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Foreword by Governor Bill Richardson

In December 1994, as a congressman from New Mexico, my plane touched down in Pyongyang some two months after U.S. and North Korean diplomats in October signed an Agreed Framework to freeze North Korea’s plutonium production. My mission was to discuss implementation of the framework agreement, raise issues of human rights, and foster a dialogue between the two Koreas. My job changed overnight when a U.S. helicopter was shot down over North Korea. For nine days and nights I worked to learn the circumstances of this incident and the condition of the two servicemen—all the while striving to keep these issues from interfering with the October agreement. My most urgent task became to repatriate the two U.S. servicemen in the downed helicopter. We learned that one of them, David Hilemon, had not survived the helicopter’s crash landing; we informed his family. On December 21, North Korea’s Vice Foreign Minister Song offered that, if I left the next morning, I could escort Hilemon’s remains across the demilitarized zone (DMZ) into South Korea. The minister added that the sole survivor, Bobby Hall, would be released “very soon.” I pressed for Hall to be released before Christmas. Upon the advice of Colonel Ray Miller in Seoul, I escorted Hilemon’s remains into South Korea. Hall was released to American officials at the DMZ just before the New Year after the U.S. government expressed “sincere regret for this incident.”

Following the 1994 events, I returned to North Korea several times in the 1990s and 2000s. The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea delegation to the United Nations also visited me in Santa Fe several times during my tenure as governor. Our dialogue was never easy, but helped to secure the release of an imprisoned American, Evan Hunziker, and obtain the return of the remains of six U.S. soldiers from the Korean War. I believe that our meetings probably helped my North Korean counterparts to understand U.S. interests better and provided for Americans a clearer window into North Korea’s goals and interests.

Despite past and present conflicts, there is some reason for hope about the prospects of improved U.S relations with North Korea. In 2009 former president Bill Clinton accepted an invitation to Pyongyang and obtained the release of two young journalists sentenced to twelve years of hard labor for their brief entry into North Korea. After the Clinton trip, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) delegation to the UN visited me in Santa Fe and emphasized their government’s interest in direct talks with the United States. Since then the authorities in Pyongyang have welcomed a visit by top U.S. envoy, Ambassador Stephen W. Bosworth. However, the DPRK authorities have defied UN pressures and sanctions and continued to develop their incipient missile-nuclear arsenal. Still, there is little choice for any of the parties concerned with Northeast Asia but to continue negotiations.

My dealings with North Korean officials over the years since 1994 support the main contention of Walter Clemens in this book: Negotiations between the United States and the DPRK are often difficult, but can lead to outcomes useful to both sides. My experiences also confirm other themes of this book: How misperception as well as deep conflicts of interest can complicate relations among all parties concerned with the future of Northeast Asia; also, the importance of fostering trust and mutual understanding in bridging differences.

In Getting to Yes in Korea, Professor Clemens explains how Korea became critical to U.S. and world security. He points to a long history of misunderstanding between Koreans and Americans. He details how and why recent U.S. negotiations with North Korea have succeeded or failed. He notes that North Korea’s poverty appears to have sometimes increased the government’s intransigence. He points to features the DPRK shares with other authoritarian regimes and the ways in which it is distinct. He suggests that the leadership in Pyongyang may have more reasons for resisting accommodations with Washington than those in the former USSR or China.

This book points to valuable lessons from the approaches to North Korea taken by Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton compared to those taken by George W. Bush and his entourage. Drawing on the value-creating/value-claiming framework of the Harvard Negotiation Project and his own studies of security negotiations with Moscow and with Beijing, Professor Clemens suggests guidelines for moving the Korean peninsula from a flash point to a zone of peace and cooperation. As his book makes clear, negotiations are not just possible but essential to avoiding war in Northeast Asia.
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Chapter One How Korea Became Critical
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Getting to yes in Korea will never be easy. But all parties to tensions there owe it to themselves and the world to try. The actions of a militant but nearly failing state in the north could intensify arms buildups and even spiral into war involving the world’s greatest powers. The confrontation between North Korea and the United States over nuclear and other issues marked “the first 21st century conflict between a failed state relying on the threat of nuclear weapons and their proliferation to ensure regime survival, and a world power intent on preventing such flexing, blackmailing, and transfer of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) to potential terrorists.”1 Behind this confrontation, of course, is a long history of enmity, misunderstandings, and crossed signals. The past is not past. It continues today and will shape the future. Nonetheless, this book inquires whether—and how—a multifaceted conflict could be transformed into multifaceted cooperation advantageous to all parties.

Neither Pyongyang nor Washington nor their other negotiating partners could be sure of one another’s intentions or capabilities. When former U.S. president Bill Clinton went to Pyongyang in June 2009, he received red carpet treatment. He dined and talked with Kim Jong Il for several hours before bringing home two U.S. journalists jailed by Pyongyang for “illegal entry” and efforts to conduct a “smear campaign” against the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).

The government’s Korean Central News Agency (KCNA) said Clinton held “candid and in-depth discussions on the pending issues between the DPRK and the United States in a sincere atmosphere and reached a consensus of views on seeking a negotiated settlement of them.” It also reported that Clinton had delivered a verbal message from President Barack Obama, a claim denied by the White House. But whether or not Clinton carried a message from Obama, DPRK media could boast that a former U.S. president had come and met with the Dear Leader. Concurrently, Pyongyang initiated a series of conciliatory gestures to Seoul, including renewed but limited family reunions.

