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The South Korea-Japan Relationship and Domestic
Politics in South Korea:
How the Relationship Influences Presidential Approval®

Hyoung-kyu Chey**

It has often been argued that South Korean leaders tend to exploit their country's
tensions with Japan as a means of boosting their domestic support. However, the actual
influence of the South Korea-Japan relationship on domestic government support in
the nation has rarely been examined quantitatively. This study provides a systematic
quantitative analysis of this issue, by investigating the influence on presidential approval
ratings in South Korea of developments in the country's relationship with Japan—in
particular, its involvement in conflicts with Japan and the adoption of Japan-friendly
policies by its government. The research finds that significant positive effects of the
former and meaningful adverse impacts of the latter are both confined to occurrence
in small segments of voters only, and further that the scales of these impacts are all
quite marginal. These findings suggest that the actual influence of the South Korea-Japan
relationship on South Korean domestic politics may be more limited than is conventionally
perceived.
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I. Introduction

South Korea and Japan are East Asian neighbors that share many economic and
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political, as well as social and cultural, commonalities. Both are advanced open-market
economies and established democracies, as well as close allies of the United States.
They are also major economic partners of each other.! Additionally, both countries
see North Korea as a major geopolitical threat. However, the two nations' turbulent
history—especially Japan's colonialization of Korea in the first half of the 20th century,
on top of its invasion of it in the 16th century—has resulted in lingering animosities
between them, which may seem inexplicable to many outsiders. Anti-Japanism remains
strong in South Korea, while anti-Korean sentiment is also seen frequently in Japan.

This hostility between South Korea and Japan has been a principal obstacle to close
cooperation between them, despite their holding of shared policy goals such as coping
effectively with security threats from North Korea (Easley 2014; Easley and Park 2018).
During the 2010s, in fact, the countries' relationship deteriorated to one of its lowest
levels since their normalization of diplomatic ties in 1965,2 although it has begun to
recover since the early 2020s. Moreover, going beyond their own bilateral relations,
the antagonistic relationship between the two countries has also significantly affected
the international relations involving them, including US policy toward East Asia as
well as cooperation among countries in the region (Rozman 2004, 2008; Berger 2008;
Glosserman and Snyder 2015).

Related to this, the academic literature as well as the media frequently hold that
the South Korean government often deliberately exploits anti-Japan sentiment in its
nation to win domestic political support. They argue that conflicts with Japan are useful
for boosting domestic support for the government, while any adoption by it of policies
amicable to Japan risks weakening its domestic political position (Berger 2008; Glosserman
and Snyder 2015; Jo 2022). This suggests the existence in South Korea of considerable
domestic political hurdles to amelioration of its relationship with Japan, and that close
and stable cooperation between the countries is accordingly fairly difficult to expect.3

Quite surprisingly, however, there has been little empirical research done that

1 In 2023 Japan was South Korea's fourth largest export market and third biggest source of imports, while
South Korea was Japan's third largest destination for exports and seventh greatest source of imports.

2 For instance, in 2018, when the South Korean Supreme Court ordered Japanese firms to compensate
South Korean citizens who had been forced to work in their factories during World War II (when Korea
was under Japanese colonial rule), Tokyo responded by imposing economic sanctions against the country.
And, in a backlash, a "No Japan" boycott of Japanese products arose in Korea.

3 Of course, it has often been indicated as well that Tokyo likewise takes advantage of anti-Korea sentiment
in Japan and tensions with South Korea as a means of improving its domestic support. See Hwang
and Nishikawa (2017) and Kim et al. (2021). However, that phenomenon in Japan is beyond of the
scope of this study, which concentrates on the South Korean case.
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quantitatively investigates whether South Korea's tensions with Japan actually do
strengthen Seoul's domestic support, and whether its Japan-friendly policies indeed
undermine its domestic position. Yet the answers to these questions are critical for
grasping more precisely how the two neighboring nations' relationship shapes South
Korean domestic politics in actuality, and, in turn, Seoul's policy toward Tokyo.

Does the South Korea-Japan relationship truly influence domestic government support
in Korea substantially? This study provides a systematic quantitative analysis of this issue,
so as to enhance understanding of the actual influences of the two countries' relationship
on domestic politics in Korea. More specifically, this research examines how South Korea's
involvement in conflicts with Japan and the South Korean government's pursuit of policies
amicable to Japan affect the domestic approval ratings of its presidents, using weekly
survey data. It builds and analyzes various regression models that estimate these effects
across diverse segments of society separated in terms of age, political ideology and
political party support, as well as on the aggregate of survey respondents overall.

