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Making Sense of the Korean Crisis

INTERVIEW WITH
GAVAN McCORMACK

EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION. Northeast Asia is a major zone of conflict in the post-9/11
world order though it has attracted less analytical attention than the Middle East for obvious
reasons. The world saw an escalation of the tension between the United States and North
Korea in late 2002 when, after the latter’s withdrawal from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty (NPT), the two countries began threatening each other with outright war. After
President Bush’s branding of North Korea as a “terror state” and a member of the so-called
“axis of evil”, the relationship between the two countries has since deteriorated markedly,
obliterating whatever gains achieved by the Clinton administration to normalize the US’s
relations with North Korea. In an agreement reached with the Clinton presidency, North
Korea agreed to shelve its nuclear and missile programs, setting in train the possibility for
the normalization of its political and economic relations with the US. All this is now in
jeopardy. In this interview, Gavan McCormack analyzes the current situation in North Korea
and the US role in the “Korean crisis.” Contextualizing Washington’s role in the crisis is
necessary for, as one commentator puts it, the present and past dilemmas of North Korea
cannot be fully understood without putting the United States in the picture. McCormack and
several analysts contend that Washington’s belligerence toward Pyongyang is borne out of
the need to paint North Korea as “evil” in order to maintain its hegemony in Northeast Asia.
In effect, Washington is presenting to nations in the region a world shaped by fear of North
Korea so that their military, political and economic dependence on the US would continue.
This position, however, inadvertently benefits Pyongyang’s intransingent leadership. As
McCormack puts it, Bush and Kim Jong Il have a “paradoxically symbiotic relationship.”
Bush’s threat against North Korea allows Kim to drum up his people’s nationalist sentiments
and legitimize his rule. At the same time, Bush uses the North Korean threat to legitimize
US supremacy especially its military presence in Asia. Nonetheless, major actors in the region,
notably South Korea and China, are showing their disagreement with US posturing. They
have expressed doubts about the US intelligence on North Korea’s possession of nuclear
weapons. More importantly, they are in agreement that war is not the solution to the crisis.
China, considered as the biggest threat to US domination in the region, has actively brokered
negotiations between the US and North Korea. It is worth noting that in spite of the tensions
brought about by the Korean crisis, Northeast Asian and Southeast Asian countries are
beginning to demonstrate a willingness to foster a sense of community and greater
cooperation among themselves, opening up the possibility of a regional solution to this
intractable problem. Given this, it is imperative for Washington to outgrow its Cold War
assumptions of Asia as economically important but threatening, though such a prospect is
not promising given the logic of current American foreign policy.
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Could you summarize political and economic conditions in North
Korea today?

Till the 1980s, North Korea was one of the more industrialized
countries in Asia. Thereafter it has been reduced to penury and near-
collapse by a combination of circumstances, some the consequence of
its own choices, others beyond its control. With the end of “socialism”
in the 1990s, both Russia and China shifted from “friendly” to
commercial terms of trade, which meant skyrocketing prices for North
Korea’s energy imports, especially oil. The country’s heavily chemical-
and machine-intensive agriculture suffered a severe blow, on the eve of
a succession of unprecedented climatic disasters — the country became
chronically unable to feed its people, and many starved. People were
urged to adopt a two-meals a day regimen, when for many even one
became too much to hope for. According to the United Nations (UN)
Humanitarian Coordinator for North Korea, four out of ten North
Korean children are now stunted by malnutrition. In February 2004,
the World Food Program, its reserves rapidly diminishing as donor
countries lost interest in North Korea, had to cut off supplies for four
million aged people, women, and children (more than one sixth of the
population).

Blocked by the United States (US) and Japan from participation
in such multinational institutions as the International Monetary Fund
and the World Bank, denied diplomatic relations with the US and
Japan, and subject to sanctions as a “terror-exporting” state, North
Korea is also caught on the horns of the dilemma of desiring to engage
much more comprehensively with the global economy and fearing that
such engagement might undermine its political and security system.
The biggest change is in the rapidly burgeoning web of ties that link
North Korea across the DMZ to its erstwhile bitterest enemy, booming
South Korea.

The hostilities of the Korean War that ended more than fifty years
ago are still suspended only by a temporary “ceasefire” and the
economy remains distorted by the priority to military preparation. In
1987, soon after North Korea commenced operation of a gas-graphite
nuclear reactor for power generation, it seems to have begun diverting
the plutonium-containing reactor wastes to a weapons program designed
to produce its own deterrent, thereby to neutralize the semi-permanent
US threat and to bring the US to the negotiating table.
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A US attack on its installations was narrowly averted in 1994.
North Korea then came close to normalization of relations with the US
under the Clinton administration, trading its nuclear weapon and
missile programs for economic and diplomatic normalization. The
advent of the Bush administration plunged all this back to the starting
line. For much of its history, since its foundation in 1948, North
Korea was a Marxist-Leninist, communist party dictatorship, but since
the late 1990s under its “Dear Leader” Kim Jong Il (after the death of
his father Kim Il Sung in 1994) it abandoned communist theory and
embraced the principle of “Army-first-ism,” with Kim Jong Il supreme
military and political ruler. In place of the dictatorship of the
proletariat, the military dictatorship today resembles an absolute
monarchy and justifies itself on purely nationalist grounds. Kim Jong
II's control is far reaching. Few other rulers could say as confidently as
he: “L’état, c’est moi.” Political criticism, let alone opposition, is not
tolerated, and huge efforts are devoted to controlling people’s thoughts
from childhood. Dissenters, and their families, most likely numbering
somewhere well over 100,000, are confined in harsh camps (gulags) in
remote or mountain areas.

