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Preface

The recent developments in the global order are hard to characterize. While some 

use the term “New Cold War” to refer to the various international political phenomena 

that have emerged, others use words like “great transformation” or “perfect storm.” 

This suggests that the international order after the 2000s has had many dimensions, 

making it difficult to predict where it is headed. Whatever lens is used to look at 

contemporary international relations, however, rising national egoism and unilateralism 

of dominant powers, the triumph of form over substance in international organizations, 

and democracies in crisis seem to be the common denominators. A systematic analysis 

and description of such characteristics are critical to assess the current situation and 

predict the future.  

To understand current trends in an international order whose direction and 

characteristics cannot be easily discerned, the Asan Institute for Policy Studies has, 

since 2015, selected an annual theme that runs through each publication of the Asan 

International Strategic Outlook. These themes include “Strategic Distrust” (2015), “New 

Normal” (2016), “Reset?” (2017), “Illiberal International Order” (2018), “Korea’s Choice” 

(2019), “Neo Geopolitics” (2020), and “Era of Chaos” (2021). Through these themes, 

the authors try to examine, with a multi-dimensional view, what the international 

order looks like, its implications, and what each country and region is doing to address 

developments in the surrounding environment. 

The theme for 2022, which is “Rebuilding,” was selected based on such consideration. 

The spread of COVID-19 over the past couple of years has impacted the restructuring 

of the international order led by dominant powers. The pandemic has deepened 

international distancing, while the U.S.-China strategic competition appears to be 

intensifying and expanding. Democracies across the globe are in a crisis. Over the last 

two years, most countries were unable to work on resolving shared global issues such 

as climate change and cyber security, as they were focused on internal political needs to 

manage the pandemic. At the same time, international organizations have been more 

clearly shown to be helpless. In short, the year 2021 was an era of chaos.   

The year 2022 is expected to be slightly different. While the emergence of new 

coronavirus variants remains a variable, the world is now preparing for life to return 

to normal and seeking to change international relations in a way that, in an “untact” 
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era, untact can go side by side with contact. Particularly, as life goes back to normal, 

major powers will accelerate their efforts to get more countries on board in the new 

international order of their own design. The Biden administration will be more seriously 

involved in bringing the U.S. back to the centre of international order. Likewise, based 

on the centennial of the founding of the Chinese Communist Party and as President Xi 

Jinping prepares for his third term, China will also be more vocal in advocating a new 

international order that it aspires. Russia will also be anxious to raise its own voice and 

expand its influence while cooperating with China on certain issues and regions. While 

identifying itself with the U.S. in terms of values and systems, Europe will continue to 

work out its own path amidst the strategic competition between the U.S. and China. 

Also, the competition for more regional influence by regional powers will create both 

opportunities and challenges.  

What will the world look like in 2022? Will it be a repeat of 2021, or will it be a prelude 

to a shift in another direction? What effects will the expanded areas of competition 

and more complex geopolitical structures have on the restructuring of international 

order? And what strategic choices should Korea make given these considerations? The 

strategies and political situations of 2022 have raised many different questions. The 

Korean Peninsula and Northeast Asia where Korea is situated will give rise to many 

mixed, conflicting strategic calculations, which may lead to different outcomes. Many 

are concerned about the situation in Europe given the potential conflict between Russia 

and Ukraine, the political insecurity in the Middle and Near East due to the uncertain 

future of Afghanistan, and the amplifying conflict between China and Taiwan, and U.S. 

and China over the Taiwan Strait. However, the Korean Peninsula remains the most 

volatile region as North Korea continues to develop its nuclear capability. As a result, 

we may become more keenly aware of the dire security situation and the seriousness of 

the surrounding strategic environment. This report summarizes the efforts of the Asan 

Institute for Policy Studies to answer these questions. I hope it will inform future studies, 

analyses, and discussions on new international order at home and abroad. Lastly, I 

would like to express once again my appreciation to the authors and staff, both in and 

outside the institute, for their hard work and dedication in getting this report published.

The Asan Institute for Policy Studies

Chairman

Han SungJoo
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Overview: The Competition to Rebuild the 

International Order

The two major factors determining the international order in 2021 and 2022 are 

U.S.-China strategic competition and the novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19). These 

two issues have aggravated “decoupling within coupling” among countries and further 

increased conflict and confrontation even amidst rhetoric of cooperation, which has 

led to widespread instability and confusion. U.S.-China strategic competition led major 

countries to move to competitively rebuild the international order. Importantly, each 

country prioritized different approaches to rebuilding and attempted to strengthen 

justifications for an international order that serves their own interests.

Since the beginning of the Biden administration, the United States has been busy 

healing the scars of Trump’s “America First” policy. The Biden administration not only 

endeavored to defend and build back the post-Second World War U.S.-centered 

international order but also incorporated “values” and “systems” into its competition 

with China. On the one hand, the Biden administration inherited the policy direction 

of the Trump administration, which criticized China’s attempts at revisionism while 

emphasizing the importance of the existing liberal international order and criticized 

acts that undermine it. Commemorating the 100th anniversary of the founding 

of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), China highlighted President Xi Jinping’s 

achievements, such as the building of a “xiaokang” (moderately prosperous) society 

and resolved to move forward for another 100 years, advocating ‘common prosperity.’

Figure 1. U.S. President Joe Biden Delivering His Inauguration Speech (left) and Chinese President Xi 

Jinping at the Grand Ceremony to Mark the 100th Anniversary of the Founding of the CCP (right)

Source: Reuters, Yonhap News.
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In other words, the country proposed a Chinese-style alternative to overcome the 

limitations of the existing liberal international order. Russia also participated in China’s 

establishment of an order in the Asia-Pacific while still attempting to revive its past 

Soviet influence, focusing on the Middle and Near East following the U.S. withdrawal 

from these regions.

COVID-19 was the other major factor shaping international order in 2021. The 

pandemic served to facilitate the rebuilding process, but at the same time made the 

precise outlook harder to discern. The U.S. and China used ongoing debates over the 

origin of COVID-19 that have continued since 2020 as an opportunity to highlight the 

superiority of their respective values and systems. The restrictions on international 

travel caused by the pandemic prevented competition from escalating into physical 

confrontation. While each country took a relatively clear direction in the competitive 

rebuilding process, instability and uncertainty increased in the international community. 

This was caused by i) lack of concrete policies among the U.S., China, and Russia on how 

to rebuild; ii) different perspectives on which country will hold a dominant position in the 

long-term competition to shape the international order; iii) each country’s dilemma in 

choosing the most beneficial rebuilding process to participate in.

■  Reviewing 2021: The Era of Chaos

The U.S.-China strategic competition which started with the Trump administration’s 

trade war with China has continued even after President Biden took office in 2021 

and has been gradually extended to other areas. The relationship between the U.S. 

and China has evolved into competition over values, norms, and political systems, and 

has come to encompass politics, the economy, and the military. Accordingly, strategic 

competition has become fiercer as to who will lead the international order in the future. 

Unlike during the Cold War between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, the U.S. and China 

have common interests over issues such as economic interdependence, climate change, 

environment, and pandemic. These interests have prevented their strategic competition 

from deteriorating into the brink of catastrophic conflict like during the Cold War. 

However, as seen at the U.S.-China Anchorage high-level talks in March 2021, the U.S. 

agreed to cooperate on shared global challenges such as climate change but made 

clear its intention to hold China accountable on strengthening standards for carbon 

neutrality.

Launched with the ambitious declaration that “America Is Back,” the Biden 

administration has taken actions to restore alliances, reclaim American leadership in 
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various fields, and balance against China. It tried to consolidate its network of alliances 

and partnerships by launching the trilateral security partnership between Australia, the 

United Kingdom and the U.S. (AUKUS) partnership in addition to upgrading the Quadrilateral 

Security Dialogue (QUAD). The Biden administration expanded the scope of competition 

with China into values such as freedom and human rights, liberal order and political 

systems, and advanced technologies, but tried to avoid an all-out confrontation. For 

example, regarding the Taiwan issue, which may cause military tensions and conflict 

between the U.S. and China, President Biden reaffirmed at the November 16 virtual 

summit with Chinese President Xi that the U.S. remains committed to the “One China” 

policy and does not support Taiwan’s independence. In response, China announced that 

it had achieved its 100-year goal in 2021 and made every effort to build a Sinocentric 

order. China is further seeking to establish cooperation networks across Africa, the 

Middle East, and Latin America. In particular, it has attempted to upgrade ties with 

Afghanistan following the U.S. military withdrawal. Beijing’s goal is to make inroads 

into Central Asia as well as strengthen cooperation in Southeast Asia. 

Russia was active in securing its interests. It sided with China by vetoing a U.S.-

sponsored United Nations (UN) resolution to impose sanctions on the Myanmar military. 

Russia also expanded its influence and involvement in the Middle and Near East regions. 

President Vladimir Putin hosted security talks in Moscow on October 21 with delegates 

from 10 countries including China, Iran, and the Taliban, during which he called for 

closer cooperation. In 2021, Russia made a concerted effort to deepen its role in the 

Middle and Near East regions by negotiating to help Iraq build nuclear power plant, 

providing its Sputnik V vaccines to Iran, and maintaining a channel of consultation with 

Turkey. In addition to its annexation of Crimea in 2014, Russia put pressure on Ukraine 

to prevent the expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in Europe and 

revealed a strong intention to restore its traditional influence in Eastern Europe. Russia 

was also reportedly preparing to deploy nearly 100,000 soldiers along the border area 

with Ukraine by the end of 2021, in addition to the 70,000 troops currently in the area.

In rebuilding the international order, each country’s insistence on “its own way” 

weakened cooperation even in areas of longstanding common interest. Amidst major 

power strategic competition, the era of chaos continued where no single state could 

exercise global authority and international bodies such as the UN failed to fulfill their 

responsibilities. This was clearly manifested in the North Korean nuclear issue. Pyongyang 

continued to enhance its military power with a focus on nuclear and missile capabilities 

and increased threats to South Korea. At the 8th Congress of the Workers’ Party of Korea 

(WPK) held in January 2021, Chairman Kim Jong Un outlined five tasks for his regime: 
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the development of tactical nuclear weapons; production of “super-large” nuclear 

warheads; development of a Hypersonic Glide Vehicle (HGV); development of a sea/

land-based solid-propellant Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM); and development 

of nuclear-powered submarines and submarine-launched strategic nuclear weapons. 

North Korea increased its military threat to the South by demonstrating progress in the 

development of tactical nuclear weapons, HGVs, solid-fuel engines, and submarine-

launched strategic weapons.

Solving the North Korean nuclear issue requires the interest and cooperation of 

allies and partners; the cooperation of neighboring countries such as China, Russia, 

and Japan; and support from international organizations. However, these countries and 

organizations neither paid particular attention to the problem nor invested considerable 

effort in 2021. The newly launched Biden administration completed its North Korea 

policy review and announced a new policy in late April adopting a “calibrated, practical 

approach.” However, no details were presented except the U.S. stance that it is willing 

to talk to North Korea “anytime and anywhere.” This is essentially the same as “Strategic 

Patience 2.0.” China and Russia supported North Korea and cooperated to restrain U.S. 

activities on the Korean Peninsula. Given that North Korea, China, and Russia share a 

system of one-man rule, it can be said that democracy and authoritarianism are now 

competing and facing off for dominance across the region and around the world. Thus, 

joint international efforts to solve the North Korean nuclear issue have yet to be realized.

It is necessary for us to pay attention to the major events of 2021 as they hint 

at the directions of the policies pursued by major powers including the U.S. In 2021, 

there were several events that heightened tensions in the international community: the 

withdrawal of U.S. forces from Afghanistan, mounting tensions in the Taiwan Strait, 

North Korean missile provocations, and escalating military tensions between Russia and 

Ukraine, to name a few. The influence of these events is expected to continue into 

2022. The U.S. withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan not only deeply damaged the 

Biden administration’s credibility but also brought a high level of anxiety in the Middle 

and Near East regions, with unstable internal affairs and continuous terrorist attacks 

in Afghanistan since American forces left. As Taliban militants reclaimed control of the 

capital city of Kabul in August, members of al-Qaeda and the Islamic State (IS) who 

had been scattered throughout neighboring countries converged in Afghanistan. This 

led to the emergence of extremism and weakened the Taliban’s control. Consequently, 

incidents such as repressive social control, human rights violations, and terrorist 

bombings have rapidly increased. For example, a series of suicide bombings in October 

claimed over 200 casualties in Afghanistan.
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The Taiwan issue was a major cause of tensions between the U.S. and China. 

Specifically, China’s show of force has increased in frequency and magnitude, and 

the U.S. has also expanded naval and air force operations in the region near Taiwan 

and sought the participation of countries in the region. Japan and Australia actively 

supported such U.S. activity. The UK and Germany have also participated in naval 

exercises, although outside of the Taiwan Strait, which indicates that military tensions 

may continue and even escalate. In fact, 200 Chinese military airplanes entered Taiwan’s 

Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) in early November 2021. A Chinese nuclear-

powered submarine was spotted in the Taiwan Strait in late November and was tracked 

by a U.S. patrol aircraft.1

North Korean activities also call for attention. In 2021, North Korea test-fired short-

range missiles eight times, presumably to increase nuclear threats to South Korea. While 

observing a self-imposed moratorium on nuclear and long-range missile tests, North 

Korea made a concerted effort to develop nuclear capabilities targeted at South Korea. 

Pyongyang indicated its determination to be recognized as a nuclear-weapons state by 

taking advantage of the Biden administration’s “practical policy” toward North Korea. 

The U.S. kept sending the message that it is always open to dialogue with North Korea, 

but it failed to present concrete measures on how to achieve the denuclearization of 

North Korea, raising doubts about whether it actually has the will and capability to solve 

issues on the Korean Peninsula.

In Europe, Russia’s military pressure on Ukraine as well as the possibility of armed 

conflict increased. Even after its annexation of Crimea in 2014, Russia has continued to 

exert military pressure on the Ukrainian government by supporting pro-Russian rebels 

in eastern Ukraine and strengthening its military capabilities and force posture against 

NATO along the Russia-Ukraine border. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky said 

on November 26, 2021, that Ukraine had uncovered a group of Russia-backed coup 

plotters. In December, the U.S. press reported on the likelihood of a Russian military 

invasion of Ukraine and all events point to escalating tensions in the region.2

Science and technology competition continued to heat up across a range of fields 

such as semiconductors, batteries, Artificial Intelligence (AI), and quantum computing. 

It is also notable that efforts to establish new supply chains to replace the China-

1. “Chinese submarine’s alleged surprise show highlights risk of the unexpected at sea,” CNN, December 

3, 2021.

2. “Russia planning massive military offensive against Ukraine involving 175,000 troops, U.S. intelligence 

warns,” The Washington Post, December 3, 2021.
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dependent supply chains were driven by the U.S. It would be unrealistic to expect 

complete decoupling because of interdependence, but attempts to gain a certain degree 

of separation were increasingly made in order to respond to threats and challenges. The 

case in point is the semiconductor alliance led by the U.S.

The international security landscape in 2021 as revealed through the five cases 

above can be described as “exacerbated chaos.” Both the U.S. and China pursued a 

new order, but they failed to successfully convince the global community that the new 

order they seek is safer and more effective than others. Under these circumstances, 

international organizations also did not effectively exert their influence with regard to 

the settlement of disputes or violation of norms. An era of total chaos has emerged.

■   Outlook for 2022: Intensifying Competition over Rebuilding Amidst the 

International Recovery

As the world begins to emerge from the aftermath of COVID-19, major countries 

will try more aggressively to rebuild an international order centered around them in a 

way that serves their interests. In addition, the pandemic’s disruption to international 

exchanges and travel restrictions will be a significant challenge to the rebuilding process. 

The U.S. will share the burden of rebuilding its global leadership with its allies while 

minimizing overseas military interventions even as it maintains the structure of U.S.-

China strategic competition. However, the U.S. will take a cooperative stance in new 

security areas rather than persisting on a hard line. It will use cooperative arrangements 

like the QUAD and AUKUS and mobilize small multilateral groupings to implement a 

multifaceted strategy for balancing against China. 

In particular, the Biden administration is likely to avoid any repeat of actions like its 

sudden withdrawal from Afghanistan that sparked controversy at home and abroad 

ahead of the 2022 midterm elections. It will also take a tough stance against China 

(i.e., human rights, Taiwan, and technology) and North Korea considering anti-China 

sentiment in the U.S. Regarding North Korea, the U.S. will maintain sanctions but keep 

dialogue channels open, as long as there is no provocation by the North.

In 2022, China will seek to strengthen the foundations for President Xi Jinping’s 

long-term hold on power by leveraging his third term in office while expanding global 

solidarity with authoritarian nations. China will enhance counter-terrorism cooperation 

with the authoritarian states in the Middle and Near East in the wake of the U.S. 

withdrawal from Afghanistan, increase its influence through the Belt and Road Initiative, 

and expand military cooperation with Russia in the Northeast Asia region including the 
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Taiwan Strait. These efforts will be aimed at countering U.S. diplomatic coordination 

with its allies in the region and increasing military deterrence vis-à-vis the U.S.

Russia’s response is also worth paying attention to. Russia has raised strong objections 

to the lack of consensus among major powers on the post-Cold War international order. 

President Putin emphasized consensus among major countries in maintaining the 

international order and accordingly Russia will implement policies that allow it to express 

its opinions regarding U.S.-China strategic competition. Russia will try to expand its 

influence and leverage with respect to traditional geopolitics, global energy supply, and 

advanced technology, which may be another factor in U.S.-China strategic competition. 

Japan will also try to expand the room to maneuver under the Kishida Cabinet 

formed after the Japanese general election in November 2021. The new government 

will give shape to this plan by building capabilities to attack enemy bases, increasing its 

defense budget, and amending its constitution in 2022.

North Korea will attempt to overcome sanctions and increase its leverage in 

negotiations with the U.S. through the widespread dissemination of Kim Jong Un’s politics 

of fear to control local markets and tighten social discipline. However, Pyongyang’s 

dilemma in 2022 will be the Biden administration’s indifference. The Biden administration 

has confidence in its ability to defend the U.S. homeland from attacks by North Korea, 

and therefore it will be in no hurry for dialogue with North Korea. To put pressure on the 

U.S., North Korea will expand its 2021 strategy of using South Korea if possible or will 

show off different nuclear and missile capabilities to heighten tensions with the U.S.

Europe struggled throughout 2021 to clearly define its position on U.S.-China 

strategic competition. This was evident in its attempts to maintain an appropriate 

distance from both the U.S. and China without unconditionally accepting either country’s 

proposed vision of international order. Amidst the competition of rebuilding between 

the two largest economies, Europe has tried to assert its opinions and form a new 

order in which its own ideas and interests are reflected. This move is likely to be more 

active in 2022. While individual countries across the continent could pursue different 

policies, Europe as a whole is expected to endeavor to establish a unified direction at 

the European Union (EU) level.

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and Southeast Asian countries’ 

concerns will further deepen. ASEAN member states are dissatisfied with the Biden 

administration’s Southeast Asia policy that has prioritized only some of the group’s 

larger members rather than the grouping as a whole. ASEAN will continue to take an 

ambiguous stance between the U.S. and China. This may undermine ASEAN’s internal 

cohesion, which could lead to the weakening of the principle of ASEAN Centrality.
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The unrest in the Middle and Near East regions is also expected to intensify. The new 

Israeli government formed in June 2021 will try to promote more active cooperation 

with the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia, which are concerned about 

the growing regional influence of Iran’s hard-liners. This will be supported by the Biden 

administration as an extension of the Abraham Accords signed during the Trump 

administration. Iran will continue hardline policies toward the U.S. to gain the upper 

hand in nuclear talks. The most important region of 2022 is the Near East, because 

if the Taliban loses control and political instability accelerates in Afghanistan, radicals 

from adjacent areas may become more violent, which could increase insecurity in the 

Middle and Near East and Central Asia.

In 2022, the world will endeavor to return to normal life, but life will not be the same 

as before. New certificates like vaccine passports and vaccine passes, which did not exist 

before the pandemic, will be familiar items in everyday life. Consumer culture is also 

expected to change around the globe as distribution and purchase systems continue to 

be reorganized around online markets. In terms of monetary policy, quantitative easing 

could usher in inflation and tapering can trigger global economic crisis.

Confusion arising from self-centric reorganization of the international order by 

major powers will also impact science and technology. Many countries will demand 

new laws and regulations more actively to deal with various issues stemming from new 

technologies, such as digital regulation, digital taxation, data capitalism, and techno-

authoritarianism. Considering such changes and prospects, the political landscape for 

2022 can be summarized as follows.

1. Full-Fledged Competition to Rebuild

Since President Biden took office in 2021, the U.S. has endeavored under the 

“Build Back Better” framework to regain leadership of the liberal international order, 

but there were few tangible results. In 2022, the Biden administration in its second 

year is expected to make a more aggressive effort to rebuild the international order. 

The U.S. midterm elections are also slated for the end of 2022. According to a Gallup 

Poll, President Biden’s presidential approval rating for October 2021 was approximately 

42%, lower than all other U.S. presidents elected since the Second World War except 

for President Donald Trump.3 President Biden’s current approval rating is not enough 

to guarantee the Democratic Party’s victory in the midterm elections. Even worse, the 

3. Refer to Gallup, “Presidential Approval Ratings - Joe Biden.” (https://news.gallup.com/poll/329384/

presidential-approval-ratings-joe-biden.aspx)

https://news.gallup.com/poll/329384/presidential-approval-ratings-joe-biden.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/329384/presidential-approval-ratings-joe-biden.aspx
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momentum for the Biden administration’s foreign policy could be weakened. President 

Biden may use U.S.-China strategic competition to break through this problem. In other 

words, President Biden is likely to expand competition over values such as human rights 

and democracy, emphasizing that the U.S. needs to have a consistent foreign policy in 

place to hold a dominant position against China.

China will not passively respond to such U.S. actions. Ahead of China’s 20th National 

Party Congress, Beijing will inspire nationalism and encourage support for President Xi 

and his party by highlighting the defense of core interests and the prosperity of the 

Chinese nation. As this is linked to a number of issues such as tensions with Taiwan and 

Hong Kong, human rights of the Xinjiang Uyghur population, and freedom of navigation 

in the South China Sea, conflicts and confrontations between the U.S. and China are 

likely to worsen. In addition, Beijing will expand military cooperation with Russia in 

Northeast Asia, including the Taiwan Strait, to counter U.S. diplomatic coordination 

with its allies and reinforce deterrence against the U.S., which will heighten military 

tensions in Northeast Asia and adjacent areas.

2. Competition for Leadership in the Post-COVID Era 

Restoring daily life after the COVID-19 pandemic will become a common wish 

and goal of the international community in 2022. With the increasing dissemination 

of vaccines and the development and supply of oral medicines, the novel coronavirus 

may become one of the various viruses that coexist with mankind. The resumption 

of “contact” means that interdependence among nations will become closer again, 

and the issue of taking the initiative in the international order, which had not been 

highlighted much during the era of lockdown and isolation, can surface again. The 

debate over who will lead the world order in the global post-COVID era is likely to 

concern two issues. The first issue relates to addressing inequalities. As the supply and 

distribution of vaccines varies by country and region due to economic disparities, the 

vaccine inequity issue between rich and poor countries will arise when restoring daily 

life at the international level. The resulting gap in national herd immunity levels will 

emerge as a major global problem in 2022. 

The second issue relates to the coordination and reorganization of cooperation 

networks. As pointed out earlier, a new hybrid lifestyle where contact and non-contact 

coexist, rather than a return to the pre-COVID normal, is expected to take hold even 

after the world enters the post-COVID era. Undermined trust and the practice of keeping 

a level of distance between countries will remain as a major lasting effect of COVID-19. 

Under these circumstances, all countries will try to rebuild and grow their economies 
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and seek to reorganize cooperation networks among countries. In the midst of this 

strategic competition, the U.S., China, and other major powers will further intensify 

their efforts to bring other countries into the world order that serves their own interests.

3. Selection of “Reliable Friends and Partners”

In order to rebuild and establish an international order that the U.S. and China 

are each aspiring to lead, cooperation among countries that can actively participate in 

and contribute to such an order is first required. In other words, cooperation that goes 

beyond simply supporting diplomatic rhetoric or proclaiming principles, which share 

the values represented by countries such as the U.S., China, and Russia and contribute 

to the operation of various cooperation networks, are highly likely to be recognized as 

essential. Such desire for cooperation networks is more urgent for the U.S., which must 

protect and reorganize existing alliances and partnerships, than China, which needs to 

expand targets for cooperation.

Figure 2. The Inaugural Meeting of the AUKUS

Source: Reuters.

In this regard, attempts by the U.S. to assess the contribution or effectiveness of 

existing allies and partners, classify them based on reliability, and provide reciprocal 

security commitments are likely to become more prominent. Such a U.S. policy of 
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“classifying allies” or selecting “reliable friends and partners” will further materialize in 

2022.

4. Expanding Areas of Conflict and Intensifying Disorder

Moves by major countries to rebuild an international order have been already 

witnessed in various areas in 2021, and such trends will further intensify in 2022. In 

order to prevent the expansion of authoritarian alignment led by China and Russia, the 

U.S. will raise the issue of values   related to human rights, intellectual property rights, 

unfair trade, and freedom of navigation. This means that targets of U.S. criticism and 

sanctions may extend to countries that are aligned with China. The U.S. will intensify 

its political and diplomatic attacks against political oppression in Xinjiang and Hong 

Kong as well as Myanmar, and it will urge the international community to mount a 

joint response to the human rights issue in North Korea. The science and technology 

fields are no exception. Strategies and competition to secure critical technologies will 

be segmented and intensified in 2022. Each country will make large-scale science and 

technology investments to secure technologies, reorganize and regionalize supply 

chains, and establish exclusive technology alliances for high-tech industries.

Such expanded areas of conflict and confrontation among major powers can pose 

a difficult situation for other countries. The year 2022 will be characterized as a year 

when uncertainties and tensions over how the world will come about, how international 

order will take root, and if stability and prosperity will be guaranteed under the new 

order are expected to amplify even though the directions to be taken by rebuilding 

efforts among major powers have been already largely set.

The regions that face the issue of making choices are Europe and Southeast 

Asia. After the UK withdrawal from the EU, Europe’s function as a unified actor has 

substantially weakened and European countries have chosen different policy directions 

regarding strategic competition between the U.S. and China. While Southeast Asia 

welcomes the return of the U.S., it will continue to doubt whether the U.S. will 

implement policies and actions that meet the expectations of countries within the 

region. In addition, concerns over entrapment in military clashes will increase in that 

the U.S. will approach focusing on traditional security rather than the comprehensive 

security desired by Southeast Asian countries.