Did all this signal that North Korea was ready to “get to yes” on nuclear and other controversial issues? Or, as cynics suggested, did Pyongyang merely seek relief from recently tightened UN-approved sanctions? Did it conciliate and promote negotiation just to neuter outside pressures? Was Pyongyang ready to give up its incipient nuclear arsenal, or did it strive to win international recognition as a nuclear weapons state? Did it intend to open the DPRK to economic and other reforms or only encourage more relief shipments of food and fuel? Did it want to normalize relations with all its neighbors, including South Korea, or to deal one on one with the White House while diminishing the Blue House in Seoul? Some experts on the DPRK opined that the regime would never open up because the ensuing revelations would erode the system and devour the ruling elite. Others said that North Korea had no choice but to risk liberalization and hope for a “Chinese” solution. The tea leaves permitted both interpretations.

North Korea’s leaders also had to question the intentions of their interlocutors. Did China and Russia wish to bolster old comrades in Pyongyang or reestablish their imperial influences? Did Washington and its ROK and Japanese partners seek a modus vivendi with the DPRK, or were their tepid handshakes and fuzzy promises aimed at regime change? Even if the Obama administration did not plot regime change, it reiterated the George W. Bush administration’s dual mantra: The United States would not reward bad behavior and would insist on “complete, verifiable, and irreversible denuclearization” in North Korea. Pyongyang had to consider whether, if DPRK denuclearization became irreversible, Obama or his successors might renege on U.S. commitments.

These and other uncertainties paired with an unquestioned reality: Nuclear war, even on a “limited” scale, would bring catastrophe to Northeast Asia and perhaps to the world. Policy-makers had reason to prepare for the grimmest scenarios but even more reason to find solutions to the security dilemmas facing each party. They needed to develop structures and build habits to foster cooperation and make “defection” unlikely. In the decades between Josef Stalin and Boris Yeltsin, the Kremlin and White House transformed their relations in a positive direction. Could Pyongyang and Washington—despite asymmetries of power and much bloodletting—do the same? Could they get the other concerned players, especially those in Beijing, Seoul, Tokyo, and Moscow, to support the peaceful transformation of Northeast Asia?

The path to a harmonious transformation faces major obstacles within each actor and across the world stage. Some features of politics and culture within South Korea, Japan, China, and Russia as well as the United States favor accommodation with Pyongyang, but other agents and structures in each country work against a deal. The weakness of the United Nations coupled with asymmetries of power and values among the key players add to the difficulties. But even if most concerned actors labored in unison for harmony on the Korean peninsula, they would still face a tough and often defiant partner. North Korea’s regime has long been among the most aggressive players in international affairs and the most repressive at home—doing little even to address mass hunger. North Korea—officially known as the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea—became the first country after World War II to invade and seek to annex a neighbor, South Korea (the Republic of Korea, or ROK). The DPRK may hold the modern record for state sponsorship of terrorism and assassination. The Pyongyang regime has dealt harshly not only with its own subjects and with the ROK but also with its patrons in Moscow and Beijing. No other government has defied the UN Security Council for so long and so resolutely. None has accepted and then stepped back from formal commitments so often and so dramatically. No other government has treated so shabbily the relief agencies whose programs save millions of its citizens from acute hunger and disease. Would any other government kill an authorized guest and then demand an apology? (See Box 1.1)

Recognizing these and other problems, this book asks, Is it possible to transform the divided Korean peninsula from a cockpit for nuclear war into a zone of cooperation for mutual gain? Can bitter and distrustful adversaries deal with their differences by diplomacy, or can they be resolved only by brute force? If a negotiated settlement is thought to be potentially useful and feasible, how can it be achieved? What approaches have proved useful, and which have failed? Are there lessons from these interactions that could be applied to other confrontations between avowed antagonists—even to those between nuclear weapon haves and have-nots aspiring to join the nuclear club?


Box 1.1 Shoot First and Add Insults Later

In July 2008 a DPRK soldier shot and killed a South Korean woman as she walked along a beach in an area that Pyongyang later claimed was marked as off limits to foreigners. The killing took place on the very day that ROK president Lee Myung Bak spoke in favor of more North-South engagement without preconditions. Not swayed by the president’s message, Pyongyang’s authoritative newspaper Rodung Sinmun (July 27, 2008) asserted that the “Lee Myung Bak group of traitors is touting ‘pragmatism’ and the policy of confrontation with the DPRK based on it,” which the DPRK oracle called a “fundamental factor bedeviling north-south relations.” Pyongyang expressed no regret for the incident but demanded that Seoul apologize for the transgression.


The bellicose words and deeds of North Korea’s leaders raise doubts about whether other governments can ever reach an accommodation with Pyongyang about “high” politics (security issues such as nuclear weapons and boundaries) or even issues of “low” politics (trade, the environment, culture). For Pyongyang, nearly everything is high politics—from energy to human rights. The regime’s behavior challenges any view that DPRK diplomacy arises merely from a “high context” culture that requires polite and patient nurturing to settle differences. North Korea’s diplomacy seems driven by deeper aspirations than maintaining “face” (cheymyeon) and nourishing the “inner spirit” (kibun) of negotiations.2

As the twenty-first century began, the Republic of Korea offered a model of economic dynamism, self-government, educational excellence, and “wired” infrastructure. Its pop culture animated Japan, China, parts of the United States and Europe, and even—underground—North Korea. By contrast, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea menaced the world not only with its weapons but also with its economic and political fragility. Washington and Tokyo worried about North Korea’s military strength; Beijing and Seoul feared its weakness. Both concerns were justified: The DPRK could become a failed state equipped with nuclear weapons.

But why worry about Korea—a small corner of Northeast Asia dwarfed by its neighbors? Not long after the Korean War halted, Secretary of State Dean Acheson gave this answer: “Never has fate been secreted in so unlikely a receptacle.” Reviewing recent history, Acheson wondered: How could so much in world affairs depend on what happened in Korea?3 More than half a century later, in a world more closely interdependent than ever, a smile or a grimace in Korea reverberates far and wide.


