
2022 South Korean Presidential Elections:
No Mandate for a Hawkish Pivot

Prepared for the Korea Peace Now! - NJ/NY Chapter Webinar
Impact of South Korean elections on Korea Peace Efforts

Dr. Simone Chun
04.11.2022



Overview

1. A hawkish new president and the “Washington Consensus”
2. Exploiting a razor-thin victory as a mandate for brinkmanship
3. More votes for liberal and progressive parties
4. The North Korean “threat” and the US anti-China machine 
5. Obstacles to implementing hardline policies 
6. Contesting the new hawkishness





0.7% Conservative Victory Margin



More votes for liberal and progressive parties



Election Results







Yoon’s Low Approval Ratings



Record-Low Confidence in Yoon’s Ability to Perform Presidential Duties



 By Back Ki-chul, executive editor













0.7% Victory Margin ≠  Mandate for a Hawkish Pivot

● Voters’ anger at the failed progressive reforms
● More votes for liberals, progressives than conservatives:

○ 50.3 percent votes for liberal and progressive parties
○ 48 percent votes for the conservative party

● Yoon’s hardline policies unpopular among Korean voters
● Consistently strong public support for inter-Korean engagement



Global Share of Major Arms Exports by the 10 Largest Exporters: 2016-20



Source: Ministry of National Defence

Projected Increase in S. Korean National Defence Budget



Public Perception of Moon’s North Korea Policy



North Korean “Threat” & US Anti-China Policy

● US-China tensions feed into tensions in the Korean Peninsula
● The North Korean threat sells well to the American public
● As well as to conservatives in Korea:

The North Korean threat provides justification for the right-wing 
regime in the South. Relaxation with North Korea would mean 
conservatives losing power. (Noam Chomsky)





Obstacles to the Hawkish Pivot 

● Difficulty of Yoon’s “No to NK and China, yes to US” position 
● South Korean support for a balanced stance on US-China rivalry
● Failure of hardline CVID strategy toward the North 
● China and Russia unlikely to cooperate with the US 



S. Koreans Prefer Balanced Diplomacy

Direction of Diplomatic Policy toward US and China



Key S. Korean Export Destinations



50% of South Koreans believe S. Korea and China can benefit each other economically

S. Korean Perception of China: Economic Interest



50% of South Koreans believe that the US is diminishing as a global leader

S. Korean Perception of US Global Leadership



Younger South Koreans increasingly disagree with participating in the US-led world order

S. Korean Sentiment Toward Participation in US-led world order



Majority of S. Koreans optimistic about inter-Korean relationship



Majority of S. Koreans do not Regard the North as an Enemy



Majority of S. Koreans Approve of Inter-Korean Engagement



Majority of S. Koreans Approve of Inter-Korean Engagement



Majority of S. Koreans Want Peace with the North





South Koreans Support a Peace Treaty 

“Despite recent missile tests by North Korea and the lack of meaningful 
inter-Korean dialogue, a clear majority of South Koreans approve of the 
idea. Even among those who had planned to vote for Yoon Suk-yeol, the 
conservative presidential candidate (now president-elect) a thin majority 
support a peace treaty, in contrast to Yoon’s rhetoric about a tougher 
stance toward North Korea and the expectation that his administration will 
not continue President Moon Jae-in’s call for a peace treaty without first 
denuclearization efforts by Pyongyang.” 
Timothy S. Rich, April 6, 2022



Majority of S. Koreans Want a Peace Treaty with the North



Majority of S. Koreans Want a Peace Treaty with the North



“Progressives in South Korea face a twofold struggle in the months ahead: 
pressing their government to improve inter-Korean relations and blocking 
being dragooned into the U.S. anti-China military machine. At the heart of 
both issues is resistance to U.S. encroachment upon South Korean 
sovereignty. It will not be an easy struggle, but it is a necessary one.”
Gregory Elich, February 8, 2022

Resisting the US Anti-China Machine



Resisting a Hawkish Pivot 

● Pragmatic and result-oriented approach toward detente
● De-escalation with the North and China
● A united liberal-progressive front 
● Expansion of solidarity with other peace groups 
● Prevailing in the information war
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Hyun Lee (1970 - 2022)
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