This analytical method is hence distinct in two particular respects, and contributes
significantly to the literature thereby. First, most of the previous studies of this subject
tend to limit their analyses largely to the impacts of conflicts between South Korea
and Japan only, while this research extends its analysis to explore the effects of Seoul's
pursuit of policies friendly to Japan as well. Second, this study relaxes the assumption
employed by much of the earlier research, that the public responds as a unitary actor
to occurrences of external conflicts with or amicable policies toward foreign countries,
to thus provide insights into which domestic groups are more and which less responsive
to such events and policies.4

This research finds that Seoul's involvement in tensions with Japan has a significant
positive effect on presidential support in just one group, that of centrists, and that the
magnitude of that impact is limited to a mere 1.1 percentage point rise in their approval
of the president. It demonstrates additionally that the government's pursuit of policies
friendly to Japan also has a significant negative impact on one group only, that of those
60 years old and above, whose scale is quite marginal as well, lowering that group's
rate of approval for the president by just 1.6 percentage points.

The findings of this study suggest that even if, as is often claimed, the Korean
government attempts to boost its domestic support by heightening tensions with Japan,
the actual resulting benefit to it is likely to be quite trivial, while its adoption of policies

cooperative with Japan is also unlikely to undermine its domestic political position

4 1 thank an anonymous reviewer for clarifying this point.
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to any considerable extent. Furthermore, the outcomes of this research appear to imply
that the actual influence of anti-Japanism in South Korea on its domestic politics may
be more limited than is conventionally believed.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. The next section briefly discusses
anti-Japanism in South Korea and how it affects the government's policy. The following
section explicates the research question and analytical framework of this study, while
the section after that discusses how its empirical analysis is designed. The subsequent
section reports and discusses the results of the empirical research. The final section

then summarizes the major findings of this study, and deliberates on their implications.

II. Anti-Japanism in South Korea and its Impacts

While the historical conflicts between South Korea and Japan date back to Japan's
invasion of the Korean Peninsula from 1592 to 1598, the defining modern event was
the country's colonial subjugation of Korea between 1910 and 1945. This has been
felt as a painful memory for most Koreans; although 80 years have now passed since
Korea's liberation from Japanese rule, anti-Japan sentiment remains deeply entrenched in
South Korean society (Lind 2008; Jo 2022). Many Koreans perceive historical issues
dating back to the colonial period, concerning matters such as the "comfort women"
and "forced labor," to have not yet been fully resolved. Furthermore, Japan continues
to claim territorial sovereignty over the Dokdo/Takeshima islets that are now under
effective South Korean control. For Koreans these islets are a principal symbol of
national sovereignty, which they regard as the first Korean territory that Japan occupied
when colonizing their nation.> In addition, some Japanese leaders have been reluctant
to concede Japan's past aggressions. A good number of conservative Japanese politicians,
including the late Prime Minister Abe Shinzo, have also continued to visit the Yasukuni
Shrine, which honors Japanese soldiers and civilians who died in wars during the 19th
and 20th centuries, including 14 class-A war criminals, and is thus viewed by Koreans
(and many other Asians, including the Chinese) as a main symbol of Japanese militarism.
Concerning these historical issues, a large number of Koreans feel that Japan has not
expressed adequate and sufficient acknowledgement of and apologies for its past injustices
in colonial Korea, and hold strong hostility toward the country (Lind 2008; Jo 2022).

5 Japan incorporated the Dokdo/Takeshima islets into its territory in 1905 during the Russo-Japanese War,
five years before its annexation of Korea in 1910.
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One group of studies addressing this anti-Japanism in Korea investigates its impacts
on the international relations involving the nation.6 Many of them analyze how South Korea's
anti-Japanism influences its relations with Japan, while viewing their historical enmity as
a principal determinant of their relations.” Some research examines how the lingering
animosities between South Korea and Japan affect their relations with the United States
and that country's interests.® There are also studies that explore the impacts of this South
Korea-Japan conflict on the regional political economy in East Asia.9 They tend to see
the history problem, involving imperial Japan's colonialism and expansionism in that region
in the past, and the associated anti-Japanism in Asian nations including South Korea, as
the prime factor impeding deeper East Asian regional cooperation and integration.

Meanwhile, a good number of studies analyze the domestic politics in South Korea
that has led and shaped the development of anti-Japanism there.!0 Not surprisingly, they
generally share the view that the aforementioned turbulent historical relations between
Korea and Japan are the fundamental source of the Korean people's anti-Japanese feeling.
Going beyond this consensus on the long shadow of history, however, many studies
also see the democratization of South Korea, along with the end of the Cold War, as
having contributed substantially to the development of anti-Japanism in the nation, by
heightening public demands on its government to rectify its historical grievances and
redefine its foreign relations with neighboring countries.!!