“Location, Location, Location”—in a Tough Neighborhood

Size is not everything. But in world affairs, as in real estate, value is often shaped by location. Korea is the hub of security concerns in Northeast Asia and beyond—a crossroads for commerce but also a cauldron for war. A map of the peninsula shows a potential dagger pointed at Japan, China, and Russia. Indeed, Koreans at times have ruled Manchuria, but they have seldom encroached on their neighbors. Instead, outsiders—Chinese, Japanese, Mongols, Manchus, Russians, Americans—have taken turns trying to dominate Korea. As CIA analysts put it: “Victimized by its strategic location throughout history,” Korea has been and continues to be “the scene of competition for dominant influence by its powerful neighbors.”4

Proximity counts. As a Chinese general noted: “China and Korea are separated by only a river. They depend on each other like lips and teeth. What concerns one concerns also the other. The security of China is closely connected with the survival of Korea.”5 China, followed by Japan, sought hegemony over Korea and exclusion of other external influences. Japanese forces left in 1945, but Japanese interest in Korea remained. An early Japanese version of Encarta had 216 articles on Korea—compared to just 46 in the U.S. edition.6 A single comic book on North Korea’s “dear leader” Kim Jong Il (portrayed as a depraved despot) published in Japan in 2003 sold half a million copies in a few months—probably more than all the books ever published on Korea in English.7



Patterns in U.S. Policy toward Northeast Asia

How has the United States responded to the challenges and opportunities in Northeast Asia? Despite long distances and dangers, Americans have engaged in trade and in mortal combat with Koreans for nearly two centuries. U.S. actions and inaction were inspired by what policy-makers conceived to be the realities of power—bolstered by pressures from firms hoping for business in Asia. For most of America’s aspiring realists and merchants, however, Korea was less important than its neighbors. Washington readily sacrificed Korea to America’s larger concerns with Japan and, later, with the USSR. American officials paid little heed to U.S. diplomats, missionaries, and educators in Korea wishing to preserve its independence.

Some of America’s first encounters with Korea were violent. As we shall see in Chapter 3, a privately owned gunboat in 1866 and a U.S. naval flotilla in 1871 sought to “open” Korea to commerce. Despite these bloody encounters, Korean leaders were soon looking to the United States for help in modernizing and protecting their country. As Japan took over Korea, however, official Washington turned a blind eye. No president spoke publicly of Korea from 1911 to 1942. When the Japanese departed in 1945, one Korea became two—divided north and south—in part because Washington did little to foster a free and independent Korea. The outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950 soon changed all that. President Harry Truman and his secretary of state saw Korea as a battleground between the free world and the communist. For some observers, Korea became a test of collective security; for others, the first in a string of unwinnable wars pointlessly chosen by U.S. presidents.

Despite an armistice in 1953, more than half a century passed with no formal peace agreement between the belligerents in the Korean War. Instead, U.S. and ROK troops confronted DPRK forces along Korea’s demilitarized zone (DMZ). The presence of U.S. troops in Korea reassured some South Koreans but angered others. Some South Koreans wanted closer ties with China to counter U.S. influences. North Korea’s leaders usually demanded withdrawal of U.S. troops from the Korean peninsula but on occasion allowed that American forces might stay. A near constant in DPRK policy was a quest for normalized ties with the United States. One motive was to offset China’s heavy presence. “It would be good for the United States,” a visitor to Pyongyang was told, to have North Korea “as a buffer state in this dangerous area. Who knows, perhaps there are ways in which the United States could benefit from our ports and our intelligence if we become friends.”8

Following some brief respites in the 1990s, tensions flared again in the early twenty-first century as North Korea moved to join the nuclear weapons club. Washington worried not only that Pyongyang might acquire the means to destroy portions of South Korea, Japan, and North America, but also that DPRK actions would encourage Iran, Japan, and other states to go nuclear. It might also sell nuclear materials and know-how to aspiring terrorists.

As Washington applied more muscle, Pyongyang resisted. In May 2009 the ROK became the ninety-fifth country to join the U.S.-led Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI), aimed at stopping the trafficking of weapons of mass destruction. In response, the Korean People’s Army (KPA) Mission to Pyongyang challenged the validity of the 1953 armistice. The KPA asserted that “the Lee group of traitors” in Seoul, “steeped in sycophancy and submission to the marrow of its bones,” blindly yielded to its U.S. master. As a result, the KPA would “regard any hostile actions against the DPRK, including checkup and inspection of its peaceful vessels, as an unpardonable encroachment on the DPRK’s sovereignty and counter them with prompt and strong military strikes.” The KPA “will not be bound to the Armistice Agreement (AA) any longer since the present ruling quarters of the United States, keen on the moves to stifle the DPRK, plugged the south Korean puppets into the PSI at last, denying not only international law but the AA itself and discarding even its responsibility as a signatory to the agreement.” Waffling on its position, however, the KPA also said that “in case the AA loses its binding force, the Korean Peninsula is bound to immediately return to a state of war from a legal point of view and so our revolutionary armed forces will go over to corresponding military actions.” Hence, “for the present,” the KPA would not “guarantee the legal status of the five islands under the south side’s control … in our side’s territorial waters … and safe sailing of warships of the U.S. imperialist aggression forces and the south Korean puppet navy and civilian ships operating in the waters around there.” The KPA concluded: “Those who provoke the DPRK once will not be able to escape its unimaginable and merciless punishment” (emphases added).11


Box 1.2 First Impressions of North Korea and the World

December 12, 1952. Soviet troops patrolled their zone not far from central Vienna, where Jean-Paul Sartre gave the opening address to the World Congress of the Peoples for Peace. Sartre later called the congress one of the three experiences in his life that gave him hope.9 For me, a nineteen-year-old foreign student with a press pass, the congress provided my first opportunity to meet people from Asia and Africa. Drawing on my high school French, I translated for Vietnamese anxious to tell English-speakers about their national liberation struggle. We saw a North Korean film purporting to expose U.S. germ warfare—rats stuffed into canisters dropped from airplanes by American soldiers whose huge noses outdid some stereotypes. The propaganda was primitive but persuasive for many viewers. Later I had dinner with some Japanese students. They were slim and ate little, they said, because of tight budgets in Japan. Nevertheless, they sold their blood every month for U.S. soldiers wounded in Korea. The grand finale of the congress helped me appreciate groupthink. When more than a thousand delegates applauded anti-U.S. slogans, I could barely resist joining the crowd even though I disbelieved and disagreed. I described all this in essays mailed to my hometown paper, the Cincinnati Times-Star. I suggested that the United States take part in such congresses to make its position known, but my thoughts went unpublished.

