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IS NORTH KOREA A PROBLEM  

NOT TO BE SOLVED? 7
DAVID C. KANG AND VICTOR D. CHA

Nuclear North Korea grapples with one of the most endur-
ing questions in East Asian security: is it better to meet North 
Korea’s threat to the world with engagement and inducements 
or pressure and threats? Fifteen years after Nuclear North Korea 
was first published in 2003, the world finds itself in essentially 
the same situation as it was then. Both sides tensely eye each 
other across a heavily armed border. Both sides claim that they 
are committed to fighting and will not back down if attacked. 
Both sides send costly signals and engage in shows of resolve 
about their willingness to fight. And both sides engage in name-
calling and muscle-flexing.

The same policy debate goes on, as well. Those past fifteen 
years have seen attempts at pressure as well as inducements. There 
are strong arguments that sufficient pressure was never tried, so it 
is impossible to tell whether containment would work. Similarly, 
equally strong arguments maintain that engagement was only 
halfheartedly followed, and even then for only a short while, so 
it is also impossible tell whether deepened economic and cultural 
ties could have transformed the relationship.

The major difference between 2018 and 2003 is that North 
Korea has made considerable strides toward having a nuclear 
arsenal that is deliverable across vast distances by its medium- and 
long-range missiles. As North Korea has moved in slow motion 
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over the past two decades toward a nuclear arsenal, the debate 
about how best to deal with the security issue—and the larger 
problem of North Korea itself—has continued. The purpose of 
this chapter is not to follow the twists and turns of the past fif-
teen years and argue that someone, somewhere, could have done 
something that might have made a difference.1 Rather, this final 
chapter will survey the policy landscape as it stands in early 2018 
and assess the way forward.

IS THIS TIME DIFFERENT?

Debate about North Korea coheres around three enduring and 
interrelated questions. First, to what extent are North Korea’s 
foreign and domestic policies motivated primarily by internal 
versus external factors?2 That is, do its leaders and people behave 
the way they do as a result of circumstances or beliefs inside their 
country, such as a particular ideology or economic situation? 
Or rather, do they behave this way as a result of situational and 
external pressures, such as geographic or strategic position rela-
tive to other countries? Second, is North Korea strong or weak? 
Put differently, does the regime pursue militant and destabilizing 
foreign policies and repression at home because of fear, aggres-
sion, or greed?3 Third, to what extent is North Korea predictable 
or unpredictable?4 On the one hand, North Korea continues to 
defy outsiders’ expectations about its endurance as well as pursu-
ing seemingly random, belligerent foreign policies. On the other 
hand, its behavior is seen by others as following a particular pat-
tern or cycle. In short, the regime has survived long beyond most 
expectations, despite obvious internal weaknesses and external 
pressure, and it continues to pursue policies that often appear 
puzzling or at least contradictory to outside observers.5

Depending on how one answers the questions above, the policy 
implications that follow are fairly straightforward. For policymak-
ers, the question has always been whether to engage and inter-
act with North Korea or to contain it and attempt to isolate its 
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people and leadership. If one sees North Korea as fundamentally 
insecure, predictable, and concerned about its external relations, 
then engagement and carrots are the best way to lure the leader-
ship into accommodating outside powers. If, however, one sees the 
regime as fundamentally aggressive, unpredictable, and motivated 
by internal factors, then pursuing deterrence and isolation is the 
best way to deal with it.6

North Korea’s continuing nuclear and military challenge is 
only one aspect of its overall relations with the world, and policies 
designed to minimize its threatening military behavior may work 
at cross-purposes with policies designed to improve its economy 
and the lives of its people. That is, North Korea is both strong and 
weak, and it reacts to both external and internal pressures. Outside 
governments, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), activists, 
and policymakers face difficult trade-offs in crafting policies toward 
the North Korean regime and its people. The complexities that arise 
in dealing with North Korea create a number of contradictory policy 
choices, and making progress in one issue area has often meant 
overlooking a different issue area or even allowing it to worsen.

 Is this time different? Although 2017 was quite tense, and many 
observers predicted that war was likely and even probable, it is 
useful to remind ourselves how consistently scholars and policy-
makers have seen North Korea as an impending crisis.7 Almost as 
soon as the first Korean War ended, there was speculation that the 
North would either collapse or start a second Korean War.

In 1976, for example, B. C. Koh wrote that North Korean 
threats of war were a “grim reminder that, 23 years after the sign-
ing of the Korean Armistice, the Korean peninsula remains a tin-
derbox.”8 Predictions of both North Korean invasion and North 
Korean collapse became more frequent as the Republic of Korea 
(ROK) began its spectacular economic growth. In 1986, as South 
Korea began to rapidly pull ahead of North Korea in terms of 
wealth and military power, Edward Olsen wrote:

The future looks bleak indeed. Politically and actuarially, the 
Kim Il-sung regime cannot long survive. Economically, too, 
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the race with the ROK is virtually lost. . . . If Pyongyang is 
ever going to launch a successful assault on South Korea (via a 
conventional or unconventional scenario), its opportunity to do 
so cannot realistically extend very far into the future.9

The 1990s saw the collapse of the Soviet Union, the end of the 
Cold War, and the collapse of communist regimes around the 
world. In North Korea, founding leader Kim Il-sung died in 1994, 
succeeded by his untested son, Kim Jong-il. North Korea also 
endured a horrific famine in which between half a million and one 
million people died.10 Its government teetered on collapse. There 
was widespread skepticism that Kim Jong-il, the regime, and the 
country could long survive those domestic and global changes.11 
For example, in 1994, Ahn Byung-joon wrote: 

Kim Jong-il’s legitimacy rests almost solely with the mantle of 
extreme nationalism inherited from his revered father. Kim will 
have little now but to continue down that road. But the need for 
economic opening is so overwhelming, the North’s isolationist 
course and pursuit of nuclear weapons so untenable, and Kim’s 
apparent abilities so limited that his regime will almost surely 
be short-lived.12

In the twenty-first century, North Korea moved on to the third 
generation of Kim family leadership, with Kim Jong-un, son of 
Kim Jong-il, taking power in 2011. Kim was younger than thirty 
when he took power and almost completely unknown outside of 
North Korea. Given enhanced economic sanctions and a new 
leader, there was renewed speculation that the country could not 
survive and that the regime would collapse. For example, Victor 
Cha wrote in 2011 that “North Korea as we know it is over,” both 
Victor D. Cha and David Kang engaged in a three-year research 
project called “After Unification: Planning for the Long Term,” 
and in 2017 high-level defector Ri Jong-ho said, “Never before 
has the country faced such tough sanctions. I don’t know if North 
Korea will survive a year with these sanctions.”13
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Year after year, decade after decade, people have argued that 
North Korea will either collapse or start a war. Yet North Korea 
still exists as a country. And it has done more than survive—it has 
moved far down the path of attaining nuclear weapons, shows 
little sign of collapsing, and has managed to oversee a fairly deep 
and enduring marketization of much of the economy, even while 
retaining almost complete political control. In fact, the North 
Korea of 2018 is probably more stable than it has been in decades, 
if only because of the adjustments it made in response to the cri-
ses of the past. If North Korea did not collapse in the 1990s, it is 
unlikely to collapse now.

