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T
HE ELECTION OF Kim Dae-jung in 1998 as South Korea’s first progres-

sive opposition candidate to become president marked a decisive 

shift in its domestic politics from conservative to progressive control 

for the first time in its history. Moreover, South Korean progressive forces 

were able to test their ideas and implementation of foreign policy for the 

first time against the backdrop of a relatively benign international envi-

ronment. As a result, domestic political factors played a major role in shap-

ing South Korean foreign policy, especially during the first half of 

Kim’s  term. During decades of opposition to authoritarian conservative 

rule, Kim had advocated a liberal approach toward North Korea that was a 

dramatic departure from the anti-Communist thinking of the mainstream 

conservatives who had historically guided South Korean foreign policy.

As a democracy activist against South Korea’s authoritarian govern-

ments and as a progressive who also had international experience, Kim 

Dae-jung developed a unique profile within South Korea’s truncated po-

litical spectrum. Unlike many homegrown South Korean democratic ac-

tivists, Kim was in exile in the United States during the Chun Doo-hwan 

administration’s rule, which enabled him to develop an international net-

work of pro-democracy supporters, including prominent U.S. congress-

persons and former U.S. government officials. The network of contacts Kim 

gained while in exile at Harvard also meant that he had many friends and 
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supporters in the United States who sympathized with his desire for democ-

racy in South Korea. However, despite his credentials as a fighter for de-

mocracy, he also had deeply held views regarding the need for inter-Korean 

reconciliation and a tenacious desire to take leadership toward that end.

Kim Dae-jung also had a free hand to pursue a new approach toward 

North Korea in an environment that was relatively unconstrained by inter-

national tensions. South Korea’s advantage over the North had grown 

following the collapse of the Soviet Union, but the Asian financial crisis 

temporarily settled the government’s debate over whether to pursue unifi-

cation through absorption by putting that prospect out of reach for the 

time being. In this respect, the advent of the financial crisis provided a 

double benefit for Kim Dae-jung: it aided his election and enabled a South 

Korean domestic consensus over the desirability of pushing back the time-

line for achieving Korean unification.

South Korea’s increasing capacity relative to the North put Kim Dae-

jung in a better position than ever to achieve inter-Korean reconciliation 

and reunification, despite the fact that the financial crisis had delayed or 

removed the immediacy of expectations regarding unification. The building 

of a domestic consensus around the idea of a delayed Korean unification 

was a particularly striking development given the heightened expectations 

for early unification that had developed following German unification in 

1990, Kim Il-sung’s death, and North Korea’s growing economic difficul-

ties in 1994, which had generated speculation in South Korea regarding a 

“soft landing” or possible collapse of the northern regime.

However, even though South Korea’s economic growth had outstripped 

that of the North, Kim Dae-jung recognized that he needed support from 

his U.S. allies and from the international community to effectively imple-

ment his policies. Given the limits of its relative power compared to its 

great-power neighbors, South Korea still valued the alliance with the 

United States. To secure South Korea’s defense against North Korean 

provocations, Kim Dae-jung continued to recognize and acknowledge 

the decisive role of the United States as an essential element in achieving 

inter-Korean reconciliation. As a result, Kim was sorely disappointed to 

see the foundations for his reconciliatory approach to North Korea crum-

ble as the United States shifted from support to criticism of this approach 
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as part of the transition in U.S. leadership from Bill Clinton to George 

W. Bush, which painfully exposed the limits of South Korea’s autonomy in 

setting its own policy course.

K IM DAE-JUNG’S  WORLDVIEW AND THE  
OBJECT IVES  OF  THE  SUNSHINE  POL ICY

Although Kim Dae-jung came into office facing a financial crisis that re-

quired his own and his advisers’ full engagement immediately following 

his election, the major strategic issue that defined his administration was 

his commitment to abandon South Korea’s policy of containment toward 

the North in favor of a policy of economic and political engagement, 

known as the Sunshine Policy.