Centralized economic controls were largely abandoned in 2002 in
favor of the market. Foreign businesses are encouraged to set up in
enclaves in the North, and South Korea in particular has responded
positively. In the hope of unlocking the doors to normalization with
Japan and a flow of Japanese aid and technology, North Korea in
September 2002 apologized over the abduction of Japanese citizens in
the late 1970s and early 1980s and over “spy-ship” intrusions into
Japanese waters, but the Japanese response has been harsh and the
overtures thus far fruitless. No other country faces such a raft of
unresolved problems from history. North Korea is a fossilized
encapsulation of the 20th century: the legacies of colonialism, imperialist
interventions, externally imposed division of the country, and
incorporation in the Cold War, all remain unresolved. Economic
failures, especially the inability of the regime to feed the people, have
gradually sapped the regime’s credibility. A steady flow of refugees
crosses the river frontier into China, and even some key figures close to
the leadership have fled. Nothing so serves to justify and sustain the
continued harsh regimen of dictatorship as the confrontation with
huge, hostile, external adversaries.
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At one time North Korea’s economy seemed to be growing faster than
South Korea’s. What'’s happened’

When the CIA studied the two economies in the late 1960s, it found
North Korea out-performing South Korea in almost every particular.
From 1979 to 1990, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization
(FAO) was reporting North Korea as an agricultural miracle, the
world’s number one in terms of rice yield per hectare. Both reports
were dubious, and the accomplishments, such as they were, soon
dissolved. Now the gross domestic product (GDP) gap is between
twenty and thirty to one in the South’s favor, and North Korea’s
agriculture has collapsed.

The more industrialized region of the peninsula prior to the
Korean War, in the decades that followed liberation from Japan and
the foundation (in 1948) of the Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea (DPRK), the North achieved dramatic growth rates fueled by the
nationalization of seized Japanese colonial assets, the adoption of a
comprehensive land reform program and of Soviet-style central planning,
and substantial aid flows from Soviet, East European and Chinese
sources. After the initial high growth of the 1940s to 1960s (with the
exception of the drastic setbacks of the war between 1950 and 1953),
however, North Korea entered upon a slow decline. Plant rotted or
became obsolescent, resources were monopolized by the military, or
used to shore up the cult of the leader, and in the 1990s the country
was buffeted by the natural disasters, even as the confrontation with the
United States sharpened.

The contradiction between the cult and the plan deepened. In
effect, the frenzied excesses and arbitrary interventions of the cult
slowly strangled the plan; with the succession of Kim Jong Il, flunkeys
replaced technocrats. The long US embargo, blocking not only
bilateral economic links but also World Bank and International
Monetary Fund ties, stymied repeated efforts to break out of isolation.
No country has “de-industrialized” at such a rate and for so long now
as North Korea. As a black hole of hopelessness at the heart of booming
Northeast Asia, its position is increasingly anomalous.

What has been the significance of the fact that the North Korean
leadership has passed from Kim Il Sung to Kim Jong II?

Kim Jong Il (b. 1942) was groomed for succession long before his father
Kim Il Sung (b. 1912) actually passed the reins to him. When Kim Il
Sung died in 1994, Kim Jong Il was already in effect running the
country.
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Kim Il Sung had the prestige associated with his role as an anti-
Japanese partisan or guerrilla, an anti-fascist fighter. The cult that was
built around him rested ultimately on nationalist and internationalist
credentials. For Kim Jong Il, however, legitimacy stemmed only from
being his father’s son. A huge effort had to be launched to legitimize
his succession. At his hands, the cult of his father, Kim Il Sung, was
intensified and extended to the entire family: continuation of the
revolution could only be entrusted to the bloodline. The entire
country was turned into a family monument, and grandiose projects
in honor of the Leader and his family were given priority over
productive purposes. Kim Jong Il's dilemma is how to reform his
country while somehow retaining power. The more he “reforms” and
opens the country, however, the less credible his dynastic and feudal
rule becomes.

In 1994, the Clinton administration reached an agreement with
North Korea designed to resolve the nuclear controversy. What
happened to that agreement?

Under the 1994 agreement known as the Agreed Framework, North
Korea was to freeze its graphite nuclear reactor program, and to hold
its 8,000-0dd rods of plutonium-containing waste from the reactors in
specially constructed ponds, under sealed IAEA camera scrutiny, in
return for two electricity-generating light-water reactors to be built by
2003, and an interim annual supply of 3.3 million barrels of oil. The
United States and North Korea agreed to “move towards full
normalization of political and economic relations” while the US was
to provide “formal assurances to the Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea against the threat or use of nuclear weapons.”

Wrangling over the site and getting the agreement of others to pay
for it (South Korea 70 percent, Japan about 20 percent) took several
years, by which time North Korea was in the depths of economic crisis
and famine so severe that Washington believed the regime might not
survive and therefore the reactor construction need not go ahead. As
control of Congress passed on to the Republicans, who had opposed
the deal from the start and never took seriously its commitment to
political and economic normalization, the Agreed Framework was
sidelined and criticized as misguided Democratic appeasement that
should never have been entered into and should not be honored. It
took the launch (albeit unsuccessful in achieving orbit) of the Taepodong
satellite in 1998 to restore a sense of urgency to the North Korea
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question. In 2000, visits were exchanged by Madeleine Albright and
North Korea’s Marshall Jo Myong Rok and the two countries came to
the brink of normalization and to fulfillment of the Framework’s
commitments. A Clinton presidential visit was anticipated, but time
ran out before it could be realized.

