses of governance of in those institutions and the 
need for countries to diversify their rolodex of potential partners on issues that may 
emerge. MIKTA is good for networking and branding and is probably a net positive 
for Korea—but cannot yet be considered a significant new feature of institutional 
architecture judging by output.
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The New Northern and Southern Initiatives

President Moon Jae-in came to power in 2017 in the wake of Park Geun-hye’s ouster 
and during the crescendo of Trump administration threats to use military force to stop 
North Korea’s nuclear weapons program. In the view of the Blue House, reframing 
relations with North Korea around peace and economic cooperation became a matter 
of survival for his progressive government and his country. After almost a decade of 
conservative rule, Moon’s progressive camp was skeptical of Lee and Park’s initiatives 
on Global Korea and NAPCI (though MIKTA continued), and instead turned to a 
multilateral approach that would leverage North Korea’s professed interest in economic 
development through Kim Jong Un’s “Byungjin” policy (or “parallel advance” of 
nuclear and economic modernization).57 

Ironically, Moon turned to the precedent for multilateralism aimed at Northeast Asia 
economic integration set by his conservative predecessor, Roh Tae-woo, who announced 
Korea’s first “Northern Diplomacy” in the late 1980s in order to deepen Seoul’s 
connections with Russia and China and increase the pressure on Pyongyang to reduce 
tensions during the waning years of the Cold War. Roh’s diplomacy was followed by 
Lee Myung-bak’s interest in a Russia–Korea gas pipeline and Park Geun-hye’s musings 
about a new Eurasia Initiative. Moon announced his own “New Northern Policy” in 
September 2017 at the 3rd Eastern Economic Forum (EEC) in Vladivostok, where he 
detailed prospective infrastructure projects in various areas under what he called the “9–
Bridge Strategy” with the goal “to usher in the era of the northern economic community 
of peace and prosperity.”58 What set Moon’s initiative apart from his predecessors’ was 
the concurrent Chinese commitment to massive infrastructure investment in continental 
Asia under the Belt and Road Initiative. Korean companies envisioned connectivity with 
Northern China and the Russian Far East through projects such as the Trans-China and 
Trans-Mongolian Railway projects.59 

However, the overarching goal of the New Northern Policy remains geopolitical—
namely to induce Pyongyang to reduce tensions and abandon nuclear weapons by 
making North Korea the hub for rail and gas pipeline infrastructure connecting China, 
Russia and South Korea. And therein lies the fundamental obstacle to realizing the 
vision—for North Korea has yet to undertake the concrete steps towards denuclearization 
that would allow the international community to relax economic sanctions and consider 
actual investment. It is theoretically possible that Seoul could defect from the U.S. 
pressure campaign against Pyongyang and join with China and Russia in developing 
North Korean infrastructure through China’s Belt and Road Initiative, but the damage to 
South Korea’s security guarantee from the United States and the risk to Korean global 
firms of financial sanctions would be extremely difficult to justify—absent a pronounced 
breakdown in the U.S. alliance system in East Asia. The New Northern Policy thus 
forms a useful framework for envisioning future cooperation, but the premise of 
Northern Korean denuclearization will have to be fulfilled before more concrete impact 
from the policy can be measured.

Moon Jae-in’s New Southern Policy, in contrast, is less contingent on North Korean 
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decisions. Announced in November 2017 during President Moon’s visit to Indonesia, 
Vietnam, and the Philippines for the Asia–Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) 
Summit and the East Asia Summit (EAS) meetings, the policy aims “to diversify the 
country’s economic partnerships with northern and southern countries other than the two 
superpowers—the United States and China.”60 Aiming to reach a bilateral trade volume 
of $200 billion by 2020, Moon pledged to double the ROK–ASEAN Cooperation Fund 
to $14 million by 2019, and to strengthen the Korea–ASEAN FTA relationship. He 
also established a Special Committee for New Southern Policy in Gwanghwamun on 
August 28, 2018. The committee will act as a control tower for the policy with the help 
of 14 members of the government including Kim Hyun-chul, the presidential economic 
adviser and aim to broaden and deepen Korea’s diplomatic engagement with ASEAN in 
a sustained manner.61 