5. Increasing Regional Instability

Regional instability that has already emerged in 2021 will also be an important 

feature of 2022, most prominently over North Korea, Taiwan, and Ukraine. In addition, 
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unrest, outbreaks, and the spread of terrorism in Afghanistan after the U.S. withdrawal 

will be factors causing tensions in the international community

A. Rising level of provocation by North Korea and tensions on the Korean Peninsula

The most serious destabilizing factor in Northeast Asia is North Korea. In 2021, North 

Korea continued enhancing its nuclear and conventional military forces and developed 

new weapons systems, increasing direct threats toward South Korea and Japan. This 

implies that North Korea is more likely to choose all-out strategic provocation against 

the U.S., such as ICBM and nuclear tests, and tensions on the Korean Peninsula will 

escalate in 2022 more than in any other region.

Considering that the missile provocations in 2021 were the result of North Korea’s 

efforts to implement plans to advance nuclear forces that had been announced at the 

8th Party Congress, North Korea is also highly likely to introduce strategic weapons in 

2022, which constitute another pillar of its roadmap for nuclear forces advancement. 

North Korea has employed tactics aimed at straining South Korea and the U.S. by 

unveiling new weapons instead of test-firing strategic weapons. North Korea had 

revealed a new ICBM believed to be ‘Hwasong-16’ and a new SLBM (“Pukguksong-4”) 

at its Party Foundation Day on October 10, 2020, but refrained from carrying out a live-

fire test. Almost exactly a year later on October 11, 2021, it instead unveiled new ICBM 

and SLBM models at the “Self-Defense 2021” defense expo.

Since these shows-of-force through the public unveiling of weapons systems clearly 

have limitations in their effectiveness, North Korea is expected to show a land-based 

solid fuel ICBM or test-fire an upgraded Pukguksong SLBM in order to send a strong 

message to the U.S. However, it may refrain from test-launching a new ICBM, which 

can be regarded as a red-line by the U.S., and instead focus on SLBM tests in 2022. 

North Korea may also conduct provocations against South Korea, simultaneously 

escalating its provocations against the U.S. However, a mere show of force by displaying 

strategic weapons below the red line of the U.S. will not grab the Biden administration’s 

attention which has many pressing issues at hand. In an attempt to gain the upper 

hand over South Korea under a new administration, the North may adopt shock tactics 

such as shelling Yeonpyeong Island or the De-Militarized Zone. North Korea is likely to 

carry out even more intense armed provocations between May and November, when 

the new administration takes office in South Korea and when the 2022 U.S. midterm 

elections are scheduled, respectively. 

Another reason North Korea is expected to focus more on provocations than 

dialogue in 2022 relates to its strengthened internal control. This can be regarded as the 
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institutionalization of oppression in social and economic sectors beyond regular purges 

and repression to tighten discipline, and it can manifest as the cult of personality around 

Kim Jong Un, namely “Kim Jong Un-ism,” tightened social discipline, and suppression 

of local markets ( jangmadang). If North Korea takes an accommodating stance toward 

South Korea and the U.S., it will be aimed at restoring its economy, which has been 

damaged by COVID-19 quarantine measures and long-term sanctions. Therefore, 

strengthened regulations of jangmadang and harsher crackdowns on the inflow of 

external information strongly suggest that, to consolidate internal solidarity, North 

Korea will focus on confrontation with the outside world rather than improvement of 

external relations.

B. Possibility of military clashes in the Taiwan Strait

Increasing tension in the Taiwan Strait also calls for attention. Leading up to China’s 

20th Party Congress in 2022, the Xi government will attempt to instill nationalism and 

induce support for President Xi Jinping and the party. To this end, China will continue 

to emphasize the protection of core interests and the revival of the Chinese nation. This 

may trigger an escalation of Taiwan-China and U.S.-China military tensions.

Although the Xi government is unlikely to force armed reunification with Taiwan in 

2022, it still might deliberately instigate military conflicts in the Taiwan Strait in order 

to signal to the U.S. and Taiwan that Taiwanese independence is impossible, as well as 

to ensure momentum to secure a third term for President Xi Jinping and promote his 

new objective of making China a “great modern socialist country.” Taking into account 

military circumstances, China may carry out military provocations such as the gray zone 

conflict strategy in the Taiwan Strait, missile threats against Taiwan’s main island and 

its surrounding waters, and seizure of the offshore islands. First, China has managed 

the waters under its jurisdiction, including in the Taiwan Strait, in accordance with 

the revised Coast Guard Act (effective since February 2021) and the Maritime Traffic 

Safety Act (effective since September 2021) since 2021, and it may provoke gray zone 

conflicts in the Taiwan Strait, including the use of force against foreign organizations 

and individuals and forced pilotage of foreign ships, by mobilizing its coast guard and 

maritime militias.

Secondly, China might create security instability in Taiwan through test launches 

of short-range ballistic missiles (SRBM) such as the Dongfeng-11, Dongfeng-15, and 

Dongfeng-16. China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has already deployed a large 

number of SRBMs in the Fujian and Guangdong provinces near Taiwan. If the Chinese 

military launches missile strikes targeting the waters surrounding Taiwan or hills near 
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densely populated areas on Taiwan’s main island, the Taiwanese people may feel that 

their security is threatened and oppose their government’s stance on independence.

Lastly, the most extreme form is occupation. As U.S.-Taiwan relations strengthen, 

the PLA’s Eastern Theater Command continues to conduct large-scale landing exercises 

near Fujian province to exert military pressure on Taiwan. If the One China principle is 

undermined as Taiwan capitalizes on hardening U.S. China policy and rapidly enhances 

its international status, China will attempt to occupy Jinmen Island or the Penghu 

Islands to create favorable conditions for armed reunification. If China’s Eastern Theater 

Command executes landing operations after launching missile strikes on Taiwan’s 

military bases in the target island based on its superior military forces, this means that 

China is aiming to complete occupying operations even before U.S. military forces 

engage despite Taiwan’s resistance.

For the time being, China is unlikely to pursue armed unification with Taiwan, which 

could strengthen international solidarity against China. Since China aims to achieve the 

“Chinese Dream” by 2049, there is still enough time left for unification with Taiwan. 

Rather, China can hinder U.S. intervention in the region through diplomatic, economic, 

and military pressure on Taiwan, criticize U.S. interference in internal affairs, or strengthen 

solidarity with authoritarian countries. In addition, from a military perspective, China is 

expected to increase the intensity and frequency of its air and sea-based provocations.

C. Russia-European Union tensions and the Ukraine conflict

Europe-Russia relations will become increasingly tense and the possibility of armed 

aggression toward Ukraine will increase. As of late 2021, Russian military training and 

reinforcements are creating tension in eastern Ukraine. In particular, there are mounting 

concerns in the international community that Russia may invade Ukraine in early 2022 

to deter Ukraine’s efforts to join NATO.4 Prior to a full-scale military invasion, Russia 

will attempt to prevent Ukraine’s implementation of anti-Russian policies by pressing 

the Ukrainian government through shows of force such as the deployment of military 

reinforcements or large-scale military exercises. As in the case of the annexation of 

Crimea in 2014, Russia is also likely to first provide extensive military assistance to 

the pro-Russian separatist rebels occupying the Donbas region to help them declare 

secession, advance the Russian army to the region, and annex Ukraine to Russia.

The problem is that the U.S. and Europe do not have adequate military countermeasures 

4. “Russia planning massive military offensive against Ukraine involving 175,000 troops, U.S. intelligence 

warns,” The Washington Post, December 3, 2021.
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against any such Russian moves. What the U.S. can do at best is expected to be increaU.S. 

aid to Ukraine and sanctions against Russia. Russia’s pressure against or invasion of 

Ukraine may lead to a second Crimean War, and this will aggravate confrontation and 

conflicts between the U.S. and European countries versus Russia.

D. Spread of terrorism and unrest in the Middle and Near East regions

After the Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan, al-Qaeda and Islamic State (IS) 

fighters who had been scattered around several neighboring countries considered 

Afghanistan as a safe haven for international jihadists and flocked there, a trend which is 

expected to continue in 2022. As a result, Afghanistan may become a global hotbed of 

radical Islamism and radical forces. In addition, as the struggle for leadership among the 

Taliban, al-Qaeda, and IS intensifies, the Taliban leadership may lose control, pressured 

by its sub-organizations’ extremism using digital platforms and a loss of followers, and 

this will lead to an escalation of disputes within the leadership. 

During this time, the most radical group, IS, will rapidly increase its presence 

through suicide bombings.5 Islamic State-Khorasan (IS-K), also known as the Afghan 

branch of the Islamic State, is a radical breakaway faction of the Taliban which has 

criticized the Taliban’s weakness. They carried out a suicide bombing at Kabul Airport 

in August 2021, during the international community’s withdrawal from Afghanistan, 

followed by a series of massive suicide attacks in the eastern Nangarhar province in 

September, at a Kabul funeral of a Taliban spokesperson’s mother in October, at Shiite 

mosques in the northern Kunduz province and southern Kandahar province, and at 

a Kabul military hospital in November. Terror attacks by IS-K seeking to highlight its 

presence may become more drastic in 2022 in terms of their target location, frequency, 

and scale.

As instability in Afghanistan accelerates, China’s security concern will also increase 

given its shared border. China will worry if the expansion of radical jihadists from 

Afghanistan may stimulate the major Uyghur independence movement organization in 

the Xinjiang Autonomous Region, the “Eastern Turkistan Islamic Movement” (ETIM), and 

closely track any movements. While China has promised to provide economic assistance 

to the Taliban after it retook control of Afghanistan, urging them to break ties with the 

ETIM, it is difficult for the Taliban leadership to unconditionally accept China’s Uyghur 

policies. If the Taliban leadership feels serious internal threats in 2022, they will not be 

5. Robert Muggah and Rafal Rohozinski, “Islamic State-Khorasan’s Reach Extends Far Beyond Afghanistan,” 

Foreign Policy, September 9, 2021.
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able to turn a blind eye to the Chinese government’s crackdown on Muslims.6 However, 

IS-K will criticize the Taliban’s response for being weak and adopt more hardline policies 

toward China. Accordingly, the relationships among the Taliban, IS-K, and China are 

expected to become more complicated.

■   Implications for South Korea: A Need for Strategic Positioning with 

Exceptional Resolve

The international environment for 2022 is highly likely to pose harsher challenges 

for countries like South Korea. The uncertainties in the new international order will 

amplify while the existing order and norms in international relations crumble. Great 

powers such as the U.S., China, and Russia are highly likely to tacitly pressure other 

countries to join the order they are building while still expecting individual countries to 

bear the resulting sacrifices and costs. Compared to countries like South Korea, these 

great powers hold various cards in their hands and will use them to show off their 

strategic superiority. This means that the notion of taking advantage of competition 

among great powers or strategic ambiguities to reinforce South Korea’s position is 

difficult.

The following survival strategies are necessary to enhance South Korea’s position 

and protect its interests in the competition to rebuild an international order in various 

fields such as politics, economy, military, values, and systems. First, South Korea needs to 

make a cost-benefit calculation in rebuilding the international order based on its national 

identity. Although the way the order is currently reorganized is highly complicated, it is 

largely characterized by alignments of “liberalism versus authoritarianism” and this will 

become more obvious in 2022. Considering that the aggression from the authoritarian 

alignment among North Korea, China, and Russia may intensify, South Korea must 

formulate its responses based on the values of liberal democracy. In this regard, South 

Korea needs to pay attention to European countries’ efforts in identifying a common 

path through the shared value of democracy even though they take different approaches 

in terms of the detailed reorganizing process. Shared democratic values are not easy to 

found in the Middle and Near East regions or some Southeast Asian countries, and this 

is also the reason these countries have failed to find a definitive answer in the current 

6. Emerson T. Brooking, “Before the Taliban took Afghanistan, it took the internet,” Atlantic Council, August 

26, 2021; Amy Kazmin, “Isis-K insurgency jeopardises Taliban’s grip on Afghanistan,” Financial Times, 

October 26, 2021.
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competition to build a new order. Against this backdrop, it is necessary for South Korea 

to establish its diplomatic position to deal with various international issues based on its 

democratic values   and systems.

Second, South Korea must have a clear position and cause of its own if it is to 

mediate between great power rivalry. South Korea must clarify its views on the desirable 

world order and the best ways to realize it. And based on this, South Korea should try to 

persuade the international community and major powers. For example, the principle 

of freedom of navigation or the principle mandating that each nation’s respect for 

its territory should not infringe on the rights of other countries and that peaceful 

resolution through dialogue comes first even in conflict situations can be applied when 

determining South Korea’s strategic position on the South China Sea or East China Sea 

issues. These principles must be applied equally to all great powers. South Korea cannot 

be free from competitive pressure if it emphasizes “sovereignty” for one county whereas 

it accommodates other countries’ attitudes or actions that violate sovereignty.

Third, South Korea must reinforce cooperation with countries that share similar 

concerns. In fields such as trade, science, and technology, it is not easy to determine 

which order is more advantageous and less risky to join or participate in. It is helpful 

to identify countries in similar circumstances to consult in terms of opportunities and 

challenges and pioneer a path forward together. To this end, South Korea also needs 

to enhance cooperation with countries with whom it has had disputes in the past, 

including Japan, which can be a potential victim of North Korea’s nuclear threats.

Fourth, South Korea needs to broaden its perspectives beyond the Korean Peninsula. 

Amidst confusion stemming from the reorganization of order where each country is 

struggling for its own survival, it is difficult to gain international sympathy or support 

if South Korea’s views are confined solely to peace on the Korean Peninsula and the 

development of inter-Korean relations. South Korea must listen to what the world and 

other countries take interest in and which problems they aim to solve, beyond simply 

informing them of its claims or plans. Its strategic status will also be enhanced when 

it displays the impression that it possesses the willingness and capability to engage in 

resolving various global issues.

Fifth, South Korea needs exceptional resolve to strengthen its capability to defend 

itself from present threats. North Korea’s provocations against the South will continue 

and become even more intense in 2022. North Korea will not easily give up its goal of 

gaining the strategic advantage over the South by advancing its nuclear capabilities, 

and South Korea must be equipped with the necessary capabilities to ensure peace and 

stability on the Korean Peninsula until the denuclearization of North Korea. In particular, 
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in order to expedite the North’s denuclearization, South Korea must try to acquire and 

reinforce its capability to deal with North Korean nuclear threats with a sense of urgency. 

Now is the time for South Korea and the U.S. to discuss concrete measures beyond 

rhetorical expressions such as “strengthening extended deterrence measures,” and 

South Korea must enhance its capabilities to deter North Korea’s provocations as well.
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Northeast Asia: The Complicated Aspects of Regional 

Order Rebuilding and Intensified Unpredictability

 ■  Reviewing 2021: A New and Accelerated Battlefield

The situation in Northeast Asia in 2021 can be summarized as “a strengthened 

competition for the leadership of the world order.” The United States sought to restore 

and improve the existing international order, while China sought a new international 

order with itself at the head. Both countries focused on solidifying relations with friendly 

powers as a means to pressure the other side while avoiding direct conflict. The U.S. 

placed the ‘restoration of alliances’ as an important value, while China proposed its 

own vision of a ‘great modern socialist country’ to mark the 100th anniversary of the 

founding of the Communist Party.

The competition for a new world order between the U.S. and China in 2021 involved 

three aspects. First, strengthening solidarity between countries with similar values and 

systems. With the inauguration of the Biden administration, the U.S. regained its 

status as a leader of the world order by fortifying its network of allies and friends, 

including those in the Indo-Pacific region. In a telephone conversation with Japanese 

Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga and Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison shortly 

after his election, Biden emphasized the common goal of expanding the role of regional 

alliances. In a joint statement at the summit with South Korea in May, the two presidents 

declared, “The U.S. and the Republic of Korea share a vision for a region governed by 

democratic norms, human rights, and the rule of law at home and abroad.” The 

invitation of South Korea, South Africa, Australia, and India to the June 2021 G7 summit 

in Cornwall, England can also be seen as reflecting the U.S. will strengthen solidarity 

among democratic countries. Except for South Africa, all three invited countries were in 

the Indo-Pacific region and were included in the D-10 (Democracy 10), which the U.S. 

and the United Kingdom had been promoting since 2020. The joint statement issued 

after the G7 summit was also significant for its mention of China, urging Beijing to 

“respect human rights and fundamental freedoms, especially in relation to Xinjiang and 

those rights, freedoms and high degree of autonomy for Hong Kong” and emphasizing 

peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait.1 

In response, China strengthened solidarity with authoritarian countries such as 

Myanmar, Cambodia, and Venezuela through the distribution of vaccines, quarantine 
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equipment, and quarantine systems, as well as developing ‘Wolf Warrior Diplomacy’  

(战狼外交) to improve China’s diplomatic image. The U.S. criticized religious persecution 

and human rights suppression in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region as an “open-

air prison”2 and strongly opposed the Chinese-supported Myanmar military regime’s 

massacre of civilians. China opposed sanctions against Myanmar’s military, including 

those imposed by the U.S., citing the logic of “non-intervention in internal affairs.”3 

Figure 1. A Picture of the G7 Summit in Cornwall

Source: Yonhap News.

The second aspect of U.S.-China competition was to expand the existing scope of 

the competition. The U.S. tried to increase its means of counterbalancing against China 

by strengthening relations with Taiwan, resulting in Chinese opposition and additional 

political and military tension between the U.S. and China. One example involved the 

American Institute in Taiwan (AIT), the de facto U.S. embassy in Taiwan, declaring that 

1. “Carbis Bay G7 Communique: Our Shared Agenda for Global Action to Build Back Better,” G7 UK, 2021. 

2. “U.S. calls Xinjiang an ‘open-air prison,’ decries religious persecution by China,” Reuters, May 13, 2021.

3. “More than 500 people killed by the military, but China ‘opposed’ to sanction against Myanmar as 

neighbourhood,” Chosun Ilbo, April 2, 2021.



ASAN INTERNATIONAL SECURITY OUTLOOK 202226

it would promote Taiwan’s participation in international organizations.4 

 China protested, saying that the U.S. action seriously violated the “One China” 

principle and the three major U.S.-China joint communiques (agreements between 

the two countries over mutual non-intervention between the U.S. and China and 

reduction of arms exports to Taiwan).5 In the summit with Xi Jinping on November 

15, President Biden restated his commitment to the “One China” principle, but at the 

same time opposed the “unilateral efforts to change the status quo or undermine 

peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait.”6 The U.S.-China science and technology 

competition, which began during the Trump administration, further expanded during 

the Biden administration. Military protests between the U.S. and China over the East 

China Sea and the South China Sea also continued. When a Chinese fleet, including 

the Chinese carrier Liaoning, conducted a maneuver exercise near the Philippine Sea 

in April 2021, a U.S. destroyer that was tracking and monitoring interfered with its 

course.7 In October, when Chinese aircraft invaded Taiwan’s air defense identification 

zone, two U.S. aircraft carriers, one Queen Elizabeth-class aircraft carrier from the UK, 

and a Japanese helicopter carrier gathered simultaneously in the South China Sea to 

conduct maritime training.8 Overall, military tensions in the South China Sea and near 

East China Sea rose throughout 2021.

The third aspect of U.S.-China strategic competition is that both countries have 

now begun to interpret existing bilateral relations in the region as an extension of new 

order-making. One example is the resolution of Korean peninsula issues being interpreted 

through the lens of strategic competition between the U.S., and China, initiating an 

approach to manage potential conflicts. The Biden administration announced at the 

end of April that it would use a ‘calibrated, practical approach’ in its North Korea 

policy but failed to elaborate further. This suggests that the Biden administration sees 

North Korea’s denuclearization as a low priority and is more interested in preventing 

North Korea from completely breaking any existing agreements, a policy that can be 

4. “At event with U.N. envoy, U.S. says committed to Taiwan’s international participation,” Reuters, 

September 30, 2021.

5. “China become angry on the meet of U.S-Taiwan senior officials: The words and actions of the U.S. are 

different,” Yonhap News, October 14, 2021.

6. “Readout of President Biden’s Virtual Meeting with President Xi Jinping of the People’s Republic of 

China,” The White House, November 16, 2021.

7. “U.S. Warship Shadows China’s Aircraft Carrier on Journey Home,” Newsweek, April 28, 2021.

8. “The armed demonstration in the South China Sea by four aircraft from the United States, Britain, and 

Japan on the day of the Chinese fighter’s flight to the Taiwan Strait,” Chosun Ilbo, October 10, 2021.
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Figure 2. Captain of the U.S. Destroyer and Crew Watching the Training of the Liaoning

Source: U.S. Navy Office of Information.

seen as a de facto “Strategic Patience 2.0.” In 2021, China also repeated its stance on 

the North Korean issue based on the ‘double suspension’ (雙中斷) and ‘dual track 

approach’ (雙軌竝行) without presenting any substantial solutions.9

These three aspects of U.S.-China strategic competition further increased 

unpredictability in the region. Both the U.S. and China attempted to rebuild their own 

world and regional orders, but it remains difficult to anticipate what the outcome of 

this reconstruction effort will be.

■  Outlook for 2022: A Growing Dilemma of Choice

Even as trends from 2021 continue, the world’s situation will continue to evolve in 

9. ‘Double suspension’ refers to the suspension of combined military exercises between South Korea and 

the U.S. at the same time that North Korea stops developing nuclear missiles. ‘Dual track approach’ 

means simultaneously pushing for denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula and a U.S.-North Korea 

peace regime.
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2022. Above all, there will be changes in the COVID-19 situation, which has swept the 

world for more than two years, and the resulting disruptions to international affairs. 

Although there will still be limitations that prevent the world from fully returning to 

normal, due to the reliability of vaccines and the emergence of virus variants, dominant 

powers’ efforts to rebuild the international order in 2021 will continue to be enhanced 

through inter-state activities, while coalitions and disputes between countries will also 

be highlighted.

1.  Pyongyang–Beijing–Moscow Triangle: The Possibility of Evolution into an 

‘Authoritarian Coalition’

The recent process of rebuilding the international order provided North Korea, 

China, and Russia with an opportunity to strengthen their solidarity. In particular, as 

the Biden administration has emphasized the ‘Coalition of Democracies,’ the solidarity 

of countries that share similar authoritarian characteristics is also expected to be 

further strengthened. The war of values pursued by the U.S. is mainly aimed at China, 

but at the same time, it can be seen by Russia and North Korea as a delegitimizing 

influence on their own systems. Preventing the spread of democracy should be a 

Figure 3. The Dandong-Shinuiju Bridge, a Symbol of Trade between North Korea and China

Source: Reuters.
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common goal for Putin, who established the foundation for permanent power through 

the 2020 constitutional amendment, Xi Jinping, who is seeking his third term, and 

Kim Jong Un, who was appointed General Secretary at the 8th Korean Worker’s Party 

convention in 2021. Although limited by COVID-19 in 2021, exchanges among high-

ranking officials are likely to restart in 2022, while summits between North Korea-

China and North Korea-Russia are likely to be attempted. In addition, starting with the 

Dandong-Shinuiju railway connection, economic cooperation between North Korea 

and China is expected to expand in order to support the revitalization of the North 

Korean economy and offset the effects of sanctions against North Korea.

2. Two Crisis Scenarios Concerning North Korea’s Nuclear Development

Strengthening exchanges and economic cooperation between North Korea-China 

and North Korea-Russia could be an important opportunity in 2022 for North Korea, 

which has confined itself to its ‘self-reliant’ economy. However, there are also limitations. 

In 2021, North Korea refused to receive vaccines through COVAX, an international 

vaccine sharing mechanism, citing ‘DPRK-style quarantine,’ and it is known that their 

rejection of Chinese vaccines, Sinopharm and Sinovac, played a role.10 However, starting 

in 2022, a return to ‘daily life’ is likely to become a general trend in most countries. In 

order for North Korea to be prepared for this, a large amount of vaccines, treatments, 

and quarantine supplies must be prepared at the same time, which appears unlikely at 

the moment. If North Korea continues its quarantine policy based on intensive control 

of its people, it will have to take a different path from the world in 2022 and will face 

worsening economic conditions, due to limitations in economic exchanges and the 

people’s increased dissatisfaction over the restrictive quarantine policies.

In 2022, North Korea will be forced to pursue policies designed to ease and lift 

sanctions imposed against it, which will largely be dependent on the relations with the 

U.S. North Korea displayed force by launching eight short-range projectiles in 2021, 

but the Biden administration did not react strongly. In 2022, Pyongyang might try to 

pressure Washington through different types of provocations, including the launch of a 

new submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM) with significantly increased range, a 

second Hypersonic Glide Vehicle (HGV) experiment, or the launch of a new submarine. 

These provocations are likely to start with U.S.-ROK combined military exercise in 

February-March 2022. Of course, at this stage, short-range projectiles aimed at South 

10. “Kim Jong-un rejects Covax vaccine offer as North Korea fights pandemic in ‘our style’,” The Guardian, 

September 3, 2021. 
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Korea will be tested first rather than provocations targeting the U.S. Nevertheless, 

if the Biden administration does not react, Pyongyang may choose to return to mid- 

and long-range missile tests, including intercontinental ballistic missiles, and resume 

nuclear tests. In addition, there is a possibility of Pyongyang advocating a new and more 

aggressive nuclear weapon doctrine, including the possibility of using pre-emptive 

nuclear weapon strikes targeting the Korean peninsula and nearby areas.

The key is the American reaction. If North Korea chooses options such as 

additional nuclear tests or mid- to long-range missile tests, it will be difficult for the 

Biden administration to address the situation through concessions or compromises. 

Any compromise could be attacked as another diplomatic failure, following America’s 

Afghanistan withdrawal, which would not be easy for the Biden administration ahead of 

the 2022 midterm election, considering the U.S.-China strategic competition. Therefore, 

Pyongyang’s provocations could lead Washington to trigger secondary boycotts against 

North Korea and intense armed demonstrations, which could heighten political and 

military tensions on the peninsula. Some expect momentum for dialogue to be created 

in the wake of the Beijing Winter Olympics or an end of war declaration in February 

2022, but it is unlikely that a breakthrough like a U.S.-North Korea summit will be made 

in the first half of the year, given that trust in North Korea has diminished significantly. 