Meanwhile, some of my peers were fighting in Korea, while I held a student deferment. More than half a century later, I still see a few of them bearing scars from their time in Korea. One has a bumper sticker reading: “The Chosin Few”—named for a reservoir where U.S. troops defied a much larger Chinese force in late 1950 before retreating. Their experiences in the early 1950s were less uplifting than Sartre’s. My year in Vienna, however—including some close encounters with Soviet troops—gave a new direction to my life and pushed me to learn Russian.

Of course, the war changed things for millions. The author of Angela’s Ashes, Frank McCourt, thanked Mao Zedong for an education. After China joined the fray, McCourt left his job sweeping the lobby of the Biltmore Hotel to join the U.S. Army and later used the G.I. Bill to get into college without a high school diploma.10


Of course, we cannot evaluate diplomacy in a vacuum. Diplomacy must be studied in the context of the policies it serves. Thus, arms control negotiations may seek to reduce the danger of war, save money, and limit damage if war erupts. But if policy-makers do not want an accord, negotiators do not fail if they reach no agreement. Their assigned task may have been to buy time by dragging out the talks or merely to save face and embarrass the other side. In this spirit, Vladimir Lenin portrayed disarmament diplomacy as a way to defend the Soviet state and to spread revolution by other means.12

Some neorealists say that nuclear spread is inevitable and desirable, because nobody attacks a nuclear power. Furthermore, they say, any dangers from proliferating nukes can be managed. No matter how North Korea’s leaders sometimes appear, they do not want to perish in a nuclear exchange.

Arms controllers object that the emergence of any additional actor equipped with nuclear weapons raises the danger that nuclear arms will be used—whether by an accident, by a miscalculation, or by a madman. Nuclear spread can be stopped and even reversed. South Africa, Kazakhstan, Ukraine, and Belarus have given up nuclear arms. Iraq was disarmed by force. Libya surrendered its nuclear plant in a grand bargain. Other states such as South Korea, Taiwan, and Japan have abjured nuclear arms, despite their ability to produce them. Arms controllers hope that North Korea will also renounce and eliminate its nuclear weapons and capacity.

How can we get past mutual recrimination to a real peace in Korean? As the Barack Obama administration succeeded that of George W. Bush, most security experts agreed that it was important to resolve U.S.–North Korean differences without war. None doubted it would be difficult to do so. Negotiations to control and perhaps eliminate North Korea’s weapons of mass destruction appeared to achieve positive results in the mid- and late 1990s under the Bill Clinton administration. The collapse of the U.S.–North Korean accords in the first term of President George W. Bush posed serious dangers. In Bush’s second term, however, glimmers of hope returned. The two main protagonists and their four negotiating partners gravitated toward a broad accommodation, though every one or two steps forward were often followed by one or two steps back. Nonetheless, several confrontations gave way to limited détentes and even to some elements of an entente. Our investigation here asks how this happened, how it affected the deep interests of each side, and what the lessons are (if any) for foreign policy making and the arts of diplomacy and negotiation.



Get to Yes, but How?

The perennial best seller Getting to Yes by Roger Fisher and William Ury offers a roadmap to negotiating mutually advantageous deals “without giving in.”13 But can its recommendations apply to life-and-death confrontations such as those among North Korea, its neighbors, and the distant superpower? Fisher and Ury disparage “positional bargaining” because it can obscure the deepest interests of each participant.14 The authors recommend instead that each side focus on its own deep interests and on those of the other side. Each party needs to understand how the conflict looks from the other’s vantage point. If disagreements remain, Fisher and Ury recommend “principled negotiation”—an objective examination of the case based on the principles at stake. This makes sense for a boundary dispute arising from a new curve in a river formerly divided down the middle. But what if each party starts from a very different principle? What if one side seeks to prevent the entry of more powers into the nuclear weapons club while other actors demand weapons “equality”? What if one side pursues regime change and the other looks for stability? What if one side presses for political and civil liberties while the other sees “order” as fundamental?

Negotiators may try to claim values (utilities of any sort) or to create values useful to each party.15 Value-claiming is a distributive competition for larger shares of a limited supply of goods, whereas value-creating is integrative bargaining to expand supply. These alternatives generate three approaches to negotiation. Hard-line unilateralists see politics as a zero-sum contest in which one side wins and the other loses. Win-win optimists expect positive rewards for all parties. Conditional cooperators try to create values for mutual gain but take precautions lest others fail to reciprocate.16 Value-creators see most situations as open-ended—variable sum. This means that one or even both sides can lose (as in a nuclear war) but that there is also a possibility—though no inevitability—of joint gains. So they look for ways to expand the pie to generate positive outcomes for each party. Unilateral gains are sometimes possible but are likely to be short-lived, whereas mutual gains are more likely to endure. Compare, for example, the results of the 1919 Versailles Treaty and the 1947 Marshall Plan. Conditional cooperation and value-creating helped to improve U.S.-Soviet and U.S.-Chinese relations. We shall ask whether this approach can help resolve differences with North Korea and benefit all stakeholders.