Among all of South Korea’s presidents since Syngman Rhee, Kim Dae-

jung was the leader who had thought the most deeply prior to becoming 

president about South Korean foreign policy and who brought with him a 

clearly defined philosophy to the Blue House. He had begun to formulate 

his “three-stage” approach to Korean unification and foreign policy in the 

early 1970s. His philosophy on Korean unification was based on “self-reli-

ance, peace, and democracy” and on a “three-stage” approach that envi-

sioned a confederal arrangement between the two Koreas, leading first to 

a federated political union in which the Koreas had a shared foreign policy 

but maintained autonomy over domestic political affairs and then to a uni-

fied Korean political system over time. Kim published his views in English 

a year prior to his successful election in a book titled Kim Dae-jung’s “Three 

Stage” Approach to Korean Reunification.1 Alongside his approach to unifi-

cation, Kim espoused “open nationalism, positive pacifism, and global 

democracy” as principles underlying his foreign policy.2 He argued for a 

positive approach to international cooperation, sought to build a proactive 

peace with neighbors through enhanced cooperation, and preferred mech-

anisms that would promote democratization of international relations by 

giving smaller countries equal voice with larger countries in international 

affairs.
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Kim Dae-jung’s policy toward North Korea had elements in common 

with Roh Tae-woo’s Nordpolitik. Both policies nominally sought peaceful 

coexistence with the North rather than pursuing containment and per-

petuating legitimacy competition with the North as a top priority. In fact, 

Roh had already incorporated some of Kim’s ideas in Nordpolitik in an 

effort to bridge ideological divisions and create a coherent base of national 

support for an effective policy toward North Korea. For instance, under 

the leadership of Roh’s minister of unification, Lee Hongkoo, the Korean 

National Community Unification Formula emerged as a broad-based pol-

icy that intentionally sought to garner support from both the opposition 

and the ruling party.3 Nevertheless, Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Policy 

marked a major departure in foreign policy for several reasons. First, it 

emphasized the centrality of inter-Korean engagement and sought to align 

international forces behind that policy rather than focusing on normaliza-

tion of relations with North Korea’s patrons as a means to open dialogue 

with North Korea.4 In other words, whereas under Nordpolitik the road to 

Pyongyang led through Moscow and Beijing, under the Sunshine Policy 

South Korea placed relations with the North at the center and relations 

with its great-power neighbors in a supporting role.

Second, the Sunshine Policy sought to use expansion of economic rela-

tions as a tool for transforming the security environment on the Korean 

Peninsula and in the region, in contrast to past policies that had sought to 

reduce tensions first as a prerequisite for the development of economic ex-

change. Kim Dae-jung argued that economic engagement would be a 

force that would transform North Korea, justifying the idea of unilateral 

generosity that would pay dividends later as North Korea recognized that 

it could not do without the material benefits of integration with the out-

side world.

Third, the Sunshine Policy reflected a high level of confidence in South 

Korea’s ability to drive change inside North Korea and to induce the global 

community and by extension the North to support inter-Korean rapproche-

ment. In the process, South Korea positioned itself both as an intermedi-

ary between North Korea and the global community and as an advocate-

lobbyist for international engagement with North Korea. According to Lim 

Dong-won, Kim Dae-jung’s chief of the National Intelligence Service, the 
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policy sought to replicate what the Europeans had done with the Helsinki 

Accords of 1975, which Lim believed eventually produced Mikhail Gor-

bachev and peaceful German unification. He felt that North Korea “will 

have no other choice but to gradually open itself and pursue a market econ-

omy to survive. . . . If threatened from the outside or constantly contained, 

North Korea will find it difficult to open up and reform.”5

To some extent, these differences between Nordpolitik and the Sun-

shine Policy stemmed from the radically different alignment of forces in 

Northeast Asia that developed with the end of the Cold War. The Soviet 

Union collapsed; Russia became a secondary power in the region; China 

normalized its relations with South Korea; and North Korea suffered a 

massive famine. The confluence of these factors made South Korea well 

positioned to step in as a lead player in an effort to reshape the dynamics 

on the Korean Peninsula.