North Korea in 2018 is not the same North Korea it was fifteen 
years ago—the political institutions, economy, and society have all 
experienced major and possibly enduring changes. North Korea 
contains a greater diversity of opinion and people than is com-
monly thought. Largely as a result of weakened state control, the 
economy has experienced an increase of commercialization and 
marketization in recent years. The economy is stronger than many 
outsiders believe, in that it has proven remarkably enduring and 
adaptable, and many people now operate in the black, gray, or pri-
vate markets.

At the same time, the regime itself has less control and reach 
than it did a decade ago: the unplanned marketization has shriv-
eled the central government’s control over the periphery, despite 
episodes of retrenchment. The North Korean people are not 
brainwashed robots, nor are they all proto-democrats; they are 
real people with many different and varied opinions. Informal 
and increasing information from traders or family members in 
South Korea or in China continue to trickle into North Korea. 
Although this knowledge of the outside world has not led to rapid 
resistance to the regime, it has provided North Korean citizens 
with better awareness of their own situation and the world out-
side the regime. As Sandra Fahy has so powerfully shown us, 
North Koreans have a complex, nuanced, and deep relationship 
to where they live. The decision to defect is never easy, nor is it 
straightforward—as Fahy writes, “The famine and co-emerging 
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socioeconomic difficulties was not a bell tolling the necessity and 
opportunity to overthrow the government. Instead, the ‘busy 
years,’ as they were called colloquially, were a time to bind more 
tightly together against outside forces that were the source of 
the problem.”14 This should remind us that the people of North 
Korea are the most direct victims of the regime, and it is not obvi-
ous that they will rebel any time soon.

The partial economic reforms may even be a stabilizing force.15 
State officials benefit from marketization because it provides 
a measure of human security that lessens domestic resistance 
even while weakening officials’ control. Corrupt officials benefit 
personally from marketization even as it undermines their posi-
tion. Civil society is almost entirely absent in North Korea, and 
despite occasional reports of spontaneous “rice riots,” there is 
little evidence that the North Korean people could engage in a 
Libya-style uprising of any sort. The society is too fragmented; 
there are almost no “bottom-up” institutions around which 
political protests could cohere; and there are no social or civic 
leaders who could become political leaders in protests against 
the government.

Sanctions have not caused the regime to collapse, nor is it clear 
that this could happen in the future. As John Park has written, 
“contrary to expectations—financial sanctions have had the unin-
tended net effect of actually strengthening North Korean pro-
curement networks.” This is because decades of sanctions have led 
North Korean officials and state-owned companies to develop a 
myriad of third-party, partial, and indirect ways of avoiding sanc-
tions. By using intermediaries and shadow companies, the North 
Korean economy is in fact harder to sanction today than it was 
two decades ago.

Kim Jong-un has not only survived, he has introduced a vision 
for North Korea, as well as various structural reforms.16 Kim’s 
vision for North Korea, the “byungjin line,” was adopted by the 
Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK) Central Committee in April 
2013.17 Byungjin calls for the simultaneous development of 
North Korea’s economy and its nuclear weapons, replacing the 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Sun, 26 May 2019 05:03:28 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



192

DAVID C. KANG AND VICTOR D. CHA

so-called military-first doctrine of Kim’s father, Kim Jong-il. By 
making economic development a key element of state ideology, 
Kim has signaled a break from the past. Under his father and 
grandfather, Kim Jong-il and Kim Il-sung, North Korean pro-
paganda emphasized the people’s strength in the face of adver-
sity and willingness to suffer for the sake of their country. This 
positive spin on hardship justified an enormous range of prac-
tices, from a campaign pressing North Koreans to eat two meals 
per day in 1991,18 when the country was struck by famine, to 
various worker mobilization campaigns. Kim Il-sung had called 
for North Koreans to sacrifice for the sake of the country as far 
back as the Chollima campaigns of the 1950s, in which ordinary 
North Koreans were drafted into work units for mass construc-
tion and infrastructure projects; people were urged to “donate” 
their labor and work eighteen-hour days, and were even required 
to time their bathroom breaks.

Byungjin does not mean that Kim has embarked on wholesale 
economic reforms—far from it. But it does mean that Kim has 
explicitly linked his legitimacy to his ability to make good on the 
promise of both economic development and the pursuit of nuclear 
weapons. Under his direction, North Korea is moving forward 
on both. Given the West’s near-exclusive focus on North Korea’s 
nuclear and missile programs, it is easy to overlook its economic 
initiatives. Kim has increased the autonomy granted to state-
owned factories over what they produce and how they find suppli-
ers and customers, and North Korean farmworkers can now sell 
their surplus once they meet government quotas.

Kim has also regularized bureaucratic processes and instituted 
reforms to expand the scope of the private economy and attempt 
to rein in military expenditures.19 Under Kim Jong-il, there were 
no regular party meetings or New Year’s Day speeches, and other 
organizational practices had fallen into disuse. Before May 2016, 
when Kim Jong-un held the Seventh Party Congress, the WPK 
had gone thirty-six years since its last official meeting, the Sixth 
Party Congress in 1980—this despite party rules stipulating that 
a congress be held every four years.20 Kim has also renewed the 
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tradition of giving an annual New Year’s Day speech. Econo-
mist and North Korea watcher Rüdiger Frank calls this suite of 
changes a “new normal,”21 one that is reviving many elements of 
Kim Il-sung’s rule.