Implications of Interdependence and Complexity

A wise policy must take account of growing interdependence across borders. Mutual dependence signifies mutual vulnerability—a relationship so close that moves by any party can harm or help the other. The realities of global interdependence reinforce the logic of a strategy aimed at creating values for all parties.

Interdependence is rarely symmetrical. North Korea occupies slightly more space than South Korea but possesses less than half the ROK population and just a fraction of its gross domestic product. The DPRK is far smaller and weaker than any of its other negotiating partners—the United States, China, Russia, and Japan. Nevertheless, the DPRK and each of these parties share not only vulnerabilities but also a potential for mutual gain. Such asymmetries are not unique. Actors on the global stage are seldom equal. Even the U.S. and USSR “superpowers” had very different assets and liabilities. One was more than twice as rich; the other, twice as large. Nevertheless, Washington and Moscow recognized their shared needs and the utility of collaborating in many realms.17

In our world of escalating interdependencies, an effective foreign policy needs to follow three axioms. First, those who make and carry out policy must develop and apply a “smart” mix of hard and soft power plus conversion power—the ability to apply hard and soft power effectively.18

Second, each actor’s deepest interests are more likely to be advanced by policies meant to create mutual gain rather than achieve unilateral gain. Exploiting others may achieve short-term gains but will tend to boomerang over time so that the costs outweigh the benefits. The time in which exploitation could pay becomes ever shorter, thanks to modern communications and interdependence. Evolution shows that the capacity to cooperate is vital for species fitness.

Of course, a mutual gain strategy requires reciprocity. If any actor merely pockets the other’s concessions and then asks for more, value-creating will be a losing strategy.19 How to induce reciprocity in relations between longtime antagonists, quite different in asset and outlook, is explored in the chapters that follow.

Third, the more that all actors communicate with each other and with their own publics, the greater is the prospect of finding solutions useful to all sides. The most successful U.S. foreign endeavor of all time, the Marshall Plan, was planned, organized, and conducted in full view. Both its inputs and outputs were mutual. The fuller is the public discussion of policy (based on accurate information); the lower is the danger of counterproductive adventures such as the Iraq war. For a dictatorship, open discussion of the facts and policy alternatives may not be feasible, but even an authoritarian regime can profit from sharing its objectives, assets, and needs with foreign interlocutors. Without shared knowledge of each side’s desiderata, their optimal accommodation is unlikely.

The prospects for better mutual understanding are improved by the fact that in today’s world countries communicate not only through their government officials but also through their unofficial representatives—rock stars, basketball players, evangelists, au pairs, bloggers, and ordinary tourists. We have not only Track 1½ diplomacy, meaning official diplomacy between governments, but also Track 2, or “private citizen,” diplomacy. With North Korea we have also Track 1diplomacy conducted by private or semiprivate citizens. Thus, representatives of the Nautilus Institute have discussed energy issues with North Korean specialists while U.S. officials have observed and taken notes.20 President Barack Obama’s choice as U.S. special representative for North Korea policy, Stephen W. Bosworth, visited the country along with other scholars just before his appointment in February 2009.

The many forms of diplomacy now available contribute to a major hope for peace—relationships of complex interdependence. Although interdependence could exist in just one area of vulnerability (e.g., nuclear deterrence), complex interdependence is marked by three features. First, the parties interact on many levels—not just at the summit. Second, their agendas touch many shared concerns with no clear hierarchy. Third, given these linkages, discord over any particular agenda item or items could never give rise to war. Where complex interdependence is strong, as in today’s Europe, violence as a way to resolve disputes becomes unthinkable.21 The ROK “Sunshine Policy,” initiated in the late 1990s, aimed to create such relationships with the DPRK but encountered many obstacles.

An understanding of interdependence combined with insights about complex systems could contribute to a new paradigm for social studies more useful than realism or idealism with all their “neo” variants.22 The fledgling science of complex systems suggests that every society’s well-being—its overall fitness—depends on its ability to cooperate as well as compete. To sustain life-support networks, humans need to collaborate—not free ride or otherwise exploit one another. Harnessing complex interdependence can make participants stronger than the sum of their parts. Their interlocking ties can resemble a coral reef where diverse life forms find mutual protection in a sustainable ecosystem.23 Self-organization and self-healing are processes found in nature that can also be nourished and enhanced by humans.24

These truths are evident within the European Union (EU) and in U.S. relations with Canada. U.S. and Chinese officials also recognize the growing interdependence of their countries. Their cooperation existed only as a thought experiment in the 1960s. A decade or two later, it became a reality. Between the United States and the DPRK, meaningful cooperation now exists only as mental image—a vision that could push policy in one direction or another.

Each actor in Northeast Asia can utilize interdependence to seek unilateral advantage or mutual gain. If the Korean peninsula became a zone of peace, it could radiate economic benefits in all azimuths. The industrial South could utilize some of the North’s mineral riches, whereas the North could benefit from the South’s agriculture and technology. All Koreans as well as Japanese, Chinese, and Russians could gain if the oil and gas riches of Siberia could flow freely down the peninsula instead of being first loaded on and then unloaded off heavy ships. Railroad links between Pacific ports and those of inland Russia could be improved. Higher levels of prosperity and human development across Northeast Asia could be reached if political conditions encouraged investment, education, and commerce. No country needs such conditions more than North Korea, where the “military-first” policy shortchanged every other aspect of life.

Détente in Northeast Asia would make regional integration far easier. Protection of rare and threatened species—whooping cranes and fishes—could be facilitated.25 North Korea’s disciplined labor force could become another ingredient in lowering production costs for multinational firms—while raising living standards in the North. These and other alternative futures are noted in later chapters. Worst-case as well as win-win scenarios are also discussed. For example, a nuclear-armed North Korea could trigger an Asian arms race and war. If the lessons of recent history are absorbed by all sides, however, the prospects for achieving mutual gain may improve. Whatever we learn about negotiating with North Korea may have broader implications. Hostile antagonists around the globe need to learn how to manage their differences, create mutual gain, and convert swords into plowshares.