The New Southern Policy has real economic momentum behind it. Yet the policy 
also represents an effort to catch up with other Northeast Asian powers’ engagement 
with ASEAN as much as it represents innovative new diplomacy. Japan began 
diversifying investment away from China a decade ago with the so-called “China plus-
one” investment strategy, and Taiwan with President Tsai-ing Wen’s “New Southbound 
Policy” in 2016.62 Korean foreign direct investment into ASEAN also remains well 
below investments by the United States into the region in both absolute and relative 
terms. One major reason for the increased interest in investment in ASEAN is the 
Chinese mercantilist boycott of Lotte and other Korean investors in China after Seoul’s 
decision to cooperate with the United States on introduction of the Terminal High 
Altitude Air Defense (THAAD) system into Korea, which Beijing views as a threat to its 
security interests.63

Korea also has room to grow if it is going to be more proactive on diplomatic 
engagement with ASEAN, but even with an increased volume of diplomacy, Seoul will 
have to decide the nature of its engagement. Korea has generally followed the United 
States on controversial subjects relating to the South China Sea, for example, but has 
maintained a lower profile in confrontations with China in the ARF or East Asia Summit 
compared with Japan or Australia. As a report by the Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
institute noted during the clashes over South China Sea diplomacy in 2010, Seoul has 
to balance its support for U.S. goals such as freedom of navigation with the requirement 
for cooperation from China on the North Korea front.64 When American, European 
and Japanese diplomats gather for regular consultations on democracy and governance 
problems within countries in Southeast Asia, their Korean counterparts are usually 
not involved.65 Korea is a compelling model of democratization for some societies in 
Southeast Asia, but Korean diplomacy remains passive on those issues compared with 
other leading democracies. 

In short, the New Southern Policy is an important new component of Korean foreign 
policy strategy but cannot yet be considered a unique or innovative middle power 
contribution to regional diplomacy.
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Conclusion: The Realism Needed for Effective Korean Middle Power 
Diplomacy

This survey of Korean middle power multilateral diplomacy between 2008 and 2018 
points to many shortcomings in terms of the expectations usually set by scholars for 
middle power activism. However, the survey should not be considered an indictment of 
Korea’s contribution to international peace, stability and prosperity. It bears reiterating 
here that Korea’s democratic example and defense capabilities on the front lines of 
freedom have blunted the North Korean threat to the rest of Asia. Koreans have led the 
most important international institutions, including Ban Ki-moon at the UN, Jim Young 
Kim at the World Bank, and now Kim Jong Yang at Interpol. Korea increased its ODA 
for five consecutive years from 2010 to 2015 and has pledged to increase the ratio of 
ODA/GNI up to 0.20 percent (the DAC average) by 2020.66 Korea is the 12th highest 
contributor to UN Peacekeeping and has kept pace with other leading democracies (aside 
from the United States) in signing and ratifying major agreements on transnational 
challenges such as the Kyoto Protocol.67 It is important to remember that middle power 
diplomacy is a means and not an end in itself and certainly not the only metric for 
measuring Korea’s successful contributions to regional and global governance.

And yet Korea has underperformed with respect to innovating in the areas of global 
governance and institutional capacity within Asia. In the global summitry of the G-20, 
HLF-4 and Nuclear Security Summit, Korea demonstrated the capacity to sustain global 
cooperation initiated by major powers such as the United States but had only limited 
impact in terms of agenda-setting. The challenge for Seoul was less one of capacity, 
where Korean officials exhibited high levels of technical and diplomatic competence, 
and more one of geopolitics. Korean governments found themselves unable to break 
with Washington’s objectives for the summits or to pressure Beijing to come into line 
with the U.S.–led agenda. Korea bridged those gaps successfully and sustained some 
consensus and momentum but had little latitude for innovation.