In connection with this, many observers argue that the anti-Japanese sentiment in
South Korea has been deliberately exploited by its leaders as a means of boosting their
popularity and support or furthering their agendas.!? Glosserman and Snyder (2015,

6 From the theoretical perspective, these studies stress the influence of domestic politics on foreign policy.
In fact, much international relations research emphasizes the importance of domestic affairs as the centerpiece
for understanding international relations, asserting that international relations offers politicians a venue
for gaining or losing domestic political advantages, and that international affairs is a normal and routine
aspect of ordinary domestic politics (Bueno de Mesquita 2002). Bueno de Mesquita (2002, 4), for example,
holds that the analysis of leaders and their domestic incentives is crucial to understanding the motivations
and constraints that shape international politics and economics. Fearon (1998) also argues that domestic
politics is important in determining states' foreign policies, since it can give rise to suboptimal foreign
policies or since domestic differences among states can lead to differences in their foreign policy choices.
See Cha (1999, 2003), Easley (2014, 2022), Easley and Park (2018) and Deacon (2022).

See Glosserman and Snyder (2015).
See Rozman (2004, 2008) and Berger (2008).

0 There are also a few studies that address how Japanese policies unreceptive to South Korea have aggravated
anti-Japan sentiment in the country. See, for example, Park (2008) and Choi et al. (2014).

11 See Berger (2008), Glosserman and Snyder (2015), Hwang et al. (2018) and Jo (2022).

12 Of course, neither South Korean leaders nor the government itself have explicitly admitted any exploiting

of conflicts with Japan aimed at diverting attention from domestic issues or boosting their domestic support.

— O o0 3
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99-100), for instance, hold that, especially since the consolidation of democracy in South
Korea, "anti-Japanese nationalism [has] proved a ready tool for South Korean politicians,"
as presidents, including Kim Young Sam (1993 to 1998) and Roh Moo-hyun (2003
to 2008), have capitalized on domestic anti-Japanese sentiment to bolster their sagging
approval ratings by pursuing anti-Japan policies. John Bolton (2020, 339-340), a
National Security Advisor of US President Donald Trump during his first term, also
remarked on how the Moon Jae-in administration (2017 to 2022) used the tactic of
heightening tensions with Tokyo to deflect attention from domestic problems. "My
view," Bolton said, "was that, like other South Korean political leaders, Moon tried

to make Japan an issue when times at home were difficult."!3

III. The Question and the Analytical Framework

Surprisingly, however, there has been very little quantitative research analyzing
whether the South Korea-Japan relationship has in actuality had significant influences
on South Korean governments' domestic popularity. Most studies addressing this issue
are qualitative ones, although they do provide systematic empirical analyses.!4 And as
a result, the precise impact of the two countries' relationship on the Korean government's
domestic support has rarely been analyzed quantitatively. One notable exception here
may be a study by Hwang et al. (2018), presenting a regression analysis of how South
Korea-Japan disputes over history have impacted South Korean politics, from the
viewpoint of the rally-round-the-flag effect theory. The authors find that South Korean
presidents tend to enjoy increased popularity domestically when engaging in historical
disputes with Tokyo, and especially territorial conflict over the Dokdo/Takeshima islets.
However, while this research does contribute significantly to the literature, it has some
notable limitations as well. For one thing, it overlooks the possibility of meaningful
variations in the effects of such disputes across different segments of society, such as
different age or political ideology groups. It also focuses only on the impacts of conflicts
between the two countries, without considering those of policies adopted to promote
amicable relations between them.

Does South Korea's relationship with Japan actually influence domestic support for

its government significantly? This study aims to provide a systematic quantitative

13 See also Berger (2008, 110) and Jo (2022).
14 See Lind (2008) and Jo (2002).
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analysis of this issue, which is of critical importance to the two neighbors' relations.
But before beginning, it should first be clarified how the South Korea-Japan relationship
might affect domestic government support in the country. In this regard, this research
identifies two distinct mechanisms through which it is likely to do so, from the
perspective of identity politics that some recent studies of Korea's relations with Japan
have adopted.!3

To elucidate these two mechanisms in detail, let it first be noted that a nation's
conception of its identity is what it thinks it is and how it sees itself, and that this
shapes the things which it believes to be important—i.e., its interests—and its conceptions
of who its friends and its enemies are, to thus affect its foreign policy (Glosserman
and Snyder 2015, 14-18).16 While a national identity is forged by wvarious factors
including nationally inculcated values, one of its essential elements is the collective
historical memory of its people, which is an intersubjective understanding of the past
(Becker 2014; Deacon 2022; Jo 2022). It is notable in this regard that trauma, occurring
when a nation's people have been subjected to a horrific event that has left stubborn
scars on their group consciousness, tends to cast a long, weighty shadow over the
construction of their collective memory and hence identity (Becker 2014; Deacon 2022).
In fact, as discussed in the previous section, the strong and widespread anti-Japan
sentiment in South Korea has been closely connected to painful memories of the Japanese
colonial experience, as well as to Japanese impenitence for it (Glosserman and Snyder
2015; Deacon 2022; Jo 2022).