Caveat lector: Any study of foreign affairs must recognize the limitations on what we can know and understand. Outsiders may think they see alternations in North Korea’s policies akin to movements in a Beethoven symphony—allegro to andante and scherzo leading attacca to a grand finale. But the realities of North Korea are complex, more like a Bach concerto with constant point and counterpoint. For Bach, melody, harmony, and counterpoint intertwine so that a listener can hardly know where one leaves off and the other takes off. So, too, could North Korea sell missiles to Libya in 2000 at the same time it offered to curtail missile development and proliferation. Some DPRK “counterpoint” was planned and orchestrated; some resulted from decisions by diverse actors; some arose from momentum or coincidence.

Individual actors and their interactions are difficult to penetrate—even in one’s own circle or in well-reported Washington. This difficulty is magnified several times when we study a rather closed society. Decades after Stalin’s demise, his rule does not appear so monolithic as it once did. We discover fractures within his system and contradictions within his policies. Over time we learn of similar complexities in “Stalinist” North Korea. Whatever is written about North Korea and the world in one decade will need to be reevaluated in future years. But this is so in most fields, including medicine. When a problem is as critical as North Korea, we must seek to understand what we can and then act with greater wisdom.
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Chapter Two How Korea Became Korea
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Korea’s history, stretching back more than four millennia, anticipates many of the conflicts and opportunities confronting policy-makers and diplomats in the twenty-first century. Facing powerful neighbors on all sides, the smaller fish, to survive among sharks, often tried to play one against the other. The techniques by which Koreans manipulated both adversaries and nominal allies emerged from centuries of life-and-death struggles.

Even though Koreans have long constituted one of the world’s most homogeneous peoples, with distinct culture and a unique language, they have often been at war among themselves.1 Usually they labored under top-down, authoritarian rule. After the Japanese withdrew in 1945, Koreans in the north endured a harsh communist dictatorship. Their “brothers” in the south lived under authoritarian rule for decades but, starting in the late 1980s, came to know the push and pull of free elections.


Two Koreas in Comparative Perspective

Korea is neither a small city-state, like Hong Kong, nor a vast empire, like China or Russia. Divided since 1945, the Korean peninsula is home to two medium-sized states. The Republic of Korea (ROK, or South Korea) was founded on August 15, 1948; the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK, or North Korea), on September 9, 1948. Early in the twenty-first century, the South had nearly 50 million people living in an area a bit larger than Indiana—38,000 square miles, with a coastline of 1,500 miles. The North had just under 24 million people inhabiting 46,540 square miles—nearly as much land as Nebraska, with a coastline of 1,551 miles. Thus, the North had less than half the South’s population but occupied a somewhat larger territory with a slightly larger coastline. The North is more mountainous and less arable than the South.

Analyses by the United Nations and several nongovernmental organizations put the two Koreas in comparative perspective. The United Nations Development Programme Human Development Index (HDI) aggregates ratings on income, public health, and education. As we see in Table 2.1, the ROK ranked twenty-sixth in the world in 2007 on the HDI, just behind Singapore and ahead of Slovenia, whereas China ranked eighty-first, behind Armenia and just above Peru. The ROK in 2007 moved up two places from 2005; China, four places. Still closed to outside scrutiny, the DPRK was not listed at all.2 Adult literacy in the ROK reached 98 percent in 2007 (much higher than in the United States), with 96 percent of young South Koreans attending school or college. If modernization correlates with infertility, South Korea is a world leader. In 2007 and again in 2008, the country experienced one of the world’s lowest birthrates—an average 1.2 babies per woman, down from 1.6 in the 1990s and well below replacement level of plus 2. Per capita gross domestic product (GDP) in the South was about $22,000 in 2007—probably thirty to fifty times higher than in the North. Even though the U.S. GDP per capita was nearly twice that of South Korea, the ROK achieved more with its money for human development than did the United States.3 Life expectancy in the ROK reached 77.9 years in 2007 (tied with the United States, though well below world leader Japan, at 82.3).


Table 2.1 Human Development Index 2007 Rankings
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	[26?]
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	China




	128
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	[DPRK?]*






	
Source: http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/, accessed June 10, 2009.

 * Bracketed references to Taiwan and the DPRK are author’s estimates. Neither Taiwan nor the DPRK is ranked by the United Nations Development Programme.






In the North, life expectancy was at least eleven years less than in the South—68.8 years by UN estimates, with an under-five mortality rate of 55 per 1,000 (compared to 257 in Afghanistan). In the early twenty-first century at least one-third of the DPRK population was undernourished (compared to half in Liberia). Malnutrition left one-fourth of young men in the North too mentally retarded to be accepted for military service. North Korean teenage boys were five inches shorter and twenty-five pounds lighter than their South Korean peers.4

Unlike the relatively vibrant ROK, the DPRK state by 2010 was close to collapse. In 2008 the Fund for Peace placed North Korea seventeenth in the world on the failed state index—just behind Ethiopia and ahead of Bangladesh. (With a deeply fractured Somalia topping the index, North Korea’s public services and key institutions—leadership, military, police, judiciary, and civil service—were graded “poor.”) Health care was free, but the health care system was understaffed and lacked sufficient resources. Only 59 percent of the population had access to improved sanitation, and 17.7 million lacked electricity. Infrastructures were old and poorly maintained.5

After decades of authoritarian rule, the ROK moved quickly toward political freedom in the 1990s. On civil liberties, however, it lagged behind the United States and some other Western countries. Table 2.2 shows their ratings. Meanwhile, the DPRK remained a leader in political repression. All candidates for office were nominated by the ruling party, which also held all seats in the legislative assembly. Human rights abuses were pervasive—state-sponsored torture, starvation, rape, murder, medical experimentation, forced labor, forced abortions in prisons, extrajudicial killings, public executions, and arbitrary detention. Every aspect of society was under state control. All citizens were classified into groups based on the family’s perceived loyalty to the regime.