Unintended escalation may occur, considering that while the U.S. and North Korea seek 

to avoid direct military clashes, they are also reluctant to make the first concession. As 

for South Korea, a new government will be elected in the first half of 2022, but North 

Korea will not hesitate to show off its strategic advantage against the South and may 

feel free to provoke it.

The possibility that internal instability issues in North Korea emerge as a major issue 

in Northeast Asia during 2022 cannot be completely excluded, although it is less likely 

than a military crisis involving the U.S. or the two Koreas. It should be noted that signs of 

internal instability in North Korea may increase if there are differences over policy within 

power-elites in Pyongyang involving Kim Jong Un’s misjudgment or ‘group thinking,’ 

as well as continued international sanctions and intensified COVID-19 controls over 

the people. This increased anxiety in Pyongyang could be a factor in prompting North 

Korean provocations against South Korea.

3. Strengthening the Connection among Existing Alliances and Partnerships

As shown with the launch of AUKUS in September 2021, the U.S. will continue 

attempts at creating smaller, multilateral security partnerships by linking existing bilateral 

alliances. Washington will more actively pursue this by strengthening the linkages 
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between these partnerships, which could produce stronger multilateral alliances. If 

this model is applied to Northeast Asia, the U.S. can attempt to institutionalize Korea-

U.S.-Japan triangular security cooperation under the framework of the Korea-U.S. and 

U.S.-Japan alliances. Alternatively, while promoting cooperation between Taiwan and 

Japan and forming a small, multilateral security agreement among the three partners, 

Korea’s subtle participation or support may be demanded. Therefore, the foundation 

for multilateral cooperation, such as reviving the ROK-U.S.-Japan Trilateral Coordination 

and Oversight Group (TCOG) to jointly cope with the North Korean nuclear threats, is 

expected. In this case, the normalization of the General Security of Military Information 

Agreement (GSOMIA) between Korea and Japan, which is still in limbo due to a 

“conditional suspension” by Seoul, will play an important role.

4. Escalating New Geopolitical Competition

As U.S.-China strategic competition intensifies, three geopolitical paradigms of 

international relations coexist. The first is traditional geopolitics that focuses on the 

borders between countries. Like in the Cold War, blocs centered around the U.S. and 

China have formed, and this insulates exchanges between them. China’s ‘Belt and Road 

Initiative’ and the U.S.’s ‘Indo-Pacific Strategy’ are prime examples. The second is the 

geopolitics of open space that emphasizes common efforts to maintain international 

order, regardless of the boundaries between countries. This includes tensions and 

checks between the U.S. and China over international institutions such as the UN and 

the World Trade Organization (WTO). The realm of public diplomacy, cyberspace, 

and cultural exchanges, in which the U.S. and China compete for international public 

opinion, also fall into this category. The third is the geopolitics in which boundaries 

exist, but each country has a choice as to whether or not to be within that boundary. 

In other words, it is possible for a country to sufficiently check their rival by creating a 

kind of semi-transmissive system that allows entry only to like-minded partners while 

maintaining the semblance of international exchange and cooperation. This includes 

the semiconductor sector, which is indispensable when it comes to the development of 

science and technology and future growth.11 The U.S. is likely to accelerate geopolitical 

competition in this third category in 2022, and China will be forced to pressure countries 

not to join this de facto anti-China coalition.

11. China is the world’s largest semiconductor consumption market, but Chinese companies account for 

only 5% of the global market. For this, see Jeon Byung-seo, “In the U.S.-China semiconductor war, 

Korea does not have to be afraid,” The Korea Economic Daily, April 13, 2021. 
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5.  Korea’s Increasing Dilemma of Choice and the Need for Strategic Transparency

In this semi-transmissive system, the problem of choice in countries such as Korea 

may become more severe. The benefits within the system are determined by the strategic 

values and interests that the country shares with the leading country of the system. In 

other words, if South Korea’s calculations take the form of “China for the economy, 

United States for security,” Seoul will have to pay a price. South Korea has no option but 

to face this dilemma, as the U.S. and China hold more cards vis-à-vis Seoul. The U.S. can 

increase the pressure on South Korea just by having a more passive attitude toward its 

extended deterrence commitment. Likewise, China will try to make the most of Korea’s 

vulnerabilities in its trade relations, as seen in the shortage of urea at the end of 2021.

Considering all of this, an approach based on ‘strategic transparency’ or clarity is 

now required from Seoul. In order to increase South Korea’s strategic transparency, 

policies based on future goals, rather than short-term gains and losses, should be 

enacted. Additionally, clear principles must be established. If South Korea remains true 

to its political and economic system and the values that it should pursue, there will be 

advantages in staking a clear position on violations or infringements of norms and laws. 

This includes compliance with international norms, such as democracy, human rights, 

and non-proliferation. Clarity on these issues has the effect of preventing involvement 

in complex situations, such as the Taiwan issue or the competition for control over the 

South China Sea and East China Sea.
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Regrouping to Fight Again: North Korea’s Deepening 

Nuclear Capability and Totalitarian Control

■  Reviewing 2021

North Korea spent 2021 regrouping and regaining its strategic momentum. With 

the inauguration of the Biden administration, which represents a return to traditional 

U.S. North Korea policy, the most realistic prospect for North Korea to be acknowledged 

as a nuclear power by the United States evaporated along with the outgoing Trump 

administration.

North Korea Workers’ Party’s 8th Party Congress in January 2021 formulated the 

strategy to regain the strategic momentum North Korea had lost in 2020 and 2021. It 

was at this meeting that North Korea fleshed out its medium to long-term strategy for 

not only 2021 but 2022 and beyond. 

North Korea’s dilemma in 2021 was the Biden administration’s indifference towards 

it. North Korea seeks the lifting of sanctions against it, but at the same time it is unwilling 

to get caught up in the U.S. strategy of enticing North Korea to the slippery slope of 

the denuclearization process. To counter this, North Korea suddenly turned positive 

towards the Moon Jae-in administration after having heavily condemned the South 

for holding ROK-U.S. joint drills in August in a bid to draw a U.S. response over the 

risk of decoupling in the ROK-U.S. alliance. North Korea had restored the inter-Korean 

communication line that had been cut off for 13 months on July 27 only to shut it off 

on August 10 in response to the ROK-U.S. joint exercises and restored it yet again on 

September 29. 

North Korea’s zig-zagging behavior, which takes the dual track approach of dialogue 

and provocation, has the two aims of causing fissure in the alliance and mounting 

pressure on the Biden administration through the new approach of ‘block the U.S. and 

connect with the South’ (tongnam-bongmi ), which the inverse of the ‘block South 

Korea and connect with the U.S.’ (tongmi-bongnam) of the Trump administration era. 

In a statement issued in Kim Yo Jong’s name, North Korea made it clear that it was open 

to ‘constructive discussions’ on the end-of-war declaration that President Moon had 

proposed in a speech to the UN General Assembly in September,1 thereby signaling 

support for President Moon’s last-ditch effort to break the impasse in inter-Korean 

relations. 2 Although it was reported in November that the U.S. and South Korea had 

1. 
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inched closer to an agreement on the end-of war declaration, it is unclear whether it 

would bring changes to the stalled U.S.-North Korea relations. 

Table 1. North Korea Missile Provocations in 2021

Waiting Date

Projectile Type
Height and range 

(estimated)ROK-U.S. Analysis
North Korean 

Announcement

1 January 22
Cruise missile 

(presumed)
Unpublished Unpublished

2 March 21
Cruise missile

(presumed)
Unpublished Unpublished

3 March 25

2 SRBMs

(improved DPRK 

version of Iskander, or 

KN-23)

New tactical guided 

missile
60km, 600km

4
September 

11∼12

1 short-range missile 

estimated projectile

New long-range cruise 

missile

1,500km

(North Korea’s claim)

5 September 15
2 unknown ballistic 

missiles

Rail transport missile 

launch drills (launched 

from train)

60km, 800km

6 September 28
1 short-range missile 

(presumed)

Hypersonic cruise 

missile “Hwasong-8”
30km, less than 200km

7 September 30 Unpublished
New surface-to-air 

missiles
Unpublished

8 October 19
1 short-range SLBM  

(presumed)

New type of submarine 

launched ballistic 

missile (SLBM)

60km, 590km

In 2021 North Korea produced more derivatives of its KN-23, which despite its short 

range uses solid fuel for quick launches and is capable of carrying nuclear warheads and 

conducting evasive maneuvers. North Korea is publicizing more variations of the KN-

23 launched from various platforms. At North Korea’s defense expo held on October 

11, titled “Self-Defense 2021,” North Korea revealed variants of the KN-23 that consist 

of a railway transport erector launcher variant, an augmented payload variant, and a 

1 “North Korea’s Kim Yo Jong: ‘end-of-war declaration, liaison office, constructive discussion possibility’,” 

Joongang Ilbo, September 25, 2021. 

2. “U.S., S. Korea aligned on N. Korea, but may differ on sequence of steps: NSA Sullivan,” Yonhap News, 

October 27, 2021. 
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submarine-launched variant. The augmented payload variant in particular increased its 

payload from the standard version’s one ton to 2.5 tons, indicating that it was essentially 

a tactical nuclear missile. 

Figure 1. North Korea’s KN-23 Tactical Missile Variants 

(Left: Railway Launch Type; Right: Augmented Payload; Bottom: SLBM)

Source: Yonhap News.
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North Korea is apparently developing a nuclear doctrine specific to the Korean 

Peninsula that plans on limited first use of nuclear weapons by focusing on tactical 

nuclear weapons instead of strategic weapons such as Intercontinental Ballistic Missile 

(ICBM) that threaten the U.S. North Korea is demonstrating its ability to wage limited 

nuclear warfare over the Korean Peninsula theater of operations by strongly insinuating 

that it is capable of mass deploying tactical nuclear missiles that can be launched from 

trains, trucks, and submarines at short notice. Nuclear production facilities in Kangsun 

and Yongbyon have been reactivated3 and North Korea is expected to have up to 242 

nuclear warheads in six years.4 It is reasonable to regard North Korea’s diversification 

and mass production of nuclear weapons as securing a “powerful preemptive strike 

capability”5 that Kim Jong Un and Kim Yo Jung had threatened, rather than simply 

securing a second-strike capability.

North Korea is also reinforcing its internal controls. The prolonged economic 

downturn caused by sanctions and the COVID-19 pandemic appear to have caused a 

rise in public discontent. The border closure precipitated by the pandemic response has 

greatly reduced private markets or jangmadang activities that ordinary North Koreans 

rely on to survive. North Korea reduced its imports from China by more than 99% 

from $US 19 million in September 2020 to a mere $US 250,000 in October under 

the pretense of COVID-19 response and maintained the de facto ban on imports 

until February 2021. By September North Korea’s import had returned to the level last 

observed in September 2020, but this in turn was only 10% of the pre-pandemic level 

of imports. This caused North Koreans to suffer severe shortages of essential supplies6 

as the price of key necessities soared. 7 In addition, North Korea has prohibited the use 

of foreign currency and forced the use of North Korean currency in order to absorb 

foreign currencies in circulation. It is evident that North Korea’s economic situation is 

undergoing a serious crisis, as rather exceptionally Kim Jong Un himself8 mentioned 

food shortages at the 3rd Plenary Meeting of the 8th session of the Workers’ Party of 

3. “North Korea restarts Yongbyon nuclear facility ... ‘Nuclear clock turned back’,” Hankook Ilbo, August 30, 

2021. 

4. “North Korea could have up to 242 nuclear weapons in six years ... The threat of a nuclear preemptive 

strike has grown,” Joongang Ilbo, April 14, 2021. 

5. “Kim Jong-un, who did not preemptively strike, changed his attitude,” Donga Ilbo, August 10, 2021. 

6. “Once lush with products, North Korean supermarkets are now barren and deceptive,” NK News, January 

5, 2021.

7. “Prices of daily necessities in North Korea soars... foreign currency continues to fall.” Radio Free Asia, 

June 15, 2021.
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Korea (WPK) in June. 

At the 12th Plenary Meeting of the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly in 

December 2020, North Korea enacted the “Reactionary Ideology and Culture Rejection 

Law.” The prime purpose of the law is to prevent social disorder induced by the spread 

of external information, with punishment including death penalties for those who store 

or distribute external information. North Korea also established the control tower for 

the enforcement of internal control measures. In 2021 the Ministry of Justice, which 

oversees the National Security, Social Security, Central Court, Central Prosecutor’s 

Office, and National Inspection Commission was established, strongly suggesting that 

the disruption to the social order caused by the pandemic and economic crisis had 

reached dangerous levels.

■   Outlook for 2022: A Regrouped North Korea Embarking on Full-Fledged 

Provocations

North Korea was only able to engage in mutually contradictory behaviors of 

simultaneous missile provocations and dialogue in the second half of 2021 because 

the Biden administration’s desire to disregard North Korean provocations in light of 

outstanding domestic and foreign policy issues was matched by the Moon Jae-in 

government’s contrived downplaying of North Korea’s missile provocations for the sake 

of inter-Korean dialogue. The challenge for South Korea and the U.S. for 2022 lies with 

the fact that the two allies, which will have a presidential and mid-term elections in 

March and November, respectively, will be undergoing political uncertainty while facing 

a newly regrouped North Korea. The precariousness of the contradictory coexistence 

of dialogue and provocation can devolve into tensions and crises if North Korea carried 

provocations with aims to 1) establish its strategic dominance over the new South 

Korean government and 2) raise its profile to the eyes of a Biden administration facing 

challenging electoral prospects in the mid-terms9. 

The chances of North Korea refraining from provocations and maintaining the current 

level of dialogue in 2022 are slim. Nuclear capability is an asymmetric threat against the 

South, and it is what gives North Korea leverage vis-à-vis the U.S. Therefore, it is highly 

8. “North Korea conducts ‘foreign currency holdings’ survey of citizens … emphasizes ‘savings’,” Daily NK, 

April 23, 2021. 

9. “U.S. mid-term terror for Democrats as poll gives Republicans biggest lead for 40 years,” Independent, 

November 16, 2021. 
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unlikely that North Korea would slow down related technological developments for 

economic recovery. 

Table 2. North Korea’s 8th Party Congress New Weapons Roadmap

Announced at the 8th Party Congress Achieved

Miniaturization and tactical weaponization of 

nuclear weapons
Small-scale SLBM test,10 KN-23 variants tests

Producing super-sized nuclear warheads

15,000km range nuclear weapons development

Introduction of hypersonic glide weapons Hwasong-8 test launch11

Development of ICBMs with solid fuel engines Solid fuel rockets12

Nuclear submarines and submarine-launched 

nuclear weapons

500km-range forward precision surveillance drones

Technological and elite capacitation of 

conventional armed forces

Table 2 is a roadmap for the new weapons system that North Korea announced 

at the 8th Party Congress that is either in development or has been deployed. North 

Korea confirmed the “miniaturization and tactical weaponization of nuclear weapons” 

with the revealing of different variants of KN-23 tactical missiles that include rail-based, 

augmented payload, and SLBM versions. It also test-fired ‘Hwasong-8,’ a supersonic 

cruise missile that while it did not reach hypersonic speed demonstrated that North 

Korea possessed advanced missile technologies. 

Because the missile provocations of 2021 faithfully followed the nuclear development 

roadmap laid out at the 8th Party Congress, North Korea is likely to follow up with the 

rest of the roadmap in 2022. In recent times North Korea opted for unveiling new 

weapons systems instead of tests to provoke South Korea and the U.S. North Korea 

101112

10. 

11. 

12. 

“Exclusive: North Korea’s SLBM fired from actual submarine … gamechanger if installed,” Joongang 

Ilbo, October 21, 2021. 

“North Korea, ‘game changer’ hypersonic missile development ... concerns it may neutralize missile 

defense,” Yonhap News, September 29, 2021. 

“North Korea’s missiles being replaced with solid fuel … continued launch improvements expected,” 

MBC News, April 1, 2021. 

10.

11.

12.
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had revealed a new ICBM believed to be ‘Hwasong-16’ and a new SLBM (“Pukguksong-4”) 

at its Party Foundation Day on October 10, 2020, but refrained from carrying out a live-

fire test. Almost exactly a year later on October 11, 2021, it instead unveiled new ICBM 

and SLBM models at the “Self-Defense 2021” defense expo.

Of course, the show of force through disclosure is clearly limited in terms of 

effectiveness. Therefore, North Korea is expected to officially unveil a solid-fuel ICBM 

and conduct a test launch of an improved version of its Pukguksong SLBM. But North 

Korea is also expected to continue to refrain from launch testing ICBMs, which the U.S. 

had implicitly specified as a red line, and instead focus on developing SLBMs in 2022. 

It is likely North Korea will test either the Pukguksong-4 or Pukguksong-5, unveiled at 

the 2020 Party Foundation Day and the Party Congress parades in October 2020 and 

January 2021, respectively. Pukguksong-5 in particular has a larger diameter and bigger 

warhead section but is shorter in overall length compared to the Pukguksong-4, which 

would allow it to be carried in the 3,000-ton class ballistic missile submarine currently 

under construction.

North Korea can also carry out provocations against the South while raising the 

level of tension with the U.S. Given it would be difficult to divert the Biden administration’s 

attention away from outstanding issues that the U.S. government is currently facing 

with mere shows of force, as well as to demonstrate strategic initiative over the new 

South Korean government, North Korea may engage in “shock therapies” of armed 

provocations along the Northern Limit Line (NLL) or Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). Such 

provocations would present the new South Korean government with its first diplomatic 

and security challenge, reminding the South that it is North Korea that holds the 

initiative in inter-Korean relations. The likelihood of North Korea’s armed demonstrations 

and missile provocations are expected to increase significantly between May when the 

new South Korean government is inaugurated and the U.S. midterm elections in 

November.

Another reason why North Korea is expected to focus more on provocations than 

dialogue in 2022 is the need to suppress domestic discontent. The current attempts 

to strengthen internal controls surpass in scope the periodic purges and enforcements 

conducted by the regime. The current policy is geared towards the institutionalization 

of social and economic controls and is manifested in the forms of cult of personality 

such as “Kim Jong Un-ism,” strengthening of the internal order, and suppression of 

local markets (jangmadang). If North Korea truly wanted to improve relations with 

South Korea and the U.S., it would be motivated by the need to mend an economy 

undermined by sanctions and the pandemic. The fact that it is suppressing markets and 
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preventing the inflow of external information suggests that North Korea will focus on 

confrontation rather than improving relations with the outside world.

The kind of economic policy North Korea will pursue in 2022 was mentioned at the 

8th Party Congress. North Korea will control jangmadang in order to strengthen the role 

of the state as economic coordinator. On the surface, there are signs that North Korea 

will resume foreign trade. The prolonged border closure as part of pandemic response 

has pushed the economy to the limit and it would allow the resumption of essential 

imports. The National Intelligence Service reported to the National Assembly that North 

Korea is currently discussing with China and Russia on resuming rail connections, as 

well as reopening the port of Ryongchon in addition to existing Nampo to facilitate the 

unloading of humanitarian assistance.13

However, for North Korea’s external trade to return to pre-pandemic levels, it would 

need to achieve herd immunity through vaccination rather than through quarantine. But 

the World Health Organization (WHO) reported that only Eritrea, which incidentally is 

called “North Korea of Africa” and North Korea proper are the only two countries in the 

world that are yet to start COVID-19 vaccination campaigns.14 Bigger challenges are the 

trade deficit that has worsened significantly since 2017 and the foreign currency reserve 

that is estimated to have fast depleted since the imposition of border closure measures. 

North Korea would need to either secure financial loans from outside or expand exports 

significantly in order to normalize the trade with China, but both options are unrealistic 

under the current trade and financial sanctions regime. 

External constraints are not the only factors preventing the recovery of North 

Korea’s economy. North Korea’s own economic policy is focused on austerity rather 

than economic recovery. At the 8th Party Congress, North Korea decided to refrain from 

carrying out large construction projects and provided only 75,000 housing units in the 

Pyongyang and Gumduk districts for the next five years. The Wonsan-Kalma Tourism 

Project, often touted as Kim Jong Un’s major achievement, did not even merit a passing 

mention. Foreign trade would naturally shrink if self-reliance and import substitution 

take place in all sectors of the industry.

If the consumption and income levels of North Koreans do not recover after the 

13. “South Korean National Intelligence Service: Sinuiju-Dandong train link possibly resumed from 

November ... expert: North Korea is struggling to survive the economic crisis,” Voice of America, 

October 29, 2021. 

14. “WHO: Only North Korea and Eritrea have not started COVID-19 vaccinations,” Chosun Ilbo, November 

13, 2021.



41Rebuilding

pandemic subsides internal grievances will only intensify. Therefore, North Korea is 

prepared to crack down on public discontent and turn the backlash outward. The fact 

that “Kim Jong Un-ism” 15 came into public notice in 2021 when North Korea’s economic 

and social situations are at their worst levels in recent memory suggests that the cult of 

personality around Kim is less about celebrating the 10th year of his rule, and more about 

completely suppressing internal discontent by imposing a personality cult and politics of 

fear. North Korea is likely to over-punish even minor cases of misconduct to establish 

internal order,16 and the National Intelligence Service (NIS) has already been reporting 

such cases to the National Assembly since 2020.17 But even the cult of personality and 

politics of fear are likely to fall short in controlling a society already filled to the brim 

with grievances caused by the pandemic and economic crisis. A confrontation with the 

outside world that promotes internal cohesion may come in handy for the regime.

North Korea’s two-pronged strategy of advancing nuclear capability and strengthening 

internal controls is bound to boil down to provocations against South Korea and the U.S. 

But the situation on the Korean Peninsula is contingent upon the interaction between 

American indifference and North Korea’s sense of crisis. North Korea’s provocations 

will become more effective when the gap between a U.S. that tries to ignore North 

Korea and a South Korea that doesn’t widens. The ROK-U.S. alliance is facing a major 

challenge. The faster-than-necessary transfer of wartime operational control (OPCON) 

of South Korean forces before the end of President Moon’s term is now impossible. 

The U.S. on the other hand is emphasizing the need to meet the conditions for OPCON 

transfer while at the same time expecting the alliance to transform into an alliance that 

can meet regional security challenges, including China.

The U.S. expects North Korea, which is under serious difficulties due to prolonged 

sanctions and economic crisis, to refrain from staging major provocations in the future. 

Instead, the U.S. is focused more on keeping China in check rather than paying attention 

to the advancements North Korea has made with its nuclear force. Furthermore, the 

difference in the threat perception could grow even more when the Biden administration’s 

Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) is released in the first half of 2022. If the NPR focuses on 

limiting U.S. nuclear use policy as is expected, the disagreement in the alliance will be 

15. “The ascent of ‘Kim Jong Un-ism’ … what does it mean?” KBS News, October 30, 2021. 

16. “Why did Kim Jong Un order the execution of Pyongyang’s foreign currency traders?” Nocut News, 

December 13, 2020. 

17. “North Korea’s triple crises … fatigue from continuing hardship increasing,” Financial News, November 

27, 2020. 
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amplified when the Biden administration’s position is contrasted with North Korea’s 

aggressive nuclear posture.

North Korea has spent 2021 making up for the strategic momentum it lost in 2020 

by strengthening domestic order and continuously advancing its nuclear capability. 

More frequent statements issued by Kim Yo Jong and other North Korean officials in 

2021 indicate that North Korea intends to regain the initiative and put pressure on 

South Korea and the U.S. in 2022. Likewise, the ROK-U.S. alliance should regroup to 

rise to the challenge.
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Biden’s Pursuit of Rebuilding and Stability

■  Reviewing 2021: A New Beginning for America

2021 was a challenging time for the United States due to the COVID-19 pandemic 

and the aftermath of the 2020 presidential election. The timely development and 

dissemination of vaccines, as well as generous stimulus and expansionary monetary 

policies, were critical for the U.S. to recover from the pandemic-induced economic/

health crisis. The U.S. has stabilized since the Biden administration took office.

Figure 1. Statistics on COVID-19 in the U.S.
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Figure 2. U.S. Economic Indices
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Although the Biden administration faced criticism for its withdrawal of U.S. troops 

from Afghanistan, U.S. activities on the international stage have been relatively stable 

under Biden compared to the Trump administration. One notable area of reference is 
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strategic competition with China. The newly inaugurated Biden administration held its 

first summit call with Chinese President Xi Jinping in February and a meeting among 

high-ranking officials in Alaska in March. During the 71-minute discussion held in front 

of the press, the officials exchanged heated words over various issues, including the 

Taiwan Strait, which led many observers to speculate that the U.S. was pressuring 

China. During the second half of 2021, however, the Biden administration managed 

to stabilize U.S.-China relations, taking measures such as the release of Huawei Vice 

Chairman Meng Wanzhou, scheduling a second U.S.-China summit in September, and 

even allowing for a waiver of regulatory restrictions on Chinese companies. The U.S.-

China video summit held in November 2021 can also be seen as an extension of this 

trend. During the three-hour summit, the U.S. and China faced off in areas of traditional 

security and technology but discussed the possibility of cooperation on climate change, 

energy, people-to-people exchanges, disarmament, and establishing ‘common-sense 

guardrails.’

In the Middle East and Eurasia, the U.S. has also made similar moves to establish a 

stable diplomatic and security environment by resolving issues that threaten its national 

security. In this sense, the Biden administration’s positive stance on the Iranian Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) negotiations and the Abraham Accords can 

be interpreted as a move towards reducing U.S. involvement in the Middle East and 

avoiding direct conflict. At the U.S.-Russia summit in Switzerland in June, U.S. President 

Joe Biden and Russian President Vladimir Putin tried to manage bilateral security 

relations by emphasizing “strategic stability.” As the Ukraine situation began to heat up 

in December, however, U.S.-Russia relations faced yet another challenge.

Finally, there was the diplomatic effort to restore relations among allies around the 

world. The U.S. moved quickly to mend relations with Japan and Korea by holding high-

level 2+2 talks in March and summits in April and May. In June, the U.S. moved to adopt 

the joint statement entitled ‘Our Shared Agenda for Global Action to Build Back Better,’ 

which established an infrastructure fund, during the G7 Summit in Cornwall, UK. At the 

NATO summit held in Brussels, the Biden administration also moved to strengthen the 

Atlantic alliance and pledged to jointly respond to the systemic competition with China 

and Russia and other emerging challenges in other parts of the world. At the Association 

of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Summit and East Asia Summit (EAS) in October, 

the Biden administration also moved to solidify its position in the Indo-Pacific region 

and promote regional cooperation. In addition to strengthening traditional alliances, 

the Biden administration also worked to build up new partnerships. A particularly 

impressive change was the acceleration of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) 
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and the U.S.-UK-Australia security cooperation (AUKUS). At the first QUAD summit 

held in Washington in September, the four countries agreed to discuss the threats 

posed by China and also to cooperate in areas spanning international health, space, 

energy, technology, and democratic values. AUKUS, announced in mid-September, 

represents a cooperative arrangement among three members of the ‘Five Eyes,’ who 

have established a strong stance on China. At the time of its launch, the U.S. and UK 

announced that they would support Australia’s construction of nuclear submarines. The 

move was largely interpreted as the U.S. trying to coordinate an effective security check 

on China so that the relationship with Beijing would not escalate into an all-out conflict. 