Under President Bush, North Korea was labeled a “terror state”
and evil, its leader the particular object of presidential hatred. The
present crisis was initiated in October 2002 by US Assistant Secretary
of State James Kelly’s claim that North Korea had admitted to a secret
program of uranium enrichment. Allegation and denial brought the
Framework to collapse. What actually was said to Kelly, and whether
he understood it correctly or not, remains controversial. Pyongyang
denies any admission. China, Russia and South Korea doubt that
North Korea has the kind of program it is supposed to have admitted.
It is hard to imagine any possible motive for North Korea to have said
what Kelly alleges was said.

From 2003, the uranium enrichment story was complicated by the
admissions stemming from Abdul Qadeer Khan, the founder of
Pakistan’s nuclear program, to the provision of nuclear technology,
including centrifuges, to Libya, Iran, North Korea and other countries
in the 1990s. This breach of the non-proliferation regime is precisely
what Washington says it most fears North Korea might commit.
Committed by a US ally, and almost certainly known to US intelligence
from the outset, however, it elicits little more than a reprimand.

Whatever the outcome of the uranium enrichment story, it seems
beyond doubt that, until the Kelly-initiated crisis and the ensuing
breakdown of the Agreed Framework, North Korea had honored its
commitment to freeze the graphite-moderated reactor works and waste
storage ponds at Yongbyon. The 1994 Agreement covered the
plutonium-based (Nagasaki-type) weapons program, not the uranium-
based (Hiroshima-type) program that became the subject of the Kelly
allegations in 2002 and the Khan revelations in 2003. US experts
visiting Yongbyon in December 2003 found that one small (5 MW)
experimental reactor had been turned on to provide the local town
with power and heat, but the larger (50 MW) reactor works were in
such a state of dilapidation and disrepair that they estimated it would
take years to restore. The storage ponds were empty, however, suggesting
that the plutonium had been processed and might be incorporated in
a weapons program.
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During the run-up to the Iraq war, many commentators noted that
whether or not Saddam had weapons of mass destruction, he was
rational and hence deterrable, and thus not a serious threat outside his
own borders. Indeed, these commentators suggested that the only
conceivable scenario in which Saddam might use WMD was in the
event of a US attack. Does this same logic apply to North Korea?

No serious analyst has ever suggested that North Korea was preparing
to attack or invade any of its neighbors or constituted any threat to
regional peace except if faced with threats to its own survival. North
Korea is best seen as a porcupine, stiffening its bristles and looking
fierce to try to repel attack, rather than a tiger rapaciously seeking prey.

Although North Korea has neither threatened nor committed any
act of aggression against any neighboring state, its relationship with
South Korea is of course in a different category. Ever since the country
was divided by external intervention in 1945, both North and South
have committed themselves to restoring national unity, each claiming
national legitimacy. The civil war of 1950 to 1953 arose out of that
contest and fifty years on remains unresolved, but the momentum of
reconciliation between the two has accelerated greatly since the shift
from confrontation to “sunshine” under the previous South Korean

presidency of Kim Dae Jung. South Korean people today are more
fearful of the United States than of North Korea.

Are the North Koreans paranoid? And, if so, why?

If paranoia means unreasonable, groundless, or grossly exaggerated
fear, then the word is inappropriate to describe North Korea, whose
fears can hardly be described as unreasonable.

While in Washington the North Korean “nuclear threat” has been
an issue for the past decade, Pyongyang has faced the US nuclear threat
for the past half century. North Korea has lived under it for longer than
any other nation. During the Korean War it escaped nuclear annihilation
by the barest of margins. General MacArthur, his successor as
Commander-in-Chief, General Ridgway, presidents Truman and
Eisenhower, and the Joint Chiefs, all at one or other stage favored or
recommended using nuclear weapons against North Korea. Britain and
other allies opposed its use, but in the end it was only fear of Soviet
retaliation, and following the death of Stalin the rapid progress in
negotiations, that prevented it. Then, just four years after the Armistice
and in obvious breach of it, the US introduced nuclear artillery shells,
mines, and missiles into Korea, keeping them there, adjacent to the



INTERVIEW WITH GAVAN McCORMACK 119

demilitarized zone (DMZ), designed to intimidate the non-nuclear
North, for 35 years till they were finally withdrawn at the insistence of
the South Korean government. Even withdrawal did little to diminish
the threat as perceived by Pyongyang since the rehearsals for a long-range
nuclearstrike on North Korea continued. Under the Agreed Framework,
however, Clinton finally lifted the threat, pledging no first-use of
nuclear weapons against a non-nuclear state. That reprieve was in turn
revoked under Bush and North Korea was specifically included on the
Nuclear Target List.

Watching its fellow “axis of evil” country Iraq being pulverized in
2003 although (as we now know) it had no weapons of mass destruction
nor any immediate prospect of developing them, Pyongyang could be
forgiven for concluding that its turn was likely to come next, and that
its only hope of survival was actually to possess what Saddam Hussein
had not. Without nuclear weapons, North Korea was a poor and
insignificant country; with them, perhaps only with them, it might not
only deter American attack but actually induce it to enter negotiations
on longstanding grievances.