The adoption of this understanding of South Korean anti-Japanism allows us to
examine two discrete types of occurrences through which South Korea's relationship
with Japan might affect its domestic government support: its conflicts with Japan, and
the pursuit of Japan-friendly policies by its government. First, the emergence of tensions
between Korea and Japan may boost anti-Japan sentiment and work to reinforce domestic
support for the government, as they may be perceived in connection with the collective
memory of historical threats from Japan (Deacon 2022). The Korean colonial memory
positions Japan as an aggressor that repeats its aggression, leading Koreans to resist
(Deacon 2022, 812). In this way, conflicts between the two neighboring nations may
have rally-round-the-flag effects in Korea, boosting popular support for its government,
as noted by Hwang et al. (2018).

15 See Glosserman and Snyder (2015) and Deacon (2022).
16 Deacon (2022) notes that a nation's identity is the lens through which it filters information on contemporary
international interactions.
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This is not the only possible manifestation of anti-Japanism in the country, however.
Korea's painful historical memories of Japan may in addition shape the boundaries of
what is considered legitimate and acceptable in its government's interactions with that
country. As a result, if the government pursues policies that appear favorable to Japan,
anti-Japan sentiment can also be exhibited in the opposition to these policies, which
may be perceived as ignoring, denying or clashing with the distressing historical
memories of Japan (Deacon 2022, 807). Therefore, Seoul's adopting of policies seen
as cordial to Japan may undermine its domestic political position. The empirical analysis
of this study examines both of these two discrete ways in which Korea's relationship
with Japan may influence the domestic political support of its government, by employing
Korea's conflicts with Japan and the adoption of Japan-friendly policies by its government
as the independent variables, as will be explained in greater detail in the following section.

Meanwhile, it also bears stressing that, while collective historical memory plays a
critical role in the construction of a nation's identity, it is an arena of political contestation,
both within and across nations, and is therefore shaped by social conflict and power
struggles and is hence mutable and subject to alteration (Deacon 2022; Jo 2022). And
national identity is accordingly also not static, but contested and constructed and subject
to change (Glosserman and Snyder 2015, 18). In fact, Jo (2022), for instance, notes
the existence of domestic political contestation concerning the anti-Japanese memory
in South Korea. She highlights some notable divides related to anti-Japanism between
liberal and conservative politicians, especially since the time of Korea's democratization,
suggesting that differences in people's political positions might lead to differences in
their levels of anti-Japanism as well. Recent surveys also find the degrees of affinity
toward Japan varying across different age groups in Korea.!7 Against this background,
this study analyzes whether the impacts of the South Korea-Japan relationship on Seoul's
domestic support vary across segments of the domestic Korean population differing, in

particular, in terms of age, political ideology, and political party support.
IV. Research Design
This study conducts a quantitative analysis of whether South Korea's relationship

with Japan actually does affect domestic backing for its government. The observation
period is from January 2012 to August 2023—during which time four presidents were

17 See the annual public opinion polls conducted by the East Asia Institute on South Korea-Japan relations.
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in power in Korea: Lee Myung-bak (2008 to 2013), Park Geun-hye (2013 to 2017),
Moon Jae-in (2017 to 2022) and Yoon Suk Yeol (2022 to the present). Meanwhile,
this research does not address the issue of whether Korean politicians actually capitalize
on anti-Japan sentiments for domestic political purposes, as is often claimed in the

literature and media.

A. Dependent Variables: Presidential Approval Ratings

This study employs as its dependent variables the weekly presidential approval ratings
of the aggregates of respondents in the surveys considered, as well as those of diverse
segments comprising them broken down by age, political ideology and political party
support. The surveys asked the question, "Do you think that the president is performing
his/her duties well or that he/she is not?", and the respondents had four options for
their replies: "performing well," "performing neither well nor not well," "not performing
well," and "don't know/decline to answer." The approval rating attributed to a group
is defined as the percentage of its respondents who chose the answer "performing well"
to the question.!8

There are five age groups into which the respondents are divided: of those from
18 to 29 years old (19 to 29 until the second week of January 2020), 30 to 39, 40
to 49, 50 to 59, and 60 years of age and over.!® In terms of political ideology, meanwhile,
respondents are separated into three clusters, comprising conservatives, centrists and
progressives. With regard to the political parties that they support, they are also sorted
into three groups: of supporters of the leading conservative party (the People Power
Party and its predecessors), supporters of the main liberal party (the Democratic Party
of Korea and its predecessors) and people who do not support any party in particular.
This research examines the presidential approval ratings expressed by both the three
political ideology groups and the three groups of political party supporters, considering
that the former groups do not necessarily correspond to the latter. The total number
of these diverse dependent variables is 12.

