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MULTILATERALISM (STILL) 
MATTERS, AS NEW INDO-
PACIFIC STRATEGY EMERGES 

BY RALPH COSSA, PACIFIC FORUM & BRAD 
GLOSSERMAN, TAMA UNIVERSITY 
CRS/PACIFIC   FORUM 

While the Biden administration has yet to 
produce its own definitional strategy 
documents—the National Security Strategy, 
National Defense Strategy, Nuclear Policy 
Review, or Indo-Pacific Strategy Report—details 
are emerging that strongly suggest each will be 
generally consistent with the previous 
administration’s reports, but with an even 
heavier stress on alliances and multilateralism. 
Secretary of State Antony Blinken provided the 
most detailed description of the administration’s 
Indo-Pacific strategy during his swing through 
Southeast Asia in December, reaffirming the 
“cooperate, compete, confront” approach 
toward China that, with varying degrees of 
emphasis and intensity, has been consistent for 
at least the last three administrations. 
Meanwhile Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin put 
some meat on the bones of his “integrated 
deterrence” concept, underscored by the first in-
person (despite COVID) summit meeting of the 
four Quad heads of state from Australia, India, 
Japan, and the United States and the emergence 
of AUKUS, a technology-oriented defense 
arrangement involving Canberra, London, and 
Washington.   

 

 

A NEW PRIME MINISTER AND A 
GROWING ALLIANCE AGENDA 

BY SHEILA A. SMITH, COUNCIL ON FOREIGN 
RELATIONS & CHARLES MCCLEAN, 
UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN 

2021 demonstrated the difficult politics that 
have attended the COVID-19 pandemic. In the 
United States, the Congressional certification 
of the presidential election became the focus of 
violent protest and an attempted insurrection 

to stop the transfer of power from Donald 
Trump to Joseph Biden. In Japan, while less 
volatile, the post-Abe era revealed the fragile 
balance of power within the Liberal Democratic 
Party (LDP) that threatened to unseat unpopular 
prime ministers. The year began with Prime 
Minister Suga Yoshihide but ended with Prime 
Minister Kishida Fumio as Suga’s public 
approval ratings plummeted in response to the 
government’s pandemic management and the 
troublesome Tokyo Olympics. Japan’s two 
elections, one for the leadership of the LDP and 
the other for the Lower House, revealed just how 
sticky conservative politics are today. 
Undoubtedly, the election within the party drew 
the most interest as four new candidates 
emerged to claim the mantle of leadership of 
Japan’s largest political party. 

US AND CHINESE LEADERS JAW-
JAW 

BY BONNIE GLASER, GERMAN MARSHALL 
FUND OF THE US 

Joe Biden and Xi Jinping held a lengthy virtual 
meeting to discuss the bilateral relationship and 
agree on the importance of managing their 
competition responsibly. Demonstrating that 
the US and China can cooperate, the two 
countries signed a bilateral agreement on a 
common climate change agenda at COP26. USTR 
Katherine Tai rolled out the administration’s 
China trade policy. The US announced that it will 
not send an official delegation to the February 
2022 Beijing Olympics. A few meetings were 
held between the US and Chinese militaries to 
discuss policy and operational matters. The US 
and its allies strongly condemned Hong Kong’s 
legislative elections held under new rules 
imposed by China that allow only “patriots” to 
run for office. Taiwan remained the most serious 
source of US-China tensions with strong 
warnings by both sides against challenging the 
interests of the other. After almost three years, 
Huawei Chief Financial Officer Meng Wanzhou 
was allowed to return to Canada in a deal struck 
between Meng’s lawyers and the US Department 
of Justice. Beijing released two Canadians who 
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had been detained as retaliation for Meng’s 
arrest, and put them on a plane for Canada.  