Geopolitics also hampered Korean leadership on regional initiatives such as 
NAPCI and the New Northern Policy. It is smart diplomacy for Seoul to leverage its 
geographic centrality to encourage trust and economic cooperation among the major 
powers surrounding the Korean peninsula. However, Korean initiative is at the mercy of 
decisions made in Pyongyang, Beijing, Tokyo, Moscow and Washington. Without North 
Korean denuclearization the New Northern Policy will remain largely conceptual. With 
intensifying Sino–U.S. strategic confrontation, “trustpolitik” around non-confrontational 
issues such as energy will have only limited impact. Without greater Japan–Korea 
reconciliation, Korea will tempt Chinese efforts to drive a wedge between Tokyo and 
Seoul and dilute U.S. confidence in Korean diplomatic initiatives in Northeast Asia writ 
large. Confounding Korea’s middle power diplomacy is not only increased Chinese 
mercantilism and coercion but also uncertainty about the U.S. commitment to the 
Bretton Woods system under Donald Trump. The deteriorating geopolitical situation 
suggests that the current mode of Korean middle power multilateral diplomacy with 
its focus on non-controversial themes will face even stronger headwinds in the coming 
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years.
Domestic political polarization in Korea has also been an important factor. On 

the one hand, Korean democratization has been a powerful example for transitional 
states like Indonesia, Myanmar and Cambodia, even if Korean foreign policy has been 
relatively passive in addressing democracy challenges in those countries. On the other 
hand, the divisions within Korean politics and society manifest themselves in Korea’s 
foreign policy identity in ways that can confuse partners and allies. Lee’s “Global 
Korea” represented an effort to decouple Korea’s brand from the liability of North 
Korean nuclear weapons and political repression. Moon’s New Northern Policy is 
almost entirely about turning the region’s attention to the imagined possibility of North 
Korean opening and reform. Consistency is challenging for any democracy, but there is 
arguably more consistency in the foreign policy of the first wave of middle powers than 
there is in Korea today.

What is Korea to do? Some will argue that Seoul should distinguish itself from 
U.S. policy more deliberately and seek to bridge the growing U.S.–China divide. This 
approach might work for a middle power inhabiting a safer part of the world, but for 
Korea the downsides of increased neutralism are considerable—potentially increasing 
Chinese attempts to drive a wedge in the U.S.–Korea alliance (through more coercive 
strategies like the THAAD boycott) and simultaneously diluting American confidence 
in and commitment to Korean security at a time of increased North Korean and Chinese 
threat. Greater caucusing with middle powers certainly has merit, but unlike the MIKTA 
combination of countries, Korea might find it has the greatest leverage working more 
deliberately with U.S. allies in comparable situations of dependence and anxiety about 
the American commitment. Australia, Canada, Germany and the United Kingdom—
though not all middle powers per se—would bring far more leverage to bear on shaping 
U.S. leadership than the current MIKTA mix. Perhaps the most important partner in 
that regard—and the most politically challenging for Seoul—is Japan. A Northeast 
Asia diplomatic approach that does not account for Japanese interests on the Korean 
peninsula and influence in Washington is not going to be effective, as Park found with 
NAPCI. The mirror is true as well, of course: a Japanese foreign policy strategy for Asia 
that does not pivot on reconciliation with Korea is not going to be effective.

One final lesson for Korea from this survey is that Seoul is not fully utilizing Korean 
democratic norms in its diplomacy. The middle power thesis was premised on states that 
had confidence in their open societies and strong democratic institutions and projected 
those values abroad. Korea’s major middle power diplomatic initiatives have avoided 
this theme, adhering more closely to principles of non-interference in internal affairs 
and agnosticism on regime type. Lee Myung-bak’s opening speech at HLF-4 in 2011 
was rightly criticized by Korean NGOs for not asserting the importance of democratic 
norms to development, for example.68 Park’s NAPCI and Moon’s New Northern Policy 
were similarly neutral on questions of governance, economic sustainability, environment 
stewardship and human rights. The United States may have overdone the ideological 
contrast with China in Vice President Mike Pence’s critique of the Belt and Road 
during the November 2018 APEC and East Asia Summits, but it is noteworthy that 



Is the Era of Korean Middle Power Diplomacy Over? 15

the leadership of the IMF, Australia and Japan have all warned about debt traps, non-
transparency and other challenges to global standards of development assistance posed 
by China’s more mercantilist approach.69 Korea has the option of taking a more forceful 
position in defense of the norms that underpin the post–war order as they come under 
duress. Korea’s more value-free realpolitik approach to date has been a choice and not a 
geopolitical necessity. 