Despite severe sanctions, there has also been scattered evidence 
that the country’s economy has stabilized and is perhaps even grow-
ing. Although any measures should be used with caution, the Bank 
of Korea claims that North Korea’s economy grew 3.9 percent in 
2016, the fastest rate since 1999.22 The famine has ended and no 
imminent crisis looms. Reforms, halting as they are, continue to 
move forward. According to the research group Beyond Parallel, 
North Korean households now earn nearly 75 percent of their 
income from markets.23 India in 2017 was North Korea’s third-
largest trade partner, and Russian–North Korean trade grew 
73 percent in the first two months of 2017.24

Sanctions introduced in early 2016 were considered to be 
the harshest yet, and even harsher sanctions were introduced 
in July 2017. The full impact of those sanctions remains to be 
seen. However, past history has shown that while sanctions may 
degrade North Korea’s nuclear or missile programs to a degree, 
and while sanctions may restrict North Korean people’s access to 
outside goods, sanctions are also unlikely to cause the regime to 
back down from its defiant stance. As Haggard and Noland con-
clude in their careful study of sanctions, “the evidence provides 
little support for the claim that hardline policies or sanctions 
‘worked,’ on the contrary, they tended to generate escalatory 
responses from North Korea . . .[yet] coordination problems 
plagued efforts to offer inducements through the history of the 
Six Party Talks.”25

Countries concerned with North Korea—the United States, 
South Korea, Japan, China, and Russia—have changed in different 
ways, as well. In the United States, policy analysts and decision-
makers on both sides of the political spectrum have essentially 
cohered around a belief that North Korea will never negotiate in 
good faith with the United States. While there was considerable 
optimism in the late 1990s that a deal with North Korea could be 
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struck, it appears that a solid conventional wisdom has coalesced 
that diplomatic measures cannot work. This policy exhaustion has 
meant that the Obama administration engaged in a policy of stra-
tegic patience—essentially ignoring North Korea and waiting for 
North Korea to make the first move. This was followed by the 
early Trump administration, which took a similar line. Although 
Donald Trump is perhaps more flamboyant than previous presi-
dents in his use of rhetoric, fundamentally his point was the same: 
the United States would never live with a nuclear North Korea, 
and the United States will win a second Korean war, if North 
Korea chooses to start one.

Trump’s unwillingness for the United States to accept a nuclear 
North Korea is not unique. All presidents have threatened the use 
of force and said that “all options are on the table,” and no Amer-
ican president has ever indicated any willingness to live with a 
nuclear North Korea. George W. Bush said in 2003, “We will not 
tolerate nuclear weapons in North Korea. We will not give into 
blackmail. We will not settle for anything less than the complete, 
verifiable, and irreversible elimination of North Korea’s nuclear 
weapons program.”26 Bush also repeatedly said that “military 
options are on the table, and they remain on the table.”27 Simi-
larly, while in South Korea, Barack Obama said in 2014 that “We 
don’t use our military might to impose these things on others, but 
we will not hesitate to use our military might to defend our allies 
and our way of life,” while also continually reiterating that “To 
be clear, the United States does not, and never will, accept North 
Korea as a nuclear state.”28

A much greater emphasis on North Korean human rights and 
humanitarian issues has also emerged in the years since 2003. 
Although the egregious human rights violations have long been 
known, it was only recently that sustained and significant attention 
has been brought to these issues. Particularly significant was the 
Commission of Inquiry Report—an investigation ordered by the  
UN in 2013 that became a landmark in documenting humanitar-
ian issues in North Korea.29 Concluding that the North Korean 
regime had engaged in systematic crimes against humanity and 
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had failed to uphold its responsibility to protect, the commission 
found violations of freedom of expression, religion, movement, 
and the right to food. The UN General Assembly passed a resolu-
tion in 2014 urging the UN Security Council to refer the situation 
to the International Criminal Court. The United States created a 
special envoy for North Korean human rights in 2005, a position 
that existed until 2017. This emphasis on the human rights of 
North Korean people, and the subsequent attention to the plight 
of refugees, escapees from North Korean prison camps, and the 
general condition of the people of North Korea, have widened 
the discussion about North Korea itself substantially beyond 
where policy emphasis was in 2003. North Korea is no longer 
simply a security issue, even though security continues to domi-
nate headlines. North Korea is now a political, security, economic, 
and human rights issue.

For its part, South Korea has experienced both conservative and 
progressive presidents, and seen its policy of engagement slowly 
morph into a clear policy of containment and pressure, with the 
possibility of economic engagement held out only after North 
Korea makes changes first. Even the election of liberal president 
Moon Jae-in, in May 2017, heralds less change than was origi-
nally expected.30 Moon will clearly search for some sort of engage-
ment with the North, in contrast with the two previous Korean 
presidents. Yet this does not mean that Moon will totally aban-
don pressure on North Korea—both pressure and inducements 
are important elements of policy to be used in the appropriate 
circumstances. Moon also values highly the U.S.–ROK relation-
ship. This is important to note because it is often conventional 
wisdom—especially in the United States—that engagement with 
North Korea is accompanied by anti-American policies. That is 
not the case with Moon: he is strongly pro-American but also 
pro-engagement to the North. Moon himself called for greater 
measures to pressure North Korea, and early in Moon’s admin-
istration, there was little movement in North–South diplomacy. 
Yet Moon also clearly positioned himself and South Korea as the 
limiting factors in the use of force on the peninsula. In summer 
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2017, Moon said, “I will prevent war at all cost. No one can make 
a decision on military action on the Korean peninsula without our 
agreement.”31

As for China and Russia, there have also been consistent predic-
tions that both will change their stance toward North Korea, but 
there has been less change than expected. China was in favor of 
more sanctions, but also clearly blocked even harsher sanctions. In 
late 2017, the Chinese Foreign Minister repeated a standard Chi-
nese approach for dialogue and mutual concessions on both sides: 
“Dedicated to achieving denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, 
China has put forward a dual-track approach and a suspension-
for-suspension proposal to advance the negotiated settlement of 
the Peninsula nuclear issue through dialogue. These efforts by 
China have made important contribution to easing tensions on  
the Peninsula, reviving engagement and dialogue, and maintaining 
peace and stability in the region.”32 Russian president Vladimir 
Putin has had a similar approach to North Korea. In 2017, Putin 
said, “In this context, military hysteria will do no good, but may 
lead to a global, planet-wide disaster and enormous casualties. 
Diplomacy is the only way to solve the North Korean nuclear 
problem.”33 Whether sanctions are enforced, and whether the 
Chinese or Russians are frustrated with Kim, is different from 
and less consequential than a decision to change their fundamen-
tal strategies toward North Korea. As yet, neither country has 
shown a desire for that fundamental policy change. 