All of these moves can be seen as part of a broader effort by the Biden administration to 

create a more stable internal and external environment, faithful to the promise of ‘Build 

Back Better’ ahead of the 2022 midterm elections, while at the same time promoting a 

foreign policy that will win the favor of the middle class. 

■  Outlook for 2022: The Biden Administration’s 2022 Foreign Policy

Although the Biden administration has yet to announce a comprehensive national 

security strategy and policy review, it is possible to predict the direction of its foreign 

policy in 2022 by referencing the Interim National Security Strategic Guidance released 

in March. Table 1 summarizes the national security threats facing the U.S.

Table 1. Threats to U.S. National Security 

Global Threats
Fall of 

Democracy
Power Imbalance

Fall of Liberal 

Order

New Tech 

Challenges

Pandemic,  

Climate change, 

Cyber threats, 

Economic crisis, 

Terrorism, 

Humanitarian 

threats, Nuclear 

proliferation

Corruption, 

Inequality, 

Bipolarization, 

Populism, Threat 

to the rule of law, 

Nationalism,  

Fake news

China, Russia, 

Iran, North Korea

Weakness of 

international 

organizations, 

Alliances 

in decline, 

Destruction of 

international 

treaties

AI, Quantum 

computing, 

5G/6G,  

Bio-engineering

The guideline recommends that the U.S. strengthen and expand its alliances and 

partnerships and mobilize diplomatic and military capabilities to respond to threats and 

advance national interests. But the Biden administration appears to be placing more 

weight on cooperation than on the use of force. This is because issues such as climate 

change, among the key diplomatic challenges of the U.S., require cooperation from 
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countries like Russia and China, which are also main rivals. So, while force is necessary 

to empower a diplomatic solution, the Biden administration will remain cautious about 

military intervention.

These trends in the Biden administration’s foreign and security policies and 

the outlook for 2022 are directly related to the ‘foreign policy for the middle class’ 

advocated by the Biden campaign during the last presidential election.1 President Biden 

once remarked to his advisers that “foreign policy is domestic policy, domestic policy is 

foreign policy.”2 U.S. National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan also echoed this sentiment 

in an article in the Atlantic from 2019.3 In the article, Sullivan argues that the global 

status of the U.S. begins with ‘domestic renewal.’ U.S. Secretary of State Antony J. 

Blinken’s speech at the University of Maryland on Aug. 9, 2021, also covered the same 

subject under the heading of “Domestic Renewal in Foreign Policy Priorities.”4 The 

Figure 3. U.S. Defense Budget for 2021-2031 (Unit: Million Dollars)
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1. “Making U.S. Foreign Policy Work Better for the Middle Class,” Carnegie Endowment for International 

Peace, September 23, 2020.

2. “Passing the Baton 2021: Securing America’s Future Together,” United States Institute of Peace, January 

30, 2021; “At a Time of Tests, Security Advisors Discuss Threats to U.S. and Global Security,” United 

States Institute of Peace, February 3, 2021.

3. Jake Sullivan, “What Donald Trump and Dick Cheney Got Wrong About America,” The Atlantic, January/

February 2019.

4. Antony Blinken, “Domestic Renewal as a Foreign Policy Priority,” U.S. Department of State, August 9, 

2021.
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‘foreign policy for the middle class’ pursued by the Biden administration focuses on the 

domestic welfare of the U.S. and is highly selective in its external involvement.

In this light, the Biden administration’s foreign and security policies focus on 

more equitable burden-sharing between the U.S. and its allies, minimizing military 

intervention, and actively reflecting middle-class opinion in foreign policy decisions. 

Equitable sharing implies a greater role for other countries in promoting collective 

security. Sullivan argues that institutions are necessary to do this effectively. In other 

words, the U.S. will focus on strengthening cooperation with its allies against threats 

like China through institutions like the QUAD, AUKUS, G7, and NATO. By doing so, it 

hopes to maintain its networks of alliances and partnerships and remain as a regional 

power in the Indo-Pacific region. What this suggests is that the U.S. defense strategy 

is likely to favor a rebalance of its capabilities to be more concentrated in the Indo-

Pacific with lower footprint across Europe and the Middle East. The defense budget 

is likely to expand as required to keep pace with defense modernization in China and 

Russia. Ultimately, however, the purpose of these moves is to prevent military clashes 

and maintain a more stable regional order.

One of the most important security issues the U.S. is dealing with is China. 

Although the Taiwan Strait has recently been drawing much attention and the overall 

U.S. orientation towards China has not really changed, the Biden administration appears 

to be more cautious in handling U.S.-China relations. Over the past year, the U.S. has 

maintained or expanded some of the tariffs or regulations imposed by the Trump 

administration,5 but the U.S. has also made frequent concessions. For example, in 

June, the Biden administration lifted the ban on WeChat and TikTok,6 and in August, it 

5. “Notice of Product Exclusions Extensions: China’s Acts, Policies, and Practices Related to Technology 

Transfer, Intellectual Property, and Innovation,” Federal Register, March 10, 2021; “Public Notice. DA 

21-309: Public Safety and Homeland Security Bureau Announces Publication of the List of Equipment 

and Services Covered by Section 2 of the Secure Networks Act,” Federal Communication Commission, 

March 12, 2021; “Media Release: FCC Initiates Proceeding Regarding Revocation of China Unicom 

Americas’ Authorizations,” Federal Communications Commission, March 17, 2021; “Commerce Adds 

Seven Chinese Supercomputing Entities to Entity List for their Support to China’s Military Modernization, 

and Other Destabilizing Efforts,” U.S. Department of Commerce, April 8, 2021; “Commerce Department 

Adds 34 Entities to the Entity List to Target Enablers of China’s Human Rights Abuses and Military 

Modernization, and Unauthorized Iranian and Russian Procurement,” U.S. Department of Commerce, 

July 9, 2021.

6. “Biden Drops Trump’s Ban on TikTok And WeChat -But Will Continue The Scrutiny,” NPR, January 9, 

2021.
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approved a request for approval from a U.S. supplier to provide chips for automobile 

parts to Huawei.7 In September, the U.S. Department of Justice released Huawei Vice 

Chairman Meng Wanzhou and from November 2020 to April 2021 granted export 

licenses worth about $100 billion to Huawei and SMIC’s suppliers. During the 26th 

UN Climate Change Conference of the Parties (COP26) held in Glasgow in November 

2021, the U.S and China recognized the seriousness of the climate crisis and agreed to 

cooperate in strengthening methane gas emission control and promoting joint research. 

In short, the U.S. is competing in areas where competition is necessary and cooperating 

in areas where possible, as Secretary Blinken mentioned.8 What this also suggests is that 

the Biden administration will not unilaterally pursue a hawkish policy on China, even 

though it will continue to maintain the overall posture of confrontation on U.S.-China 

strategic competition. Although the arms race is expected to continue, it is likely that 

the U.S. will adjust its relationship with China in time for the Winter Olympics to be held 

in Beijing next year and promote cooperation in areas such as climate change. Public 

pressure is likely to be maintained through partnerships with the QUAD, AUKUS, or 

other existing alliances. Rather than focusing on military friction, these areas are likely 

to be centered on technology, space, values, and the liberal order, and efforts will be 

made to reduce tensions that can lead to kinetic conflict.

Regarding Russia, the Biden administration has already reached an agreement to 

extend the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (New START) and held a summit 

meeting with Putin in Geneva, Switzerland in June. Despite tempered expectations for 

the summit, the two leaders agreed to return respective ambassadors to their countries 

for normal diplomatic exchanges and discussed ‘strategic stability’ with the possibility 

of new arms control restrictions. As long as new concerns do not arise between the 

U.S. and Russia over the next year, the Biden administration is expected to focus its 

efforts on maintaining a stable bilateral relationship. However, if Ukraine or Belarus 

escalates into a military confrontation or if the issue of cybersecurity is raised during 

the November midterm elections in 2022, there is a possibility that the relationship 

between the two countries will become more tense.

In the Middle East, as mentioned above, the U.S. is expected to reduce the presence 

of its troops and pursue new nuclear negotiations with Iran. Iranian President Ebrahim 

Raisi and high-level officials have expressed their willingness to give multilateral 

7. “EXCLUSIVE Huawei gets U.S. approvals to buy auto chips, sparking blow back,” Reuters, August 26, 

2021.

8. “How it happened: Transcript of the US-China opening remarks in Alaska,” Nikkei Asia, March 19, 2021.
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negotiations a try, and European countries also welcome these changes, so a new 

agreement is expected by 2023 at the latest.9 Efforts will also be made to strengthen 

the permanence of the Abraham Accords to improve relations between Israel and 

Arab nations. Last September, Secretary Blinken held a videoconference with high-level 

officials from Israel, the UAE, Bahrain, and Morocco, and in October held a three-party 

meeting with Israel and the UAE.

In America’s trade and investment strategy, the Biden administration is likely to focus 

on international tax and anti-corruption policies to address the problem of domestic 

inequality. Rather than joining initiatives like the Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) or promoting a multilateral free trade 

agreement, it is likely to selectively promote bilateral or multilateral digital trade 

agreements that benefit U.S. national interests in trade relations. It may also favor 

tightening regulatory controls in certain areas to directly benefit the U.S. economy. 

While emphasizing the importance of democratic values, the U.S. is expected to remain 

highly selective on this issue, based on diplomatic priorities and its impact on the 

domestic economy and society. That is, President Biden is likely to change his position 

on values on a case-by-case basis, just as he did during the withdrawal from Afghanistan.10 

At the same time, he emphasized the importance of the national interest over values 

such as democracy or human rights. 

Looking at what was discussed during the ROK-U.S. summit in May, the Biden 

administration appears interested in having South Korea be more proactive on issues 

related to China and tackling global threats such as pandemics or climate change. 

The U.S. hopes to work with South Korea to address challenges surrounding the 

development of new technologies (batteries, semiconductors, quantum computing, 

etc.) and supply chains. Relations with the U.S. are likely to be affected by how aggressive 

Korea is in these areas. In addition, since the U.S. intends to encourage trilateral security 

cooperation between Korea, the U.S., and Japan, South Korea also needs to promote a 

foreign policy that is consistent with this idea.

The Biden administration prefers a diplomatic, rather than a hawkish approach to 

North Korea but believes that the situation is likely to worsen rather than improve over 

time. If North Korea shows a willingness to engage in dialogue, there is a possibility that 

9. “Iran offers to talk to Europeans about restarting nuclear negotiations,” The Times of Israel, October 27, 

2021.

10. “Remarks by President Biden on the End of the War in Afghanistan,” The White House, August 31, 

2021.
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the U.S. will reciprocate, but it will not be easy to reach an agreement. If North Korea 

refuses to talk and engages in provocation, the situation is likely to get worse. Even if 

dialogue is pursued, it is difficult to expect an end to the denuclearization issue in 2022. 

Rather, the Biden administration is likely to focus on diplomatic efforts to maintain a 

stable security environment on the Korean Peninsula. If North Korea launches a military 

provocation, the Biden administration will take a tougher stance and try to strengthen 

sanctions and military readiness. But even in this case, it will make efforts to avoid 

kinetic conflict.
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Japan’s Strengthening Self-Protection Capabilities 

amid Global Competition

■  Reviewing 2021: Japan Trapped in Abe’s Shadow

1.  Leadership Change in the Wake of the Tokyo Olympics and the Spread of 

COVID-19, Followed by the Emergence of the Kishida Cabinet

Japan’s leadership changed once again in 2021, after having hosted the Tokyo 

Olympics (July 23-August 8, Paralympics August 24-September 5), which had been 

postponed the previous year amid the spread of COVID-19. Prime Minister Yoshihide 

Suga, who took office in 2020 with the sudden resignation of former Prime Minister 

Shinzo Abe, had failed to respond adequately to COVID-19, jump start an economic 

recovery, or host a safe and secure Olympic games, and eventually resigned after more 

than a year (2020.9.16-2021.10.4).1 As a result, Fumio Kishida was elected as the 

president of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) on September 29 and then became 

Figure 1. Japan’s New Prime Minister Fumio Kishida

Source: Reuters.
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the 100th prime minister of Japan on October 4. In the LDP presidential election, Taro 

Kono, who was popular with the public, was expected to win, but Kishida was elected 

based on the strong support of the LDP’s National Assembly members.2 

After that, Kishida’s LDP won the House of Representatives election on September 

31st with 293 seats (261 seats for the LDP and 32 seats for the Komeito).3 Based on 

this victory, Prime Minister Kishida was able to consolidate enough power to implement 

his policies.4

Figure 2. The Result of the 2021 General Election
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2.  Japan Strengthened its Abilities to Counter China Based on a Solid U.S.-Japan 

Alliance amid the Ongoing U.S.-China Strategic Competition

Amid the intensified U.S.-China competition during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

Japan explicitly strengthened its checks on China through strong ties with the United 

States. At the “U.S.-Japan Diplomacy-Defense 2+2 Ministerial Meeting” on March 165 

and the “U.S.-Japan Summit Meeting” on April 16, 2021,6 Japan bolstered its defense 

1. According to NHK polls, the approval rating of the Suga cabinet was 62% immediately after its launch 

in September 2020 but only 30% in September 2021, right before the LDP presidential election. “世論

調査,” NHK, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.

2. For the analysis of 2021 LDP presidential election and the changes in domestic political dynamics, see 

Choi Eunmi, “The Inauguration of the Kishida Cabinet and Prospects for Korea-Japan Relations,” The 

Asan Institute for Policy Studies Issue Brief 2021-26 (2021).

3. “衆議院選挙2021,” NHK, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.

4. For the analysis of the 2021 House of Representative election of Japan, see Choi Eunmi, “Japan’s 2021 

General Election and the Second Kishida Cabinet,” The Asan Institute for Policy Studies Issue Brief 2021-

30 (2021).

5. “日米安全保障協議委員会,” 外務省, last modified Mar. 16, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.
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capabilities by strengthening the U.S.-Japan alliance and its role in regional security, 

and the U.S. expressed unchanged support for Japan’s defense. In addition, the two 

countries agreed to pursue the realization of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP), based 

on mutual cooperation, and to work with countries and regions including ASEAN, 

Australia, and India. At the same time, the two countries expressed deep concern about 

China’s destabilization of the rules-based international order. Also, the U.S. and Japan 

clarified the importance of deterrence to maintain peace and stability in the region, 

China’s attempts to change the status quo in the East China Sea and South China 

Sea, and opposition to illegal activities. Moreover, the two countries emphasized the 

peace and stability of the Taiwan Strait, as well as the peaceful resolution of the China-

Taiwan conflict. Also, they strengthened checks on China by expressing concerns over 

Hong Kong’s democratization status and human rights issues in the Xinjiang Uighur 

Autonomous Region. 

These measures indicate that Japan increasingly understands the threat China poses. 

It also signifies Japan’s intention to follow the Biden administration’s policy to deter 

China’s actions and join the U.S. in building a world order after COVID-19. At the same 

time, Japan is strengthening its military cooperation, centered around the Quadrilateral 

Security Dialogue (QUAD), while strengthening networks with European countries 

such as the UK, Germany, and France, in an effort to present unified opposition to 

China’s destabilizing actions. On April 13, it held its first 2+2 meeting with Germany, a 

foreign minister meeting with France on May 5, and arms control and non-proliferation 

consultations with the UK on July 28. It followed up with a telephone meeting with 

the UK foreign minister on September 9 and 17. In addition, Japan provided vaccines 

to Southeast Asia countries, such as Taiwan on July 6, Vietnam on July 13, Indonesia 

on July 20, and Thailand and Laos on August 3. This indicates that Japan is carefully 

strengthening its influence in the region through its COVID-19 response, as well as 

its focus on ocean security, climate change and disasters, infrastructure maintenance, 

people-to-people exchanges, etc. By contrast, China is focusing on infrastructure 

maintenance.

3. Korea-Japan Relations in Increasing Chaos

Different judgments on two ‘comfort women’ lawsuits in January and April 2021 

led to confusion over Korea-Japan relations amid lingering conflicts over forced labor, 

6. “日米首脳共同声明,” 外務省, last modified Apr. 16, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.
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trade issues, etc. The January ruling was in favor of the plaintiff and the April ruling 

was in favor of the defendant. Also, on June 7, a court ruling on the forced labor 

issue overturned a Supreme Court ruling from October 2018, which had recognized 

Japanese companies’ liability for damages.

Figure 3. ‘Comfort Women’ Lawsuits Figure 4. Protest against Japan’s Radioactive Water 

Discharge

Source: Yonhap News, Reuters.

Meanwhile, on April 13, the Japanese government officially announced plans 

to release contaminated water from the Fukushima nuclear power plant starting in 

2023, which led to concerns and violent protests from neighboring countries, such as 

Korea and China. There is time left until the actual release, but conflicts continue due 

to Korean and Chinese distrust of Japanese information and Japan’s perceived lack of 

effort to gain the understanding and consent of neighboring countries.

■   Outlook for 2022: The Possibility of a Long-Term Kishida Administration 

Based on Domestic Power

The LDP and the Kishida Cabinet won the 2021 House of Representatives election 

and secured an “absolutely stable majority” for the administration. Based on this victory, 

the Kishida Cabinet will try to return to pre-COVID-19 life through economic recovery, 

strengthening national defense, and social reform in 2022. In addition, the Kishida 

Cabinet is expected to promote regional prosperity and security in an attempt to secure 

victory in the summer 2022 Upper House election. If the Kishida Cabinet wins the Upper 

House election without difficulty, it could ensure the longevity of the cabinet.
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1.  Reinforcing a New Competitiveness and Resilience Based on the U.S.-Japan 

Alliance

In his first telephone conversation with U.S. President Biden, Prime Minister Kishida 

promised to pursue the FOIP based on a solid U.S.-Japan alliance.7  In his first speech 

since the inauguration of his cabinet, the prime minister again stressed his continued 

commitment to the FOIP.8 He expressed his willingness to play a leading role in the 

resolution of global affairs and protect the common values of democracy, human rights, 

and the rule of law. Protecting Japan’s territory, territorial waters, and sovereign airspace 

was also addressed. Specifically, Prime Minister Kishida addressed his willingness to work 

with the U.S., Australia, and India for peace in the Taiwan Strait. Also, he mentioned 

the expansion of the Maritime Safety Agency and its strengthened links with the Self-

Defense Force. Furthermore, he expressed his willingness to improve missile defense 

capabilities, revise the National Security Strategy, pursue nuclear disarmament and 

non-proliferation, and enhance disaster countermeasures. Regarding the North Korea 

issue, his position is that the international community should put as much pressure 

as possible towards their complete abandonment of nuclear and missile development 

and the immediate return of kidnapped Japanese citizens. As for the Russia issue, he 

promoted a full return of the Northern Territories. These positions are not very different 

from those of the Abe and Suga governments. However, it is worth noting that Prime 

Minister Kishida expressed his intention to revise the National Security Strategy, National 

Defense Program Guidelines (NDPG), and Medium-Term Defense Program (MTDP), 

saying, “We need to respond to the tasks of a new era, such as strengthening defense 

capabilities and economic security.”9 The National Security Strategy, the framework of 

Japan’s foreign and security policy, was adopted in December 2013 during the second 

Abe Cabinet. This has been maintained without any revision. However, as Prime Minister 

Kishida was the first to express his intention to revise it, this could gauge the direction 

of Kishida’s diplomatic and security policies.

In particular, the Kishida Cabinet expressed concerns about a change in the status 

quo caused by China’s rapid military buildup. Also, the cabinet emphasized the need 

to strengthen defense forces to cope with the dynamics of the security environment. 

In addition, it highlighted concerns about the conflict with China in the Senkaku 

Islands (Diaoyudao in Chinese) and China’s recently enacted Coast Guard Law, while 

7. “岸田首相がバイデン大統領と電話協議　同盟強化を確認,” 毎日新聞, October 5, 2021.

8. “第二百五回国会における岸田内閣総理大臣所信表明演説,” 首相官邸, October 8, 2021.

9. “自民・岸田氏、ミサイル防衛強化・国家安保戦略改定訴え,” 朝日新聞, September 13, 2021.
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emphasizing the expansion of the Maritime Safety Agency’s system, strengthening 

solidarity with the Self-Defense Forces, and coping with territorial invasion. Furthermore, 

Kishida expressed his willingness to strengthen Japan’s defense force by improving its 

responsiveness to ballistic missiles, also known as second-strike capabilities. He also 

mentioned doubling defense costs from 1% to 2% of Japan’s GDP. The Japanese Self-

Defense Force conducted a nationwide, large-scale military training exercise for the first 

time in more than 30 years in mid-September 2021. The Kishida Cabinet’s intention to 

strengthen the Self-Defense Force by increasing the defense budget and revising the 

National Security Strategy is indicative of Japan’s growing concern over the security 

situation in the region and the weakening influence of domestic conservatives after 

Prime Minister Abe’s retirement.

Figure 5. Japanese Defense Minister Nobuo Kishi 

Visited the Base of the Hokkaido Self-Defense Force

Figure 6. The first Combined Training of the  

U.S.-Japan-France in Kyushu

Source: Yonhap News, Reuters.

Meanwhile, at the U.S.-Japan summit between Prime Minister Suga and President 

Joe Biden in April 2021, the two countries agreed to launch the “new Competitiveness 

and Resilience (CoRe) Partnership,” acknowledging the need for new cooperation in 

the 21st century to achieve peace and prosperity in the region.10 Also, the two countries 

promised to lead sustainable and green global economic growth, guided by the 

principles of openness and democracy. The primary focus of this partnership includes 

1) competitiveness and innovation, 2) COVID-19 response, global health, and health 

security, and 3) climate change, clean energy, and green growth and recovery. This 

10. “U.S.–JAPAN GLOBAL PARTNERSHIP FOR A NEW ERA,” The White House, last modified Apr. 16, 2021, 

accessed Dec. 3, 2021; “Fact Sheet: U.S.-Japan Competitiveness and Resilience (CoRe) Partnership,” 

The White House, last modified Apr. 16, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.
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exemplifies the close cooperation between the U.S. and Japan in the post-COVID-19 

era and the two countries are expected to maintain this stance in 2022.

2. Strengthening ‘Economic Security’

Originally, Kochikai, a political faction to which Prime Minister Kishida belongs, 

tended to value good relations with neighboring countries such as China and South 

Korea, centered around the U.S.-Japan alliance. However, considering the increase in 

anti-Chinese sentiment in Japan and weak domestic support for the Kishida cabinet, 

some actions and statements toward China are likely to appear rather strong. In 

particular, the continued appearance of Chinese ships near the Senkaku Islands (Diaoyu 

Dao in Chinese) and Chinese and Russian naval vessels sailing around the Japanese 

islands will add to existing tensions. Considering this situation, Prime Minister Kishida 

presented a strong stance toward China several times during the presidential election, 

the House of Representatives election, and after.11

It is also noteworthy that Japan’s focus on economic security is strengthening amid 

rising tensions. This was clearly highlighted with the position of “economic security 

minister” being newly established under the Kishida Cabinet. This is a response to 

Japan’s vulnerability in the semiconductor supply chain, which was exposed by the U.S.-

China conflict and changes in the international order. As a result of this perception, 

a new policy direction was introduced in the 2021 Trade White Paper. In the paper, 

strengthening economic security was identified as Japan’s trade policy goal for the 

first time. Going forward, Japan is expected to promote self-protection measures by 

strengthening its response to the U.S.-China strategic competition. This can be achieved 

by developing technologies for major industries such as semiconductors, strengthening 

domestic production bases, and preventing leaks of high-tech industry secrets.

3.  Korea-Japan Relations: Improvements Expected after the Summer of 2022 

with Political Changes in Both Countries

Improvements in Korea-Japan relations appear unlikely in the coming months, due 

to political changes in both countries. South Korea is scheduled to hold the presidential 

election on March 9 and local elections on June 1, while Japan will hold Upper House 

elections next summer. As such, it will be difficult for either country to prioritize Korea-

Japan relations during this period. Therefore, any improvement or change in Korea-

11. “岸田首相、対中国「言うべきことはしっかり言う」…民主主義や人権対応に「いかがかと思う」,” 読売新聞, October 5, 

2021.
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Japan relations can be expected after the summer of 2022, when a new government is 

established in Korea and Japan’s political environment stabilizes after the Upper House 

elections. 

Nevertheless, it will not be easy to resolve controversial issues such as forced labor, 

comfort women, trade disputes, etc., as the issues are intertwined with one another and 

both governments have differing points of view. Moreover, the liquidation of Japanese 

companies’ assets following the court ruling on forced labor and the further liquidation 

of Japanese government assets following a separate ruling in the comfort women case 

have the possibility to lead to a socio-economic and diplomatic catastrophe between 

Korea and Japan.

Rebuilding trust and dialogue among leaders of two countries are important, but 

this will also be difficult. In July 2021, Korea and Japan attempted to hold a summit 

meeting during the Tokyo Olympics. However, it was canceled due to differences over 

the purpose and goal of the summit. At the time, South Korea reportedly demanded the 

relaxation of export regulations,12 which contradicted Japan’s position to first resolve 

the issue of forced labor. In addition, the process of liquidating Japanese companies’ 

assets is proceeding as a result of the forced labor court ruling; and the comfort women 

lawsuit against the Japanese government is ongoing. Furthermore, the Japanese 

government has already announced the release of contaminated water from Fukushima 

in 2023. Due to these pending issues, an immediate solution is not likely. Maintaining 

that a summit meeting is only possible if these issues can be resolved can further set 

back efforts to mend relations and reopen dialogue.