 

PENINSULAR INERTIA 

BY MASON RICHEY, HANKUK UNIVERSITY & 
ROB YORK, PACIFIC FORUM 

The final four months of 2021 US-Korea 
relations played out largely as anticipated: the 
US deprioritized creative outreach to North 
Korea and generally subordinated the Korean 
Peninsula (both South and North) to the US-
China rivalry. North Korea was considered likely 
to continue its self-imposed isolation while 
advancing its nuclear and missile arsenal. And it 
was expected that South Korea would doggedly 
pursue inter-Korean diplomacy while building 
up its military capabilities, optimizing a 
calibrated approach to the US and China, and 
bracing for a period of political opacity leading 
up to the March 2022 presidential election. 
Standard set-pieces were also evident during the 
September-December reporting period: US and 
South Korean officials did the yeoman’s work of 
alliance management via frequent meetings and 
periodic performative statements of alliance 
cohesion. North Korea celebrated National 
Foundation Day and the anniversary of the 
Worker’s Party of Korea, and held an end-of-
year party plenum. South Korean President Moon 
Jae-in used his UN General Assembly speech to 
encourage international support for inter-
Korean reconciliation.   

MYANMAR SPIRALS DOWNWARD 
WHILE ASEAN DRIFTS 

BY CATHARIN DALPINO, GEORGETOWN 
UNIVERSITY 

ASEAN unity wobbled in the final months of 
2021, largely over the worsening conflict in 
Myanmar and the group’s inability to advance 
the five-point consensus plan it had forged in 
April. Vaccination rates for COVID-19 picked 
up, but governments that had hoped to return 
to pre-pandemic economic growth rates 
worried that the omicron variant would undo 
progress that had been made. Political 
challenges were no less daunting in several 
countries. The nomination process for May 
2022 presidential elections in the Philippines 
showed that political dynasties are 
strengthening and may even merge. In 
Malaysia, the success of the United Malay 
Organization (UMNO) in state elections raised 
the prospect that the party will recover some of 

its former strength, although not its political 
monopoly. Anti-government demonstrations in 
Thailand became more perilous for protestors in 
November when the Constitutional Court ruled 
that advocating reform of the monarchy, one of 
the central planks of the protest movement, was 
tantamount to treason.  

CHINA’S GROWING INFLUENCE 
OVERSHADOWS US INITIATIVES 

BY ROBERT SUTTER, GEORGE 
WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY & CHIN-HAO 
HUANG, YALE-NUS COLLEGE 

Beijing’s extraordinary high-level attention to 
Southeast Asia since last year continued in the 
current reporting period. It culminated in 
President Xi Jinping presiding over a special 
summit he convened to commemorate the 30th 
anniversary of ASEAN-China dialogue on Nov. 
22, which featured an array of Chinese advances. 
Keenly attentive to US efforts to reverse its 
recent decline and compete more effectively 
with China in Southeast Asia, Beijing has relied 
on ever-expanding Chinese influence in 
Southeast Asia to eclipse and offset US 
initiatives. Beijing faced a setback when 
Philippines President Rodrigo Duterte sharply 
rebuked Chinese coercion in the disputed South 
China Sea during the November summit. 
Similarly, China’s role in the political turmoil in 
Myanmar got noticeable pushback from ASEAN 
leaders as the humanitarian situation in 
Myanmar remains unstable.  

TAIWAN GAINS GROUND 
INTERNATIONALLY, BUT 
WILL CHINA RETALIATE? 