In sum, North Korea has survived longer than anyone thought 
possible. It has weathered leadership transitions, survived a famine, 
and continues to endure harsh economic sanctions. North Korea 
is more open to external business and travel than ever before, but 
this has not yet led to any major foreign policy shifts. The poli-
cies of the countries dealing with North Korea have also adjusted, 
although none has fundamentally changed its stance. As Haggard 
and Noland conclude in their study of sanctions and inducements, 
“Economic statecraft may simply be less effective than its pro-
ponents think, depending most centrally on future developments 
within North Korea itself.”34
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NORTH KOREA IS NOT A PROBLEM TO BE SOLVED

Given the changes that have occurred over the years, as well as 
the depressing continuity of the nuclear and security issues, is 
there a solution to the North Korea problem?

North Korea is not a problem to be solved. It is a real country, 
with real people. And the outside world will have to live with this 
country in some fashion for the foreseeable future. North Korea 
isn’t going away. Unfortunately, the outside world is probably far-
ther from a “grand solution” to the North Korea problem than 
ever before. There is no combination of threats, sanctions, mili-
tary action, inducements, or engagement that could simultane-
ously make North Korea give up its nuclear weapons, reform and 
open up its economy, change the ruling regime, and convince the 
regime to treat its own citizens with dignity. North Korea pres-
ents no easy conclusions, nor does it present any simple policy 
prescriptions. As much as outside actors may engage in wishful 
thinking about how a revolution, collapse, or internal decay will 
cause the regime to disappear and solve the North Korea prob-
lem, the Kim family regime has survived far longer than almost 
anyone predicted. Even today, it shows no signs of collapsing, and 
the North Koreans show no signs of rebelling en masse.

However, the good news is that deterrence is effective both ways. 
North Korea poses almost no threat of major war to South Korea or 
the United States as long as the outside world does not attack first. 
If the United States–South Korea alliance remains ironclad, North 
Korea will clearly be deterred from attacking either country. Kim 
Jong-un may be many things, but he is not suicidal. Deterrence will 
continue to work. This point needs to be emphasized: the evidence 
overwhelmingly points to the fact that deterrence works on the 
Korean peninsula. The United States will be able to deter North 
Korea. For years, North Korea has possessed the demonstrated 
capability to destroy all of South Korea and most of Japan—but 
it has not attacked. Although a North Korean ICBM capable of 
hitting the continental United States poses a real deterrent threat, 
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it also poses almost no threat of surprise attack or first strike. The 
reasons are the same—the North does not wish to start a war it 
knows it will lose.

To be clear, as long as the United States and South Korea do not 
start a war, North Korea will not, either. North Korea has made it 
very clear that it will fight back, but that is different from engag-
ing in a preemptive or first strike. Politicians in the United States 
and South Korea may not want to admit that the North Korean 
nuclear arsenal is a reality. We ignore that it is a real country with 
a functioning government at our peril. For the United States, it is 
possible to make steady progress in addressing human rights con-
cerns or moving the economy toward more openness and reform, 
even while maintaining strong deterrence against North Korea’s 
use of conventional or nuclear weapons.

Yet the North Korean problem is far bigger than its nuclear 
program. The country is a humanitarian disaster of epic propor-
tions. The number of people trying to flee the country could soar 
in a crisis. It is an economic and environmental black hole that 
limits trade and travel throughout Northeast Asia.

Ultimately, we end this book where we began: Is engagement or 
isolation more likely to produce change in North Korea? As with 
the economic and social issues, North Korea’s security situation 
today is not what it was ten or twenty years ago. There appears 
to be little hope of a negotiated solution involving its nuclear and 
missile programs. The U.S., South Korean, and Japanese gov-
ernments have chosen containment and isolation, pressuring the 
North Korean regime to make concessions before they make any 
moves. This policy has been fairly successful in the domestic poli-
tics of both the United States and South Korea, and there is little 
indication that either government plans to change its strategy.

Yet the larger North Korean problem involves more than the 
security issue. A strategy of isolation and minimal interaction with 
North Korea means that the weakest and most vulnerable will 
continue to lead a hazardous existence, with near-famine condi-
tions possible each year. The only way to solve the hunger issue 
is to bring North Korea into the world market and help it earn 
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enough abroad through trade so that it can import adequate quan-
tities of food. The North Korean government also continues to 
engage in horrific and systematic human rights abuses; interna-
tional isolation has done little to curb those abuses and may in fact 
encourage them. Thus, dealing with the immediate economic and 
social issues in North Korea and interacting with the government 
and people of North Korea may work at cross-purposes to policies 
designed to pressure North Korea into making concessions on its 
nuclear and missile programs.

North Korea presents no easy solutions for policymakers in 
Seoul, Washington, and other capitals. Rather, it offers a series 
of difficult trade-offs: engagement of some type may have a posi-
tive impact on the current economic and humanitarian issues, but 
some observers fear that this will reward the regime for its inter-
national behavior. Containment is an obvious response to bellig-
erent North Korean foreign policy behavior, but it is unclear that 
North Korea will bow to such pressure, and such actions would 
probably exacerbate difficulties for North Korean people. Outside 
powers must therefore craft policies toward North Korea that rec-
ognize the country’s interworkings while managing the trade-offs 
between engagement and pressure, and between affecting North 
Korea’s military, economic, and social policies.

No matter how one views the current sanctions, if trends con-
tinue on their present course, in five years the world will probably 
look different from the way it does today. Five years from now, 
North Korea may be a nuclear power, but it will also be far poorer 
and more isolated than ever before. The situation may actually be 
more stable, because although it has a nuclear deterrent of its own, 
North Korea will be clearly deterred from using force against its 
neighbors or the United States.