The data are from the Gallup Korea Daily Opinion survey, a weekly poll conducted

18 1 built and tested models using presidential disapproval ratings (the percentages of the respondents who
selected the answer "not performing well" in the surveys) as well, and found their results to be quite
similar to those for the models estimated in this study. This paper therefore does not include these
additional results, since that would double the number of its models, and risk inundating readers with
data while making only limited additional contributions.

19 The voting age was lowered from 19 to 18 beginning from 2020.
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by the major public opinion survey company Gallup Korea. The surveys during the
observation period were conducted through calls made to cellular phones of people
who were 18 years old (19 until the second week of January 2020) or older, and the
total number of respondents in each survey was around 1,000.20 Surveys were not carried
out during election weeks, the Korean New Year's Day (Seollal) holidays, the Korean
Thanksgiving Day (Chuseok) holidays, or the period of President Park's suspension
from her duties (December 2016 to May 2017). The Gallup Korea Daily Opinion survey
was started from January 2012, and that date is accordingly the beginning of this study's
observation period.

B. Independent Variables: Conflict with Japan and Japan-friendly Policy

This study uses two independent variables, in order to reflect the two categories
of developments in the South Korea-Japan relationship discussed above that might
influence approval for the Korean president: conflict between the two countries (Conflict
with Japan) and South Korean policy amicable to Japan (Japan-fiiendly policy). The
events assessed in this research as conflicts between the two nations consist of policies
or actions of their governments or other public actors that could generate unfavorable
views of Japan in South Korea—in particular, those related to issues such as
Dokdo/Takeshima, the comfort women, the Yasukuni Shrine, the Japanese right of
collective self-defense, Japan's bid for permanent membership on the United Nations
Security Council, the contents of Japanese textbooks regarding historical issues, the
forced Korean labor under Japanese colonial rule, Japanese economic sanctions imposed
on South Korea, and Japan's decision to release contaminated water from the Fukushima
nuclear power plant. Meanwhile, the Korean policies evaluated as friendly to Japan
comprise summit meetings between the two countries' leaders, the 2015 agreement
between Seoul and Tokyo on the comfort women issue,2! military cooperation between
the two nations, through for example the General Security of Military Information
Agreement, and the Yoon Suk Yeol administration's policies pursued to resolve the

forced labor issue and its support of the Fukushima waste water release.22

20 Before July 2023 the survey used the method of random digital dialing, in which telephone numbers
were generated randomly. However, it has since employed a new method under which virtual phone
numbers are received from the three major mobile carriers, along with the information on each customer's
region, gender and age.

21 South Korea and Japan signed a deal in December 2015 to put an end to their historical feud over
this issue, with the latter agreeing to donate one billion yen for the establishment of a foundation to
support the surviving Korean comfort women.
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Both of the two independent variables are binary ones, and are coded 1 for the
weeks when relevant events occurred and 0 otherwise for the primary models, as I
will explain in detail later when elucidating how the models for regression analysis
are built. The data on all of South Korea's conflicts with Japan and its Japan-friendly
policies were also collected from the Gallup Korea Daily Opinion survey, which reports
every week on the occurrence of major events that might affect public opinion, including
those examined in this study.

The expectation is that the impacts of these two explanatory variables will vary across
different age, political ideology and party supporter groups. In this regard, it is worth
noting recent survey findings that the older South Korean generations tend to hold more
unfavorable impressions of Japan than do the younger generations.23 This may be due
to the shorter temporal distances from Korea's colonial past of the older generations,
which lead them to view this history as more personally relevant than the younger
generations do. Meanwhile, it is argued in some studies that liberal politicians have utilized
anti-Japan narratives to signal their democratic credibility, and to try to delegitimize
conservative politicians by linking their Japan-friendly policies with the nation's colonial
past as well as its post-colonial authoritarian history, while conservative politicians have
on the other hand tended to distance themselves from the colonial-authoritarian framework
and from engagement with the anti-Japan discourse.24 Considering these findings and
arguments in the literature, positive impacts of Conflict with Japan on presidential approval
and negative effects of Japan-friendly policy would seem more likely to be observed
among the older groups, the political progressives and the liberal party supporters.

C. Control Variables

This analysis controls for the impacts on the dependent variables of several factors
that are often found significant in the literature on presidential approval ratings in South
Korea:2>

South-North Korean relations. Although the Korean War ended in 1953, South
and North Korea are still in a state of truce only, and the South sees the North as

22 The public opposition to these policies in South Korea may not have been driven by anti-Japan sentiment
alone. However, it is unlikely that this sentiment can be ruled out from being at least one of the factors
underlying that opposition.