In summary, Korea still has great potential as a middle power shaper of institutions 
and security despite the challenges of capacity, geopolitics and domestic politics. 
However, moving from non-binding dialogue on safe subjects to higher impact 
diplomacy will require a more deliberate strategy to leverage Korea’s key strategic 
relationships and to harness core Korean strengths as a member of the OECD and 
not just a neutral bridge between the developed and developing worlds or East and 
West. Korea has the national power and alliances to strengthen its strategic position 
in Northeast Asia and should have the confidence in its values to articulate a long-
term vision of community-building in the Asia–Pacific region based on democratic 
norms. Korea is a positive factor in global governance and Asia’s emerging regional 
architecture. How positive a factor it becomes in future will rest on how Korean leaders 
judge their performance over the past ten years.

Notes

1. Lee Myung-bak, “Speech by President Lee Myung-bak of the Republic of Korea at Korea 
Investment Forum 2008” (speech, Korea Investment Forum 2008, April 19, 2008), Cheong 
Wa Dae and the Korean Culture and Information Service, http://www.korea.net/NewsFocus/
policies/view?articleId=72648 (accessed January 29, 2019).

2. See, for example, Sook-Jong Lee, “South Korea as New Middle Power Seeking Complex 
Diplomacy,” EAI Asia Security Initiative Working Paper (September 2012), http://www.eai.
or.kr/data/bbs/kor_report/2012091210545762.pdf (accessed January 29, 2019); David Hundt, 
“Middle Powers and the Building of Regional Order: South Korea and Australia Compared,” 
Korea Observer 42, no.1 (Spring 2011): 69–95; Young Jong Choi, “South Korea’s Regional 
Strategy and Middle Power Activism,” The Journal of East Asian Affairs 26, no. 1 (Spring/
Summer 2012): 47–68; and David Shim and Patrick Flamm, “Rising South Korea: A Minor 
Player or a Regional Power?,” GIGA Working Paper No 200 (July 2012). Heo and Roehrig 
argued in 2014 that Korea’s path towards greater middle power activism reflected a higher level 
of economic development, democracy and national identity. See Uk Heo and Terence Roehrig, 
South Korea’s Rise: Economic Development, Power, and Foreign Relations (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014).

3. Andrew O’Neil, “South Korea as a Middle Power: Global Ambitions and Looming 
Challenges,” in Middle-Power Korea: Contributions to the Global Agenda (New York, NY: 
Council on Foreign Relations Press, 2015), 75–89. 

4. Balbina Y. Hwang, “The Limitations of ‘Global Korea’s’ Middle Power,” The Asan Forum, 
February 24, 2017, http://www.theasanforum.org/the-limitations-of-global-koreas-middle-
power/ (accessed January 29, 2019). 

5. Young Jong Choi, “South Korea’s Regional Strategy and Middle Power Activism,” The Journal 
of East Asian Affairs 23, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2009): 47–67.

6. Yul Sohn, “‘Middle Powers’ Like South Korea Can’t Do without Soft Power and Network 
Power,” Global Asia 7, no. 3 (Fall 2012): 30–34; and Shin-wha Lee and Chun Young Park, 



Michael J. Green16

“Korea’s Middle Power Diplomacy for Human Security: A Global and Regional Approach,” 
Journal of International and Area Studies 24, no. 1 (June 2017): 21–44.

7. Jangho Kim and Saeme Kim, “South Korea’s Middle Power Diplomacy: Toward an Agenda-
Partner Based Leadership,” The Korean Journal of Defense Analysis 28, no. 2 (June 2016): 
317–33.

8. Jeffrey Robertson, “An End to Korea’s Middle Power Moment,” East Asia Forum, December 
30, 2016, http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2016/12/30/an-end-to-south-koreas-middle-power-
moment/ (accessed January 29, 2019).

9. See, for example, Andrew F. Cooper, Richard A. Higgott, and Kim Richard Nossal, Relocating 
Middle Powers: Australia and Canada in a Changing World Order (Vancouver, BC: University 
of British Columbia Press/University of Melbourne Press, 1993).

10. Australian Government, 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper (November 2017), 24, 26, 79, 
https://www.fpwhitepaper.gov.au/foreign-policy-white-paper (accessed January 29, 2019).

11. David Hundt, “Middle Powers and the Building of Regional Order: South Korea and Australia 
Compared,” Korea Observer 42, no.1 (Spring 2011): 69–95.