For their part, in five years, it is quite likely that South Korea, 
Japan, and the United States will have deeply strengthened their 
cooperation, and that they will have further armed themselves 
in order to deter the North. The three democratic countries with 
direct interests in Northeast Asia—Japan, South Korea, and the 
United States—might find a way to coordinate and cooperate more 
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closely in order to deal with the security threats in the region. The 
point is that as long as there is no miscalculation according to this 
argument, deterrence will hold. Moreover, the long-term game 
works to the advantage of the outside world—North Korea may 
have nuclear weapons, but it will have no money. For its part, the 
United States will have greatly enhanced deterrence and defense 
capabilities with its allies. If this is the outcome we reach in the 
future, that type of situation can be managed, and managed to 
the advantage of the outside world—again, as long as there is no 
miscalculation. If that situation occurs, the real question facing the 
United States will be whether or not to offer North Korea some 
type of peace treaty.

THIS TIME IS DIFFERENT

There is little to challenge in David Kang’s analysis above, but 
that won’t stop me from disagreeing with my good colleague and 
friend! North Korea may not be different, Kang argues, in the 
sense that its regime survived a third-generation leadership suc-
cession, has puttered along economically despite predictions of 
collapse (including my own), and continues to methodically build 
its weapons arsenal. However, there is such a thing as “running 
out of road,” when the status quo remains undisrupted. That is, 
the North’s continued and surprising resilience as it builds a long-
range nuclear missile capability is creating a situation that some 
feel is: 1) creating unprecedented threats to the United States; 
and 2) compelling the U.S. to consider options it has not contem-
plated before to prevent the threat from emerging. I have been 
a scholar, policymaker, and pundit in this field now for twenty-
five years, and while there are many things that seem familiar with 
the current situation, there are also things that feel different. 

We are near the threshold, or even crossing the threshold of 
actions that in the past seemed only remotely possible. North 
Korea is about to cross into becoming a homeland security threat 
to the United States and has enshrined in its constitution that it 
has no intention to give up its nuclear weapons. 
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The United States is talking about a military strike more than 
ever before.35 President Trump said that if sanctions don’t work, 
the nation will have to move to “Phase 2 which would be very, very 
bad for the world.”36 I have never heard more discussion inside the 
Beltway about military strikes than I have in the past year. 

Despite the diplomatic overtures during the XXIII Winter 
Olympics and the last-gasp efforts at summit diplomacy, many feel 
that diplomacy has run its course, as very few people in Washing-
ton, DC, believe it can work. Again, the president’s statement that 
“we ran out of road” on North Korea is an ominous reflection of 
the credibility he ultimately places in this path out of the crisis, 
despite the theatrics of high-level meetings and bold proclama-
tions of peace and denuclearization.37 

And South Korea, China, and Japan find themselves in a new, 
unenviable position where they must try to find a solution to this 
difficult problem between an unpredictable United States and an 
incorrigible North Korea.

At times like this, miscalculation or misperception can be the 
enemy of peace. Signaling or mis-signaling can easily create an 
action–reaction spiral that could throw the peninsula into a war.  
It is a time calling for prudence from all parties in terms of tactics, 
policy, and strategy.

History has demonstrated that the United States cannot afford 
to make a mistake on the Korean peninsula. Indeed, whenever we 
have neglected Korea or taken uninformed policies, it has blown 
back, badly, on the United States. In 1905, the United States 
agreed to Japan’s effective annexation of Korea in the Taft-Katsura 
Memorandum, which paved the way to eventual war against a 
rising hegemonic challenger in Imperial Japan. In January 1950, 
the United States drew a Cold War defense perimeter line in the 
region that excluded Korea (and Taiwan); this played a role in 
North Korea’s decision to invade South Korea in June 1950. And 
in fall 1950, the United States made the fateful decision to advance 
north of the 38th parallel to the Yalu River (Operation Rollback) 
after a successful counteroffensive that put North Korean forces 
back on their heels. This resulted in a bloody war with China. The 
point is not that the United States is to blame for all these wars; 
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on the contrary, the United States has made many careful and 
thoughtful decisions that have contributed to one of the most suc-
cessful alliances in modern history. But it is those critical moments 
when leaders make expedient and uniformed choices that have led 
to disaster on the peninsula. The current situation does not permit 
the making of such mistakes again.

WHAT ARE THE OPTIONS GOING FORWARD? 

The changes David Kang notes in North Korea since we wrote 
this book fifteen years ago extend also, I would argue, to the 
military threat. Between 1994 and 2008, North Korea conducted 
seventeen missile tests and one nuclear test. From January 2009 
through the end of the two terms of the Obama administra-
tion, this number increased to sixty-five missile tests and four 
nuclear tests. During the first year of President Trump, we have 
seen twenty missile tests and one hydrogen bomb test.38 So, by 
any metric, the threat has increased.

The rapid development of the long-range missile program has 
been of concern, in particular, and has outpaced all expert predic-
tions. Prior to the missile demonstrations of July 4 and July 28, 
2017, the expert community believed the North was years away 
from fielding an ICBM capable of reaching anywhere in the United 
States. Though technical hurdles still remain, recent missile dem-
onstrations have compelled all to adjust their estimates of North 
Korean prowess, making the nuclear ICBM program the top 
homeland security threat to the United States. 

So, how are we to deal with this threat? The core of any threat 
response is to employ a combination of compellence and deter-
rence. In the former case, the United States has used ten UN 
Security Council Resolutions as well as six executive orders and 
a myriad of statutes, rules, and regulations to sanction North 
Korean individuals, companies, and third parties who have 
financed nuclear and missile proliferation activities. The point of 
these sanctions is to apply continual pressure and impose costs 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Sun, 26 May 2019 05:03:28 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



TABLE 7.1. Substantive United Nations Security Council Resolutions on North 
Korea’s WMD Program

UNSCR DATE ADOPTED CONTENT

S/RES/1718 October 14, 2006 Adopted after North Korea’s first nuclear test on 
October 9, 2006, imposed sanctions and set up a 
sanctions committee (1718 Committee).

S/RES/1874 June 12, 2009 Adopted after North Korea’s second nuclear test 
on May 25, 2009, expanded sanctions, and set up a 
Panel of Experts.

S/RES/2087 January 22, 2013 Adopted in response to North Korea’s December 
2012 satellite launch and added designations to 
sanctions regime.

S/RES/2094 March 7, 2013 Adopted after North Korea’s third nuclear test on 
February 12, 2013, and imposed additional sanctions.