Nevertheless, political changes in both countries in 2022 could provide an opportunity 

to improve Korea-Japan relations. Prime Minister Kishida and Foreign Minister Yoshimasa 

Hayashi, both members of Kochikai, value relations with neighboring countries, including 

Korea, and have a deep understanding of the country. As such, they are likely to serve 

as positive catalysts in Korea-Japan relations. Even though the Kishida Cabinet expresses 

a similar position to the Abe and Suga cabinets, it also stated, “We can’t leave the 

worsening Korea-Japan relations as it is.”13 Therefore, we can consider the possibility of 

different approaches to improve relations, even if the Kishida Cabinet demands a 

response from South Korea in line with former cabinets. Amid these changes, both 

12. “Korea, demands the relaxation of export regulation vs. Japan, solves the historical issues. ‘tug-of-war’ 

over conditions for Moon’s visit to Japan,” Donga Ilbo, July 12, 2021.

13. “Japan’s new foreign minister, Yoshimasa Hayashi, ‘Korea should provide solutions’,’’ Joongang Ilbo, 

November 11, 2021.
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Korea and Japan are expected to seek economic recovery after COVID-19. In addition, 

it is likely that both countries will pave the way for improving relations by promoting the 

gradual resumption of people-to-people exchange and joint responses to transnational 

issues like climate change and infectious diseases.

Recently, Korea-Japan relations have been in a complex crisis of confrontation 

over various issues, including history, economy, and security. Specifically, the issues of 

forced labor, comfort women, trade, and the General Security of Military Information 

Agreement (GSOMIA) have persisted. However, Korea and Japan are the only countries 

in the region that share the values of liberal democracy and market economy. The two 

countries are also essential to each other for joint prosperity. In particular, security 

cooperation among South Korea, the U.S., and Japan is important to establish a 

peaceful and stable order on the Korean Peninsula and Northeast Asia by solving the 

North Korean issue.

Therefore, Korea should maintain its current two-track stance of responding to 

past problems and promoting future-oriented cooperation by attempting to resolve 

conflicts, while encouraging cooperation on common interests. Specifically, the Korean 

government should strengthen security cooperation among South Korea, the U.S., and 

Japan, including the normalization of GSOMIA, which is currently in limbo due to a 

“conditional suspension.” Finally, the countries must work together on post-COVID-19 

issues such as health, the environment, and disaster relief.



ASAN INTERNATIONAL SECURITY OUTLOOK 202260

Seeking a Sinocentric Order with Xi Jinping’s Third 

Term and an Authoritarian Coalition

■  Reviewing 2021

1.  China Reinforced Domestic Cohesion by Marking the 100th Founding 

Anniversary of the Chinese Communist Party

2021 was the 100th anniversary of the founding of the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP). Taking it as an opportunity, the Xi Jinping government tried to secure the public’s 

support for the party and reinforce domestic cohesion by propagating successful 

outcomes of China under CCP rule.

Figure 1. “The Great Journey”: An Art Performance Celebrating the Centenary of the CCP

Source: Reuters.

After declaring a complete victory in eliminating extreme poverty and the realization 

of moderate prosperity in early 2021, the Xi government implemented various rectification 

campaigns, such as the mandatory curriculum focusing on Xi Jinping thought, sanctions 

on monopolistic companies including Alibaba and Didi Chuxing, restrictions on private 
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education, entertainment, and video games, and the promotion of income distribution 

by ‘common prosperity’ (共同富裕). The Xi government not only sought institutional 

strategies for addressing inequality in the Chinese society, such as the gap between the 

rich and poor, poor working conditions of platform workers, but also tried to obtain 

people’s support for the ruling system of the CCP by utilizing them in political propaganda. 

President Xi announced that anyone who would attempt to bully, oppress, or 

subjugate the Chinese people will find themselves on a collision course with a great wall of 

steel forged by over 1.4 billion Chinese people at his speech on the CCP’s 100th anniversary.1 

By quoting the “March of the Volunteers,” the Chinese national anthem, he tried to remind 

the people of the historic experience against imperialism and encourage patriotism and 

hostility against western powers. The Xi government also tried to emphasize that the 

government has fought for the interests of the Chinese nation in the face of Western 

powers by maintaining a hardline stance over Hong Kong and Taiwan by practicing ‘patriots 

governing Hong Kong’ (爱国者治港) and strengthening diplomatic and military pressure 

on Taiwan.

2.  China Sought to Enhance Relations with Authoritarian Countries, While 

Confronting the U.S. and the U.S.-led Democratic Coalition

In March, the Chinese government released ‘The Report on Human Rights Violations 

in the United States in 2020’ in response to the U.S. criticism of China’s system. At 

Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s press conference during the 2021 Two Sessions and the U.S.-

China high-level talks in March 2021, China highlighted the U.S. unilateral democracy 

promotion by stating that the U.S. has been interfering in other countries’ internal affairs 

in the name of democracy and human rights.

The Chinese government sought to enhance the relations with authoritarian countries 

accordingly. For example, following the U.S.-China Anchorage meeting, Foreign Minister 

Wang Yi made a week-long visit to six Middle Eastern countries to form a front against 

the U.S. by reaffirming the principle of non-intervention. After the withdrawal of U.S. 

troops from Afghanistan, China reinforced defense cooperation with Russia and Central 

Asian countries, as well as the Middle and Near East countries, in the name of anti-terrorism 

and regional stability. On the other hand, even though large-scale performances were 

not held due to the COVID-19 pandemic, North Korea and China reaffirmed their ties 

1. “Xi Jinping: Speech at the General Meeting to Celebrate the Centenary of the Chinese Communist 

Party,” State Council of the People’s Republic of China, last modified Jul. 1, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 

2021. (习近平:在庆祝中国共产党成立100周年大会上的讲话, 中国政府网, 2021.07.01).
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celebrating the 60th anniversary of the signing of the ‘North Korea-China Treaty of 

Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance,’ effectively showcasing China’s influence 

over the Korean Peninsula. 

3. China Enhanced its A2/AD Strategy to Prevent U.S. Regional Intervention 

It was observed that China was building about 250 missile silos including 120 near 

Yumen in Gansu Province and 110 near Hami in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous 

Region.2 In addition, China increased its inventory of DF-26 intermediate-range ballistic 

missile (IRBM) to 110 (an increase of 53% compared with 2020), JL-2 submarine-

launched ballistic missile (SLBM) to 72 (an increase of 50%), J-16 fighter jets to 150 (an 

increase of 150%),3 while constructing a third aircraft carrier which is scheduled to be 

launched in 2022. By increasing its missile capabilities  able to strike not only U.S. aircraft 

carriers but even the U.S. homeland, China is enhancing its Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/

AD) strategy to actively prevent U.S. military power projection into the region. 

■  Outlook for 2022

1. The Formalization of Xi Jinping’s Third Term

At the 6th Plenum of the 19th Central Committee of the CCP held in November 

2021, the CCP decided that it would convene the 20th Party Congress during the second 

half of 2022. The Chinese government continued to enhance Xi’s political power and 

authority in 2021. For instance, as the National Defense Law was revised in January 

2021, the Central Military Commission (CMC) headed by Xi Jinping has the right to 

formulate military policy and decisions in defense of the national interests. Moreover, 

the 14th Five Year Plan (2021-2025) and the Long-Run Objectives Through the Year 

2035 (Vision 2035), which reflect Xi’s major statements and policies, were approved 

during the Two Sessions in March. Especially, the ‘Resolution of the Central Committee 

of the CCP on the Major Achievements and Historical Experience of the Party over the 

Past Century’ adopted at the 6th Plenum demonstrates that the consensus on Xi’s third 

term has already been shaped within the party. Given that the post-Xi leadership is 

unclear, the CCP is likely to formalize Xi’s third term at the 20th Party Congress. This 

implies that the hardline foreign policy of the Xi government to rebuild a Sinocentric 

2. Matt Kordo and Hans Kristensen, “China Is Building A Second Nuclear Missile Silo Field,” Federation of 

American Scientists, last modified Jul. 26, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 2021. 

3. Japan Ministry of Defense, Defense of Japan 2021, p.194.
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world order will continue for the time being.

2. Growing Tensions over the Beijing 2022 Winter Olympics

A successful Beijing 2022 Winter Olympics is highly important for China since it can 

be an opportunity to raise national pride by showing off the superiority of the Chinese 

system in the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as to create economic profit. Therefore, the 

Chinese government will maintain a strict quarantine policy to guarantee a successful 

Winter Olympics. 

Tensions between China and other countries, however, are expected to increase, 

as the Chinese government actively promotes the superiority of its system. The Biden 

administration already declared a diplomatic boycott of the Winter Olympics, and some 

countries may follow. China is also likely to respond by putting diplomatic pressure on 

countries that may follow the U.S. example. This will intensify values-based competition 

between China and democracies before and after the Winter Games. In addition, if the 

Xi government, which emphasizes national unity and cultural identity, seeks national 

harmony by advertising Chinese traditional culture including those of ethnic minorities 

such as the Korean-Chinese during the Winter Olympics, cultural conflicts are likely to 

increase among China and neighboring countries, including South Korea. 

Figure 2. Protestors Calling on G20 Leaders to Boycott the Beijing 2022 Winter Olympics

Source: Reuters.
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3.  The Expansion of Wolf-Warrior Diplomacy in the Name of Protecting Core 

Interests

Considering China’s domestic politics, conflict and confrontation between the 

U.S. and China will continue to escalate in 2022, although the need for bilateral 

cooperation over the COVID-19 pandemic, economic recession, and climate change is 

widely recognized. Since Xi’s third term will be a stain to the CCP’s political custom such 

as collective leadership or generational leadership transition, the Xi government, facing 

the 20th Party Congress, will endeavor to encourage nationalism and patriotism in the 

country to moderate the public’s political complaints. Accordingly, the Xi government 

will put more emphasis on the ‘Great Rejuvenation of the Chinese Nation’ and the 

protection of its core interests and try to construct the image of a ‘Strong China’ to rally 

the public’s trust and support. 

China is likely to take so-called wolf-warrior diplomacy (战狼外交), a hardline foreign 

policy, over issues related to China’s core interests such as Taiwan, Hong Kong, Xinjiang 

Uyghur Autonomous Region, and the South China Sea. China can exert diplomatic and 

economic pressure on U.S. allies and partners which participate in the U.S.-led coalition 

against China, in addition to the U.S. itself. These conflicts and disputes will aggravate 

confrontation between China and democracies. 

4. The Increasing Possibility of Military Conflict in the Taiwan Strait

In 2022, the Tsai Ing-wen government is expected to continue to secure Taiwan’s 

position in the international community and claim Taiwan’s independence by jumping 

on the bandwagon with the U.S. The U.S. also will strengthen relations with Taiwan 

based on the Taiwan Relations Act, the Taiwan Travel Act, and the Taiwan Allies 

International Protection and Enhancement Initiative Act (TAIPEI Act) to expand the 

Indo-Pacific strategy and reinforce the democratic coalition. China, which adheres to 

the ‘One China’ policy, will strongly oppose them accordingly. The Xi government is 

likely to maintain military tensions across the Taiwan Strait through a show of force not 

only to send a warning to Taiwan and the U.S. but also to secure momentum for Xi’s 

third term and the second of his ‘Two Centennial Goals’ (两个一百年), which is to achieve 

‘a great modern socialist country’ (社会主义现代化强国). Given China’s current military 

trends, China can initiate the following military conflicts. 

A. Gray zone conflict strategy in the Taiwan Strait

China will enhance its gray zone warfare strategy by distributing fake news and 

cyber hacking in order to dilute anti-Chinese sentiment in Taiwan in 2022. Moreover, 
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China may induce maritime conflict by utilizing its coast guard or maritime militias, 

based on the Coast Guard Law and the Maritime Traffic Safety Law revised in 2021. 

Since maritime militias can be recognized as private militia rather than part of the 

military, China is likely to use such tools to increase provocative behaviors in the Taiwan 

Strait. China will actively promote a gray zone conflict strategy to turn the state of the 

Taiwan Strait in its favor. 

B. Missile exercises in the sea area around Taiwan or the main island of Taiwan

China may try to heighten security concerns in Taiwan by threatening to make use of 

its short-range ballistic missiles (SRBM) such as the DF-11, DF-15, and DF-16. China’s 

People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has already deployed a large number of SRBMs in Fujian 

Province and Guangdong Province near Taiwan. If the Chinese military launches missiles 

targeting the waters surrounding Taiwan or over the main island’s airspace, Taiwanese 

people may feel that their security is threatened and oppose their government’s stance 

on independence. As a result, the Chinese government may utilize missile exercises to 

raise tensions and influence Taiwan’s domestic political condition. 

C. Occupation of the offshore islands around Taiwan

Lastly, the most extreme form of a Chinese incursion would be occupation of 

islands around Taiwan. As U.S.-Taiwan relations strengthen, the PLA’s Eastern Theater 

Command continues to conduct large-scale landing exercises near Fujian province to 

exert military pressure on Taiwan. If the One China principle is undermined as Taiwan 

capitalizes on hardening the U.S.’ China policy and rapidly enhances its international 

status, China will attempt to occupy Jinmen Island or the Penghu Islands to create 

favorable conditions for armed reunification. If China’s Eastern Theater Command 

executes landing operations after launching missile strikes on Taiwan’s military bases in 

the target island based on its superior military forces, this would mean that China aims 

to complete occupying operations even before U.S. military forces engage despite 

Taiwan’s resistance. 

For the time being, China is unlikely to pursue armed unification with Taiwan, which 

could strengthen international solidarity against China. Since China aims to achieve the 

“Chinese Dream” by 2049, there is still enough time left for unification with Taiwan. 

Rather, China can apply diplomatic, economic, and military pressure on Taiwan to 

undermine U.S. regional ambitions, or criticize the U.S. on the international stage for 

interfering in its internal affairs, or strengthen solidarity with authoritarian countries. 

In addition, from a military perspective, China is expected to increase the intensity and 
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frequency of its air and sea-based provocations. 

5. The Possibility of Promoting an Authoritarian Coalition

With the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Afghanistan, China agreed with Afghanistan’s 

Taliban government to develop friendly relations to limit activities of the Eastern Turkistan 

Islamic Movement (ETIM) and continue to extend the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

Although it is unclear how the situation in Afghanistan will unfold, under this situation 

the Chinese government is likely to seek to develop relations with Russia, Central Asian 

countries, and the Middle and Near East countries to promote an authoritarian coalition 

against the U.S.-led democratic coalition. 

Figure 3. Foreign Minister Wang Yi , Meeting with Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar,  

Political Chief of Afghanistan’s Taliban

Source: Yonhap News.

If the Taliban government stops supporting ETIM and develops economic and 

security cooperation with China, China can construct an anti-U.S. grouping with 

authoritarian Islamic countries including Iran, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. In contrast, if 

terrorism and extremism increase in Afghanistan, China can enhance military cooperation 

with countries neighboring Afghanistan, such as Russia and Central Asian countries, in 
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the name of counter-terrorism. China has rejected the Western approach to universal 

values such as democracy, freedom, and human rights and highlighted the diversity and 

uniqueness of each country in carrying forward Socialism with Chinese Characteristics. 

Given China’s behavior, China will try to expand its influence over countries in Central 

Asia and the Middle and Near East by taking advantage of the expansion of counter-

terrorism military cooperation and the BRI. This may lead to the emergence of a China-

led authoritarian coalition. In that sense, U.S.-China competition is likely to develop into 

confrontation between the two groupings throughout the region. 

This will also influence Northeast Asia. Beijing will expand military cooperation with 

Russia in Northeast Asia including the Taiwan Strait and East China Sea to counter 

U.S. diplomatic coordination with its allies and reinforce deterrence against the U.S., 

which will heighten military tensions in Northeast Asia and adjacent areas. Moreover, 

as the COVID-19 situation improves, if North Korea reopens its borders, the Chinese 

government will try to increase its influence over North Korea through bilateral trade 

and economic aid. Considering that the Xi government has emphasized the Korean War 

as the “War to resist U.S. aggression and aid North Korea” (抗美援朝), the Xi government 

is likely to try to obtain leverage toward South Korea, an ally of the U.S., rather than 

demonstrate its influence over North Korea for the denuclearization of the Korean 

Peninsula. This is likely to deepen the structural division between South Korea-U.S.-

Japan and North Korea-China-Russia in Northeast Asia. 

Even though 2022 will mark the 30th anniversary of diplomatic normalization 

between South Korea and China, the recovery and development of bilateral relations 

is expected to be highly limited due to intensifying U.S.-China strategic competition, 

domestic political environment within both countries, widespread anti-Chinese sentiment 

in South Korea, and decreasing human and cultural exchanges during the COVID-19 

pandemic. In 2022, the U.S. is expected to enhance relations with South Korea as it 

seeks to strengthen a democratic coalition against China. South Korea may also try to 

adjust the degree of its participation if China places diplomatic and economic pressure; 

a second Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) incident may put Seoul in a 

bind. 

In 2022, with intensifying U.S.-China strategic competition, China is likely to 

endeavor to weaken the coalition against China in Northeast Asia through pressure 

and incentives. South Korea needs to prepare a response to these types of pressures, 

which may include economic retaliation, collision at sea, cultural disputes in cyberspace, 

and more.
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Necessary but Not Sufficient: Conditions for Russia’s 

Return to the Superpower Status

■   Reviewing 2021: A “Low Cost, High Return” Foreign Policy of Exploiting 

Geopolitical Niches

The year 2021 will be marked as the year in which Russia shaped the necessary 

conditions to return to the superpower status through a “low-cost, high return” foreign 

and security policy, targeting geopolitical niches that arise from cracks in the liberal 

international order. During the legislative elections held from 17 to 19 September, 

the ruling United Russia Party gained 324 seats in the 8th State Duma (lower house), 

a dominance that allows the party to make constitutional amendment on its own.1 

The party’s victory came amidst President Vladimir Putin’s low approval rating due to a 

stagnant economy, pension reform, and the state’s muddle performance in managing 

the COVID-19 pandemic. The result gives Putin the momentum to pursue state affairs 

until 2024 and laid the grounds for him to focus on international relations to achieve 

his promise to “Make Russia Great Again.”  

Russia’s relations with the West failed to improve in 2021. To prevent this situation 

from negatively impacting its security, Russia focused attention on “the near abroad”2 

with which it is sharing its border, with significant outcomes in the so-called “Russia’s front 

yard,” including integration of Belarus, and institutionalization and substantialization of 

the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU).  

At a summit meeting held on September 9, the Russian and Belarusian leaders 

signed off on a 28 issues’ roadmap aimed at deepening integration to harmonize 

legislation and build a single financial and energy market, among other issues.3 Without 

fully integrating Belarus, which is situated in a buffer zone with the North Atlantic 

1. “Итоги выборов в Госдуму — 2021,” РИА Новости, October 6, 2021.

2. The “near abroad” is a term to denote the sovereign states that emerged from the Soviet Union following 

its dissolution. They are either just outside the borders of the Russian Federation or a significant 

proportion of their population has a Russian ethnicity. These states include Belarus, Kazakhstan, 

Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Ukraine.  

3. “Russia-Belarus integration takes shape…Putin and Lukashenko agree on ‘Roadmap’,” Yonhap News, 

September 10, 2021.



69Rebuilding

Treaty Organization (NATO), Russia ensured that Belarus does not lean towards Europe, 

securing geopolitical stability.  

A regular meeting of the Supreme Eurasian Economic Council was held on May 21 

via video conference, discussing the construction of transport corridors passing through 

Europe and China to leverage the geographical advantages of EAEU member states, 

and the simplification of customs procedures and other ways to facilitate trade. These 

measures enable EAEU to function as an institution.4 Accelerating the integration of 

EAEU will contribute to strengthen Russia’s strategic advantage in Central Asia and the 

Kavkaz region. 

Russia’s relations with the West have continued to worsen. During his 2020 

presidential campaign, President Joe Biden did little to hide his negative view of Russia, 

describing it as “an opponent” while calling China “a competitor.”5 Biden’s criticism 

of Putin and the American political elites’ perception that the Russian government 

interfered with the U.S. presidential election have combined to result in the worst U.S.-

Russia relations since the end of the Cold War.  

President Biden and President Putin held a summit meeting on June 16 in Geneva, 

Switzerland. At the meeting, Biden raised concerns with cyberattacks, Russia’s 

interference in American politics, the Alexei Navalny issue, and safeguarding the freedom 

of American journalists in Russia, while Putin highlighted Ukraine’s bid to join NATO, 

the Belarus issue, and U.S. interference in Russia’s internal affairs by supporting Russian 

opposition parties. The summit revealed the diverging perceptions and values the two 

states hold on the international order and affirmed that the resulting fissures, conflicts, 

and tensions in U.S.-Russian relations over various geographical interests would not be 

resolved in the short term.6 However, the summit was not without outcomes. Through 

a joint statement on strategic arms control, the two leaders established the shared goals 

of ensuring predictability in the strategic sphere and reducing the threat of nuclear war, 

and agreed to embark on an integrated bilateral Strategic Stability Dialogue to lay the 

groundwork for a new nuclear arms control treaty to replace the New Strategic Arms 

Reduction Treaty (New START), which was extended until 2026.

4. “Высший Евразийский экономический совет одобрил основные макроэкономические ориентиры  

стран ЕАЭС на ближайшие 2 года,” Министерство экономического развития Российской 

Федерации, May 21, 2021. 

5. “Biden Calls Russia an ‘Opponent,’ Views China as ‘Serious Competitor’,” Yahoo News, September 19, 

2020.

6. “Biden and Putin conclude high-stakes diplomacy at Geneva summit,” CNBC, June 16, 2021.
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Figure 1. U.S.-Russia Summit in June 2021 in Geneva

Source: Moscow Kremlin.

U.S.-Russia relations will likely remain frosty for a while. During a summit held on 

June 13, right before the U.S.-Russia Summit, the Group of Seven (G7) nations put 

pressure on Russia, calling on Moscow to immediately start an investigation into the 

poisoning of Alexei Navalny with a military-grade nerve agent and to take responsible 

actions in cyberspace.7 On June 23, following the U.S.-Russia Summit, military tensions 

rose in the Black Sea between some Western nations and Russia when a British destroyer 

crossed territorial waters off Crimea during a NATO joint military drill.8 Tensions went 

up even higher when Russia suspended its mission to NATO and ordered the closure of 

NATO’s office in Moscow following NATO’s expulsion of eight Russian officials from its 

Brussels headquarters in early October.9

While Russia’s relations with the West are at their lowest point, the Russia-China 

relationship is at its best in history. Yang Jiechi, a member of the Politburo of the Chinese 

Communist Party and the director of the Central Foreign Affairs Commission Office, 

7. “G7 demand action from Russia on cybercrimes and chemical weapon use,” Reuters, June 13, 2021.

8. “Russia says it fired warning shots at a British warship in the Black Sea. It didn’t, says UK,” The Washington 

Post, June 23, 2021.

9. “Россия приостановит работу своего представительства при НАТО,” РБК, October 18, 2021.
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made a trip to Moscow after the meeting of top U.S. and Russian diplomats and before 

the U.S.-Russia Summit, and on June 28, immediately following the summit, President 

Putin and President Xi agreed to extend the Russia-China Treaty of Good-Neighborliness 

and Friendly Cooperation signed 20 years ago in 2001 through a summit meeting via 

video conference.10 Russia and China spoke with one voice on geopolitical issues in 

Eurasia and strengthened their cooperation by conducting a joint military exercise 

in August. In October, the two nations agreed to extend humanitarian assistance to 

Afghanistan, which the Taliban has taken over. On November 1, they presented a 

reworked draft resolution to the United Nations (UN) to ease sanctions on North Korea, 

including lifting a ban on North Koreans working abroad and exempting inter-Korean 

rail and road cooperation projects from sanctions. In October, Russia engaged in a joint 

naval exercise titled ‘Joint Sea-2021’ with China in the waters of the Peter the Great 

Bay off Vladivostok in the Far East.11

Russia also sought an increased presence in the Middle East through improved 

relations with Turkey, urging signatories of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 

(JCPOA) to resume talks on restoring the deal, supporting the Bashar Al-Assad regime in 

Syria, and working on energy cooperation with Saudi Arabia through the Organization 

of the Petroleum Exporting Countries Plus (OPEC Plus). During a summit meeting with 

Russia in September, Turkey stated it would consider buying a second batch of S-400 

missile systems from Russia.12 Russia also supported President Al-Assad’s Syrian regime, 

enabling him to control 90% of the Syrian territory.13

Together with Saudi Arabia, Russia is also playing a key role in global crude oil price 

decisions through OPEC Plus. Amid rising demand for gas and higher oil prices in the 

second quarter of 2021, and despite U.S. requests for increased oil production, Russia 

announced its plan to stick to the oil production agreement with OPEC Plus. When energy 

markets across Europe surged, Russian state-owned enterprise Gazprom announced a 

reduction in export to Europe to pressure the latter to approve the ‘Nord Stream 2’ undersea 

gas pipeline project, the completion of which was suspended due to U.S. sanctions.  

10. “Xi and Putin hold summit in videoconference...‘The two countries to cooperate closely’,” Aju News, 

June 28, 2021.

11. “Sino-Russian combined naval exercise in the East Sea concludes…three-day training held under ‘New 

Cold War’,” Yonhap News, October 18, 2021.

12. “Putin and Erdogan meet in 1.5 years…‘discuss bilateral and international issues’,” Yonhap News, 

September 29, 2021.

13. “Russia-Syria Summit...‘foreign forces in Syria, a violation of international law’,” VOA, September 15, 

2021.
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Russia’s policy towards the Korean Peninsula emphasized cooperation with South 

Korea, but without excluding North Korea. Though its center of gravity in the peninsula 

has leaned towards South Korea, the Russian government maintained a policy of 

relatively equal ties with Seoul and Pyongyang. While South Korea and maritime 

powers are closely cooperating on security and economy, Russia risks putting too high 

an emphasis on the realms of diplomacy and economy with South Korea. This would 

present Russia with challenges in addressing its lack of strategic influence on inter-

Korean affairs, and as such, Russia has not dismissed the option of using North Korea 

as leverage. The Russia-China presentation in November 2021 of a reworked draft 

resolution to ease economic sanctions on North Korea exemplifies this position.  