In support of his policy, Kim Dae-jung presented three fundamental 

principles in his inauguration speech on February 25, 1998: “we will not 

tolerate any military provocation of any kind”; “we do not have any inten-

tion to undermine or absorb North Korea”; and “we will actively pursue 

reconciliation and cooperation between [the] North and [the] South.”6 

Based on these principles, Kim Dae-jung’s first step in pursuit of inter-

Korean reconciliation was to emphasize the “division of economics and 

politics.” This approach enabled South Korea to reach out to North Korea 

and propose various forms of inter-Korean economic cooperation as a 

means of inducing “trust” that would establish the basis for development 

of higher forms of exchange and cooperation.7

THE  SUNSHINE  POL ICY  IN  PR ACT ICE

IN T ER - KO RE AN  RE L AT IO NS

The initial objective of Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Policy following his 

inauguration as president was to win the trust of the North Koreans 

by  showing the North that South Korea’s new policy was beneficial to 
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Pyongyang through the “separation of the economy from politics.”8 To 

achieve this objective, Kim pursued an approach to North Korea that 

frontloaded economic and other benefits to the North with the expecta-

tion that the North might reciprocate later.9 He elucidated his expecta-

tions in his address to a joint session of the U.S. Congress during his visit 

to Washington, D.C., in June 1998: “We are going to promote cooperation 

in a wide range of areas under the principle of separation of politics and 

economics. . . . We hope such an approach gives North Korea psychologi-

cal room to open its mind and its doors.”10 A corollary to this approach was 

that South Korea could afford to give more and that North Korea might 

not be expected to reciprocate fully. This sort of generosity reflected South 

Korea’s hopes and desires for peaceful coexistence as well as the idea that 

economic interaction with the North could be transformative.11

The main manifestations of Kim Dae-jung’s policy toward the North 

came in the form of governmental support for renewed economic ex-

changes led by Hyundai chairman Chung Ju-young. Chung had a long-

standing interest in the North, having been born in an east coast village 

there. He had pursued economic cooperation with the North about a de-

cade earlier, including preliminary discussions regarding development 

of Mount Kumgang as a potential site for South Korean tourism to the 

North; however, the Kim Young-sam government had blocked those dis-

cussions because of the North Korean nuclear issue and the downturn in 

inter-Korean relations.

With the South Korean government’s support for Chung Ju-young’s 

visit, including a humanitarian offering of 501 cows that he brought with 

him on one of his visits in return for the cow he had reportedly brought 

with him to the South as a child, Chung was able to meet with Kim Jong-il 

and to ink agreements on two North Korean projects: the Kumgang tour-

ism plan and a plan to build a business complex near the city of Kaesong. 

As part of the deal, Chung agreed to pay $12 million per month for access 

to Mount Kumgang, and the two sides worked out all arrangements nec-

essary for Hyundai to build a tourist hotel and for the two Koreas to put 

into place customs arrangements necessary to support South Korean tour-

ism to the North. This project was controversial because it put cash di-

rectly into the hands of the North in return for limited access to the North 
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in the designated project areas. In addition, Hyundai committed to pro-

vide substantial infrastructure to the North to support both projects, 

which ultimately required the approval and financial support of the South 

Korean government.12

The Sunshine Policy succeeded in opening the door to greater South 

Korean exposure to and understanding of some parts of North Korea. Be-

tween 1989 and 1997, only 2,408 South Koreans had visited North Korea 

for economic, social, and personal reasons, but during the first eighteen 

months of Kim Dae-jung’s administration that number more than tripled 

to 8,509. Moreover, the opening of the Mount Kumgang resort enabled an 

additional 200,000 South Koreans to visit North Korea in its first year of 

operation.13

But then North Korea tested the Sunshine Policy in its initial phases 

with a series of military provocations against South Korea. First, a small 

North Korean submarine alleged to have been involved in espionage and 

infiltration operations was captured in the net of a South Korean fishing 

boat along South Korea’s east coast on June 22, 1998.14 The Kim adminis-

tration downplayed the incident and returned the crew to the North with-

out deviating from the commitment to engagement with North Korea 

through the Sunshine Policy, in contrast to the major manhunt and chill 

in inter-Korean relations stemming from a similar incident on the east 

coast of South Korea under Kim Young-sam only two years earlier. Second, 

the two Koreas were involved in military clashes in the Yellow Sea, first in 

2001 and then in 2002 near the disputed maritime border in the sea, 

Northern Limit Line, as South and North Korean military vessels pro-

tected fishermen on both sides.15 Although the second clash resulted in an 

exchange of fire and casualties on both sides, Kim insisted on avoidance of 

escalation so as to avoid a “cold war mentality” in handling relations with 

the North. According to New York Times correspondent Don Kirk, Kim 

“had told the defense ministry [sic] to order commanders not to fire warn-

ing shots, to fire only in self-defense, forcing the South Korean navy to 

rely on loudspeakers and visual signals.”16

Despite these incidents, Kim Dae-jung argued that South Korea’s pro-

vision of economic benefits to the North would eventually generate political 

trust or at least that the policy had provided momentum for the initiation 
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of political dialogue in 2000, when the North expressed interest in further 