BY DAVID KEEGAN, JOHNS HOPKINS 
SCHOOL OF ADVANCED INTERNATIONAL 
STUDIES & KYLE CHURCHMAN, JOHNS 
HOPKINS UNIVERSITY 

At the end of 2021, Taiwan and President Tsai 
Ing-wen stand in as strong a position as they 
have enjoyed in years. Taiwan has parlayed its 
opening of a representative office in Lithuania 
and Beijing’s sanctions against Lithuania into 
public support from other European nations. For 
the first time Taiwan was invited to a US 
multilateral event, President Biden’s Democracy 
Summit. On Dec. 18 Tsai unexpectedly defeated 
four opposition Kuomintang (KMT) -sponsored 
referendums that would have reversed a series of 
her executive actions as president, one of which 
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would have obstructed her efforts to move 
forward on a bilateral trade agreement with the 
US. These victories effectively gave the Tsai 
administration a mid-term vote of confidence 
and embarrassed newly elected KMT Chairman 
Eric Chu Lilun. Chinese President Xi Jinping used 
the anniversary of the 1911 Xinhai revolution to 
underscore that reunification of Taiwan with the 
mainland would be the measure of the 
Communist Party’s success in rejuvenating 
China. Repeated Chinese air sorties into 
Taiwan’s Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) 
made clear China’s willingness to employ 
coercive tactics short of war to advance its aims. 
The combination of Taiwan’s successes and 
China’s determination to subjugate Taiwan may 
presage a contentious cross-Strait 2022.  

WANING MOON, SUPERSONIC KIM 

BY AIDAN FOSTER - CARTER, LEEDS 
UNIVERSITY, UK 

Korea’s leaders offered contrasting New Year 
addresses. While Moon Jae-in pledged to keep 
pursuing peace until he leaves the Blue House in 
May, Kim Jong Un said nothing about South 
Korea or the US. He sent his message soon after, 
however testing two hypersonic missiles. Moon 
kept pushing for a peace declaration, despite 
Washington being lukewarm and Kim Jong Un’s 
sister Yo Jong saying explicitly that the time is 
not ripe. Evaluating Moon’s nordpolitik more 
widely as his term winds down, his refusal to 
rethink policy after three years of Kim shunning 
him is puzzling. His successor, whoever it be, 
will pay Kim less heed. Voters will decide on 
March 9; the frontrunner is the liberal continuity 
candidate, Lee Jae-myung. Cocking a snook at 
both governments, a young gymnast who in late 
2020 scaled and jumped border fences to escape 
from North Korea changed his mind and went 
back—the same way.  

 

ECONOMIC STABILIZATION, 
END-OF-WAR DECLARATION, 
AND THE ONGOING “JOINT 
STRUGGLE” 

BY SCOTT SNYDER, COUNCIL ON 
FOREIGN RELATIONS & SEE - WON 
BYUN, SAN FRANCISCO STATE 
UNIVERSITY 

During the waning months of 2021, China and 
South Korea worked together to stabilize and 

strengthen their economic relationship and the 
Moon administration reached out to China as 
part of its full-court press to achieve an end-of-
war declaration prior to the end of Moon’s term 
in May of 2022. Through several foreign 
minister-level meetings between Chung Eui-
young and Wang Yi, including Wang’s visit to 
Seoul for a meeting with President Moon, an 
exchange held in Tianjin between national 
security advisors, and regular bilateral economic 
consultations, the two countries improved 
economic cooperation and sustained close 
consultation on peninsula-related issues. The 
most significant outcomes of these discussions 
included the first release of a major Korean 
movie in Chinese theaters since 2015 and 
ongoing efforts to bilaterally support the digital, 
technological, and climate change dimensions 
of Sino-South Korean economic cooperation. 
China offered support for Moon administration 
efforts to end the Korean War through pursuit of 
phased and synchronized actions and 
discouraged relevant countries  