■   Outlook for 2022: Increasing Presence and Influence in the Eurasian Space  

In 2022, Russia will strive to shape a more favorable international environment 

by exploiting the U.S.-Sino competition for hegemony, the New Cold War structure, 

and opportunities created by emerging geopolitical cracks. To reach the sufficient 

condition for the restoration of the superpower status, Russia is expected to increase 

its capacity to meet international challenges. The current “hyper-uncertainty” will be 

an opportunity for the country to resolve its complaint that no agreement had been 

reached on a post-Cold War international order among the major powers, or to be 

more exact, that no consent had ever come from Russia. Based on the assessment that 

its confrontation with the West is not one that can be resolved in the short term as it is 

due to differences in perceptions and values, Russia would seek rewards by cooperating 

with its Eurasian near abroad neighbors. Among others, it is expected to continue 

pursuing cooperation with the Asia-Pacific region, particularly countries in Northeast 

Asia, through low-cost, high-return methods in order to ensure the momentum for the 

developments of the Russian Far East and the Arctic, which are national priorities for 

the 21st century. Meanwhile, the country’s foreign policy is highly likely to be one of 

ad hoc alignment with non-Western countries, making the policy seem contradictory 

from time to time. However, this means that Russia may continue to exert influence on 

countries that are pressured by the U.S. for a considerable time.  

1.  Opportunities in U.S.-China Competition for Hegemony and New Cold War 

Structure  

Putin has continuously complained to the West that no agreement had been 

reached on a post-Cold War international order among the major powers. Thus, in 
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the midst of the U.S.-Sino competition for hegemony and the New Cold War, Russia 

will seek opportunities for engagement, to be exploited as turning points for national 

development.   

In recent years, Russia’s long-lasting economic relations with the U.S. have deteriorated 

due to political tensions, economic sanctions, and deepening competition for international 

energy markets. Given that the U.S.-Russia relations saw more successful negotiations 

with Republican administrations, Russians view the prospect of improved relations with 

the Democratic administration to be limited.  

As tensions with the West rose, Russia strengthened its relations with China. 

However, any success with China will largely depend on whether the latter can take the 

place previously taken by the West in terms of being a stable source of financing and 

capital, big technologies, and resources. China is yet to provide Russia with sufficient 

technology and capital to the extent that the U.S. and Germany did. For this reason, 

Russia will be interested in non-Western countries that make up for the shortfall, and as 

the result, the country will keep considering ways to cooperate with Korea, Japan, and 

other Asia-Pacific countries. 

2. Greater Role in the Stabilization of Near Abroad and the Eurasian Space  

Stability of Near Abroad countries that share borders with Russia is critical for 

Russia to play a prominent role in the Eurasian space. Russia is concerned about the 

potential repeat of the color revolutions in countries of the former Soviet Union, which 

had taken place in the early 2000s under the assistance of western Non-Governmental 

Organizations (NGOs). Social unrest caused by low COVID-19 vaccination rates and 

economic slump may threaten regime stability in neighboring countries, and Russia will 

try to prevent the emergence of regimes, including through coup d’état, that threaten 

Russia’s interests. Any regime that comes into power and acts against Russia’s national 

interests could face an overwhelming Russian response to protect its core interests.  

Ukraine’s admission to NATO will be met with strong Russian opposition. As more 

Russian troops have been deployed to the regions bordering Ukraine by the end of 

2021, the international community is becoming increasingly concerned that Russia 

might invade Ukraine by early 2022.14 Because Ukraine’s membership in NATO means 

collective security and joint response kick into gear, Russia is striving to prevent Ukraine 

from joining the NATO alliance. In truth, Russia’s primary goal is more likely about using 

14. “Volatile situation in Ukraine...U.S. warns, ‘high impact economic measures should Russia invade’,” 

Seoul Economic Daily, December 2, 2021.
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the threat of Ukraine invasion as a way to strengthen its strategic position rather than 

an actual invasion. As was the case with the 2014 annexation of Crimea, however, the 

option of invading Ukraine is not completely off the table.

Inland Eurasian countries, with their authoritarian political systems and state-run 

economic structures, are limited in achieving economic development by only relying 

on the market. The more the U.S. builds alignments based on the values of democracy 

and human rights, the less likely it will be for inland Eurasian states to improve their 

relations with the United States in near term. In this light, Russia’s strategy of expanding 

its geopolitical and geo-economic spheres beyond what the former Soviet Union had 

under control could produce tangible results depending on the situation. But it is 

not all upsides for Russia. Countries that could be part of Russia’s “Greater Eurasian 

Partnership” not only face considerable political and economic challenges, but are 

also heterogeneous in their political and economic systems, making effective regional 

cooperation uncertain.  

While the inland Eurasian countries deal with their unresolved issues, Russia will 

seek to address its over-reliance on commodity exports and imbalance in regional 

inequalities. While the Russian Far East and the Arctic are perceived as internal spaces 

in that they constitute Russia’s periphery, they are also border areas and spaces for 

international cooperation. Russia is expected to continue to expand its sphere of 

influence beyond what was previously held by the former Soviet Union, not only by 

expanding to the east and north, but also by expanding the scope of international 

cooperation to the south of the Eurasian continent through the likes of EAEU and the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).

3.  Intensifying Energy Competition in the Asia-Pacific Market; Arctic Development 

and Hydrogen Energy as Responses to Climate Change  

In view of responding to climate change and the restructuring of the global energy 

supply chain, Russia will improve the Arctic development infrastructure as the Chair of 

the Arctic Council, and proactively address changes in the global energy supply chain. 

Russia is working to make full use of the Northern Sea Route as export from the Yamal 

Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) terminal in the Arctic goes into full swing. Russia will also 

strive to develop its port infrastructure in the East Sea Rim and its shipbuilding industry, 

including the LNG transshipment hub at Kamchatka and modernization of the Zvezda 

shipyard in the Russian Far East.

In view of elevating its status as a major energy supplier in the global energy market, 

Russia will try to more flexibly adapt to changing market conditions, by reducing its 
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export reliance on Pipeline Natural Gas (PNG) export and instead increasing the export 

of LNG. As to the Northern Sea Route, Russia will make full use of the route to achieve 

Putin’s May 2018 objective of increasing the route’s traffic, which is expected to reach 

35 million tons in 2021, to 80 million tons by 2024.15

Figure 2. Yamal Gas Project in the Arctic

Source: Reuters.

Though Russia has been relatively passive in responding to climate change, it is 

likely to increase its level of response gradually. Russia expects natural gas, nuclear 

power plants, and hydrogen energy to be the bridge in transitioning towards a zero-

carbon economy, and will become active as it believes it has an important role to play in 

these areas. What Russia is considering as an immediate, realistic response in tackling 

climate change is to build the hydrogen economy. While the country has reservations 

about rosy prognostications of hydrogen energy development, it has a keen interest 

in using natural gas resources to become a major hydrogen exporter and considers 

Germany and countries in Northeast Asia as key partners.16 

15. “Moscow adopts 15-year grand plan for Northern Sea Route,” KMI Maritime Fisheries Overseas 

Industrial Information Portal, last modified Jan. 9, 2020, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.

16. “Russia earns an annual $100 billion in hydrogen export; will account for 20-25% of global hydrogen 

market by 2030,” Pax Eurasia, last modified Apr. 15, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.
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4.  Science and Big Technology as Response to the Fourth Industrial Revolution 

and Overcoming the “New Normal”  

In 2022, Russia will strive to foster internal growth momentum in the face of 

Western sanctions. The Russian government will show more interest in securing new 

engines of growth by applying Science and Big Technology such as Artificial Intelligence 

(AI), Internet of Things (IoT), 3D printing, autonomous driving, big data, AI robots, 

and cloud computing. The Russian government has actively pursued development and 

commercialization of Big Technologies based on the National Technological Initiative 

announced in March 2017; in 2022, the country is expected to be actively implementing 

the strategy of applying Science and Big Technology for the military.  

South Korea could consider cooperating with Russia on energy. While a joint PNG 

project may not be possible considering UN sanctions against North Korea and other 

security issues, a joint LNG project could be attempted. However, a prudent approach 

is needed given the tensions between the U.S. and Russia over Ukraine. Should Russia 

invade Ukraine, the U.S. and Western countries will strengthen sanctions against Russia 

and call on other nations to join the effort. If this happens, cooperation between South 

Korea and Russia would be constrained. Given the precedents of Russia working with 

China to call on easing sanctions against North Korea, a prudent approach is also 

advised when cooperating with Russia on matters related to North Korea. It is also 

important not to give the impression that South Korea is excluding Russia on peninsular 

issues as Russia’s main objective is to ensure its own influence in the newly emerging 

international order.   
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Europe: Economic Rebuilding, Leadership Reshuffle, 

and New Foreign Policy 

■  Reviewing 2021: Overcoming Crises and Addressing New Challenges  

In 2021, Europe appeared to be coming out of the shock brought by COVID-19 

pandemic thanks to the development and distribution of vaccines. While different countries 

may be facing various challenges due to their varied responses to the crisis, public health 

measures are likely to be eased under a steady return to normal life. The overall economy 

in 2021 has fared far better than in the previous year, despite concerns that economic 

recovery could be stalled due to inflationary pressure created by COVID-19 stimulus 

measures, imbalances in the supply and demand of the labour market, disruption in 

supply chains, and rising energy prices. That said, the outbreak of COVID-19 variants 

also has cast uncertainties on future prospects.   

The UK is yet to be free from the negative impacts of Brexit. The sudden outflow of a 

large number of workers originating from European Union (EU) member states resulted 

in continued labour market instability, and the UK is likely to challenge the EU over the 

Northern Ireland Protocol, which has yet to be finalized.1 The UK is also continuously 

questioning the EU and member countries about the status of the EU’s ambassador to 

the UK, fishing quotas, food safety standards, and some other minor issues. For example, 

the UK often engaged in frequent acrimonious rows with France, as was exemplified by 

the recent blame game between the two over the tragic drowning of migrants in the 

English Channel. Although UK’s relationship with the EU and its member states is not 

likely to collapse, the build-up of small altercations may lead to fissures in cooperation 

and solidarity that are necessary to address internal and external challenges in the long 

term, and thus warrants careful management of diplomatic relations. The government 

1. Northern Ireland, which is part of the UK, had free passage to and from Ireland prior to Brexit because 

Great Britain and Ireland were both EU members. After Brexit, Northern Ireland was no longer an 

EU-member territory, so visible signs of border had to be restored with Ireland, which are likely to 

have serious negative ramifications on Northern Ireland and threaten its hard-won peace. In order to 

protect the peace process in Northern Ireland, an agreement was made between the UK and the EU to 

provisionally allow free traffic between Ireland and Northern Ireland while installing physical checks and 

controls on the movement of certain goods to Northern Ireland from Great Britain. The UK government’s 

position is that it can no longer accommodate this arrangement, raising the potential for conflict.  
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is also in urgent need to bring the nation back together as the Brexit divide continues 

to deepen with the public moving to the extremes. 

 Federal elections were held in Germany in September 2021. No political parties 

won the majority; the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and the Christian Social Union 

(CSU) bloc, and the Social Democrats had, from the start, excluded the possibility of a 

grand coalition and the votes were so divided that no two parties combined would have 

gained the majority. This resulted in an unprecedented federal election where only a 

coalition of three parties could achieve a majority. It was unclear whether the new 

coalition government would be one led by the CDU/CSU alliance or the Social Democrats. 

Ultimately, Germany’s Social Democrats, Greens, and Free Democrats reached a deal 

to form a new government, and in a grand coalition with former Chancellor Angela 

Merkel’s CDU/CSU bloc, elected Olaf Scholz, the Federal Minister of Finance under 

Angela Merkel, to be the next chancellor. Germany’s 2021 federal election re-enacted 

the prevailing phenomenon in Europe where mainstream political parties see a sudden 

decline of their support base, revealing a political divide different from that of the past. 

However, the reason behind the world’s heightened interest in the last German federal 

election was the departure of Chancellor Angela Merkel. Now the question is whether 

the new chancellor can fill the shoes left by Merkel whose outstanding leadership 

helped lead not just Germany but also the EU for 16 years.   

Europe is faced with new challenges. Before and after the 2015 European migrant 

crisis, the public pushback of migrants and Euro-skepticism had increased rapidly, leading 

to a quick rise of far-right political parties. Though the growth of the radical right-wing 

has slowed over the past few years, populist parties in Central European countries have 

established themselves as a ruling force, challenging the values of the European Union. 

Notably, the Polish Constitutional Court called into question the “Primacy of EU Law,”2 

which was established through years of effort led by the European Court of Justice and 

the European justice community. Moreover, the states of Poland and Hungary subverted 

democratic principles by either neutralizing the authorities of the judiciary, the freedom 

of the press, and civil liberties or using them as tools of political power. This situation 

raised considerable concerns and criticism from other EU member countries. Illiberal 

democracies in which established democratic institutions are operated in such a way 

that is not aligned with democratic values have emerged in Poland and Hungary, which 

are members of the EU. 

2. The principle of the primacy of EU law is based on the idea that where a conflict arises between an 

aspect of EU law and an aspect of law in an EU country, EU law prevails.  
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Figure 1. Former German Chancellor Merkel with New Chancellor Scholz at Her Last Cabinet Meeting

Source: Reuters.

Europe’s relations with the U.S. are being restored; but they have become tense 

with Russia and inconvenient with China. Since President Joe Biden came to office, 

Europe and the U.S. have restored their relations, moving past the discord under the 

Trump Administration. However, having experienced the unilateralism and “America 

First” policy of the Trump Administration, Europe is concerned about the potential 

emergence of a second or third Trump term. Also, in the aftermath of the confusion 

caused by the U.S.’ sudden withdrawal of forces from Afghanistan in August 2021, 

Europe held discussions on “strategic autonomy” emphasizing the need to build Europe’s 

own capacity to defend itself and pursue an independent foreign policy.3 In the short 

term, however, Europe and the U.S. are working to re-establish their cooperative ties. 

3. There is no agreement on what strategic autonomy means. At times, it refers to boosting EU self-

sufficiency on certain things, and at others, the ability of the European Union to defend Europe without 

over-reliance on the U.S., as Europeans have learned during the Trump administration that they cannot 

entirely rely on U.S. commitment to European security. With French President Macron taking the lead 

in advocating strategic autonomy for Europe, more lively discussions of this concept are expected when 

France holds the presidency of the EU Council in 2022. (“The EU will try to work out what ‘strategic 

autonomy’ means,” The Economist, November 8, 2021.)
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The exercise of strategic autonomy does not necessarily imply that Europe will break 

from the U.S., and both sides have a good understanding that mutual cooperation is 

necessary to address global issues such as Russian and Chinese threats, and climate 

change.   

That said, a recent incident caused Europe to question the integrity of U.S. efforts 

to rebuild relations. Following the U.S. announcement in September 2021 about the 

formation of AUKUS—a trilateral military partnership—with the UK and Australia, France 

recalled its ambassadors to the U.S. and Australia to protest the security pact. However, 

this happening did not strain the EU-U.S. relations to such an extent that they would be 

irrecoverable. On the occasion of the G20 summit held in Rome in October 2021, U.S. 

President Biden and French President Macron showed that they were working to patch 

things up, and though the bitterness would not be solved overnight, the France-U.S. 

relations and the EU-U.S. relations will likely be on track for normalization over time.

Figure 2. President Joe Biden, Prime Minister Scott Morrison, and Prime Minister Boris Johnson during 

Announcement of Creation of AUKUS

Source: Yonhap News.

The tension between Europe and Russia appeared to be deepening. Russia instigated 

through military exercises and troop deployment to the east of Ukraine while raising the 

possibility of weaponizing energy. Belarus allowed asylum seekers from the Middle East 
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into the country and then funneled them to the Belarus-Poland border in an attempt to 

enter Poland, causing division and insecurity within the EU. The EU is pointing fingers 

at Russia for orchestrating the migrant crisis at the Polish border. 

Europe also appeared to be improving its relations with China thanks to the 

active role played by former German Chancellor Merkel in getting the Comprehensive 

Agreement on Investment (CAI) signed in December 2020. However, in March 2021, 

the EU imposed sanctions on officials and institutions in China over illegal detention and 

other widespread rights abuses against minority groups in Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous 

Region. China responded with counter-sanctions on ten European individuals and 

four entities for “severely harming China’s sovereignty and interests and maliciously 

spreading lies and disinformation,”4 causing bilateral EU-China relations to be more 

challenging. Subsequently, the European Parliament suspended ratification efforts of 

the CAI with China in May, and in the previous month, the European Council called on 

the European Commission to establish a strategy for the Indo-Pacific. In September, 

the European Commission presented a Joint Communique titled, “the EU Strategy for 

Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific” and asked the European Parliament and the European 

Council to adopt it. Given that the EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific states 

that Europe would join the effort to keep China in check, it is helpful to think through 

the position that Europe can take in future U.S.-China conflicts.  

■  Outlook for 2022: Reorganization and Reconstruction 

1. Search for Economic Vitality and Reorganization of Leadership

Internally, Europe will focus its efforts on coming out of the economic slump while 

continuing to deal with COVID-19. As part of these efforts, the European Green Deal 

policy would be implemented in full swing, which in turn would also be complementary 

to addressing climate change. This approach will also help to inject more resources into 

the ongoing digital transformation of politics, economy, society, and culture.

Illiberal democratic countries like Poland and Hungary are likely to continue to 

challenge EU principles. The EU will respond by deferring payments of structural funds 

for environmental and infrastructure improvements. As the EU addresses challenges 

from within and outside by overcoming internal divide and antagonism caused by a 

series of crisis situations such as inflows of refugees and Brexit, a critical task would 

4. “U.S. allies more serious about pressuring China… China not stepping back but aligning closely with 

North Korea and Russia,” Segye Ilbo, March 23, 2021.
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be to manage external relations while preserving normative principles of European 

integration (i.e., democracy, human rights, freedom of expression, separation of power, 

and the primacy of EU law).

In April 2022, a presidential election will take place in France, which is one of the 

two main players in the EU. With the odds being high that President Macron would 

hold onto power for a second term, how he would build his relations with Olaf Scholz, 

Germany’s new chancellor, is a topic of great interest. Cooperation between Germany 

and France would be critical to the future of European integration. If Germany under 

former Chancellor Merkel had played the leadership role in the European Union, 

with France as the supporting cast, the latter may now express its will to assume an 

increased leadership role moving forward. How effective leadership the new chancellor 

of Germany exercises at home and abroad in his early days in office is likely to have 

considerable influence on the future direction of Europe.

2.  Restructuring the International Order and Europe’s Choice: EU’s Indo-Pacific 

Strategy  

For now, Europe’s biggest security concern is Russia. Tensions have recently risen 

with Russia amassing a large number of troops near the Ukraine border due to the 

current Ukrainian government’s pro-West policy. Though it is difficult to estimate how 

likely it is for Russia to invade Ukraine, the possibility cannot be completely excluded 

considering the unpredictability of President Putin, who ordered the occupation and 

annexation of Crimea in 2014. As Russia is the biggest source of energy supply for 

Europe and at the same time its most important security threat, managing its relations 

with Russia would be Europe’s top priority in 2022. 

The Indo-Pacific region is quickly gaining significance in Europe’s foreign affairs 

agenda. Given Europe’s high dependence on trade, freedom of navigation is particularly 

important in that region, which is, together with the Taiwan Strait, where U.S.-China 

strategic competition is most intense. In September, the European Commission announced 

the EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific, affirming a stronger role in the 

region through partnerships and active engagement in order to “shape a rules-based 

international order to better address global challenges, and shape conditions for a 

quick, fair, and sustainable economic recovery.” The EU announced that the strategy is 

directed towards promoting democracy, the rule of law, human rights, sustainable 

development, and climate change, specifying that expanding shared universal values is 

both an important objective and a precondition of the strategy. It pointed to geopolitical 

dynamics in the Indo-Pacific that give rise to intense competition between the U.S. and 
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China, increasing tensions in the South China Sea and in the Taiwan Strait, and a quick, 

significant military build-up among nearby countries. In order to overcome these 

challenges, it would reinforce cooperation with Indo-Pacific partners, including in 

bilateral, regional, and multilateral contexts, and promote a rules-based international 

order, seek diversification of trade and investment, and secure the resilience of its global 

supply chains. This means that the EU would join the U.S. in keeping China in check and 

building stronger solidarity with like-minded partners. China’s aggressive diplomatic 

behavior and increased interference in the foreign policy of EU member states have 

raised a sense of alarm among European countries. As exemplified by the challenges 

posed by the COVID-19 pandemic to global supply chains, this is the result of accepting 

the warning that they had become too deeply dependent on China.

To achieve these objectives, the EU’s actions are directed towards two inter-

connected goals. The first is to increase Europe’s presence in the Indo-Pacific, and the 

second is to reinforce solidarity and cooperation with key countries in the region. To 

increase its presence, the EU plans to project naval power, while expanding investment 

and aid in the region. The projection of naval power is carried out at the individual 

member state level, as the EU does not have the naval power to deploy. Instead, France, 

Germany, the Netherlands, and the UK will either increase or newly deploy their naval 

power to the region to protect key maritime routes. The objective is to guarantee 

freedom of navigation in the South China Sea and other parts of the Indo-Pacific.  

The EU will also increase investment and aid to strengthen connectivity in the region. 

It will seek to facilitate the movement of people and goods, and promote economic 

activities and human exchanges, while also contributing to digital infrastructure 

improvement to help countries in the region. The objective here is to counter China’s 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

As a framework for strengthening solidarity with key countries in the Indo-Pacific, 

the EU is stressing cooperation with like-minded countries. This is an expression of will 

to build solidarity with countries that share normative values such as democracy, the 

rule of law, human rights, and market economy. This also shows that the nature of the 

EU Indo-Pacific strategy is largely to keep China in check.  

Europe wants to prevent a return to Cold War. A re-enactment of the Cold War 

would greatly run counter to its economic and security interests. For this reason, Europe 

would try to prevent escalation of conflict between the U.S. and China, strive to expand 

the scope of cooperative ties where possible, and seek solutions so that any conflicts 

can be managed at low-intensity levels. That said, it is highly unlikely that Europe would 

maintain neutrality between the U.S. and China. In terms of shared values, homogeneity 
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of norms, and security, it is only natural for Europe to be much closer to the U.S. than 

China.5 And though the two sides feel differently when it comes to their Indo-Pacific 

strategies, Europe is basically in the same boat as the U.S. in the sense that it wants to 

maintain the status quo, if not reinforce it, in the Indo-Pacific. The strongest revisionist 

power in the region is China. As such, there is an inherently qualitative confrontation 

between China seeking to change the status quo on the one hand and the U.S. and 

Europe wanting the status quo on the other. Being in the same boat as the U.S., Europe 

would strive to avoid a catastrophic situation with China. Instead, it prefers to manage 

confrontation to the extent that the region can reach a soft landing. But the fact that 

Europe has established its own Indo-Pacific strategy shows that it is leaning towards the 

U.S. in its rivalry with China.

In particular, Europe collectively calls itself a ‘normative power,’ and the realization of 

universal values is the main objective of its foreign policy. Amid the recent recalibration 

of the international order to focus on values, the gravity of global politics is pulling 

Europe and the U.S. closer together. The fact that the Indo-Pacific strategy of Europe 

and the U.S. leans on value diplomacy has great implications for Korea. Considering 

that Korea is a ‘like-minded partner’ with Europe and shares common values and system 

with the U.S., it is well placed to help improve non-proliferation, human rights, freedom 

of navigation, etc., as part of the U.S.-Europe Indo-Pacific strategy and Korea’s New 

Southern Policy. It will also be necessary to explore the possibility of a trilateral security 

cooperation between Korea, EU, and the U.S. in fields such as climate change and 

health.

5. Volker Perthes, “Dimensions of Strategic Rivalry: China, the United States and Europe’s Place,” China Int 

Strategy Rev. 3, 56–65, February, 2021; Barbara Lippert and Volker Perthes, “Strategic Rivalry between 

United States and China: Causes, Trajectories, and Implications for Europe,” Stiftung Wissenschaft und 

Politik (German Institute for International and Security Affairs), April, 2020, p. 8.
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Rebuilding ASEAN Centrality?

■  Reviewing 2021: Internal and External Challenges to ASEAN Centrality 

It was expected that Southeast Asia would be a battlefield of the New Cold War 

between the United States and China. The strategic environment surrounding Southeast 

Asia did not improve at all. Expectations that U.S.-China strategic competition would 

take a different path from that of the Trump period proved groundless. The Biden 

administration continued to put pressure on China in the technology and trade fields. 

The Biden administration’s pledge to strengthen alliances and U.S. leadership did not 

make much progress. The strategic competition made Southeast Asian counties face a 

more uncertain strategic environment. The hope that enhanced U.S. engagement with 

Southeast Asia would elevate the strategic value of the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN), which in turn would strengthen the principle of ASEAN Centrality, 

dissipated.1 

There were high hopes for the Biden administration among ASEAN countries. An 

opinion survey conducted by the Singapore-based Institute of Southeast Asian Studies 

(ISEAS), published in early 2021, illustrates the expectation.2 Only 13.3% (2019) and 

9.9% (2020) of Southeast Asian opinion leaders responded positively to a question 

that the U.S. engagement with Southeast Asia would increase. The positive answer 

skyrocketed to 68.6% at the end of 2020 when the survey was done, expecting a new 

U.S. administration under Biden’s leadership. 55.4% of respondents had confidence 

and trust in the U.S. in 2021, which contrasts with 34.9% of 2020.  

The level of U.S. engagement with Southeast Asia in 2021 did not meet these 

expectations. There was no presidential visit to Southeast Asia. U.S. Vice President, 

Kamala Harris visited Singapore and Vietnam, which are deemed closest to the U.S., in 

1. ASEAN Centrality means that ASEAN as a regional organization with the longest history and experience 

should be the central player in international dynamics in the region and in regional multilateralism. This 

is a notion conceived by ASEAN to increase ASEAN’s strategic value in the region. Refer to Richard Javad 

Heydarian, “At a Strategic Crossroad: ASEAN Centrality amid Sino-American Rivalry in the Indo-Pacific,” 

Brookings Foreign Policy (April 2020). 

2. Seah, S. et al., The State of Southeast Asia: 2021 (Singapore: ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, 2021). 
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August but she skipped U.S. allies in Southeast Asia, the Philippines and Thailand, and 

the ASEAN Chair country of 2021, Brunei. U.S. Secretary of State, Antony J. Blinken did 

not turn up on screen when he was supposed to have virtual meetings with Southeast 

Asian counterparts. Indonesian Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi did not have a chance 

to meet her U.S. counterpart during her trip to the U.S. The U.S. is far behind China in 

vaccine diplomacy which is one of the top priorities of Southeast Asian countries. This 

level of U.S. engagement is not enough to get Southeast Asia on the U.S. side. 

