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Abstract

South Korea's Diplomacy toward China and
the Expansion of Strategic Space in an Era of
US-China Strategic Competition

PARK Byung—Kwang
(Institute for National Security Strategy)

This report aims to present ideas for expanding South Korea's strategic space in its
diplomacy toward China. It begins by defining the concept of strategic space, then analyzes
the structural constraints on South Korea’s diplomatic and security environment and the
limitations on its strategic space in relations with China, before proposing pathways for
expanding that space.

Strategic space refers to the room a state retains to make autonomous policy choices even
under pressure from major external powers. The expansion of strategic space means
structurally broadening the range of such choices and enhancing diplomatic autonomy. The
deepening of US-China strategic competition, the restructuring of global supply chains,
and the simultaneous emergence of bloc formation and multipolarity are fundamentally
transforming South Korea’s diplomatic and security environment — and, with it, the nature
and scope of the strategic space available to Seoul.

Expanding strategic space vis—a-vis China means creating the conditions under which
South Korea’s policy is not automatically determined by Chinese positions or pressure on
any given issue, but can instead be shaped through independent judgment backed by a
diverse range of alternatives and partners. South Korea needs to transition from being a
state that is forced to choose to one that is capable of designing its choices. This requires,
above all, the proactive expansion of strategic space, and several core tasks emerge as

essential to that effort.
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First, diplomatic diversification and the strengthening of middle-power networks are
essential. Second, economic security and supply chain stabilization must be pursued
systematically as a matter of national strategy. Third, while the US-ROK alliance should be
maintained and strengthened, a balanced approach is needed — one that does not frame
the alliance in zero—sum terms against the relationship with China. Fourth, the stable
management of South Korea—Japan relations should also be leveraged as an important
asset in expanding strategic space toward China.

In conclusion, expanding strategic space toward China must be approached not merely as
a matter of foreign policy, but as a comprehensive national strategy that integrates industrial,
technological, security, and economic policies in a coherent and mutually reinforcing

framework.

Keywords: strategic space, strategic autonomy, ROK-China relations, diplomacy toward

China, economic security
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