Table 2.2 Political Freedom Index 2008 by Freedom House*
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	Source: http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=25&year=2008, accessed June 10, 2009.

 * Ranked from 1 to 7.






In the first decade of the second millennium, the DPRK gulag contained some two hundred thousand people, confined to political prison camps for arbitrary reasons and without due process of law. “Not only are they imprisoned in unspeakable conditions—fed starvation-level rations, forced to labor under brutal conditions, and subject to torture and execution for trivial offenses—but so are their relatives, including the elderly and children, under a three-generation guilt-by-association system instituted by North Korea’s founder, Kim Il Sung.”6 Entire families suffered if one family member was suspected of dissent. The regime was close to committing democide—mass murder of its own people.

Kim Il Sung was thought to tolerate Christian practices so long they did not challenge or interfere with his policies. But in 2009 reports increased of the DPRK state persecuting individuals and their families for owning a Bible. One report said a woman was publicly executed for distributing Bibles. The rulers in Pyongyang, as in Beijing, seemed to fear any potential rival organization or way of thought. DPRK citizens were schooled to worship Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il at home and in public. Outsiders estimated that, despite persecution, some thirty thousand North Koreans practiced Christianity secretly in their homes.7

Due to heavy government support for business conglomerates (chaebŏls), South Korea placed only forty-first in the world in economic freedom (see Table 2.3), but North Korea placed at the bottom. In South Korea, most chaebŏls were family owned, but the entire North was controlled if not owned by one patriarchy. Bloodlines and proximity to elites in Pyongyang determined who got what to eat in North Korea. Faced with famine in the mid-1990s, the regime instituted what it called the “Arduous March.” Under this rubric, the regime let ordinary citizens fend for themselves. Relaxed rules helped people to survive but in a much loosened social order. Desperate and disillusioned, defectors mounted in number nearly every year (two-thirds of them women). Some members of the power elite, including Hwang Jang Yop, a regime ideologue, defected, whereas others were purged and not seen again. Four years after his father’s passing, Kim Jong Il in 1998 promulgated a new constitution with power centered in the National Defense Commission, which he chaired. Hoping for hope, the regime in 1998 designated 2012 the “Year of Opening the Door to a Strong, Prosperous Great Nation.” On October 12, 2000—the fifty-fifth anniversary of the founding of the Workers’ Party of Korea—the regime staged “a grand proud festival of victors who have overcome the unprecedented ‘arduous march.’”


Table 2.3 Economic Freedom Index 2008 by the Heritage Foundation
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	Source: http://www.heritage.org/Index/, accessed June 10, 2009.





But the country still needed a solution to what the regime called the “livelihood problem.” On July 1, 2002, the regime proclaimed a new economic management improvement policy. The “7.1. Policy,” as it was called, resembled the New Economic Policy that had restored economic life in the USSR from 1921 to 1928. The 7.1 Policy legalized from above the changes already coming from below—an increase in prices and wages, business decentralization, and markets.8

Worried that 7.1 fueled social deviation and fanned individualism, the regime became unnerved. Beginning in 2004–2005, it tried to change course and stamp out the beginnings of self-organization.9 Like Josef Stalin’s regime in 1928, the DPRK leadership began to constrict and even ban most elements of free enterprise. The effect of these restrictions was, by 2009, to reduce cash income for most North Koreans by one-third or even one-half. Apparently indifferent to human suffering, the regime also took steps sure to reduce foreign food aid. Pyongyang rolled back the UN World Food Programme’s (WFP) capacity to monitor where international food aid was distributed and who received it. Pyongyang slashed the WFP’s geographical reach inside North Korea, cutting the number of counties where it could operate from 131 to 57. In spring 2009 the regime abruptly canceled a deal to accept hundreds of thousands of tons of food aid from the U.S. government delivered by the WFP and five American aid agencies. The cuts came during a year when the WFP estimated that 37 percent of North Koreans would need food aid. WFP officials said they were able to deliver about one-tenth of the 45,000 tons of food a month needed to avert severe malnutrition.10 The regime also changed the rules for monitoring UN food distribution, demanding seven days’ notice before it would permit WFP monitors to inspect a food warehouse or distribution site—in contrast to 2008, when DPRK authorities agreed to 24 hours’ notice. In June 2009 Pyongyang ordered the WFP and the UN Children’s Fund out of Ryanggang Province, one of the poorest parts of North Korea, with traditionally high rates of underweight and stunted infants.11 Military service used to be a way to get three or at least two meals a day. By 2009 only the upper ranks in the Korean People’s Army had such assurance.

When food shortages loomed in the USSR, Nikita Khrushchev and his successors did what they could to produce more food and/or buy it. By contrast, official DPRK attitudes toward mass hunger resembled those of Stalin and Mao Zedong. Kim Jong Il may have sought to bolster his regime’s security, but his policies looked almost calculated to inflict a death blow on a comatose system. This was not his intent, however, and the Dear Leader made a show of visiting factories, farms, and military bases in spring and summer 2009, even though his own face and body looked gaunt and frail.

Despite its mediocre rating on economic freedom, South Korea was deemed to be the eleventh most competitive economy in the world—ahead of Hong Kong and Taiwan (see Table 2.4). Some potential investors worried about the potential dangers from the North—an influx of migrants or a military clash—but the South Korean stock market rose and fell with little correlation to developments in the North.


Table 2.4 Global Competitiveness Rankings 2007–2008 by the World Economic Forum
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	Source: http://www.weforum.org/pdf/Global_Competitiveness_Reports/Reports/gcr_2007/gcr2007_rankings.pdf, accessed June 10, 2009.