S/RES/2270 March 2, 2016 Adopted after North Korea’s fourth nuclear test 
on January 6, 2016, and second satellite launch on  
February 7, 2016. Introduced mandatory inspec-
tions of cargo to and from North Korea, and 
required states to terminate banking relationships 
with North Korean financial institutions.

S/RES/2321 November 30, 2016 Adopted after North Korea’s fifth nuclear test on 
September 9, 2016. Imposed a binding coal cap on 
North Korea.

S/RES/2356 June 2, 2017 Condemned North Korean missile launches since 
September 9, 2016, and designated an additional 14 
individuals and 4 entities. 

S/RES/2371 August 5, 2017 Adopted in response to two North Korean ICBM 
tests (July 3 and July 28). Targeted North Korea’s 
principal exports by imposing a total ban on exports 
of coal, iron, iron ore, lead, lead ore, and seafood.

S/RES/2375 September 11, 2017 Adopted after North Korea’s sixth nuclear test on 
September 3, 2017. Banned all North Korean textile 
exports, eliminated North Korean overseas labor-
ers, and reduced oil exports.  

S/RES/2397 December 22, 2017 Adopted after North Korea’s ICBM test on Novem-
ber 29, 2017, and imposed new sanctions on North 
Korea’s energy, export, and import sectors with new 
maritime authorities. 
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on the regime such that it can no longer afford to continue on its 
nuclear path.39 

I disagree with my coauthor, however, on the question of 
whether the sanctions campaign has worked. Many observers 
point to the car traffic on North Korean thoroughfares or the 
stocked shelves in Pyongyang department stores to conclude that 
sanctions don’t work. However, I participated over a decade ago in 
designing the first smart sanctions campaign against North Korea. 
What the U.S. administration currently has at its disposal to apply 
pressure is the equivalent of the American National Football 
League (NFL) compared with Pop Warner football (secondary 
school-level sport) in terms of sanctions scope, sectors involved, 
and participation by UN member states on a global level. This is 
a major and unprecedented global campaign, and it is having an 
impact. Sanctions have led to an increase in the country’s gas and 
rice prices, among other commodities. It has effectively reduced 
oil imports and banned all North Korean exports (a reported $2.7 
billion in 2016).

We have to remember that sanctions always receive criticism 
as an ineffective policy instrument until they are proven to work. 
That is, every sanctions campaign—for example, Iran, Burma, 
South Africa—was said not to have worked until the day it changed 
the target state’s behavior. And when it does, no one pays atten-
tion anymore to what the sanctions accomplished. The “maximum 
pressure” campaign is probably the most successful element of 
Trump’s Korea policy thus far. More than a few analysts, in this 
regard, have noted that North Korea’s openness to dialogue and 
summitry became apparent in early 2018 precisely because the 
sanctions were having an undeniable bite on the regime. Sanctions 
don’t work, until they do!

The effectiveness of sanctions will be measured in large part by 
the extent of Chinese cooperation. Talk to anyone in the White 
House who works on this, and they will cite one statistic to you: 
90 percent of North Korea’s external trade is with one country, 
China. Since the meeting at Mar-a-Lago in April 2017, President 
Trump has been focused on eliciting more cooperation from China.  
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There are clearly limits to what China will do. Beijing’s ruling elite 
still believe that a collapse of the regime, and unification under 
a united Korean government that remains a military ally of the 
United States, does not work to China’s interests. For this reason, 
the ruling elite will never completely cut North Korea off. However, 
few analysts would have predicted one year ago that China would 
cut off trade in coal, oil, seafood, and textiles with North Korea. 
Even fewer analysts would have predicted that the People’s Bank 
of China would curtail financial ties with Chinese, North Korean, 
or third-country entities and individuals transacting UN Security 
Council–sanctioned business for the regime in Pyongyang. 

China can be part of the solution, or it can be part of the prob-
lem. If Beijing is willing to work with the global community to 
convince the North that the nuclear path only leads to depriva-
tion, then this attitude can be the basis of a working relationship 
with the United States. However, if China takes with one hand 
from the North, but gives with the other—that is, it backchan-
nels support to the regime while it publicly voices support for 
UNSCR sanctions—then the United States will be forced to treat 
China as part of the problem, including sanctioning individuals 
and entities directly.

Regarding deterrence, the United States must meet the threat 
by substantially up-gunning our alliance capabilities in the region 
with integrated trilateral missile defense, intelligence-sharing, 
anti-submarine warfare, and strike capabilities to deter North 
Korean threats. As Michael Green and Matthew Kroenig argue, 
consolidation of the defense and deterrence capabilities around 
the peninsula would include: adding U.S. THAAD batteries and 
Aegis ships in the region; deploying strategic assets like B-1s and 
B-2s to new regional locations; pursuing new “left of launch” cyber 
operations to impede North Korea’s missile program develop-
ment; encouraging South Korea to purchase shorter-range missile 
defense systems, like Israel’s Iron Dome, to defend against North 
Korean artillery; and remaining open to additional conventional 
strike capabilities for Korea and Japan (of a dual-key nature with 
the United States to ensure allied coordination).40
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At the top political level, this effort would be blessed by a tri-
lateral security statement that an attack on one of the allies con-
stitutes an attack on all of the allies. Certainly, there is a plethora 
of historical reasons why South Koreans would not want their 
security tied with that of Japan’s, its former colonizer. However, 
this collective defense statement is important because behind 
North Korea’s recent smile diplomacy lies a long-term strategy 
to decouple South Korean security from that of Japan and the 
United States. Indeed, the purpose of North Korean missile dem-
onstrations last year along Japanese shores, with distance capa-
bilities that can range the continental United States, is to reduce 
South Korean confidence in extended deterrence commitments, 
as well as to raise doubts in Japanese and American minds of their 
willingness to trade Tokyo or Los Angeles for Seoul in a war. In 
order to convey a clear deterrent signal to Pyongyang, a collective 
defense statement should also commit all allies to the use of force 
in response to a North Korean attack.

These political-military measures to consolidate U.S. alliances 
should be complemented by diplomatic and economic strategies 
that view these alliances holistically rather than through the lens 
of narrow aspects of trade relations or burden-sharing agree-
ments. The United States should approach updates and adjust-
ments to the existing free trade agreement or defense cost-sharing 
negotiations with the awareness that tension in one area of these 
relationships can make progress in other areas more difficult, if 
not impossible, in the short term, particularly if levels of public 
attention to negotiation processes are high and anti-U.S. senti-
ment is rallied.