talks. On March 9, 2000, Kim gave a speech at the Free University in 

Berlin, the contents of which were prebriefed to the North Koreans, in 

which he pledged support for North Korea’s economic recovery, advocated 

for the end of the Cold War on the Korean Peninsula and the achievement 

of peaceful coexistence between the two Koreas, called for resolution of 

the issue of separated families, and proposed direct inter-Korean talks in 

preparation for a summit.17 Following the Berlin speech, through a series 

of meetings with Kim Dae-jung’s longtime political colleague Park Chi-

won as well as with the chief foreign-policy architect and head of the Na-

tional Intelligence Service Lim Dong-won, the North Koreans agreed to 

allow Kim Dae-jung to travel to Pyongyang to meet with Kim Jong-il.

Upon the conclusion of the summit on June 15, 2000, the two leaders 

announced a North-South joint declaration, which consisted of the fol-

lowing points:

 1. The North and the South agreed to solve the question of the country’s 

reunification independently by the concerted efforts of the Korean nation 

responsible for it. 

 2. The North and the South, recognizing that a proposal for federation of 

lower stage advanced by the North side and a proposal for confederation 

put forth by the South side for the reunification of the country have ele-

ments in common, agreed to work for the reunification in this direction 

in the future. 

 3. The North and the South agreed to settle humanitarian issues, including 

exchange of visiting groups of separated families and relatives and the 

issue of unconverted long-term prisoners, as early as possible on the 

occasion of August 15 this year. 

 4. The North and the South agreed to promote the balanced development 

of the national economy through economic cooperation and build mu-

tual confidence by activating cooperation and exchanges in all fields, 

social, cultural, sports, public health, environmental and so on.

 5. The North and the South agreed to hold dialogues between the authori-

ties as soon as possible to implement the above-mentioned agreed points 

in the near future.18
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Although the summit was a huge success that riveted South Koreans’ 

attention, with a live television feed to Seoul showing Kim Jong-il and 

Kim Dae-jung together that transformed public thinking in the South 

about possibilities for inter-Korean cooperation, it was subsequently re-

vealed that Hyundai had channeled up to $500 million in cash payments to 

the North in order to facilitate the summit. Kim Dae-jung later confessed 

in a televised speech that he was aware of illegal payments to North Korea 

before the summit, and he apologized: “The government allowed it [Hyun-

dai’s transfer] out of the belief that it would help peace between the two 

Koreas and promote the national interest, despite the problems it had le-

gally.”19 The perception that the summit was bought and paid for rather 

than being a sincere response to the South Koreans’ offers of goodwill se-

verely tarnished Kim Dae-jung’s accomplishment. The Korean Supreme 

Court subsequently ruled that $400 million was justifiable as a payment by 

Hyundai for future concessions, but the additional $100 million constituted 

a bribe in connection with the summit.20 This legacy of cash-for-summit 

payments has had a largely negative effect on South Koreans’ views of 

prospects for and suitable tools by which to pursue engagement with the 

North.

In addition, the summit proved to be a polarizing move in that South 

Korean conservatives were never comfortable with the idea, nor were many 

elderly Koreans, who had grown up seeing the North as an existential en-

emy. Although the conservatives acknowledged that the summit was an 

historic moment, they continued to see the North as an untrustworthy 

adversary intent on taking advantage of Kim Dae-jung’s naïveté. As one 

lawmaker from the conservative Grand National Party put it, “Kim Jong Il 

is very good at putting on a show. . . . But he is an old-line Communist 

leader who believes that he can make the South his own at any time, and 

that is very dangerous.”21 Other conservative National Assembly members 

generally ridiculed the president; the Grand National Party even accused 

him of using the summit for political purposes, arguing that “announcing 

the summit talks just three days before the elections is aimed at changing 

the circumstances in the ruling party’s favor.”22 A party spokesperson 

stated: “No regime in history has turned to such a blunt and shameless 

trick to win an election.”23 The leader of the party, Lee Hoi-chang, feared 
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that the summit would lead to reduced support for U.S. forces remaining 