Southeast Asia not only faced a deteriorating external strategic environment, but 

also internal challenges. The military junta in Myanmar staged a coup in February 2021. 

Myanmar, ASEAN’s most troubled member country, had seemed to be on the path 

towards a democratic transition when Aung San Suu Kyi won national elections and 

formed a civilian government in 2015. The February coup slashed the burgeoning 

democracy in Myanmar and put the whole of ASEAN in disarray. The brutal suppression 

of civilian protestors following the coup grabbed the world’s attention and ASEAN was 

forced to stand action. 

ASEAN summoned an emergency summit and decided to send a special ASEAN 

envoy to Myanmar. The ASEAN effort to mediate between the two parties, the military 

junta and the civilian dissents, failed largely due to the junta’s refusal. ASEAN exposed its 

limits that the organization is not able to do anything on internal affairs that negatively 

affects the image of the organization. Criticism of ASEAN grew stronger when ASEAN 

failed to realize its promise to manage the Myanmar situation though the mediation 

effort. ASEAN took a punitive measure against Myanmar by not inviting the junta 

government to the ASEAN summit in October 2021.3 The damage to ASEAN, however, 

was already done irrevocably. 

While the coup in Myanmar was a new and unexpected development, COVID-19 

is an internal challenge that has been with ASEAN countries since 2020. The COVID-19 

situation in Indonesia and the Philippines which already had serious problems in 2020 

got much worse. The numbers of confirmed cases and deaths soared in 2021 with the 

spread of the Delta variant. Vietnam, which had been quite successful in its measures 

against COVID-19 in 2020, was not spared in 2022. Having managed to keep total cases 

to around 4,000 by May 2021, cases soon doubled between May and June 2021, largely 

because of the Delta variant. The number of daily new cases has been kept under 1,000 

3. “ASEAN in unchartered waters as it snubs Myanmar junta chief Min Aung Hlaing,” South China Morning 

Post, October 25, 2021.
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Figure 1. Virtual ASEAN Summit Excluding Myanmar in October 2021

Source: ASEAN.

by July 2021, but the number reached more than 13,000 per day by October 2021.4 

The numbers in Myanmar also doubled and tripled due to the collapse of domestic 

governance, a consequence of military coup. Most Southeast Asian governments 

experienced a shortage of vaccine supply and depended on Chinese vaccines whose 

effectiveness remains debated.5  

■  Outlook for 2022: Efforts to Shore Up ASEAN Centrality and Its Limits

The weakening of ASEAN Centrality is not a new development. The hope that ASEAN 

Centrality would be restrengthened in 2021 together with a new U.S. administration 

was not met. Even worse, the military coup in Myanmar further weakened ASEAN 

Centrality. Again, ASEAN countries hoped for the recovery of ASEAN Centrality, but 

the internal and external environments surrounding them were not so favorable. 

ASEAN’s biggest external concerns in 2022 will be the trajectory of U.S.-China relations 

and the Biden administration’s policy towards Southeast Asia. As much as the clash 

between the U.S. and China, the U.S.’ inconsistent attitude towards Southeast Asia also 

4. “COVID-19 Coronavirus Pandemic,” Worldometer, last modified Dec. 13, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.  

5. Khairulanwar Zaini, “China’s Vaccine Diplomacy in Southeast Asia – A Mixed Record,” ISEAS Commentary 

2021-86 (2021). 
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increases strategic uncertainty. Internally, it is noteworthy that Cambodia, the closest 

partner of China in Southeast Asia, will assume the chairmanship of ASEAN in 2022. 

Domestic political instability and uncertainty in some ASEAN countries including those 

of Myanmar are consequential for ASEAN Centrality. 

1. ASEAN Centrality and U.S.-China Rivalry in 2022

The contradictory Chinese approaches to Southeast Asia of making security threats 

and providing economic assistance is a constant and predictable variable for ASEAN 

countries. China will keep up its economic approach to ASEAN countries through the Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI) to expand its influence in Southeast Asia. The approach which 

took a step back due to COVID-19 in 2020 resumed as China controlled its domestic 

pandemic situation.6 China, in addition, is providing significant COVID-19 vaccines and 

other related materials under the banner of its ‘Health Silk Road.’7 Southeast Asian 

countries hope the economic and health assistance of China will continue.8 

In contrast, it is harder to expect that the U.S. will shift towards a more active 

engagement with Southeast Asian countries. The U.S. has good reason to engage with 

Southeast Asia since it needs more regional partners and supporters in its competition 

against China. The U.S. strategy under the Biden leadership so far, however, indicates 

a different direction. The strategy, rather than embracing as many countries as it can, 

makes links with a handful of major countries in the region. U.S. initiatives such as 

the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) connecting the U.S.-Japan-Australia-India 

from the Trump administration as well as the trilateral security partnership between 

Australia, the United Kingdom and the U.S.(AUKUS) by the Biden administration indicate 

an opposite direction to ASEAN’s wish. Among Southeast Asian countries, more strategic 

emphasis was put on Singapore and Vietnam that were deemed more helpful to the 

U.S. strategy than on traditional U.S. allies, the Philippines and Thailand.  

Southeast Asian countries will not be so positive towards the U.S. strategy. If the 

U.S. sticks to the existing strategic direction, it is likely that the U.S. presence in Southeast 

6. Min Ye, “Adapting or Atrophying? China’s Belt and Road after the Covid-19 Pandemic,” Asia Policy 

16:1 (2021). A notable example of this is Myanmar. Chinese influence in Myanmar further expanded 

after the military coup in February 2021. Kaho Yu, “The Belt and Road Initiative in Southeast Asia after 

COVID-19: China’s Energy and Infrastructure Investments in Myanmar,” ISEAS Perspective No. 2021/39 

(2021). 

7. Ngeow Chow Bing, “COVID-19 speeds up China’s ‘Health Silk Road’,” East Asia Forum, May 26, 2021. 

8. “ASEAN needs more Belt and Road money, say ministers,” Nikkei Asia, September 1, 2021.
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Asia will be further diminished. The hope ASEAN countries had towards the incoming 

Biden administration at the end of 2020 turned into disappointment throughout 2021. 

If the U.S. keeps going down the same path in 2022, there will be little left in U.S. 

ASEAN policy that ASEAN can find hope in. Further, a selective approach to individual 

Southeast Asian countries, by not treating them equally, is hard to be welcomed in 

Southeast Asia. 

The U.S. strategy to strengthen the QUAD and to provide nuclear-propelled 

submarines to Australia through AUKUS does not serve ASEAN’s strategic interests. 

The Biden administration’s strategy to keep economic pressure on China and prioritize 

strategic competition against it will further undermine regional strategic stability. In 

sum, unlike what they hoped, ASEAN countries are likely to experience more strategic 

uncertainty in 2022. 

It will be difficult for the U.S. to earn the hearts and minds of ASEAN countries in 

other fields. ASEAN countries seem to have made a judgement that the U.S. is not able 

to provide them with the same economic benefits as China can offer. Southeast Asian 

countries spent harder time in 2021 than they did in 2020 due to more severe COVID-19 

situation. China actively provided a massive number of COVID-19 vaccines to ASEAN 

countries although their effectiveness is dubious. The U.S. did not have such a luxury to 

extend assistance to ASEAN countries due to the domestic COVID-19 situation. It will 

be difficult for the U.S. to make any sudden change of direction in its vaccine diplomacy 

in 2022 when the domestic situation worsens due to the new variant, Omicron. In 

conclusion, U.S. strategy is not likely to make any progress in Southeast Asia as it is. 

U.S. failure does not mean China’s success. ASEAN countries are not likely to 

full-heartedly support China as they are not happy with the U.S. approach. ASEAN 

countries have a clear idea on the potentially negative political, security, and diplomatic 

implications of the Chinese BRI. For some ASEAN countries, China is the top security 

threat in the South China Sea dispute. As always, ASEAN countries keep distance from 

both China and the U.S. Southeast Asian hedging strategy is likely to continue—they 

have eyes on the moves by the U.S. and China and will engage with a party depending 

on the issue and ASEAN’s interests. 

2. Cambodia’s Chairmanship and ASEAN Unity

One of the most consequential issues for ASEAN internal affairs in 2022 will be 

Cambodia’s chairmanship of ASEAN. There are two important issues related to the 

chairmanship. It is questionable if Cambodia, a relative lightweight in ASEAN, is able to 

lead ASEAN in a turbulent strategic environment of deepening superpower rivalry and 
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of weak U.S. engagement with the region. Is Cambodia able to lead the whole ASEAN 

and to set the agenda of numerous ASEAN inter-governmental meetings, let alone 

expand ASEAN’s room for maneuver in the context of superpower rivalry?

What is more, Cambodia is one of the closest countries to China in Southeast Asia. 

Cambodia, as the chair country of ASEAN in 2012, declined to include the South China 

Sea issue in the chairman’s statement of the ASEAN Ministerial Meeting, after discussing 

the issue with their Chinese counterpart. Reportedly, Cambodia consulted China in its 

drafting of the statement. Because of this Cambodian unilateral behavior, the meeting 

concluded without any chairman’s statement for the first time in its history. This so-

called ‘Phnom Penh Fiasco’ revealed ASEAN’s internal disunity to the outside world. 

ASEAN is of the opinion that the current level of U.S. engagement with the region is 

not enough. The organization may have to adopt a strategy to get the U.S. more deeply 

involved in the region. It is a big challenge for ASEAN that the country that has to carry 

out the job is none other than Cambodia, a political lightweight and a close Chinese 

partner in Southeast Asia.

Figure 2. Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen and Chinese President Xi Jinping

Source: Reuters.
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3.  Mounting Domestic Uncertainties: Singapore, the Philippines, Thailand,  

and Myanmar

If one looks at the domestic situation in Southeast Asia, there are lots of unresolved 

issues from 2021. These political challenges may force Southeast Asian governments 

to be mired in domestic struggles rather than figuring out external developments. 

Singapore is expected to have a new prime minister. Singaporean Prime Minister Lee 

Hsien Loong has already announced his retirement and attention is focused on who will 

be his successor. 

In the Philippines, the term of incumbent president, Rodrigo Duterte, is almost over. 

Many people have mentioned Sara Duterte, a daughter of President Duterte, as a strong 

candidate. The list of prominent candidates for the job includes Bongbong Marcos, a 

son of former dictator Ferdinand Marcos, and Manny Pacquiao, a former boxing world 

champion. Whoever is elected as the next president, politics in the Philippines after the 

upcoming presidential election will be dominated by people of no political background 

or by politicians not from mainstream politics, which predicts another Duterte-style 

political rollercoaster in the Philippines.  

The challenges that Myanmar and Thailand are facing are more difficult to 

overcome. The voice of the young demanding Prime Minister Prayut Chan-O-Cha step-

down, amend the constitution, and return to democracy has swept Thai politics. This 

voice is fundamentally different from the political clash between so-called Red Shirts 

and Yellow Shirts that dominated Thai politics since the military coup in 2006.9 The 

political challenge by this youth movement will continue in 2022. The incumbents who 

first took power through a military coup in 2014 and again through elections in 2019 

are not likely to give up their grip on power. The political deadlock will stay put for quite 

some time.  

Myanmar will remain mired in deep political turmoil. Domestic governance including 

measures against COVID-19 and economic management has collapsed. The Asian 

9. The supporters of former Thai Prime Minister, Thaksin Shinawatra, took to the street wearing red 

shirts after Thaksin was overthrown through a military coup in 2006. A political force that opposed 

Thaksin and supported the monarchy, wearing yellow shirts, countered the Red Shirts. Since then, 

Thai politics has been dominated by the clashes between the Red Shirts, supported by the working 

class as well as those in rural areas and the Yellow Shirts, supported by elites and upper middle class. 

Refer to Satitniramai, Apichat, “Yellow Vs. Red and the Rise of a New Middle Class in Thailand,” in Ward 

Berenschot et al., Citizenship and Democratization in Southeast Asia (Leiden: Brill, 2017).  
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Development Bank (ADB), while expecting overall economic recovery of Southeast 

Asian countries, predicted a decline of -18% in Myanmar.10 There are growing signals 

that the political tension is likely to develop into an armed clash between the military 

junta and National Unity Government (NUG) led by the National League for Democracy 

(NLD), opposing the military junta’s rule. No side appears willing to back down, which 

will result in a more chaotic situation including continued loss of life. 

With a new government soon to be elected, South Korea is at a major crossroads 

in 2022. What is most important in Korea’s policy towards ASEAN is continuity and 

consistency. In the past, every new government used to scrap the previous government’s 

foreign policy, including one towards ASEAN. This vicious cycle should not be repeated. 

The title of South Korea’s policy, currently called the New Southern Policy, may change, 

but the government’s message that Korea prioritizes its partnership with ASEAN should 

be reasserted at the earliest. The aforementioned weakening of ASEAN Centrality 

does not reduce the importance of ASEAN for Korea’s national interests. The existing 

economic and socio-cultural relations between ASEAN and Korea will endure. As long 

as relations are maintained, ASEAN will be one of South Korea’s top priorities. 

The weakening of ASEAN Centrality ironically opens a window of opportunity for 

South Korea to strengthen bilateral relations. Anyone who extends help to ASEAN 

when the organization is facing a grave challenge is as important as or perhaps more 

important than the superpowers in the eyes of ASEAN. When ASEAN experiences these 

challenges, South Korea has to show its support for ASEAN Centrality and regional 

multilateral cooperation led by ASEAN. Meanwhile, South Korea needs to stick to 

a critical view of developments such as the military coup in Myanmar. The criticism, 

however, should not be directed to the concept of ASEAN Centrality or reduce the 

strategic importance of ASEAN. South Korea has to provide critical comments and 

constructive alternatives so that the advice and suggestions contribute to a stronger 

and more cohesive ASEAN.   

10. “ADB Trims Developing Asia 2021 Growth Outlook to 7.1% Amid Continued COVID-19 Concerns,” 

Asian Development Bank, last modified Sep. 22, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.
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Exploring the Middle East’s Shifting Alignments and 

Rebuilding Order

■  Reviewing 2021: Coexistence of Crisis and Opportunity

Major events that determined the situation in the Middle and Near East in 2021 

included the launch of a new coalition government in Israel, a newly elected hard-liner 

president in Iran, and the return to power of the Taliban in Afghanistan. The epochal 

changes that occurred in Israel, Iran, and Afghanistan significantly affected the power 

structure of individual countries as well as regional and international relations, implying 

the repeated situation of crisis, restoration, and chaos surrounding the Middle and Near 

East order. 

Israel emerged from political turmoil with the inauguration of a new coalition 

government on June 14, 2021. The new government was formed from a diverse 

coalition ranging from hardline rightists to the Zionist left, centrists, and Arab Muslims 

who all coalesced against former Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu who stands 

accused of corruption. Although these members disagreed on the issue of “coexistence 

with Palestine,” they agreed to restore liberal democracy and the rule of law, which had 

been weakened by Netanyahu, Israel’s longest-serving leader. Israel’s new government, 

for the first time in its history, has included an Arab political party, and set the record 

for nine out of 27 ministers to be women. For the first two years of the coalition 

government, the hard-liner rightist Yamina party leader Naftali Bennett will serve as 

prime minister, and for the remaining two years, the center-right Yesh Atid party leader 

Yair Lapid will serve as prime minister. This restoration of domestic political stability 

allowed the trend of improvement in relations between Israel and the moderate Arab 

countries to be maintained.

In the 13th Iranian presidential election held on June 18, the hard-liner conservative 

Ebrahim Raisi was elected with the lowest ever voter turnout and a high number of 

invalid and lost votes. As a large number of moderate candidates who were in the right 

to be elected were eliminated in the qualification screening of the Guardian Council 

of the Constitution, which was dominated by the conservatives, the urban middle 

class and the young generation who supported them refused to vote. In addition, the 

disappointment of the low-income class towards the moderate president and foreign 

minister who failed to prevent the Trump administration’s harsh sanctions cast votes 
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for Raisi. President-elect Raisi, a disciple and loyal follower of Supreme Leader Ali 

Khamenei, laid the groundwork for becoming the next supreme leader with this victory. 

Negotiations on the restoration of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), 

which began in Vienna, Austria, in April 2021, entered a break after the 6th meeting 

at the request of Iran on June 20, right after the Iranian presidential election. President 

Raisi strongly criticized the previous six rounds of nuclear negotiations for failing to 

contain the negotiation guidelines enacted by Congress into law. Nevertheless, Iran 

did not completely abandon negotiations with the U.S. and appeared to continue to 

pursue negotiations with Western countries. This situation in Iran represents the opacity 

of the Middle and Near East, where both internal and external crises and the possibility 

of stability are inherent at the same time.

In Afghanistan, on August 15, four months after the U.S. announced its withdrawal, 

the Taliban captured Kabul and the Afghan government collapsed overnight. Twenty years 

ago, the U.S. started the war in Afghanistan to oust the Taliban regime, but the post-

war reconstruction and state-building failed. The Afghan government, which was 

backed by the U.S. but lacked legitimacy and capacity, monopolized international 

aid, formed a huge corruption cartel, and failed to seize power. In 2020, the Trump 

administration signed a peace treaty with the Taliban, excluding the Afghan government, 

and since then, unrest and distrust within the Afghan government have rapidly spread. 

Given this situation inside Afghanistan, the Biden administration thus was not able to 

properly estimate the Afghan government’s vulnerability and predict the right time to 

withdraw its troops from Afghanistan. 

Not surprisingly, the re-established Taliban regime failed to secure political stability 

due to the loss of control of the entire organization and internal division of the leadership. 

Furthermore, contrary to its promise, it quickly returned to the politics of tyranny. In 

particular, members of the Taliban’s subordinate groups independently exercised 

ruthless violence and shook the command system. Therefore, the possibility of terrorism 

by militant factions and groups in Afghanistan has increased, raising concerns that the 

crisis will spread beyond Afghanistan.

In Tunisia, the only democratic country in the Arab world, President Kais Saied 

announced a curfew after suspending the parliament and firing the prime minister under 

the slogan of economic revitalization and eradicating corruption in July. In the Iraqi general 

election in October, the anti-American and anti-Iranian Shiite cleric Muqtada al-Sadr 

became the majority faction leader, and anti-foreign voices once again gained public 

support. The political changes in these two countries also showed intensively the dynamics 

of stability, retreat, and opportunity that appeared throughout the Middle and Near East.
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 ■  Outlook for 2022

1. Iran’s Aggression Against the U.S. and Its Deepening Expansionism

Negotiations to restore the nuclear deal with Iran, which have stalled since the 

election of President Raisi, will continue to be a protracted process for the time being. 

Iran’s hard-liner conservative ruling coalition, which has taken control of the military, 

parliament, and even the executive branch, seemed to accept the U.S. return to the 

nuclear deal to escape the severe economic crisis caused by U.S. sanctions, but has 

been refusing to respond to negotiations for several months. This may be a stalling 

tactic to shape the negotiations to its advantage, but it raises at the same time concerns 

that it may lead to a break down in the talks. Rather than making Iran a normal 

state by easing sanctions, the Iranian ruling coalition will focus on spreading Islamic 

revolutionary ideology and fostering pro-Iranian proxy forces in the region with an anti-

American slogan.

The Biden administration removed the Iran-backed Houthis in Yemen from its list 

of terrorist organizations as a conciliatory message ahead of negotiations to restore the 

Iran nuclear deal. Furthermore, it announced the cessation of support for the Saudi-led 

Arab coalition which has backed the Yemeni government forces. However, the Houthis 

continued to launch ballistic missiles and drone strikes against Saudi Arabia, while pro-

Iranian militias in Iraq also continued drone strikes on U.S. military bases. However, the 

Biden administration did not respond to this.

The Biden administration will seek to speed up its policy of “leaving the Middle East,” 

which will reduce the U.S. role in the Middle East after restoring the Iran nuclear deal, 

which the Trump administration has broken, as soon as possible. Accordingly, the U.S. 

will present a plan to restore the nuclear agreement with Iran and lift some of Iran’s 

frozen assets while allowing waivers on export of crude oil. This is because the Biden 

administration will accelerate its departure from the Middle East (i.e., withdrawal of 

U.S. troops from Afghanistan and the reduction of U.S. troops stationed in Iraq) in order 

to focus on the rebalance towards Asia. The Iranian hard-liners, who are demanding 

significant sanctions relief from the U.S. also insist on the right to enrich uranium to 

90%. Iran will require the U.S. to document its promise to not withdraw from any 

deal again in the future if it turns the reinstated nuclear deal into a treaty. However, 

if the nuclear deal is turned into a treaty as requested by Iran, it is likely that it will not 

have Congressional support due to opposition from Republican lawmakers and pro-

Israeli Democrats. For this reason, the administration has historically favored executive 

agreements over treaties. The key to success of the restoration of the Iran nuclear deal is 
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how flexibly the Biden administration, which has already frequently eased sanctions on 

Iranian oil exports, will be able to accommodate such demands from Iran’s hard-liners.1

Figure 1. Iran Nuclear Talks in Vienna

Source: Yonhap News.

2.  UAE-Israel Cooperation and Saudi-Iran Reconciliation after the U.S. “Leaving 

the Middle East” Declaration

The new Israeli coalition government will continue not only its military operations 

against the Iranian hard-liner backed Hezbollah in Lebanon, pro-Iranian militias in Syria, 

and Hamas in Gaza, but also its attacks on Iran’s nuclear facilities and assassinations 

of nuclear scientists. Although the new government has different opinions on how to 

coexist with Palestine, it will promote the improvement of Arab Israeli citizen rights and 

favor the policy of appeasement towards the Palestinian Authority with one voice.

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Bahrain, concerned about the Iranian hard-

liners’ pursuit of regional hegemony, will strengthen their strategic cooperation with 

Israel under the Abraham Accords. Security instability in the Sunni Gulf countries will 

increase as the U.S. announces plans to reduce missile defense systems, air force  assets, 
 

1. Mohammad Ayatollahi Tabaar, “Iran Won’t Back Down,” Foreign Affairs, November 2, 2021.
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Figure 2. UAE Minister of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation with Israel Foreign Minister at the 

Inauguration of the Israeli Embassy in UAE

Source: UAE Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation. 

and military forces in the UAE, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Qatar as part of the 

rebalance towards Asia.2 The Biden administration, which seeks to reduce its role in 

the Middle East, will support new coalitions amongst these allies and partners as they 

set aside nationalistic tendencies. Already, the UAE, Bahrain, Israel and the U.S. Naval 

Forces Central Command (NAVCENT) have conducted multilateral maritime security 

exercises in the Red Sea.

Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia, the leading Sunni country, will not be at the forefront of 

normalizing relations with Israel, considering its status as a protector of the Islamic holy 

sites of Mecca and Medina. Instead, it will exert strong influence on foreign policy of its 

smaller neighbor Bahrain to support the Abraham Accords and détente between the 

Sunni Gulf countries and Israel. In addition, Saudi Arabia will work to restore relations 

with its biggest rival, Iran, the suzerain of Shiites, in preparation for the power vacuum 

left by the U.S.’ withdrawal from the region. In 2016, after Saudi Arabia executed its 

domestic Shiite dissidents, the Saudi Arabian embassy in Tehran was attacked, and the 

2. Gordon Lubold, Nancy A. Youssef and Michael R. Gordon, “U.S. Military to Withdraw Hundreds of 

Troops, Aircraft, Antimissile Batteries from Middle East,” The Wall Street Journal, June 18, 2021.
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two countries suspended diplomatic ties. However, in 2021, Saudi Arabia and Iran held 

four meetings in Baghdad, mediated by Iraq, to discuss reopening the Iranian consulate 

in Saudi Arabia.

Iran will seek reconciliation between major Sunni and Shiite representatives, as 

it hopes to highlight the image of a normal state by restoring relations with Saudi 

Arabia and to restore Iran’s recently weakened position in Iraq.3 The U.S. Democratic 

administration’s offshore balancing policy, which has been pursued since the Obama 

administration, has been aimed at easing tensions between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Hence, 

the Biden administration will welcome the two countries’ steps toward reconciliation. If 

Iran and Saudi Arabia moves towards reconciliation, it will also provide a step towards 

the resolution of the long-running civil war in Yemen. Meanwhile, Oman and Kuwait, 

which were expected to join the ranks of establishing diplomatic ties with Israel after 

the UAE, Bahrain, Sudan, and Morocco, will decide their future course after observing 

the UAE-Israel partnership and Saudi-Iran reconciliation process.

With U.S. exit from the Middle East, the region will come under pressure in a desperate 

search for order. Instability within several Middle Eastern countries will be affected by 

the regional dynamic. Libyan presidential election is scheduled for December 24, 2021, 

and a general election in January 2022, led by the United Nations (UN) mediated 

Political Dialogue Forum and the Provisional Government, but the situation before and 

after the election will be unstable. Issues like divisions between the western Islamist 

government and the eastern secular Libyan National Army (LNA), illegal kidnappings 

and assassinations by armed militias, and the prolonged presence of Turkish and 

Russian military and foreign mercenaries will remain unresolved. Meanwhile, in Iraq, 

the influence of pro-Iranian proxy militias will decrease, and Sunni political activities will 

gradually become more active as the voices of pursuing independent national interests 

grow in the face of the Sunni-Shia conflict and U.S.-Iran rivalry. Lebanon is on the brink 

of civil war due to state failure and excessive power exercised by the pro-Iranian proxy 

organization like Hezbollah. But the future will depend on the nature of the reorganized 

Middle East regional order.

3. Strengthening Anti-U.S. Alignment Centered on China and Russia

China will try to increase its influence in the Middle East by promoting the Belt 

and Road Initiative. China has established strategic partnerships with Saudi Arabia, 

3. Abbas Kadhim and Masoud Mostajabi, “Under a Raisi presidency, ties with Iraq will still matter,” 

MENASource, Atlantic Council, June 25, 2021.
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Iran, Turkey, and Israel to secure stable energy resources and strengthened economic 

cooperation for infrastructure linkages. In addition, unlike the U.S., it signed a Digital 

Silk Road memorandum of understanding according to its own standards, emphasizing 

non-interference in internal affairs with authoritarian countries in the region. At the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) summit held right after the Taliban’s return 

to power in Afghanistan, Iran was granted an official membership status, and China, 

Russia, and Iran urged sanctions relief for Afghanistan, an observer state. Shortly 

thereafter, Russia held an international conference regarding Afghanistan in Moscow, 

inviting the Taliban and urging the international community to support Afghanistan 

along with China, Iran, and Pakistan. In 2022, Iran, Turkey, and Russia will invoke their 

glorious imperial histories and accelerate their expansion, taking advantage of the 

power vacuum following the U.S. departure, and China will also join these countries to 

strengthen their anti-American solidarity.

