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Reshaping the San Francisco System
in the Post-Cold War Era and
the Triangular Relations among South Korea,
North Korea, and Japan

Seo, Eui Dong (The Kyunghyang Shinmun)

This study examines how the San Francisco System underwent
reshaping after the Cold War, leading to the formation of a strategic
triangular relationship among Japan, South Korea, and North Korea. The
San Francisco System was a liberal security order established by the
United States during the Cold War, with Japan serving as a military hub.
Because of the “lenient peace” that minimized Japan’s war responsibility
as a defeated nation, conflicts with neighboring countries were
crystallized, producing a “dual division” system driven by dynamics
stemming from both geopolitical division and historical-psychological
division. This system is characterized by four features: the United States’
regulatory power over order, Japan’s limited autonomy, Japan’s identity
as a peace state, and latent intra-bloc conflicts. After the Cold War, while

the US regulatory power remained intact, systemic reshaping occurred in
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the form of Japan’s expanded autonomy, changes in its ‘national
identity’, and the intensification of intra-bloc conflicts.

In the post-Cold War era, the interactions among Japan, South Korea,
and North Korea formed a “strategic triangular relationship,” in which
each sought to reshape the San Francisco System to its own advantage.
The tensions embedded in the system triggered regional conflicts, while
the desire of regional actors to reshape the system became the driving
force of the triangular dynamics. Japan, with enhanced diplomatic
autonomy, and North Korea, as a nuclear-armed state, emerged as
independent actors within this triangle. South Korea, however, failed to
secure autonomy in inter-Korean relations and, due to historical disputes
that worsened relations with Japan, found itself in a disadvantageous
position within the strategic triangle.

This article examines how the San Francisco System has been
reshaped through the interactions among regional actors after the Cold
War, and explores the ‘Korean Peninsula status-quo changing game’
unfolding within the Japan-South Korea-North Korea triangular

relationship.

Keywords: San Francisco System, historical revisionism, ontological
security, strategic triangular relationship, change of the

status quo on the Korean Peninsula
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