LAST-GASP DIPLOMACY?

What about diplomacy? The purpose of a compellent sanctions 
and deterrence strategy is not to choke the regime to death but 
rather to impose enough costs so the target state changes its 
behavior. As noted above, I believe North Korea’s participation 
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in the 2018 Winter Olympics, the outreach to South Korea for 
a summit, and the call for summit diplomacy with the United 
States was motivated by a desire, at least in part, to relieve the 
pressure they are feeling from the sanctions campaign. Watch-
ing the ebb and flow of U.S. policy on North Korea in 2017 
and 2018, however, is whiplash inducing. The question at hand, 
which I think my coauthor would agree with, is whether the 
United States is ready to take “yes” for an answer in the form of 
summit diplomacy and the post-summit negotiations to follow. 

The year 2017 saw nothing but mutual recriminations between 
North Korea and the United States. North Korea conducted more 
than twice as many missile tests during Trump’s first year in office 
(eighteen) than during Obama’s. President Trump threatened 
to rain “fire and fury” on Pyongyang. In response to threats by 
the regime to incinerate Washington, DC, with a nuclear attack, 
Trump’s national security adviser hinted that the chances of pre-
ventive war were increasing every day. 41Planners on the Joint Staff 
and Pacific Command were rumored to be drawing up an “exqui-
site” limited strike option that would chasten Kim Jong-un with a 
“bloody nose.” 42

But 2018 saw a dramatic shift. The engagement-oriented 
Moon Jae-in government in South Korea capitalized on what it 
perceived as toned-down language in North Korea’s New Year’s 
address in January to reopen long-suspended inter-Korean dia-
logue channels and facilitate a no-expenses-paid invitation to the 
Winter Olympics. While briefing Trump on the phone about 
North Korea’s attendance at the Games, Moon reminded Trump 
of his “I’d-have-a-hamburger-with-Kim” remarks and engineered 
a statement from the president that he would not be averse to 
meeting Kim Jong-un under the right circumstances, which Seoul 
dutifully conveyed to the North. The next month, while Vice-
President Mike Pence exchanged little more than icy stares with 
Kim Yo-jong, the younger sister of the mercurial North Korean 
leader, during the Olympics opening ceremonies,43 Little Sister 
Kim presented a letter to Moon that conveyed her brother’s inter-
est in improving relations with the United States. 
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Shortly after the Olympics concluded in March, North Korean 
leader Kim Jong-un welcomed the special envoy mission led 
by South Korean national security adviser Chung Eui-yong to 
Pyongyang. In addition, he also agreed to an inter-Korean sum-
mit by the end of April, and promised a missile and nuclear testing 
moratorium contingent on dialogue with the United States.44 Kim 
further stated that “denuclearization of the Korean peninsula” 
was possible if the U.S. threat to his country was removed. Not 
to be outdone, President Trump changed his daily White House 
schedule on March 8, 2018, in order to host the South Korean 
national security adviser Chung Eui-yong in the Oval Office only 
hours after his arrival at Dulles Airport (they were supposed to 
meet the next day), called for an immediate summit with Kim 
Jong-un (he was persuaded to push it to May), and then, in dra-
matic “Apprentice-like” fashion, made an impromptu drop-in on 
the White House briefing room to tease an imminent “major 
announcement” on North Korea (which he let the South Koreans 
deliver in front of the West Wing).45

As of this writing in April 2018, we do not know whether 
the current diplomatic path will be meaningful. Undeniably, all 
would like it to succeed for the sake of peace. Having partici-
pated intimately in the last set of substantive negotiations and 
agreements in 2005 and 2007, I offer three observations about 
the path forward.

First, the permanence of any negotiated outcome—either pro-
claimed by the leaders at a summit or implemented through long 
and grueling talks between the two government bureaucracies—
will be a function of whether one or both parties are willing to 
compromise on their core position, because these core positions 
are in fundamental conflict with one another. For the United 
States, the core position is complete, verifiable, and irreversible 
denuclearization. Normalization of diplomatic relations between 
the United States and DPRK, or a peace treaty ending the Korean 
War, are all possible if this core condition is met. For the North 
Koreans, the core position is that the United States must accept 
North Korea as a nuclear weapons state, after which it would be 
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willing to negotiate a peace treaty. The absence of a decision by 
one, the other, or both on this deadlock will impede the success of 
any negotiation.

Second, the only condition I see under which the North would 
accept denuclearization is if the United States attenuated its alli-
ance commitment to South Korea. In the recent spate of diplo-
macy in early 2018, the North Korean leader was quoted as having 
said he is willing to discuss “denuclearization of the Korean penin-
sula if the security of the regime can be guaranteed.”46 

The media advertised this statement as a breakthrough change 
in the North Korean position on denuclearization.47 But any for-
mer negotiator has encountered this precise expression many 
times; the phrase used by the North refers to the end of the U.S. 
nuclear umbrella and extended deterrence commitment to South 
Korea, the removal of U.S. strategic assets from the region, and 
ultimately, the pullout of U.S. ground troops as the only way to 
signal an end to U.S. “hostile policy.” According to this logic, the 
United States has a choice—it could end its treaty commitment 
to South Korea, or it could extend that commitment to the entire 
Korean peninsula. Neither seems likely.

Third, the success of any future negotiation will be premised 
on our capacity to allow strategy to dictate tactics rather than hav-
ing tactics operate in place of strategy. We often hear President 
Trump saying “Let’s see” or “U.S. is ready to go hard in either 
direction,” meaning he thinks he could solve the North Korea 
situation through diplomacy or through war.48 But incremental 
and tactical steps in a negotiation are meaningless and dangerous 
without answers to core questions regarding strategy. 

For example, the Trump administration will inevitably see 
the rubber hit the road on negotiations when the North Korean 
regime demands relief from the suffocating economic sanctions, 
which, as I noted earlier, compose the most successful element 
of the administration’s compulsion strategy. So the question that 
must be answered before entering a negotiation becomes, What 
is the price we are willing to pay for denuclearization? And taking 
the discussion further, What is the risk we are willing to accept if 
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we can’t succeed in the negotiation? What is the price we are will-
ing to pay for peace? And what is the acceptable cost of a military 
solution? These questions all need to be answered before negoti-
ating in order for diplomacy to be successful.