North Korea’s perception of its role in the twentieth century (and
the twentyfirst to date) is that of victim, suffering from a series of
colossal and uncompensated injustices at the hands of colonial Japan
and the US. Its demands for lifting of the threat against it and for
recognition and normalization may be voiced in strident tones, but
that is best seen as a measure of its anxiety. What the world has never
recognized is the core of legitimacy in Pyongyang’s cry for settlement:
of the bitter legacy of colonialism (from Japan) and of nuclear
intimidation, economic embargo and diplomatic isolation (by the

uUS).

What is the role and position of the key regional players in the current
North Korea crisis: South Korea, Japan, and China?

The Six-Sided Framework set up during 2003 was designed to present
North Korea with a united front of regional and global powers (US,
Japan, China, Russia, South Korea) insisting on its nuclear disarmament.
As the crisis has developed, however, the US position has steadily
weakened and the six-sided frame has served to bring pressure,
unexpectedly, to bear on Washington as much as on North Korea.
Strangest of all, China, designated by the early Bush administration as
the real strategic threat to the United States, moved to center stage in
the negotiations.
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All six of the countries are committed to a non-nuclear peninsula,
and, save for the US, all consider the idea of another war in Northeast
Asia absolutely anathema. While none dare openly oppose the US,
North Korea’s four neighbor countries share the belief that its security
problems are genuine and serious, and that North Korea should be
entitled, without having to plead for it, to the guarantee of its right to
exist. All express doubts about the US intelligence on North Korea’s
possession of nuclear weapons, and about the US version of the events
that led to the collapse of the Agreed Framework in 2002.

South Korea: South Korea, which once fought a fratricidal war and
has been locked in hostile military confrontation with the North ever
since, now shows least fear and most understanding of its neighbor and
has chosen a path of dialogue and cooperation, a policy styled by
former President Kim Dae Jung as “Sunshine,” stemming from a vein
of Confucian wisdom in which human nature is seen as complex but
never evil, and in which even the poor, desperate and friendless are
entitled to respect. It chooses to believe that change is in the cards and
any residual military threat is adequately contained, and shows no
sympathy for the moralistic, fundamentalist frame within which North
Korea is represented as “evil.” Ultimately, as one critic put it, South
and North Korea constitute a single “family business.”

At any given moment now, hundreds of South Korean diplomats,
bureaucrats, and business people are in Pyongyang, doing deals, talking
to their opposite numbers, working out new links by road, rail, fiber-
optic or pipeline between North and South, or framing investment
projects in energy, tourism or manufacturing.

Japan: Korea was Japan’s colony in the first half of the 20th
century. Japanese dominance was followed by externally imposed
division, civil and then international war, and then the Cold War. It
took 20 years before Japan made any move to “normalize” its relations
with South Korea, and to this day no relations exist with North Korea.

Under Cold war conditions, it was more or less impossible even
to imagine reconciliation between Japan and North Korea. After it,
North Korea’s demand for apology and compensation for colonialism
was the major sticking point. Only when enfeebled to the point of
desperation by economic crisis in the 1990s did it agree to set that
demand aside. North Korea also showed its eagerness for change when
it offered visiting Japanese Prime Minister Koizumi in September 2002
a dramatic apology for having abducted thirteen Japanese citizens
during the late 1970s and early 1980s and for the “spy ships” that
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intruded into Japanese waters in the 1990s. It then returned to Japan
the five it said were the survivors of the thirteen people abducted. These
indications of desire for change came to naught, however. Instead, a
huge Japanese wave of anger over the abductions overshadowed all else.

The abductions of two and a half decades ago, at the height of the
Cold War, were a form of state terrorism, and outrage was
understandable. However, the Japanese response was itself strange, in
that it followed the North Korean apology and promise not to commit
such acts again. Furthermore, both sides were well aware that Japan had
undertaken state terror in the not so distant past on a much larger scale,
including the mobilization of large numbers of Korean young women
into sexual slavery, and that it took Japan more than half a century
before it began, grudgingly, to admit and to make reparation (indirectly
and inadequately).

The question of the eight children of the former abductees became
central. Though the abductees are now aged 16-23, were brought up
entirely in North Korea, know no language but Korean and in some
cases are ignorant even of the Japanese identity of their parents, the
Japanese government nevertheless insisted that they be handed over,
“returned” to Japan. North Korea, for its part, protested that Japan was
in breach of an October 2002 understanding to the effect that the
parents would return to North Korea after a one or two week stay in
Japan to determine the future of their families. It argued that the
children were not “things” to be simply shifted around, but human
beings with their own sense of identity; it should be up to them to
decide, after discussion with their parents, where they want to live.

The North Korean government continued in 2003 and 2004 to
reiterate essentially the same position. To a visiting Japanese government
delegation in February 2004 it said that if the parents would only fly
to Pyongyang, thus fulfilling the terms of the bargain, the family
members could, if they wished, then depart with them. That was not
enough to satisfy the Japanese authorities, who remained bent on
unconditional handover of the family members, regardless of what the
individuals in question might think. The long-term solution in human
rights terms would be the creation of a relationship in which these
young people would be able to move freely between North Korea and
Japan, between their own (should they so choose) and their parents’
homes in a future “normalized” relationship, but such a position has
very few supporters in contemporary Japan. The continuing showdown
with North Korea constituted a major axis of political and institutional
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change in Japan. With fear and hatred of North Korea a shared social
consensus, Japan has taken a series of recent steps towards “normalizing”
its military (“Self-Defense”) forces and strengthening its support for the
US military in its global operations. Prime Minister Koizumi specifically
linked the Self-Defense Force detachmentsent to Iraq to the expectation
that the US would defend Japan in the event of a North Korean attack.
Japan has also committed itself to purchase of a massively expensive
and unproven (US) missile defense system to ward off any North
Korean missiles, tightened the rules governing the entry of North
Korean ships into Japanese waters, and passed legislation to authorize
unilateral economic sanctions on North Korea if it judged the
situation to warrant it.