12. Akihiko Tanaka, “An Emerging East Asian Community? The Political Process of Regionalism 
in East Asia,” in An East Asia Community and the United States, eds. Ralph Cossa and Akihiko 
Tanaka (Washington, D.C.; Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2007), 24.

13. RCEP includes the ten ASEAN countries, Japan, Korea, China, India, Australia and New 
Zealand.

14. This observation is based on the author’s interviews (on background) with senior military 
officials and representatives in the Union of Myanmar Ministry of Defense Ministry and 
Parliament, August 20–24, 2012, Naypyidaw, Myanmar. On the articulation of democratic 
norms and Asian identity, see: H.E. Dr. Han Seung-Soo, Prime Minister, The Republic of Korea, 
“Charting a New Frontier: Global Korea in the 21st Century” (keynote address, “Korea in the 
Emerging Asian Power Balance,” September 28, 2008); Foreign Minister Yu Myung-hwan, 
“Human Rights and Democracy,” Korea Times, December 24, 2008, http://www.koreatimes.
co.kr/www/opinion/2018/11/198_36586.html (accessed January 29, 2019); and Kim Dae-jung, 
“Is Culture Destiny? The Myth of Asia’s Anti-Democratic Values,” Foreign Affairs 73, no. 6, 
(November/December 1994): 189–94.

15. “Seoul Selected as Venue for Summit in 2010,” Korea Times, September 25, 2009.
16. Asia Development Bank, Reshaping Global Economic Governance and the Role of Asia in the 

Group of Twenty (G-20) (2011), 46–58.
17. Judith Cherry and Hugo Dobson, “Seoul Searching: The 2010 G-20 Seoul Summit,” Global 

Governance 18 (2012): 363–81.
18. Ibid., 367.
19. G-20 Seoul Summit Leaders Declaration (University of Toronto Library and the G20 Research 

Group at the University of Toronto, November 12, 2010), http://www.g20.utoronto.ca/2010/
g20seoul.html (accessed January 29, 2019). 

20. Cherry and Dobson, “Seoul Searching,” 368.
21. Ibid., 375.
22. “Open Letter to Ben Bernanke,” Wall Street Journal, November 15, 2010, https://blogs.wsj.

com/economics/2010/11/15/open-letter-to-ben-bernanke/ (accessed January 29, 2019).
23. Heung Kyu Kim, “China’s Diplomacy and G-2 and G-20: Implications for South 

Korea,” International Issues and Prospects, no. 2009-36 (Institute of Foreign Affairs 
& National Security, November 23, 2009), http://www.itfind.or.kr/admin/getFile.
htm?identifier=02-004-091127-000007 (accessed January 29, 2019). [in Korean]

24. On the “Seoul Consensus,” see: Lee Dong Hun, “G-20 Summit: Opportunity to Enhance 
National Brand,” Monthly Focus, no. 10 (Samsung Economic Research Institute, October 
2010), 210.

25. Kwak Soo-Jong, “G-20 Seoul Summit: Achievements and Tasks Ahead,” Weekly Insight 
(Samsung Economic Research Institute, November 22, 2010), 10–14; and Dong-Hwi Lee, “G-20 
Seoul Summit: Assessment and Future Prospects,” IFANS Brief 22-2010 (Institute for Foreign 



Is the Era of Korean Middle Power Diplomacy Over? 17

Affairs and Trade, Korea, December 2, 2010).
26. For further details see, Michael J. Green, “Korean Middle Power Diplomacy and Asia’s 

Emerging Multilateral Architecture,” in The Korean Pivot: The Study of South Korea as a 
Global Power, eds. Victor D. Cha and Marie Dumond (Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic 
and International Studies, July 2017), https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/
publication/170718_Cha_KoreanPivot_Web.pdf?s1hK4ag5XxBz4IMZnMDuQFwZB2SpffGt 
(accessed January 29, 2019).

27. United Nations, United Nations Millennium Development Goals (September 25, 2008), http://
www.un.org/millenniumgoals/bkgd.shtml (accessed January 29, 2019).

28. Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, The Paris Declaration on Aid 
Effectiveness and the Accra Agenda for Action (2005/2008), http://www.oecd.org/development/
aideffectiveness/34428351.pdf (accessed January 29, 2019).