on the Korean Peninsula.24

The joint declaration led Kim Dae-jung to proclaim upon his return to 

the South that the summit precluded the threat of renewed military con-

flict between the two Koreas. In a postsummit briefing, he stated, “There 

will no longer be a war. South and North Korea should co-prosper and 

co-exist to make Korea a first-class nation of the world in the 21st cen-

tury. The four powers [the United States, China, Japan, and Russia] are no 

longer imperialists but our markets.”25 Many conservatives thought that 

this statement went too far, and a heated debate on almost all aspects of 

the joint declaration ensued. The summit ironically precipitated nam-nam 

kalteung, or “South-South divide,” over almost every aspect of Seoul’s 

North Korea policy. The issues of contention included whether the land-

mark joint statement overemphasized unification rather than peace and 

security, the nature of the respective versions of federation and confedera-

tion, who should be included as part of “separated families,” whether “bal-

anced development of the national economy” would truly be balanced or 

just be a cover for wealth transfers to the North, and when and whether 

Kim Jong-il would indeed attend a return summit in South Korea. By the 

end of the year, however, the two Koreas had made unprecedented prog-

ress in promoting social and cultural exchanges, including the holding of 

emotional family reunions in Pyongyang and Seoul, the North’s hosting 

of a media tour for South Korean newspaper and broadcasting company 

presidents, the holding of inter-Korean defense ministerial talks and other 

high-level exchanges, and South Korean pledges of humanitarian aid and 

assistance to protect historic sites in the North.26

U.S . - RO K  R E L AT I O NS  AN D  TH E  SU NSH I N E  

P O L I CY:  TH E  C L I NTO N PER I O D

In the United States, Democrats and Republicans alike welcomed Kim 

Dae-jung’s election as president of South Korea. Kim’s long-standing rep-

utation as a dissident under South Korean authoritarian rule and as a 

fighter for democracy was buttressed by the bipartisan efforts that had oc-

curred as part of the transition from Jimmy Carter to Ronald Reagan to 
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save his life and assure his exile to the United States in 1980. As Richard V. 

Allen explained when Kim was elected, the United States had secured 

Kim’s exile to the United States in return for holding an early summit for 

Chun Doo-hwan at the beginning of the Reagan administration.27 While 

in the United States, Kim had the opportunity to meet many congressper-

sons, several of whom were still around to greet him in June 1998 during 

his first official visit as president of the Republic of Korea, when he ad-

dressed a joint session of Congress.

Like the United States, Kim Dae-jung recognized the importance of 

denuclearization on the Korean Peninsula, but when he inaugurated the 

Sunshine Policy in 1998, he was able to pursue reconciliation with North 

Korea under the widespread assumption at the time that the nuclear issue 

was under control and that the U.S.-DPRK Agreed Framework of 1994 

was being implemented faithfully. Under the surface, however, there were 

problems.

First, because the Clinton administration wanted to win support from 

congressional Republicans for the small financial outlays necessary to im-

plement the Agreed Framework, U.S. implementation of the agreement 

was constantly delayed. As a result, the political components of the Agreed 

Framework involving improvement of U.S.-DPRK relations never pro-

gressed, raising North Korea’s doubts about U.S. political commitment to 

the deal. The U.S. commitment to reduce trade and investment barriers 

within three months, to work toward normalization of relations, and to 

build two light-water reactors faced constant challenges from a Republi-

can Congress, particularly during the first few years after the agreement 

was signed. As a result, the first concrete for the light-water reactors prom-

ised under the Agreed Framework was not poured until August 7, 2002.28 

The Clinton administration faced constant criticisms for the Agreed 

Framework amid speculation that it had been signed only because the ad-

ministration expected North Korea, as one of the last remaining Commu-

nist dictatorships, to collapse after the death of Kim Il-sung the year the 

agreement was negotiated.29

Second, North Korea, frustrated by the slow progress of the agree-

ment’s implementation, launched what it claimed was a satellite, which 

flew over the Japanese mainland on August 31, 1998, raising alarm in the 
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United States and its allies about North Korea’s missile-development ef-