China: China has the closest of historic ties with North Korea and
is today both the source of most of the supplies of food and energy on
which North Korea depends and the most likely possible model of how
it might develop in the future; in the North Korean present, Chinese
see their own past. The Chinese role in brokering a resolution of the
problem of North Korea has steadily grown, at the US request. The
Chinese “bottom line” is that there must not be any resort to force.
China was bold enough to say, from its position as convener and chair
of the Beijing August 2003 talks, that it was the US that was the major
obstacle to the negotiations. Steady Chinese pressure since then has
been instrumental in bringing the US to soften its position. From
absolute refusal to negotiate until North Korea agreed unilaterally to
a complete, verifiable, irreversible end to its nuclear programs (at the
three meetings that took place in 2002 and 2003), the US in late 2003
indicated it was ready to offer some kind of security guarantee and to
consider graduated steps to resolution. China has also been instrumental
in persuading North Korea to come to the table again without the draft
document it sought in advance and to agree to a freeze (and ultimately
destruction) of all its nuclear programs, not only weapons-related ones.

China has long disputed US intelligence estimates about North
Korea and has stated in advance of the February meeting that it is not
persuaded of the central American claim about North Korea’s possession
of a uranium enrichment program. On this, given the record of US
intelligence and its manipulation on Iraq, Washington will have a hard
time persuading its negotiating partners in Beijing. Any successful
resolution of the current problem is likely to enhance China’s role as
the lynchpin of a future East or Northeast Asian order, with the “Six”
constituting the core of a future community.
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Does anyone know what the status is of North Korea’s weapons
programs! Can you summarize what we do know.

American intelligence first estimated back in 1993 (possibly earlier)
that North Korea had “one, or possibly two” nuclear weapons. Like the
intelligence on which the US in 2003 went to war against Iraq, it seems
to have been false and/or subject to political manipulation. By 2003,
the US had shifted to adopt the South Korean, Russian and Chinese
view that North Korea actually did not have any nuclear weapons. It
then argued that it had the ingredients (plutonium and uranium), and
the will and intent, to develop them.

It is almost certainly true that North Korea would like to have
nuclear weapons, its own “deterrent,” but also that it suspended its
efforts to produce them when it felt its security needs were satisfactorily
met by the Agreed Framework in 1994, only changing course when the
US itself changed course from Clinton to Bush. North Korea today
almost certainly has plutonium, and may be in the process of extracting
more of it from the waste rods removed from the Yongbyon ponds, but
it seems highly unlikely that it has achieved “weaponization.” As for
delivery system, the Nodong missile has been test fired only once, in
1993; the longerrange Taepodong likewise once, when it failed to
achieve orbit and crashed into the ocean in 1998; and the supposedly
improved model, Taepodong 2, also once, when it blew up on the
launching pad in 2002 (according to South Korean intelligence). It is
hardly a scintillating record.

Objective assessment is complicated by the fact that both US
intelligence and Pyongyang share an interest, for different reasons, in
having the world think North Korea possesses both nuclear weapons
and a delivery system, the US in order to justify its hegemonic role in
East Asia, and North Korea in order to deter US attack.

What is the Bush administration currently trying to achieve with
respect to North Korea?

The use of the singular begs a major question: does the Bush
administration have a policy or is North Korea the axis of contest
between rival factions within it. Jack Pritchard, till his resignation in
August 2003 a Senior North Korean specialist at the State Department,
says of American policy (New York Times, 21 January 2004): “At best it
could be described only as amateurish. At worst, it is a failed attempt
to lure American allies down a path that is not designed to solve the
crisis diplomatically but to lead to the failure and ultimate isolation of
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North Korea in hopes that its government will collapse.” No outside
critic could match the severity of this assessment by someone who has
been deeply involved in policy implementation.

For the neo-conservative group within the Bush regime, whether
in the 1990s or today, history and politics are less important than the
moral frame. North Korea is evil and should be liberated. Where
political, economic and historical differences can be negotiated, evil
can only be stamped out. Bush himself has made no secret of his
loathing for North Korean leader Kim Jong Il, in terms similar to those
he used for Saddam Hussein. He has, however, also intimated, in quite
contrary mode, that a peaceful, negotiated solution in Korea is possible
and even expressed optimism about the prospects. As the mire in Iraq
deepens, a more conventional diplomatic view of the North Korean
problem again comes to the fore in Washington. In very crude terms,
while the neoconservatives around Cheney and Rumsfeld prefer
ultimatum, backed by the readiness to use force, and the president
himself is disinclined for compromise, the State Department favors
negotiation and cooperation with regional powers.