NO SENSE IN A MILITARY ATTACK  
FOR HAWKS OR DOVES

While summit diplomacy offers many possible opportunities, 
there should be no doubt that it can also take us closer to war. 
That’s because, if the negotiation fails at the summit level, both 
sides might walk away believing that there is no other diplomatic 
recourse to solving the problem. 

I believe the United States must prepare to use force if neces-
sary. We must continue a regular regime of military exercises with 
our allies in order to be militarily prepared. But force should only 
be used under specific conditions. The first is defense. If North 
Korea attacks the United States or its allies, or fires a missile at the 
United States or allied populations, then the United States should 
feel compelled to respond. The second condition relates to prolif-
eration. If North Korea proliferates weapons of mass destruction, 
technology, or material in ways that kill U.S. citizens, then the 
United States should respond.

The third condition relates to preemption. If we detect an 
imminent North Korean missile attack or nuclear attack, then we 
must use force to preempt that imminent threat.

However, the most controversial element of the use of force is 
a preventive war—a unilateral limited attack by the United States 
on North Korea to prevent the threat’s growth. The limited-strike 
option rests on the assumption that North Korea will be unde-
terrable once it acquires these weapons because it is unpredict-
able, economically desperate, and has already proliferated and 
used weapons of mass destruction on a family member in the VX 
nerve agent attack that killed Kim’s half-brother, Kim Jong-nam, 
in February 2017.49 Once Kim Jong-un obtains these weapons, 
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the argument goes, the United States will not be able to prevent 
WMD proliferation, nuclear blackmail, or destabilizing demon-
stration effects around the world.50 

The limited military strike strategy, while not without potential 
advantages, involves unfounded assumptions and unacceptable 
costs. On the positive side of the cost–benefit ledger, this strategy 
takes the United States out of the ineffective crisis-management 
mode it has been in for the past several years, and it would consti-
tute immediate, decisive action not attempted before. It also would 
demonstrate the capability and willingness of the United States to 
employ “all options” to stop North Korea’s nuclear program. This 
message would resonate beyond the region, possibly preventing 
the emergence of similar threats elsewhere in the world. 

Yet, both David Kang and I agree that the rationale for pursu-
ing this option rests on flawed logic likely to have devastating and 
irreversible consequences. If we believe that Kim Jong-un would 
be undeterrable with these weapons, then how can we also believe 
that a military strike will deter him from responding in kind? And 
if Kim does respond militarily, then how can the United States 
control the escalation ladder, which is premised on a military strat-
egy that assumes the adversary’s clear and rational understanding 
of signals and deterrence? 

Some have argued the risks are worth taking because it’s better 
that people die “over there” than “here.”51 On any given day, there 
are 230,000 Americans living in South Korea and another 90,000 
or so living in Japan. These people would be impossible to evacu-
ate, and their lives would be at risk. The largest U.S. evacuation 
in history was 60,000 people in Saigon in 1975. Korea would be 
infinitely more difficult. Even if the State Department tripled the 
number of consular officers in Korea, it would take months to 
evacuate these citizens. Moreover, the normal evacuation points 
south and east of the peninsula would no longer be feasible in a 
war scenario because they would be under threat of North Korean 
missiles. This leaves the only viable evacuation option to be China, 
but the waterways would be clogged with one million Chinese 
seeking to evacuate the peninsula.52 
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Given that an evacuation of these citizens would be virtually 
impossible under a rain of North Korean artillery and missiles 
potentially laced with biochemical weapons, they would most 
likely have to hunker down in place until the war is over. While 
our population in Japan might be protected by U.S. missile 
defenses, the American population in Korea has no similar active 
defenses (aside from counterfire artillery) against thousands of 
artillery shells within a 30-second range of the border. To be 
clear, President Trump would put at risk a U.S. population the 
size of a medium-sized U.S. city—Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Tampa, 
Honolulu, St. Louis, or Cincinnati, just to name a few—not to 
mention potentially millions of Koreans and Japanese, all based 
on the unproven assumption that an undeterrable and unpredict-
able dictator will be rationally cowed into submission by a dem-
onstration of U.S. kinetic power.

Others may argue that U.S. casualties and even a wider war 
on the peninsula are worth risking if this strategy enables us to 
prevent the threats described above and thereby preserve post–
World War II regional and international orders over the long 
term. But we believe that this proposition is highly problem-
atic. A military strike would not stop but only delay temporar-
ily North Korea’s missile and nuclear programs because we don’t 
know where all of North Korea’s installations are. Even if we did, 
many are hidden deep underground and in the sides of mountains, 
beyond the reach of even large “bunker buster” weapons. Further-
more, a limited strike would not stem the proliferation threat but 
is likely to exacerbate it, turning what might be a money-making 
endeavor into a revenge effort designed specifically to equip actors 
who are arrayed against us. We are not alone in this assessment, 
which is shared by former members of the intelligence commu-
nity, National Security Council, State Department, and Defense 
Department who served in both Democrat and Republican admin-
istrations, including notables like former secretary of defense 
Chuck Hagel and former Trump advisor Steve Bannon.53 Hagel 
stated that he believed a unilateral first strike, despite its potential 
benefits, was too large a gamble for the United States to take.54 
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Bannon stated, “There’s no military solution [to North Korea’s  
nuclear threats], forget it. . . . Until somebody solves the part of the 
equation that shows me that ten million people in Seoul don’t die 
in the first 30 minutes from conventional weapons, I don’t know 
what you’re talking about, there’s no military solution here, they 
got us.”55

FINAL THOUGHTS

It is fitting that we end the revised edition of Nuclear North Korea 
in agreement on this crucial point about the use of military force. 
Over fifteen years ago, this book emerged out of the advocacy of 
two different paths for dealing with North Korea that we each 
voiced in the opinion pages of the New York Times.56 Back then, as 
difficult as the situation may have been, there was less talk about 
military options than about whether to contain or to engage 
North Korea. The fact that we are contemplating summit poli-
tics on the one hand and military options on the other as the 
possible outcome of this thirty-year-long problem demonstrates 
how far we have come and questions whether the current path is 
sustainable for much longer. However, the current crisis—full of 
fire and fury from both Washington and Pyongyang—also may 
pass despite similar-sounding death knells of the past. If so, we 
will discover that the more things change on the Korean penin-
sula, the more they remain the same.
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