29. Nancy Birdsall and Homi Kharas, Quality of Official Development Assistance Assessment 
(Washington, D.C.: Center for Global Development, 2010), 14, 24, http://www.cgdev.org/
section/topics/aid_effectiveness/quoda (accessed January 29, 2019).

30. Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, Aid Effectiveness 2005–10: 
Progress in Implementing the Paris Declaration (Paris, 2011), 184, http://effectivecooperation.
org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/2011%20Report%20on%20Monitoring%20the%20Paris%20
Declaration%20ENGLISH.pdf (accessed January 29, 2019).

31. Lee Seong Hoon, Hong Moon Suk, and Kang Hanee, “The Outcomes and Future Challenges 
of the Busan HLF-4: CSOs’ Perspectives,” Issue Brief 2 (Korea Civil Society Forum on 
International Development Cooperation and Re-shaping Development Institute, February 
2012), http://www.kofid.org/upfile/file_12021009450769050.pdf (accessed January 29, 2019).

32. The White House, Communique of the Washington Nuclear Security Summit (Office of the 
Press Secretary, April 13, 2010), https://www.hsdl.org/?abstract&did=26190 (accessed January 
29, 2019).

33. Michelle Cann, Kelsey Davenport, and Margaret Balza, The Nuclear Summit: Assessment 
of National Commitments (Washington, D.C.: Arms Control Association and Partnership 
for Global Security, March 20, 2012), 1, https://www.armscontrol.org/files/ACA_NSS_
Report_2012.pdf (accessed January 29, 2019).

34. For the original webpage: http://www-ns.iaea.org/conventions/nuclear-safety.asp#1 (accessed 
January 29, 2019).

35. U.S. Department of State, Seoul Communique, 2012 Seoul Nuclear Security Summit (March 27, 
2012), 2, https://2009-2017.state.gov/documents/organization/236996.pdf (accessed January 
29, 2019); and “Joint Statement of the 2012 Seoul Nuclear Industry Summit,” March 23, 2012, 
http://nis2016.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Joint-Statement-of-the-2012-Nuclear-Industry-
Summit.pdf (accessed January 29, 2019). 

36. Sharon Squassoni, “Inching Forward at the Seoul Nuclear Security Summit,” Asia Pacific 
Bulletin, no. 159 (Washington, D.C.: East West Center in Washington, April 10, 2012), 2.

37. Miles A. Pomper, “The Seoul Nuclear Security Summit: How Much of a Success?,” Academic 
Paper Series (Korea Economic Institute, May 23, 2012), 6, http://keia.org/sites/default/files/
publications/milespomper_aps_paper.pdf (accessed January 29, 2019).

38. Pomper, op. cit., 4; North Korea’s Weapons Programmes: A Net Assessment (International 
Institute for Strategic Studies, 2012).

39. Sung-Hwan Kim, “Seoul’s Turn: The Second Nuclear Security Summit,” Global Asia 7, no. 1 
(March 2012).

40. Louis Charbonneau, “Exclusive: U.S. Allies Urge Sanctions for North Korean Firms: China 
Resists,” Reuters, May 1, 2012; and Louis Charbonneau, “China Blocks UN Report on N. 
Korea Nuclear Breaches,” Reuters, February 17, 2011.

41. “North Korea ‘Not Bound’ by U.S. Nuclear Deal,” BBC News, April 18, 2012, http://www.bbc.
co.uk/news/world-asia-17751864 (accessed January 29, 2019).

42. Chung In Moon and Taewhan Kim, “South Korea’s International Relations: Challenges to 
Developmental Realism,” in The International Relations of Northeast Asia, ed. Samuel Kim 



Michael J. Green18

(Rowman Littlefield, 2004), 240; and Hong Liu, “The Sino–South Korean Normalization: A 
Triangular Explanation,” Asian Survey 33, no. 11 (November 1993): 1083–94.

43. Kim Sung-han, Northeast Asian Regionalism in Korea (Washington, D.C.: Council on Foreign 
Relations, December 2009). 

44. East Asia Study Group, Final Report of the East Asia Study Group, (ASEAN Plus Three 
Summit, November 4, 2002), 3–4, https://www.asean.org/storage/images/archive/pdf/easg.pdf 
(accessed January 29, 2019).