The current US position—readiness to meet North Korea’s security
concerns by some form of document and to offer economic aid in
return for complete, verifiable and irreversible abandonment of its
nuclear programs—is a big step forward from that enunciated by James
Kelly in 2002 and 2003. Indeed on the face of it this is close to what
North Korea seeks (though it fudges the key issue of full diplomatic
normalization). However, the 25 February Beijing meet will face some
major obstacles:

1. How to arrive at a mutually satisfactory text to guarantee North

Korea’s security;

2. How to establish the truth about the claims and counter-claims
concerning an enriched uranium program;

3. How to address the North Korean demand for deletion from the
list of terrorsupporting countries;

4. How to persuade the US to accept the North Korean “freeze”

as sufficient warrant of good faith to justify the resumption of

shipments of heavy oil in the short term, and an end to the

virtual economic embargo of North Korea in the long term;
5. How in the longer term, to persuade all sides that the issue to

be settled is not merely a putative North Korean weapons

program but normalization of relations on all sides;
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6. How to incorporate in that normalization a permanent peace
agreement to settle the Korean war of 1950-53;

7. How to resolve the issue of North Korean abductions of
Japanese, and simultaneously the issues of Japanese abductions
and abuse of Koreans during the long colonial period.

It is the agenda not just of nuclear weapons on the peninsula but
of the accumulated problems of a century, and therefore almost
certainly too much to be settled in a few late February days. Pyongyang
may be calculating to survive until November by stringing out the
negotiations in the hope of facing a more amenable US government
following the November elections, while the US, weakened by events
in Iraq, will not find it easy to persuade the world to adopt its
intelligence estimates and is in no position to resort to force in the
short term.

How would you assess the Bush administration’s strategy?

Two major contradictions affect US North Korea policy, nuclear on
the one hand, strategic on the other. The US wants to maintain nuclear-
based hegemony over the earth, and indeed over the universe, while
blocking any new countries from joining the existing nuclear club. The
non-proliferation regime to which it signed up in 1968 was a deal by
which those countries that did not possess nuclear weapons pledged
not to take steps to get them, while those with weapons pledged not
to threaten non-possessors and to take steps to eliminate their existing
arsenals and move to comprehensive nuclear disarmament. Until the
nuclear club powers take seriously those obligations, their insistence
on others fulfilling their obligations is mere hypocrisy. If security can
indeed only be guaranteed by possession of nuclear weapons, then
there can be no complaint at North Korea. If that is not the case, then
the possessing powers must take steps towards elimination of all
nuclear weapons.

The second contradiction is between short- and long-term US
objectives. Regime change in North Korea would remove a thorn in the
US side, but at the same time it might serve to undermine US regional
hegemony. George W. Bush and Kim Jong Il stand in a paradoxically
symbiotic relationship. Bush’s loathing for Kim, and his nuclear
threat, maintains the isolation and siege conditions that allow Kim to
legitimize his rule, mobilize nationalist support, and crush opposition.
Bush, for his part, rules and reigns over Northeast Asia because Japan
and South Korea feel compelled by the North Korean threat to seek
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American protection and to shelter under Washington’s “nuclear
umbrella.”

The framework of US military presence in East Asia is justified in
Seoul and Tokyo by the threat from Pyongyang. Without the
“North Korean threat”—whether resolved peacefully or otherwise—
Washington strategists would have to think of some new justification
for the bases in Japan and South Korea, and for the massively expensive
anti-missile system soon to be constructed in the region. Some might
want to declare China the real enemy, but a military alliance with the
United States whose orientation was containment and hostility
towards China would find little support in contemporary South
Korea and Japan. Paradoxically, if the US does accomplish what it
wants in North Korea—regime change—it could find that its own
domination of the region is undermined.

It is time for the US to grow beyond the Cold War assumptions
of Asia as a threatening and yet economically crucial area that must be
maintained under tight control. In time, Asia, especially East and
Northeast Asia, most likely in close cooperation with Southeast Asia,
will emerge as an autonomous global center of power and wealth. The
process is, indeed, already advanced. The security reliance on the chain
of US bases and on Washington’s priorities becomes increasingly
anomalous.

North Korea is a tiny country that has successively been colonized,
invaded and abandoned. Its neighbors are the booming core of the
world economy. Incorporated into “normal” relations with them,
North Korea could be expected to become increasingly like them.
North Korea’s neighbors have their reasons for wanting to incorporate
North Korea into the emerging Asian community and should be
encouraged to take the key role in doing so on their own terms. To
accomplish this, the price North Korea seeks for abandoning its
nuclear weapons program is not unreasonable: an end to nuclear
intimidation, diplomatic normalization and removal of economic
sanctions.

It would be sensible for the US, while maintaining the existing
security guarantees to both South Korea and Japan, to give North
Korea the chance to show if it really does wish to change. Kim Jong II's
avowed desire for opening and normalization should be tested. He
should be invited to talks in Washington or Tokyo or anywhere else
and his willingness to denuclearize put to the test. Attempts to enforce
change by issuing demands and refusing negotiation simply will not
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work. North Korean “face” is an important part of the security
equation and a sympathy for the pain and the sense of justice that drive
it, however perverted, will be needed for security goals to be met. Kim
Jong II's rule feeds off the current tension and he would not long
survive the process of whittling it away, the normalization of economic
and political relations with Japan and the US, and the steady flow of
Japanese and other capital into the country.

Above all, a resolution of the problem will depend on seeing it not
in the narrow frame of North Korean threat but in the broad context
of history. That will require taking Seoul seriously and with respect,
rather than as a recalcitrant and scarcely reliable ally because it no longer
follows Washington uncritically. North Korea is essentially a Korean
problem, and South Korea must assume a central role in negotiations
and plans for the future because its people must after all live with their
northern compatriots.

How does the US-NK impasse impact on issues of peace and security
in Northeast Asia? Are there regional approaches to any of the issues
that could prove fruitful in resolving the issues both of US-NK
conflict and moving toward a reduction of regional tensions?