forts. The purpose of the launch, according to Kim Jong-il himself, was to 

recapture U.S. political attention, but the incident instead only eroded po-

litical support for the Agreed Framework in the United States.30

Third, U.S. satellite evidence in 1998 identified suspicious activities in 

North Korea around a site called Kumchang-ri, stimulating an American 

debate over the direction of the Clinton administration’s Korea policy. A 

visit to the site by U.S. inspectors in May 1999 eventually determined that 

the activities were not nuclear related, but the suspicions and negotia-

tions over access to the site damaged U.S.-DPRK relations and again 

raised skepticism on Capitol Hill about the effectiveness of the Agreed 

Framework.31

Fourth, human intelligence gathered by South Korea as early as 1998 on 

North Korean physicists’ visit to Islamabad, Pakistan, may have already 

pointed to covert efforts to pursue a new pathway to the development of a 

nuclear device: the development of a uranium-enrichment program along-

side the capped- and frozen-plutonium program that had been set aside 

because of the Agreed Framework.32

In response to these growing challenges to the implementation of the 

Agreed Framework, the Clinton administration launched what came to be 

known as the “Perry process” to review policy toward North Korea, named 

after former secretary of defense William Perry, who was put in charge of 

its coordination. While conducting his review of U.S. policy toward North 

Korea, Perry held a series of conversations with Kim Dae-jung as well as 

with senior Japanese officials on how to deal with North Korea; he also 

made a trip to Pyongyang for meetings with the North Korean leadership. 

After the meetings, the Perry team was divided over whether North Korea 

had responded positively to Perry’s message encouraging North Korea to 

come back to talks or face consequences.33 Nevertheless, Perry’s trip and 

consultations as well as the inauguration of the Trilateral Coordination 

and Oversight Group, consisting of the United States, South Korea, and 

Japan, were important factors that ultimately facilitated the creation of an 

atmosphere in which inter-Korean dialogue could continue.

Despite the Clinton administration’s own troubles in securing biparti-

san political support for implementation of the Agreed Framework, Kim 
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Dae-jung aligned his emphasis on engagement with the thrust of the 

Clinton administration’s policy toward North Korea. In fact, a more ro-

bust South Korean engagement of North Korea eased the friction in U.S.-

ROK coordination over North Korea, which had been a constant source of 

irritation between the United States and South Korea under Kim Young-

sam. With Kim Dae-jung’s election, the Clinton administration had a 

willing South Korean partner in pushing for engagement with the North.

In fact, Kim Dae-jung was prepared to take over and autonomously 

drive policy toward the North, leaving the Clinton administration to play 

a supporting (if still critical) role. In other words, Kim sought to restore 

the centrality of South Korea in managing both the peninsular and re-

gional aspects of the Korean problem.34 Clinton, for his part, was only too 

happy to oblige and remarked during his meeting with Kim, “In view of 

your stature and experience, I would encourage you to lead on the issue of 

the Korean Peninsula. You take the driver’s seat, and I will take the seat 

beside to help you.”35 On the one hand, this approach made sense because 

South Korea had the greatest stake in improved relations with North Ko-

rea, both as a means by which to enhance South Korea’s security and be-

cause of its interest in Korean reunification. The fact that both the Kim 

and Clinton administrations were temperamentally aligned in the same 

direction initially made coordination relatively easy.

However, as the momentum for improved inter-Korean relations gained 

speed, one issue that came up was the extent to which South Korea had 

briefed the United States on the developments in inter-Korean relations. 

Given the secrecy of the talks in advance of the announcement on April 

10, 2000, of the inter-Korean summit and the rapidity of developments in 

the run-up to the summit, which would take place in June, the United 

States expressed the wish that South Korean officials provide more ade-

quate briefings to their U.S. counterparts. Although the Clinton adminis-

tration did not show inordinate concern about South Korea being in the 

lead in dealing with North Korea, it did have concerns about being kept in 

the loop, particularly given the long-standing U.S. commitment to South 

Korea’s security and the fact that U.S. policy toward North Korea re-

mained deeply controversial due to ongoing concerns about suspected 

North Korean efforts to pursue additional nuclear program activities. In 
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particular, U.S. ambassador to the ROK Stephen Bosworth conveyed these 