23 See East Asia Institute and the Genron NPO (2022).

24 See Jo (2022) and Chey and Jeon (2024).

25 See Cho and Han (2010), Hwang et al. (2018) and Jeon and Nam (2023).
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its biggest security threat. Indeed, the two Koreas have occasionally engaged in military
clashes. On the other hand, however, there are also strong voices in the South calling
for the cultivation of friendlier relations with the North, with many of them wishing
for Korean reunification. As a result, South-North relations have affected politics in
South Korea significantly in diverse ways. This research thus controls for the impacts
of North Korean security threats (NK security threat), including nuclear weapons tests
and missile launches by the North. It also controls for the effects of other conflicts
between the South and the North (Other conflicts with NK), such as those over the
Gaeseong Industrial Complex (a former inter-Korean manufacturing complex in Gaeseong,
North Korea)26 and Pyongyang's criticisms of policies adopted by Seoul. Additionally,
this study controls for the impacts of improvements in South-North relations (/mprovement
of South-North relations), by considering such events as cooperative policies agreed
to by the South and the North, reunions of separated family members in the two countries,
and friendly inter-Korean exchanges. These three variables of South-North relations
are all dichotomous ones, which are coded 1 for weeks of occurrence of relevant events
and 0 otherwise. The data were obtained from the Gallup Korea Daily Opinion survey.

President. Presidential popularity varies across different presidents. To control for
presidents' unique characteristics, therefore, this study creates three dummy variables,
for Presidents Park Geun-hye (PD: Park), Moon Jae-in (PD: Moon) and Yoon Suk
Yeol (PD: Yoon), while leaving President Lee Myung-bak as the reference category.

Honeymoon effect. In general, presidents tend to enjoy high approval ratings during
the honeymoon periods immediately following their elections, owing to constituents'
high expectations for their new governments. This study therefore includes a binary
variable (Honeymoon) to control for such effects, coding it as 1 for the first six months
after presidential inaugurations and O otherwise, in line with the analysis of honeymoon
effects by Hwang et al. (2018).

Macroeconomic conditions. The literature tends to find that macroeconomic conditions
affect presidential approval ratings,2’ and two of the indicators of macroeconomic
conditions most commonly employed in the literature are a stock index and the consumer
price index (CPI). This study accordingly includes among its control variables the Korea
Composite Stock Price Index (KOSPI), the major stock market index in South Korea,
as well as the nation's CPI. Concerning the KOSPI, weekly data are available, and

26 The Gaeseong Industrial Complex was launched in 2004, with financing largely by the South, as a means
of increasing inter-Korean cooperation. However, the North shut it down in 2016.
27 See Cho and Han (2010), Hwang et al. (2018) and Jeon and Nam (2023).
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the closing prices of the last weekdays (usually, albeit not always Fridays) are used.
The data are from the KRX Market Data System. In the case of the CPI, meanwhile,
weekly data are unavailable but monthly data are. This research therefore uses the CPI
of a specific month for each of that month's individual weeks. The CPI data are from
the Bank of Korea, the South Korean central bank.

The descriptive statistics for all of the variables are presented in Table 1.28

Table 1. Descriptive statistics

Variables Obs. Mean SD Min. Max.
PAR”, total respondents 532 43.594 14.936 4.000 84.000
PAR, ages 18 to 29 530 35.523 21.252 0.000 94.000
PAR, ages 30 to 39 530 39.285 23.417 0.000 95.000
PAR, ages 40 to 49 530 43.687 21.062 2.000 93.000
PAR, ages 50 to 59 530 46.840 15.287 3.000 82.000
PAR, ages 60 and over 530 51.958 18.393 9.000 88.000
PAR, conservatives 390 36.744 17.544 5.000 82.000
PAR, centrists 390 40.300 18.649 2.000 87.000
PAR, progressives 390 50.826 32.532 1.000 97.000
PAR, CPS™ 503 43.654 32.270 1.000 91.000
PAR, NPS™ 503 28.519 12.428 2.000 70.000
PAR, LPS™ 503 45915 36.216 0.000 98.000
Conflict with Japan 609 0.077 0.267 0.000 1.000
Japan-friendly policy 609 0.062 0.242 0.000 1.000
NK security threat 609 0.095 0.294 0.000 1.000
Other conflicts with NK 609 0.053 0.223 0.000 1.000
Improvement of South-North relations 609 0.084 0.277 0.000 1.000
PD: Park 609 0.363 0.481 0.000 1.000
PD: Moon 609 0.427 0.495 0.000 1.000
PD: Yoon 609 0.113 0.317 0.000 1.000
Honeymoon 609 0.131 0.338 0.000 1.000