North Korea is a structural pivot of contemporary US hegemony in
East Asia. Washington’s post-Cold War vision asks Japan and Korea,
in effect, to accept a future world predicated on continued fear and
hostility to North Korea, such as to require their continuing military,
political, and economic dependence on the United States. For Japan,
the role of the “Britain” of East Asia is on offer, and its actions in Iraq
suggest that Koiziumi’s Japan is keen to take up the offer. For South
Korea, or a united Korea, no clear role has yet been articulated, but one
thing is clear: it is expected to remain secondary to Japan, perhaps as
a kind of East Asian Northern Ireland. However, while US regional and
global policy offers negative priorities—anti-terror, anti-‘evil,” security
against North Korea—from East Asia there are tentative signs of the
emergence of an alternative, non-imperial vision. Beyond the gloom,
anger, and rising tension of the “North Korean crisis” may be detected
a process of evolution in a “European” type direction. Like Europe,
however, East Asia has its own rhythms and its own dynamics, and its
tectonic plates are moving towards greater mutual cooperation and
community. People begin to ask why it is that East Asia in the
twentieth century failed to evolve a concert of states other than the
Japanese-dominated “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” in the
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first half and then the US-dominated “free world” in the latter half, the
former disastrous, the latter originally a Cold War product, and
increasingly anomalous as the conditions that gave it birth disappear.
Offered ongoing dependency on the US, structured around bilateral
treaty arrangements and trade flows rather than any regional consensus,
and marked by a base structure meant to last till well into the century
ahead, the peoples and states of East Asia are likely at some point to
reply: no thank you. Permanent East Asian dependence on American
markets and security guarantees looks more and more anachronistic.
Looking at the evolution of postwar Europe, people ask why Asia
should not follow a similar path.

The Kim Jong Il regime in North Korea is indefensible, but violent
intervention to change it is more likely to lead to the sort of chaos that
engulfs Iraq and Afghanistan than to a resolution of problems that, in
the last resort, only the Korean people, north and south, can solve. The
necessary condition for them to do this is the “normalization” of the
Korean peninsula, with problems ignored for far too long finally
addressed: the lack of any peace treaty to settle the Korean War, the
absence of diplomatic relations between North Korea and the world’s
two most important countries, the US and Japan. Only then will it be
possible to liquidate the militarized tension that has blighted the lives
of North Korea’s people for half a century and created the conditions
within which the dictatorship sustains itself.

What, if anything, was achieved by the February 2004 Six-Sided
Conference in Beijing?

The conference was conducted over four days in late February. It
proceeded in businesslike fashion, without obvious acrimony, but
ended with little more than the agreement to reconvene before the end
of June.

The Communiqué declared a shared commitment to a nuclear
weapons-free Korean peninsula, but even such a bald statement
concealed a major difference: for the US, North Korea would have to
submit to “complete, verifiable and irreversible dismantling” (CVID)
of all its nuclear programs, military and peaceful; for its part, North
Korea offered to freeze, not dismantle, only its plutonium-based
weapons programs, and denied that it had any enriched uranium
programs at all. The two sides were miles apart. One other major
participant in the talks, Japan, abstained on this occasion from making
an issue of its major bone of contention with North Korea, the
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kidnapping of its citizens in the 1980s. However, the problem
continued to fester as preliminary steps had been taken in the Japanese
Diet to authorize the unilateral imposition of sanctions if Pyongyang
did not give satisfaction.

The US in the Beijing forum again forfeited the possibility of
offering a “Roadmap” towards comprehensive settlement. Instead, it
came with an empty hand, continuing to insist that CVID was the only
agenda. [t appears, according to Pyongyang’s account, to have declared
that relations could not be normalized until North Korea not only
ended all its nuclear programs but also dealt to US satisfaction with
missiles, conventional weapons, biological and chemical weapons,
human rights and other issues. However, in the face of pressure from
China, South Korea and Russia, the US position weakened steadily.
Around the six-sided table Washington could look only to Japan for
unconditional support. Its insistence that North Korea had an enriched
uranium weapons program was contradicted or seriously doubted in
Beijing, Seoul and Moscow, despite the A. Q. Khan confession. The
security guarantee for North Korea that it had long refused to consider
was on the table. Its position of “no reward for bad behavior” was in
tatters as it was forced to concede to Beijing, Seoul and Moscow that
they could offer Pyongyang economic cooperation on the condition of
a mere freeze plus a commitment to proceed towards complete
dismantling. Ultimatum had given way to engagement.

For North Korea, the dilemma is that it has only one card to play.
Once its nuclear weapons “threat” is eliminated, it becomes an
insignificant, poor country at the mercy of its enemies. It therefore
cannot afford to trade away that card lightly and remains unlikely to
give up its weapons (if it has any), dismantle its nuclear plant (peaceful
and energy-related as well as weapons-related), and agree to intensive
inspections—presumably anywhere in the country—unless its historic
grievances are met and its relations with the US and Japan normalized.
It continues to insist it is no threat to anyone but that its security
depends on possession of its own deterrent until such time as its
security needs are otherwise guaranteed. What is sauce for the superpower
geese, it argued, must be sauce for the small-country gander too.