45. [Citation added] Choe Sang-Hun, “South Korea’s ‘Balancer’ Policy Attacked,” New York Times, 
April 9, 2005, https://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/09/world/asia/south-koreas-balancer-policy-
attacked.html (accessed January 29, 2019).

46. Republic of Korea, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Northeast Asian Peace and Cooperation 
Initiative 2015, http://napci.sejong.org/download/eng_2015.pdf (accessed January 29, 2019).

47. Heajin Kim, “Northeast Asia, Trust and the NAPCI,” The Diplomat, December 18, 2015, 
https://thediplomat.com/2015/12/northeast-asia-trust-and-the-napci/ (accessed January 29, 
2019); and Lee Sang Hyun, “The Northeast Asian Peace and Cooperation Initiative,” The 
Asan Forum, December 15, 2014, http://www.theasanforum.org/the-northeast-asia-peace-and-
cooperation-initiative-napci-a-vision-toward-sustainable-peace-and-cooperation-in-northeast-
asia/ (accessed January 29, 2019).

48. “2016 Northeast Asia Peace and Cooperation Forum: Trust-building towards a Peaceful and 
Cooperative Northeast Asia,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, October 6, 2016, 
https://www.csis.org/programs/korea-chair/korea-chair-project-archive/2016-northeast-asia-
peace-and-cooperation-forum (accessed January 29, 2019).

49. Michael Green, Japan’s Reluctant Realism: Foreign Policy Changes in an Era of Uncertain 
Power (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001), 136.

50. Malcolm Cook, “South Korea-Japan Relations: Threat and Identity,” The Interpreter, December 
1, 2016, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/south-korea-japan-relations-threat-and-
identity (accessed January 29, 2019); and Scott A. Snyder, “South Korea, Japan, and Wartime 
Shadows,” Council on Foreign Relations, August 11, 2015, https://www.cfr.org/expert-brief/
south-korea-japan-and-wartime-shadows (accessed January 29, 2019).

51. On U.S. skepticism, see: Scott A. Snyder, “South Korean Middle Power Diplomacy and the 
U.S. Rebalance,” Council of Foreign Relations, March 24, 2015, https://www.cfr.org/blog/
south-korean-middle-power-diplomacy-and-us-rebalance (accessed January 29, 2019).

52. Brad Glosserman and Scott A. Snyder, The Japan-South Korea Identity Clash: East Asian 
Security and the United States (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2015), 71; and 
Martin Fackler and Choe Sang-Hun, “A Growing Chill Between South Korea and Japan 
Creates Problems for the U.S.,” New York Times, November 23, 2013, https://www.nytimes.
com/2013/11/24/world/asia/a-growing-chill-between-south-korea-and-japan-creates-problems-
for-the-us.html (accessed January 29, 2019).

53. MIKTA Foreign Ministers, “21st Century Global Governance: Rise of the Rest-Cross Regional 
Networks” (Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, December 21, 2014), http://www.
mfa.gov.tr/joint-article-by-mikta-foreign-ministers-entitled-_21st-century-global-governance_-
rise-of-the-rest_cross-regional-networks_-published-in-the-daily-sabah.en.mfa (accessed 
January 29, 2019).

54. Ibid.
55. Andrew F. Cooper, “MIKTA and the Global Projection of Middle Powers: Toward a Summit 

of Their Own?,” Global Summitry 1, no. 1 (June 2015): 95–114, https://doi.org/10.1093/global/
guv005 (accessed January 29, 2019).

56. Awidya Santikajaya, “Where is MIKTA Heading Next?,” Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 
October 16, 2015, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/where-is-mikta-heading-next/ (accessed 
January 29, 2019).

57. Choe Sang-hun, “Will Kim Jong-un Trade His Nuclear Arsenal to Rebuild the Economy,” New 
York Times, April 21, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/21/world/asia/north-korea-kim-
jong-un-nuclear-tests.html (accessed January 29, 2019).



Is the Era of Korean Middle Power Diplomacy Over? 19

58. Song Young-gil, “Message from the Chairman,” The Presidential Committee on Northern 
Economic Cooperation, http://bukbang.go.kr/bukbang/about_pr/introduce/ (accessed January 
29, 2019); and “Vision and Objective,” The Presidential Committee on Northern Economic 
Cooperation, http://bukbang.go.kr/bukbang_en/vision_policy/vision/ (accessed January 29, 
2019).