28 Given that presidential popularity tends to decline over time, some quantitative research controls for this
by including in the regression model a variable to capture the gradual erosion in presidential approval.
However, since the regression models in this study take the first differences of the dependent variables,
as will be discussed later, they analyze the changes in presidential approval ratings rather than their levels.
And this may allow for examination of the independent variables' effects without concern about the influence
of long-term trends in presidential approval. In fact, I did nevertheless also build and run regression models
with variables included to control for gradual declines in presidential approval, and found the effects of
the two independent variables, Conflict with Japan and Japan-friendly policy, to be quite similar to their
effects in the models considered in this study.
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Table 1. Continued

Variables Obs. Mean SD Min. Max.
KOSPI 609 2241.445 354.992 1566.150 3302.840
CPI 609 98.585 5.310 91.242 112.330

koo

“presidential approval rating, ~ conservative party supporters, ~ no party supported, liberal party supporters

D. Models and Estimation Method

This study builds two sets of models, each consisting of 12 models, to investigate
the impacts of the two independent variables on the various dependent ones. The first
set comprises the prime models for this research, Models 1 through 12. Model 1
examines the impacts on the presidential approval rating expressed by all respondents
to the weekly Gallup poll as a whole, while Models 2 through 6 analyze the effects
on different age groups of respondents—those 18 to 29, 30 to 39, 40 to 49, 50 to 59,
and 60 and over years of age, respectively. Meanwhile, the groups of respondents used
for the dependent variables of Models 7 to 12 are, respectively, conservatives, centrists,
progressives, supporters of the main conservative party, those who don't support any
particular party, and backers of the chief liberal party. In all of Models 1 to 12, the
independent variable Conflict with Japan is coded 1 for weeks during which conflicts
between South Korea and Japan emerged and O for those when they did not, while
the other independent variable Japan-friendly policy is coded 1 for weeks when Seoul
introduced policies amicable to Japan and 0 otherwise.

For the second set of models, numbered 13 to 24, the two independent variables
representing the South Korea-Japan relationship and the three control variables of
South-North relations are coded 1 for weeks when corresponding events occurred and
also the single weeks following, and 0 for other weeks. This is done to consider the
lagged effects of those events as well. Except for these differences in terms of the five
variables, Models 13 to 24 are constructed identically with Models 1 to 12 respectively.

The stationarity of time series data is crucial for their regression analysis, since
non-stationary data can yield misleading or spurious results. Therefore, to assess the
stationarity of the time series data in this study—for all of the 12 dependent and the
two control variables of the KOSPI and the CPI—Augmented Dickey-Fuller unit root
tests were conducted. The test results indicated that, at the 1% significance level, all
variables except for two (the approval ratings given by survey respondents in their
50s and by those who do not support any particular party) are non-stationary. This
study therefore takes the first differences of all 14 variables, thereby rendering them
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all stationary at the 1% significance level.

Meanwhile, the existence of multicollinearity between variables can undermine their
statistical significance by inflating standard errors. This study thus tested for multicollinearity
by examining the variance inflation factor (VIF) values of all independent and control
variables. The VIF values for the two independent variables, Conflict with Japan and
Japan-friendly policy, are 1.03 and 1.07, respectively, while the mean VIF for all variables
is 1.49. These results indicate an unlikelihood of this study encountering significant
multicollinearity issues, as VIF values that are close to 1 suggest minimal multicollinearity.

Durbin-Watson tests indicated significant first-order autocorrelation in most of the

24 models,2? and Prais-Winsten regression was hence used to address that issue.

V. Results and Discussion

The regression results for the set of primary models, Models 1 to 12, are presented
in Table 2. They show that South Korea's conflicts with Japan do not significantly
affect the presidential approval ratings given by either the survey respondents as a whole
or any of their five age, three political ideology, and three party supporter groups.
A Seoul policy amicable to Japan does show a significant negative impact on presidential
approval, but only in the single model concerned with the group of those 60 years
old and above (Model 6). The scale of this impact also appears to be quite limited,
pulling approval for the president down by 1.6 percentage points only.

The results for the second set of models, Models 13 to 24, which take into account
the potential lagged effects of the two independent variables involved with the South
Korea-Japan relationship (and of the three control variables reflecting South-North relations
as well) appear in Table 3. The outcomes differ to a certain extent from those found
for the 12 primary models. Conflict with Japan does show a significant effect, but only
in one model—that for centrists—where its magnitude seems modest, raising the presidential
approval rate given by just 1.1 percentage points. Meanwhile, Japan-friendly policy has
no significant effects on any of the age groups or any of the groups based on different
political ideologies or party support, or on total respondents in the aggregate either.