As the US proceeded with its plans towards adoption of a new
generation of tactical, battlefield nuclear weapons and promised to
extend its existing global military and nuclear hegemony into space, it
found itself unable to enforce its will against tiny and feeble North
Korea. On the issue of North Korea, the power of the mightiest nation
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in history was slipping steadily away to regional capitals, especially
Beijing and Seoul. By the time the Beijing Six meet again, if they do,
at the end of June, the US presidential election will be four months
closer, and nobody could be more fervently hoping for a regime change
in Washington than the diehards in Pyongyang. US hostility and
inability to see beyond the North Korean nuclear wood to the trees of
the historical and geopolitical context helps Kim Jong Il legitimize his
brutal rule and offers him the ironic satisfaction of a process that carries
high risks to the region and to his enemy, the United States, as it does
to himself.

POSTSCRIPT: VIEW FROM JAPAN

In the spring of 2004, the American-led occupation of Iraq was
increasingly mired in violence, its legitimacy in tatters. Following the
massacre of hundreds of civilians, many of them women and children,
at Fallujah, and the assault on Muslim holy places, the opposition
increasingly took on the aspect of a national resistance. In the context
of mounting violence and casualties on both sides, Iraqi forces began
to seize hostages and use them to demand a ceasefire at Fallujah and the
withdrawal of foreign contingents from the US alliance. Three Japanese
civilians were captured on April 7 and two more on April 14. All were
released unharmed on April 15 and 17 respectively.

This brief abduction crisis turned into a national furor that threw
a searchlight on the Japanese role in Iraq, both official and unofficial.
Officially, Koizumi’s support for the US was clear. The SDF were
soldiers sent to aid the US cause, even if nominally on a humanitarian
mission. With the April spiral of violence, however, the 550 men
(including a few women) were confined to their base and most of their
functions suspended while they were protected by American security
staff and a detachment of local Iragis. Although the SDF operation,
restricted to a single town and its environs, was costing about 38
billion yen, or about 50 to 100 times the combined NGO and UN
budget for humanitarian aid to the whole country, only 120 of its
members were actually committed to the various humanitarian tasks
such as water purification; the rest to security and administration. The
fabulous expense and limited effect meant that this was not a model
that could be expanded or reproduced anywhere else but one in which
political purpose trumped economic sense or humanitarianism.
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Japan’s NGO and civil society community was present in Iraq in
a totally different capacity, also humanitarian yet increasingly at odds
with official Japan. The April 7 abductees were characteristic: one
returning to Baghdad to resume work with abandoned street children,
a second (an 18-year old student) investigating and publicizing the
health effects of depleted uranium, and a third committed to
photographing and making known to the world the struggle and
sufferings of the Iraqi people. One of the two detained in the second
batch was a veteran NGO activist and the other a journalist committed
to making known to the world the brutal realities of occupation. These
five young Japanese represented the broad cross-section of the Japanese
society that dissented from Japanese support for the war and SDF
participation in the occupation.

In due course released through the good offices of the Islamic
Clerics Association, all five hostages said they had been well-treated.
However, even before their release, they and their families became
victims of a government and media campaign to legitimize the official
SDF mission and to discredit them as reckless and irresponsible. Their
detention may even have been prolonged by Koizumi’s use of the term
“terrorists” to describe their captors. While the government strove to
obliterate any distinction between the mission of NGOs and that of
the SDF, the families and support movement desperately tried to
distinguish them. Since official Japan was supporting the occupation,
and the NGOs were opposed to it but trying to ameliorate its effects,
there was indeed a profound difference. NGO spokespersons reported
their security diminished and Japan’s moral standing as a country of
peace squandered by the dispatch of the Japanese army (as Iraqis saw
the SDF).

While the detention continued and the outcome was unknown,
families and support groups were treated coldly and with suspicion.
Prime Minister Koizumi even refused to meet them. They were
pressured to leave everything to the government, and their plea for the
SDF to be withdrawn, even temporarily, was angrily rejected. Taking
its cue from government ministers and spokespersons, the national
media took up the cry of “irresponsibility,” “recklessness,” and causing
Japan nuisance and expense, and the telephones, faxes and home pages
of the abductee families were filled with abusive and intimidatory
messages (the web page of one of the hostages was overwhelmed by
malicious and hostile messages, at the rate of 100,000 in a single day).
Responsibility for their plight was shifted onto the victims, and
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attention directed away from the ongoing war crimes being committed
by the occupation that official Japan supported. By the time the
abductees returned to Japan, the barrage of hostile criticism
compounded, if it did not actually cause them to fall into, a state of
shock. They arrived home apologetic, exhausted, humiliated, and
otherwise silent.

Throughout the crisis, the Japanese government successfully upheld
its military presence in Iraq, even though the brutality of the occupation
had begun to stir a national resistance and Koizumi’s assurances that
Samawah was “completely safe” had been proved hollow. Innocent
and idealistic youth, and their families, who stepped out of line and
attempted to charter a course in keeping with the Japanese constitution’s
rejection of the role of armed force in resolving international disputes,
were pilloried, although their stance almost certainly won more respect
among Iraqgis than the infinitely better-funded and organized SDF
effort. Japanese society’s undercurrent of hatred and outrage at any
“other,” swelling ominously through the campaigns of recent years
against North Korea, here briefly exploded against Japan’s own NGO
and unembedded journalist community. The experience of the Iraqi
abductee families, whose dissident vision provoked such wrath,
contrasted sharply with that of the North Korean abductee families,
whose support movement was incorporated in official Japan as the very
epitome of the national family.

When he committed Japanese forces to Iraq in the first place,
Koizumi insisted the decision was inescapable because it was only the
US to which Japan could turn for protection against North Korea.
Gradually, it was becoming clear that the failure to resolve the North
Korea question was going to have serious implications for Japan’s civil
society, and more broadly its democracy. &
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