59. “Region-Specific Strategies,” The Presidential Committee on Northern Economic Cooperation, 
http://bukbang.go.kr/bukbang_en/vision_policy/strategy/ (accessed January 29, 2019).

60. Chiew-Ping Hoo, “Pivot to Southeast Asia? Republic of Korea’s New Southern Policy” 
(presentation, National University of Malaysia, January 18, 2018), https://www.researchgate.
net/publication/323836315_Pivot_to_Southeast_Asia_Republic_of_Korea’s_New_Southern_
Policy (accessed January 29, 2019). 

61. Ministry of the Interior and Safety, “The Special Committee on New Southern Policy Opens Its 
Doors in Gwanghwamun,” August 28, 2018, https://www.gov.kr/portal/ntnadmNews/1580267 
(accessed January 29, 2019). [in Korean]

62. Kensuke Yanagida, “Looking for a Plus-one, Japan Turns to Vietnam,” East Asia Forum, 
October 23, 2014, http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2014/10/23/looking-for-a-plus-one-japan-
turns-to-vietnam/ (accessed January 29, 2019); and Republic of China, Foreign Ministry, The 
Guidelines for New Southbound Policy, August 23, 2016, https://www.roc-taiwan.org/bn_en/
post/644.html (accessed January 29, 2019).

63. Chang May Choon, “China’s Rebuff of South Korea is Asean’s Gain,” South China Morning 
Post, September 16, 2017, https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/chinas-rebuff-of-south-korea-is-
aseans-gain (accessed January 29, 2019).

64. Lee Jaehyon “East Asian and International Relations and National Strategies as Reflected in 
East Asian Cooperation,” IFANS Focus (Institute for Foreign Affairs and National Security, 
11E, May 31, 2010), 4.

65. Interviews with American and Japanese diplomats, Phnom Penh, Cambodia, July 14–15, 2016.
66. Republic of Korea, Office for Government Policy, “Official Development Assistance 

Overview,” http://www.odakorea.go.kr/eng.result.Overview.do (accessed January 29, 2019).
67. On peacekeeping, see: United Nations, General Assembly, Implementation of General Assembly 

Resolutions 55/235 and 55/236: Report of the Secretary-General, A/70/331/Add.1 (December 
28, 2015), http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/70/331/Add.1 (accessed 
January 29, 2019).

68. Lee, Hong and Kang, “The Outcomes and Future Challenges of the Busan HLF-4,”; and Lee 
Myung-bak, “Opening Remarks at the Fourth High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness,” (Busan, 
Korea, November 30, 2011) at Busan High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness: Proceedings 
(Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2011), 51, https://www.oecd.
org/dac/effectiveness/HLF4%20proceedings%20entire%20doc%20for%20web.pdf (accessed 
January 29, 2019).

69. Vice President Mike Pence, “Remarks by Vice President Pence at the 2018 APEC CEO 
Summit” (speech, Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea, November 16, 2018), The White House, 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-vice-president-pence-2018-apec-
ceo-summit-port-moresby-papua-new-guinea/ (accessed January 29, 2019); and Christine 
Lagarde, “Belt and Road Initiative: Strategies to Deliver in the Next Phase” (speech, IMF-PBC 
Conference, Beijing, April 12, 2018), International Monetary Fund, https://www.imf.org/en/
News/Articles/2018/04/11/sp041218-belt-and-road-initiative-strategies-to-deliver-in-the-next-
phase (accessed January 29, 2019). 



Michael J. Green20

Notes on Contributor

Michael J. Green is Senior Vice President for Asia and Japan Chair at the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies (CSIS) in Washington, D.C. and Director of Asian Studies and a Full Professor 
at the Edmund A. Walsh School of Foreign Service at Georgetown University. He previously served 
as Special Assistant to the President for National Security and Senior Director for Asian Affairs on the 
National Security Council Staff at the White House. He has published numerous books and articles 
on Asian security issues, including By More than Providence: Grand Strategy and American Power 
in the Asia Pacific since 1783, which won the 2018 Silver Prize in the Arthur Burns competition for 
best book on global affairs at the Council on Foreign Relations.