4. Afghanistan in Chaos: Activation of Jihadism and Regional Destabilization

After the Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan, al-Qaeda and Islamic State (IS) 

fighters who had been scattered around several neighboring countries considered 

Afghanistan as a safe haven for international jihadists and flocked there, a trend which 

is expected to continue in 2022. As a result, Afghanistan may become a global hotbed 

of radical Islamism and radical forces. In addition, as the struggle for leadership between 

the Taliban, al-Qaeda, and IS intensifies, the Taliban leadership may lose control, 

pressured by its sub-organizations, and loss of followers. This can lead to escalation of 

disputes within the leadership. During this time, the most radical group, IS, will rapidly 

increase its presence through suicide bombings.4

The Islamic State-Khorasan (IS-K), also known as the Afghan branch of the Islamic 

State, is a radical breakaway faction of the Taliban which has criticized the Taliban’s 

weakness. They carried out a suicide bombing at Kabul Airport in August 2021, during 

the international community’s withdrawal from Afghanistan, followed by a series of 

massive suicide attacks in the eastern Nangarhar province in September, at a Kabul 

funeral of a Taliban spokesperson’s mother in October, at Shiite mosques in the northern 

Kunduz province and southern Kandahar province, and at a Kabul military hospital in 

November. Terror attacks by IS-K seeking to highlight its presence may become more 

drastic in 2022 in terms of their target location, frequency, and scale.

4. Robert Muggah and Rafal Rohozinski, “Islamic State-Khorasan’s Reach Extends Far Beyond Afghanistan,” 

Foreign Policy, September 9, 2021.
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As instability in Afghanistan accelerates, China’s security concern will also increase 

given its shared border. China will worry if the expansion of radical jihadists from 

Afghanistan may stimulate the major Uyghur independence movement organization 

in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, the ‘Eastern Turkistan Islamic Movement’ 

(ETIM), and closely track any movements. While China has promised to provide 

economic assistance to the Taliban after it retook control of Afghanistan, urging them 

to break ties with the ETIM, it is difficult for the Taliban leadership to unconditionally 

accept China’s Uyghur policies. If the Taliban leadership feels serious internal threats in 

2022, they will not be able to turn a blind eye to the Chinese government’s crackdown 

on Muslims.5 However, IS-K will criticize the Taliban’s response for being weak and 

adopt more hardline policies toward China. Accordingly, the relationships among the 

Taliban, IS-K, and China are expected to become more complicated.

Figure 3. Moscow Format Meeting on Afghanistan

Source: Reuters.

The opacity of the Middle and Near East in 2022 has several implications for South 

Korea as well. First, in the confrontation between the U.S. and Iran, there is a good chance 

5. Emerson T. Brooking, “Before the Taliban took Afghanistan, it took the internet,” Atlantic Council, 

August 26, 2021; Amy Kazmin, “Isis-K insurgency jeopardises Taliban’s grip on Afghanistan,” Financial 

Times, October 26, 2021.
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that South Korea will be involved, as it has in the past with the detention of a Korean 

commercial shipping vessel in 2021. It is necessary to establish guidelines for action in 

this regard. Second, despite such instability, it is necessary to expand the boundaries 

of the economic and cultural exchange areas where our economic interests can be 

expanded. Third, anti-American solidarity in the Middle and Near East can eventually 

form a microcosm of the confrontation between democracy and authoritarianism at 

the global level. South Korea can highlight the level of our external messages related 

to this, such as human rights repression in the authoritarian regimes in the Middle 

and Near East. Fourth, nevertheless, since there is a possibility of becoming a target of 

terrorism by sending such a message, the government should devise countermeasures 

against the possibility of terrorism. 
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The COVID-19 Pandemic: Rebuilding Our Daily Life 

after the Crisis

■  Reviewing 2021: The COVID-19 Pandemic in Review

The emerging global security crisis that is the COVID-19 pandemic entered its 

second year in 2021. The entire international community tried hard to overcome the 

pandemic in 2021, but the global pandemic of the Emerging Infectious Diseases (EID) 

continues until now, having left the greatest damage to humanity in the 21st century. 

As of early December 2021, the cumulative number of confirmed cases worldwide 

exceeded 260 million, with the death toll at more than 5.2 million.1 In Korea, there are 

470,000 cumulative confirmed cases and 4,000 cumulative deaths.2 Compared to the 

last pandemic of the Swine Flu pandemic (H1N1-09) in 2009, which caused about 

284,000 deaths over two years, COVID-19 will remain the most threatening record of 

infectious diseases that have emerged since the 21st century. 

The COVID-19 pandemic stems from a source of threat that is completely different 

from other security crises. That is, the subject that causes the pandemic crisis is not 

humans, but non-human creatures called pathogens. Therefore, in the pandemic crisis 

caused by infectious diseases, the subjects of the threat are evolving on their own 

regardless of human will. Humans have overcome the emergence and spread of inhuman 

threat sources called pathogens through the development of vaccines and treatments, 

but the fundamental resolution or eradication of infectious diseases is impossible. We 

humans have no choice but to coexist with infectious diseases. Among the infectious 

diseases that have emerged in human history, only two diseases, smallpox and 

rinderpest, have been eradicated and it has been reported that 99% of polio has been 

eradicated.3

All the major infectious diseases that have been prevalent since the 20th century 

still coexist with humans without being eradicated. However, we have formed herd 

1. “Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard,” WHO, last modified Dec. 3, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.

2. “Coronavirus (COVID-19), Republic of Korea,” Korea Disease Control and Prevention Agency, last 

modified Dec. 3, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 2021. 

3. “Report by the Director-General: Smallpox eradication (A74/43),” WHO (May 2021); Max Roser et al., 

“Eradication of Diseases,” Our World in Data, last modified Oct. 2018, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.
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Figure 1. Global Situation: Confirmed Cases and Deaths by COVID-19
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Source: WHO, as of December 6, 2021.

immunity with the development and distribution of vaccines and treatments, and most 

of the infectious diseases have been just temporarily eliminated at the national and 

regional levels through the prevention, treatment, and management of medical health 

and quarantine systems. The fact that infectious diseases not only coexist with humanity 

but also coevolve with other organic bodies, including humanity, implies that new and 

unknown infectious diseases can emerge anytime and anywhere. In addition, just as 

Swine Flu (H1N1-09), a variant of the Spanish Flu (H1N1) that terrified the world in 

1918, caused a pandemic again in 2009, infectious diseases that once emerged have 

the potential to mutate and spread again depending on environmental changes or 

coevolution of pathogens with vectors and hosts. 

As the COVID-19 pandemic spreads around the world in 2021, it caused unexpected 

events in international relations as well as domestic and international conflicts. Strategic 

competition between the United States and China became a political debate over the 

possibility of intentional leakage of COVID-19 from a Chinese virology institute in 

Wuhan in 2020. In 2021, the confrontation between the superpowers turned out to 

be a diplomatic competition to show off their superiority through so-called “vaccine 

diplomacy.” In addition, inequality between rich and poor countries over vaccine supply 

and distribution, diplomatic instrumentalization of vaccines, and international conflicts 

over the transparency of vaccine technology and production have emerged. The World 

Health Organization (WHO), which was expected to provide global governance in 



ASAN INTERNATIONAL SECURITY OUTLOOK 2022104

promoting international cooperation to overcome the COVID-19 pandemic, has revealed 

limitations in its practical role and function and has yet to find improvements. In 

particular, the international organization has failed to facilitate and mediate the 

development and distribution of COVID-19 vaccines. The international gap in vaccination 

rates has widened as vaccine distribution was underway in accordance with the 

economic capabilities of individual countries and the role of COVAX Facility, a vaccine 

joint purchase project that relies on private companies and donations from developed 

countries.

The emergence of a contactless (or “untact”) economy and culture, which inevitably 

emerged as a strategy for responding to the pandemic, completely changed individual 

daily lives. It caused the decline of small business owners around the world, and in 

the field of international trade, national measures such as border closures and travel 

restrictions caused drastic changes in the global resource supply chain and labor force 

migration. On the other hand, the development of an untact economy and culture led 

to the rapid expansion of digital economy based on the popularization of digital devices 

and information and communication technologies, and the digital economy even 

created the “Metaverse” that embodies digital daily life and generates a virtual universe. 

The expansion of public capital expenditure to cope with the sluggish economy of 

developed countries had a short-term buffering effect during 2021, but uncertainties 

in the international economy grew due to the announcement of the implementation of 

“tapering” measures by developed countries centered on the U.S. at the end of the year. 

As several vaccines have been developed and distributed by the end of 2021, 

countries and regions with a certain proportion of vaccinated population began to 

prepare for the so-called “With COVID-19” daily life and began to rebuild their daily life.

■  Outlook for 2022: Rebuilding Daily Life Different from the Past

Since the first case of infection in China emerged in December 2019, it took less 

than a month for COVID-19 to spread to South Korea. Since then, the COVID-19 global 

pandemic has changed our lifestyles and living conditions. National resources were 

redirected to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, and economic damage continued 

due to disease control measures such as quarantine, restrictions on entry and exit, and 

business closures. With the spread of highly contagious coronavirus variants such as 

Delta and Lambda, WHO and infectious disease experts have advised that a population 

vaccination rate of 80-90%, not 70%, should be applied as a prerequisite for herd 

immunity. 
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Figure 2. Share of the Population Fully Vaccinated against COVID-19
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In late November 2021, the world watched with concern the emergence of the 

Omicron variant, which is more contagious than any other existing variants of COVID-19. 

More COVID-19 variants may continue to appear, and a return to normal life may be 

slower because of the unexpected infectivity and mortality of the newly emerging 

variants. However, since COVID-19 is one of the infectious diseases that will coexist 

with mankind, the goal should be to rebuild our daily life through securing herd 

immunity and improving disease control systems. 

As the domestic vaccination rate, especially in developed countries, was considered 

sufficient to secure herd immunity, recovery to daily life at the national level began at the 

end of 2021. In 2022, the global distribution of seven vaccines currently approved by the 

WHO is expected to increase further, and new vaccines currently being developed are 

also expected to be added to prevent infection of COVID-19. Along with the increase 

in vaccine distribution, the development of oral treatments for COVID-19, which are 

currently in the final stage of clinical trials, will alleviate the fear of infectious disease 

in 2022. Although there is a possibility of the emergence of unexpected variants, the 

development and distribution of oral anti-COVID-19 drugs are expected to become a 

“game-changer” to return to daily life. Vaccines have provided humanity with preventive 

power against COVID-19 infection and oral treatments will provide protection that 

significantly lowers the risk of severe illness in case of infection.

Although 2022 will continue to be marked by recovery two years since the arrival 

of COVID-19 and a return to normalcy, there are still some problems whose resolution 

requires political considerations, social consensus, and civic responsibility. Domestically, 
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South Korea will have to bear a high infection rate for a while and needs to achieve social 

consensus on newly introduced regulations and limited freedom. Policy measures such 

as restrictions on the rights of non-vaccinated people in their daily lives may become a 

problem of individual basic rights or human rights and cause social conflict. Rebuilding 

daily life while the possibility of infection persists implies that the national and social 

responsibility for individual safety and health to overcome the COVID-19 pandemic for 

the past two years will eventually pass on to the issue of individual responsibility. 

The development and dissemination of vaccines and treatments have improved 

human immunity and therapeutic capabilities against various infectious diseases emerged 

in history, and eventually international society will alleviate and overcome the current 

global pandemic. However, a return to daily life will not be the same as in the past. 

Certificates that did not exist in the past, such as vaccine passports or vaccine passes, 

will be established and formalized in everyday life. Offline sales and traditional markets 

will continue to decline while online distribution and consumption will keep expanding. 

A major shift in the economy more centered on online platforms is expected to be 

intensified, establishing a different consumption culture than in the past. Quantitative 

easing measures, which once aimed at overcoming the economic downturn during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, will turn into new economic problems such as inflation or 

tapering and emerge as another economic challenge in the process of overcoming the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

At the international level, the issue of vaccine inequality will emerge as the biggest 

problem in 2022. A high vaccination rate is a prerequisite for rebuilding daily life and 

there are still many countries, especially in Africa, with low vaccination rates. Existing 

inter-state disputes, such as economic disparities between developed and developing 

nations or hierarchical relations between core and peripheral nations, will become 

intertwined in the challenge of vaccine inequality in 2022 and be the major issue for 

international cooperation. In the process of international cooperation on vaccine supply, 

competition among the great powers to take diplomatic initiatives or enhance diplomatic 

power will also intensify. In particular, strategic competition for diplomatic superiority 

between the U.S. and China, which have led vaccine diplomacy as international vaccine 

providers over the past two years, will continue in 2022. 

Divergence in the pace of recovery across countries, caused by different national 

capacities, will be the biggest obstacle to overcoming the COVID-19 pandemic at the 

global level. Each country has no choice but to impose travel restrictions and regulations 

on people from countries that do not have similar levels of herd immunity, and this will 

be likely to lead to diplomatic or economic conflicts with other countries in the absence 
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of relevant international norms or standards. Regardless of developed countries’ vaccine 

diplomacy and assistance, appeals for addressing global vaccine inequality and calls for 

international cooperation from poor countries will also increase. This could create 

an opportunity for middle powers like South Korea to demonstrate their diplomatic 

leadership by using multilateral diplomacy to ensure fair international distribution of 

vaccines. 

For the past two years, the COVID-19 pandemic has made the international 

community realize that the crisis had  a huge impact on the national economy and social 

stability far beyond threatening individual lives and safety. Infectious diseases are one of 

the most important emerging security issues that go beyond simple diseases and have a 

great impact on national security and international relations. In addition, understanding 

the nature of infectious diseases as living organisms that coexist and coevolve with 

humanity indicates that COVID-19 may not be the last infectious disease. It would be 

followed by new kinds of infectious diseases that will continue to endanger our daily 

life in the future. As we move towards rebuilding our daily life, the COVID-19 pandemic 

will leave us with two fundamental questions: how to incorporate this experience 

into the national management system, and how to establish global governance and a 

cooperation system to more effectively cope with the next pandemic.
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Technology Competition and the Challenges of 

Rebuilding

■  Reviewing 2021: Technology Competition and Supply Chains

As the global economic order continues to be reshaped by the United States-

China rivalry, technology competition in each country is fierce. Techno-nationalism is 

expanding its influence on national security, economic growth, and social stability. 

This has resulted in a variety of new phenomena, including digital and international 

technology alliances, as well as blocs formed in opposition to new norms.

Digital technology is a vector of change, and digital democracy issues connected 

to surveillance and freedom of expression are often discussed in relation to artificial 

intelligence (AI) and data transfer. As profits and values intertwine and technology 

alliances and cooperative relationships are established, various forms of decoupling are 

likely to occur. 

U.S. President Joe Biden, who took office in January 2021, emphasized the 

importance of alliances, shifting the direction from unilateralism under his predecessor 

to diplomatic multilateralism. Biden promoted a return to the liberal international order 

by emphasizing international regulations and ordered a review of the supply chain for 

innovative industries shortly after taking office, signaling that the U.S. efforts to 

counterbalance China would continue. 

In May 2021, the U.S. Senate enacted the U.S. Innovation and Competition Act 

(USICA).1 It is a comprehensive plan to provide $250 billion over five years to advance 

technology development and a resilient semiconductor supply chain. To this end, the 

law stipulates federal agencies, including the Departments of Commerce, Defense, 

Energy, the National Science Foundation (NSF), and the National Aeronautics and 

Space Administration (NASA), to work together to exclude China from its supply chain 

network and maintain leadership in the field of innovation, seeing China as a threat 

to global economics and security. As the newly enacted law promotes cooperation 

and linkage with allies and partners, emphasizes the protection of knowledge assets, 

and secures against illegal technology transfer from the R&D stage, technological 

1. “S.1260 - United States Innovation and Competition Act of 2021,” United States Congress, last modified 

Apr. 20, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.
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decoupling is likely to occur.

The Biden administration is implementing a stronger China policy via its values-based 

alliance strategy. In order to reduce China’s industry and market influence, the U.S. is 

cutting China off from supply chains, causing real atrophy in China’s telecommunications 

equipment and platform industries, including companies like Huawei. The Biden 

administration argues that China, an authoritarian state, should be sanctioned for 

human rights violation and illegal labor. It also highlights cybersecurity concerns, 

pointing to national security risks posed by China’s use of network technology.

China is trying to lead in the high-tech sector, but it still relies on external core 

technologies, and the influx of such technologies from the U.S. is most pronounced. 

Therefore, China’s efforts to develop its technology industry have been hindered by 

its dependence on U.S. exports of advanced technology and other export restrictions. 

Taiwan, Japan, and others are already actively involved in preventing high-tech Chinese 

inflows through intellectual property protection and technology transfer bans.

In 2016, China adopted “Made in China 2025,” a strategy of industrial advancement 

through manufacturing innovation, which aims to strengthen competitiveness through 

the convergence of existing manufacturing and information technology by 2025 and to 

lead the global market by 2045. In order to achieve its goal of becoming a great power, 

China has followed consistent policies and investments, emphasizing the importance 

of technological development and the growth of innovation industries, which has 

significantly increased its capabilities.

In recent years, the Chinese government’s focus has been on semiconductor 

production and 5G networks. In January 2021, China announced the Industrial Internet 

Innovation Development Action Plan (2021-2023)2, highlighting the application of 

existing IT industries. This plan seeks to improve productivity by more than 20% in key 

industries and establishes industrial internet exchange and cooperation systems in the 

European Union and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) countries.3 The plan advances China’s 

existing strategy of strengthening competitiveness through innovation, demonstrating 

the country’s commitment to building its own standard system and leading technology 

and global markets through cooperation with neighboring countries.

2. “Notice on Issuing the Industrial Internet Innovation Development Action Plan (2021-2023),” State 

Council of the People’s Republic of China, last modified Dec. 22, 2020, accessed Dec. 21, 2021. (“关于

印发《工业互联网创新发展行动计划（2021-2023年）》的通知,” 中华人民共和国中央人民政府, 2020.12.22).

3. “MIIT accelerates Industrial Internet applications and standard setting in traditional manufacturing,” 

MERICS, last modified Mar. 2, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.
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The U.S. is trying to exclude China from the supply chain, and Beijing is committed 

to establishing its own survival network. The two countries’ hegemonic disputes are also 

taking place within the overarching framework of the two countries’ political, economic, 

and trade systems. Strategic contention and decoupling centered on science, technology, 

and innovation will intensify the current situation. The U.S. Strategic Competition Act 

of 2021 also clearly demonstrates this by specifying countries targeted for strategic 

cooperation. The European Union (EU) is committed to securing the Chinese market, 

as evidenced by the signing of last year’s Comprehensive Agreement on Investment 

(CAI)4 with China, but in the digital sector, it is actively involved in establishing U.S.-

led norms, due to concerns about China’s closed system. As the threat of decoupling 

becomes more pronounced, so does the alarm about the EU’s over-reliance on the 

Chinese market. Japan, Australia, and Taiwan share the same concern.

Figure 1. The World Facing Supply Chain Fears

4. “EU – China Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI): list of sections,” European Commission, 

last modified Jan. 22, 2021, accessed Dec. 21, 2021.
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China announced a strategy to establish a standardized industrial internet system, 

through which it will achieve technological hegemony based on market share. This 

differs from the existing process in which technological development and innovation 

come first, followed by standardization and market dominance. However, the Chinese 

strategy is valid at the present time, as technology development speed and market 

changes are fast and data has become a form of capital.

Decoupling innovation, science, and technology will have a greater impact and 

last longer than the decoupling of industrial components. Even if China continues its 

research and development by mobilizing all of its capabilities, restrictions on the use of 

original technologies and technology transfers from the U.S. will significantly hinder 

China’s technological development.

■  Outlook for 2022: Technology Blocs and Uncertain Rebuilding

The U.S.-China technology race has ramifications over the world. Due to the nature 

of digital technology, the boundaries between its economic and security uses have 

become blurred. As certain industries in every country have economic and security 

implications, competition for technology acquisition is fierce around the world. This 

also affects international relations. Blocs are being created around the direction of 

technology development, the usage of critical technology, and its feasibility. There is 

a possibility that the global order and economic framework will be reshaped around 

technology. Values and norms have acquired a new discourse with advances in 

technology, centered around issues like technology dictatorships, privacy, surveillance, 

and freedom of expression, all of which will intensify in 2022.

 In 2021, key technologies for future competition emerged, and countries worked 

to develop strategies that aligned with their national interests. The competition for 

core technologies used in semiconductor and battery supply chains has increased, as 

evidenced by new regulatory strategies to exclude competitors, support strategies 

to build separate supply networks, and alliance strategies to free up key elements of 

technologies and resources. In 2022, this strategic competition will continue, becoming 

more segmented and intensified, focusing on the next generation of digital core 

technologies.

1. Supply Chains and Decoupling

The U.S. analyzes supply chains for semiconductors, batteries, pharmaceuticals, 

and rare earths and implements policies to secure competitiveness. In 2022, the U.S. 
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will continue its reshoring policy of bringing supply chains back to the U.S. The U.S. is 

banning the inflow of semiconductors and related technologies to Chinese companies 

and has created a federal fund to encourage the production of semiconductors in the 

U.S. As the Departments of Commerce and Defense have issued administrative orders 

for huge investments in technology development, the U.S. recovery of its supply chain 

and decoupling with China will continue.    

China has set the goal of semiconductor supply chain self-reliance by 2025 and 

aims to supply 70% of domestic demand on its own. Although China now supports 

its semiconductor industry and fosters production through fewer U.S.-sanctioned, 

domestic, high-value companies, China’s semiconductor goals will be difficult to achieve 

in the short term due to the issue of securing high-tech equipment.

Semiconductors are recognized as a key component for 5G networks, AI, advanced 

infrastructure, and military security, and countries are working to acquire advanced 

manufacturing facilities. Among the core areas of semiconductors—design, manufacturing, 

post-processing, materials, and manufacturing equipment—the U.S. has vulnerabilities 

in at least three: manufacturing, post-processing, and materials. U.S. supply chain 

recovery is likely to be concentrated in these areas. Semiconductors that can be used in 

autonomous vehicles, smartphones, AI, etc., are based on cutting-edge technology, so 

countries are likely to pursue policies that stabilize supply chains through alliances, while 

competing to build domestic supply infrastructure through technology acquisition.

In addition to semiconductors, batteries will be at the heart of the automotive 

industry in the future. The U.S., China, and the EU are focusing on securing and 

stabilizing battery supply chains with industrial support policies. The EU will also expand 

industry support measures, including investment and subsidy assistance, to mitigate 

the risks posed by supply chain separation and reduce dependence on Asia.

The imbalance in supply and demand caused by the decoupling of high-tech supply 

chains and COVID-19 are likely to lead to shortages in many fields, from basic to high-

tech industries, similar to the semiconductor and urea shortages in South Korea in 2021.

2. Technology Standards

As technological developments and market changes intensify and data is further 

commodified, technology standards become an important strategic asset, as they can 

control the application and proliferation of new technologies. Standards are divided 

into de jure and de facto standards, according to the process by which they are formed. 

De jure standards are enacted via recognized standardization organizations and take 

a period of three to six years. Therefore, in areas where technological progress is fast, 
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such as digital technology, standardization cannot keep up with market trends. On the 

other hand, de facto standards are established by organizations arbitrarily formed from 

a host of related companies in an attempt to standardize a specific technology field. 

This reflects market demand quickly and flexibly while competition is occurring.

China is active in the 3rd Generation Partnership Project (3GPP), a de facto standards 

organization focused on mobile communications, and the Internet Engineering Task 

Force (IETF), in addition to playing a role in other international standards groups. Because 

of China’s growing influence on technology standards in the telecommunications 

sector, the U.S. responds strongly to illegal transfers of its technology and competes 

fiercely to avoid missing out on existing technological developments. Falling behind in 

the competition for standardization means being pushed out of the industry’s cutting 

edge; thus, competition in developed countries is expected to increase.

China is aggressively striving to establish technological standards through its ‘China 

Standards 2035’ plan. 5G and 6G networks and autonomous vehicles based on location 

information technology are highly competitive areas, and with this competition, concerns 

about the formation of technology blocs will increase. A struggle to secure key 

technologies around the world is to be expected.

3. AI Competition

AI is another key industry of the next digital revolution. The competitiveness of AI 

is influenced by various factors, including securing and utilizing algorithmic technology 

and linking data, as well as standardizing activities and related infrastructure. 

China emphasizes data sovereignty, which aims to censor, control, and regulate the 

leakage of data, as described in their Data Security Act. The U.S., by contrast, promotes 

the cross-border movement of data based on multilateral service agreements, giving 

rise to the possibility of data governance systems decoupling. Separate blocs for digital 

platform markets and AI technology are appearing, a trend that is likely to intensify in 

2022.

The separation of the digital platform market is evidenced by Google and Facebook’s 

withdrawal from China, regulations on the TikTok platform in the U.S., Chinese influence 

on payment systems, and digital trade. A phenomenon may arise in which the world 

is divided into blocs of countries that adopt Chinese AI technology and those that do 

not. While Syria and Myanmar have introduced China’s facial recognition technology, 

Western countries, including Europe, have maintained a negative view on its use.

The AI technology race is also unfolding beyond the U.S. and China, and there is 

intense competition to establish new technology and norms. An intensified struggle 
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over the future of AI will occur in 2022 and include the U.S., which emphasizes 

technological development and AI utilization, the EU, which is leading the discussion 

of ethical norms in technology, and China, which emphasizes data sovereignty.

Figure 2. U.S.-China Big Data Competition

Competition to use AI as the network infrastructure that underlies advancements in 

space technology will also intensify, as will the impact of space on industry and security. 

Satellites and location tracking systems are the basis for autonomous vehicles and the 

location-based Internet of Things, so competition to implement international standards 

is also fierce. One cannot rule out the possibility that serious new conflicts can flare up 

over the allocation of communication frequencies and space.

Western countries, particularly the U.S., will want to gain a technological edge 

and prevent China’s expanding influence and unfair competitive practices. In addition, 

the U.S. is building a secure supply chain, breaking away from excessive reliance 

on China, and addressing the supply chain issues that emerged in 2021. In order to 

remain competitive in the technology sector, South Korea should strengthen its links 

with advanced countries by establishing international regulations and developing new 

technologies based on advantageous industries, such as semiconductors.
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