One reason for South Korea’s high competitiveness rank was its high networked readiness—also ahead of Hong Kong and Taiwan (see Table 2.5). The ROK tapped the self-organizing resources of the Internet—highly censored in China and off limits to most North Koreans. While authorities in Seoul tried to narrow the urban-rural digital divide, however, experience showed that “wiring” the countryside brought negative as well as positive impacts to rural communities.12


Table 2.5 Networked Readiness Rankings 2007–2008 by the World Economic Forum
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	Source: http://www.weforum.org/pdf/gitr/2008/Rankings.pdf, accessed June 10, 2009.





On the negative side, Table 2.6 shows South Korea ranked only thirty-fourth in perceived honesty—no better than Taiwan and far below Singapore and Hong Kong. The country’s low rank for honesty is linked to its even lower ranking for economic freedom (forty-first). Where politics depends on business and vice versa, the incentives and opportunities for corruption run deep. Two former ROK presidents, Chun Doo-hwan and Roh Tae-woo, were imprisoned in the 1990s for collecting millions of dollars from chaebŏls. Likely to be indicted for soliciting $6 million for himself and his relations, Roh Moo-hyun, ROK president from 2002 to 2008, committed suicide in 2009. As we see in Chapter 8, a top Hyundai executive committed suicide in 2003 after exposure of his role in bribing Kim Jong Il to host a summit with Kim Dae Jung in 2000.13


Table 2.6 Honesty Rankings 2007 by Transparency International
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	Source: http://www.transparency.org/policy_research/surveys_indices/cpi/2007, accessed June 10, 2009.

 * 10 best to 1 worst.






Given that the DPRK regime is a kind of cult-based family business interdependent with a network of cronies (similar to Saddam Hussein’s regime), corruption is pervasive. Apart from the sale of missile technology, the North’s major sources of foreign income have been drug trafficking and counterfeiting—altogether bringing in more than $1 billion a year in the early 2000s.14 A Macao bank said to have laundered illicit earnings of DPRK firms was blacklisted by the U.S. Treasury in 2005, but South Korean sources charged in 2009 that North Korea still maintained some twenty accounts in China and Switzerland for its counterfeiting and other illegal transactions. Wishing to hide corruption as well as economic and military weaknesses, Pyongyang resisted outside demands for greater transparency. Meanwhile, North Korea in the 1990s and early twenty-first century experienced a breakdown in public order and a sharp increase in crime and corruption at all levels.15

South Korea is a relatively fit society. It enjoys a high ranking in most domains except in economic freedom and business integrity. The DPRK places close to the bottom in all dimensions where data are available. Its shortfalls do not facilitate negotiations. Whereas a fit country can afford to make some concessions and even some mistakes, an impoverished and beleaguered country has little margin for error. The Pyongyang regime has cause to be defensive—a point made manifest in Table 2.7.


Table 2.7 Composite Rankings of Korea, Its Neighbors, and the United States
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	Source: Compiled from Tables 2.1–2.6.





Although South Korea placed fairly high on global measures of development, it did much less well in 2008 when compared against twenty-nine other industrial democracies. The Bertelsmann Foundation assessed indicators of “sustainable governance” for each member of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). As of early 2008, South Korea placed well below average—twenty-fourth of thirty countries. Of course, South Korea started from a much lower base than the higher ranked countries. At the top came Norway, the United States ranked fifteenth, Japan ranked twenty-second, and Mexico and Turkey placed last. The study found that as President Roh’s administration ended, democratic norms and social policy were faltering. On the positive side, a nuanced awareness of reform issues aided attempts in the Roh administration to foster institutional learning. South Korea’s management performance was average (seventeenth) in the OECD. Prodigious R&D investments braced the outlook for sustainability. For better or worse, the incoming Lee administration was expected to turn away from Roh’s emphasis on social justice and shift back toward the earlier priority on fast growth with distribution later.16

One last comparison: Measures of “happiness” in South Korea on a scale from 1 (not at all happy) to 4 (very happy) showed the strongest upward trend of twenty-four countries surveyed by the University of Michigan—from 2 in 1980 to nearly 3.2 in 2005—nearly as high as in affluent Finland. Again, South Korea started from a lower base than most of the countries surveyed. The trend might be interpreted to mean that happiness grew along with per capita income, but happiness among comparatively poor Mexicans rose from 3 to 3.4 in the same period and among Indians, from 2.7 to above 3.17 Judging by interviews with defectors and other data, levels of happiness in North Korea probably ranked among the world’s lowest.

All these rankings must be taken with a grain of salt, but the variables they attempt to measure form part of the context in which negotiations take place on arms control and other issues. Having surveyed some not-so-tangible features of both Koreas, let us review some crucial tangibles while keeping in mind that many defectors from the North found themselves alone and miserable amid the individualist ways of the South.



Borders and Resources

A unified Korea would be a medium-large state with a population less than that of Germany but slightly larger than that of Turkey and much larger than that of the United Kingdom, France, or Italy. By 2000 the ROK was the seventh major trading partner of the United States, generating nearly half as much value as U.S. trade with much larger China. By 2006 the ROK had slipped to eighth place, but it accounted for more trade on a per capita basis than most U.S. trading partners.18 Meanwhile, China became the ROK’s major trading partner. South Korea in 2007 and 2008 became the world’s largest arms importer, as it stocked up with American weapons in response to its increasingly belligerent neighbor, the DPRK.19 Pyongyang wanted Russia to update the DPRK arsenal, but Moscow demanded cash payments that the North could or would not provide.

The 600-mile-long Korean peninsula is bounded by water—to the east, the East Sea (or Sea of Japan); to the south, the Korea Strait; to the west, the Yellow (or Western) Sea and Korea Bay. The border with China runs along the 491-mile Yalu (Korean Aprok or phonetically Apnok) River and the 324-mile Tumen (Korean Duman) River.
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