RED LINES ARE TESTED 

BY JUNE TEUFEL DREYER, UNIVERSITY 
OF MIAMI 

Chinese Communist Party leader Xi Jinping’s 
long-expected and often postponed—even 
before the pandemic—state visit to Japan was 
not even spoken of during the reporting period. 
In the closing days of the year, the defense 
ministers of the two countries met virtually but, 
at least according to published accounts, simply 
reiterated past positions and hopes for 
cooperation in the interests of regional stability. 
Japan did not receive the assurances it sought on 
the implications of the PRC’s new Coast Guard 
law. China repeatedly pressed the Japanese 
government for support for the Beijing Winter 
Olympics, expressing dissatisfaction with the 
lack of official representation announced by 
Tokyo. Although trade was brisk, economic 
growth in both countries remained impacted by 
quarantines and the uncertain investment 
climate in China. China complained about closer 
Taiwan-Japan relations even as it stepped up 
pressure on the island and both China and Japan 
continued military upgrades.   
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AWAITING A BREAKTHROUGH? PM 
KISHIDA AND SOUTH KOREA’S 
PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES 

BY JI-YOUNG LEE, AMERICAN 
UNIVERSITY & ANDY LIM,  CENTER FOR 
STRATEGIC AND INTERNATIONAL 
STUDIES 

The year 2021 ended with no breakthroughs in 
Japan-Korea relations. Bilateral ties remain 
stalled over South Korea’s 2018 Supreme Court 
ruling on forced labor during Japan’s occupation 
of the Korean Peninsula and Japan’s export 
restrictions placed in 2019 on key materials used 
for South Korea’s electronics industry. The 
inauguration of Kishida Fumio as Japan’s new 
prime minister in September did not lead to a 
new momentum for addressing these bilateral 
issues, as both Tokyo and Seoul adhered to their 
positions. Prime Minister Kishida, while 
acknowledging that Japan’s relationship with 
South Korea should not be left as is, largely 
reiterated Tokyo’s official stance from the Abe 
and Suga governments that Seoul should first 
take steps on the forced labor issue. South 
Korean President Moon Jae-in sent a letter 
congratulating Kishida on his inauguration, 
signaling willingness to talk about bilateral 
challenges. Developments in the final months of 
2021 are a reminder that there is no easy solution 
to these issues in sight.  

 
NOT SO QUIET IN THE WESTERN 
PACIFIC 

BY YU BIN, WITTENBERG UNIVERSITY 

For Moscow and Beijing, relations with 
Washington steadily deteriorated toward the 
yearend. This was in sharp contrast from early 
2021 when both had some limited expectations 
for relaxed tensions with the newly inaugurated 
Biden administration. For Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and his Chinese counterpart Xi 
Jinping, each of their meetings (real and virtual) 
with Biden was frontloaded with obstacles: US 
sanctions, a boycott of the 2022 Winter 
Olympics, and screw-tightening at strategic 
places (Taiwan and Ukraine). Biden’s 
diplomacy-is-back approach—meaning US-led 
alliance-building (the Quadrilateral Security 
Dialogue and AUKUS for China) or 
reinvigorating (NATO for Russia)—turned out to 
be far more challenging than Trump’s erratic 

go-it-alone style. It was against this backdrop 
that China and Russia enhanced their strategic 
interactions in the last few months of 2021, 
particularly mil-mil relations at a time of rising 
tensions in the western Pacific. 

 
 

FOCUSED ON THE “QUAD” AND 
BORDER DISPUTES WITH CHINA 

BY SATU LIMAYE, EAST WEST CENTER IN 
WASHINGTON  

India’s relations with East Asia during 2021 were 
characterized by two major developments; 
increasing interaction with the United States, 
Japan, and Australia as part of the “Quad” and 
painstaking efforts at border disengagement and 
dispute management with China. Within these 
preoccupations, India continued a robust if 
undramatic set of engagements (mostly 
virtually) across East Asia. India’s active East 
Asia engagements were notable, coming as they 
did amid New Delhi taking up a nonpermanent 
seat of the United Nations Security Council, 
finding its footing with the new Biden 
administration, addressing a February coup next 
door in Myanmar, battling a major wave of the 
delta variant of the COVID-19 virus, and 
contending with the fallout of the US withdrawal 
from Afghanistan in the summer, as well as 
participating in the COP26 Summit and the 
Summit for Democracies that President Biden 
hosted at the end of the year. 
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