To briefly report the effects of the control variables in the full 24 models, NK security
threat has no significant impact in any of them, while Other conflicts with NK has

significant negative effects in the two models examining the presidential support expressed

29 The tests found absences of significant autocorrelation in a mere one-quarter of the models.
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by centrists (Models 8 and 20). Improvement of South-North relations pushes presidential
approval up in one of the two models concerned with liberal party supporters (Model
12), but has the opposite effect in both models estimating centrists' approval (Models
8 and 20). The presidential dummy variables and the KOPSI do not show significant
effects in any of the models. Honeymoon is negatively significant in one of the two
models involving those from 18 to 29 years old (Model 2), and in all models analyzing
the presidential approval expressed by centrists and progressives (Models 8, 9, 20 and
21), while the CPI has a significant positive impact on backing for the president by
those in their 30s in Table 2 (Model 3).

V1. Conclusion

A number of studies addressing South Korea's relations with Japan have argued
that the stubborn anti-Japan sentiment seen in the former country affects its government's
policies related to the latter, which in consequence complicates the two neighbors'
relations and, going further, the broader international relations involving them. Moreover,
many observers have held that South Korean leaders tend to capitalize on strong anti-Japan
sentiment in their country in order to strengthen their domestic political positions, by
adopting anti-Japan policies or acting to heighten tensions with Japan. However, there
has been surprisingly little research that quantitatively analyzes how Korea's relationship
with Japan does in reality influence the domestic support for its government, although
this is a critical issue for understanding how the two nations' relationship actually affects
domestic Korean politics.

This study has attempted to fill that important gap in the literature, by providing
a systematic quantitative analysis of how South Korea's conflicts with Japan, and its
government's pursuit of policies cordial to Japan also, impact the approval ratings of
its presidents. It has constructed and analyzed various regression models that estimate
these effects on diverse segments of constituents separated in terms of age, political
ideology and political party support, as well as on the aggregate of survey respondents
as a whole. The analysis has found a significant positive impact of South Korea-Japan
conflicts in boosting presidential support in only one cohort, that of centrists, where
its scale is quite marginal as it raises their presidential approval by just 1.1 percentage
points. Significant negative effects of Japan-friendly policies adopted by Seoul have
also been seen in only one group, that of those 60 years of age and older, where their

magnitude is modest as well and lowers the approval for the president stated by the
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survey respondents by just 1.6 percentage points.

Some of these results meet the initial expectations presented earlier in this study,
but others do not. In greater detail, it would be fair to state overall that, as expected,
the impacts of South Korea's conflicts with Japan and of its government's Japan-friendly
policy have been found to vary across different age, political ideology and political
party supporter groups, given that significant effects are seen in only a limited number
of segments.30 Further, as was also anticipated, the impacts of Japan-friendly policies
are negative and significant in the elderly group of those 60 years old and above. On
the other hand, running counter to the initial expectation, a positive impact of South
Korea-Japan conflicts has been observed among centrists. One potential explanation
for this unanticipated outcome might be that, in a situation of conflict with a foreign
country, centrists may perhaps value national stability to a larger extent than do more
politically-oriented groups, and that their support for the government therefore increases
as they tend to show greater preferences for practical policies. However, this is certainly
an issue that needs further research going forward.

One more point that merits stressing is that the regression results show the effects
on presidential approval of South Korea-Japan conflicts and Seoul's adoption of policies
amicable to Japan to be, overall, much more limited than is conventionally believed.
As discussed above, significant impacts of these variables are confined to appearances
among small segments of voters only. Furthermore, their scales are all quite marginal.

These findings suggest that, even if, as some studies argue, Seoul might attempt to
heighten conflicts with Japan, as a means of strengthening its domestic political position
by taking advantage of anti-Japan sentiment in Korea, the effects are likely to be substantially
limited in practice. They also imply that a South Korean government's policy favoring
cooperation with Japan is unlikely to weaken its overall domestic support to any extensive
degree. In this regard, it may be worth noting that criticisms of politicians' exploitation
of anti-Japanism appear to have been growing in South Korea recently. For instance,
one poll conducted in 2021 found that about 20 percent of respondents assessed Seoul's
policy toward Japan negatively, citing as their reason for this its attempts to capitalize
on anti-Japan sentiment for domestic political purposes.3! The results of the present study
may be a reflection of such recent changes in anti-Japanism in South Korea.

30 This finding makes a meaningful contribution to the broader international relations literature on the relationship
between domestic politics and foreign policy, by highlighting that different socio-politico segments of the public
respond differently to their nation's relationship with a foreign country, rather than responding in a unitary fashion.

31 There is also some recent research that gives heed to the growing criticism of anti-Japanese narratives
among Korean elites in recent years. See, for example, Phillips et al. (2020).
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