concerns to South Korea’s intelligence chief, Lim Dong-won, who provided 

periodic briefings to Bosworth following secret trips to Pyongyang.36

Another concern for American observers was that Kim Dae-jung sought 

to dismantle “the Cold-War structure” surrounding the Korean Peninsula, 

but this description was often left ambiguous.37 Kim’s primary goal appears 

to have been the normalization of U.S.-DPRK relations as a show of support 

for inter-Korean reconciliation and normalization of North Korea’s interna-

tional relations. He believed that, “more than anything, dialogue between 

North Korea and the United States is the key to a solution.”38 Despite his 

clear expressions of support for continuing an alliance with the United 

States even after Korean reunification, however, Kim did not address in spe-

cific terms how or in what form the alliance might be perpetuated. This 

ambiguity sowed doubts among some analysts about his intentions, espe-

cially given North Korea’s long-standing insistence on U.S. withdrawal as a 

prerequisite for unification. Despite Kim Dae-jung’s assurances following 

the inter-Korean summit in June 2000 that Kim Jong-il accepted the neces-

sity of a continued U.S. military role on the Korean Peninsula over the long 

run, Kim Jong-il’s subsequent joint statement with Russian president Vladi-

mir Putin about the need for U.S. troops to leave the peninsula raised 

questions about what North Korea really thought and intended.39

U.S . - RO K  R E L AT I O NS  AN D  TH E  SU NSH I N E  

P O L I CY:  TH E  G EO RG E  W.  BUSH  PER I O D

Kim Dae-jung’s drive to achieve inter-Korean reconciliation and to mobi-

lize the global community in support of inter-Korean reconciliation even-

tually ran into two major obstacles. The first was the election of George 

W. Bush as the president of the United States in 2000, resulting in a shift 

of U.S. policy from engagement with to “skepticism” and eventually hos-

tility toward the North. Second, the Bush administration’s discovery of 

North Korea’s covert efforts to develop an alternative path to nuclear weap-

ons capability through a uranium-enrichment program after the Agreed 

Framework blocked the plutonium pathway put the Bush administration 

at odds with Kim Dae-jung. The consequence of the revelation was that 
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the United States effectively withdrew its support for inter-Korean en-

gagement, and the task of U.S.-ROK policy coordination toward North 

Korea became extraordinarily contentious.

Bush saw a totalitarian regime in North Korea, which had been en-

gaged in serious repression of its own people, and was personally disgusted 

by that inhumane treatment. Kim Dae-jung, having convinced the world 

to support his Sunshine Policy, an approach validated when he was 

awarded a Nobel Peace Prize, sought an early meeting with Bush to con-

vince him to support the Sunshine Policy. Instead of winning Bush over, 

however, the summit served to reveal a deep divergence between Kim and 

Bush that could not be bridged.40 Without U.S. support, Kim Dae-jung 

was unable to pursue a second summit with Kim Jong-il in part because he 

could no longer deliver on promises that such a summit would also gener-

ate benefits for DPRK-U.S. relations. Kim failed to gain the international 

recognition from his main ally that was necessary to bring North Korea to 

fully integrate with the global community. Following the terrorist attacks 

on New York and Washington, D.C., on September 11, 2001, the gap be-

tween the United States and South Korea was papered over by Korean 

support for the U.S. focus on the war on terror, but the existence of the gap 

also meant that there were practical limits on prospects that North Korea’s 

integration into the global community would be facilitated by further ad-

vancements in inter-Korean relations. When Bush accused Kim Jong-il of 

all the atrocities that he and his regime had committed, Kim Dae-jung 

responded by arguing, “You can have dialogue with evil if it is necessary. 

It’s not for making friends; it’s for pursuing your national interests. Even as 

President Reagan called the Soviet Union an evil empire, he also had dia-

logue. So then, why can’t you have dialogue with North Korea? If you do 

not pursue the option of dialogue, the only viable option here can be war.”41 

In contrast, Vice President Dick Cheney famously said of North Korea, 

“We don’t negotiate with evil; we defeat it.”42

Another factor hindering inter-Korean cooperation was the reemer-

gence of the North Korean nuclear issue, with U.S. assistant secretary of 

state for East Asian and Pacific affairs James A. Kelly confronting North 

Korea with the knowledge of its covert uranium-enrichment program in 

2002. In fact, concern about North Korea’s nuclear development was the 
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main instrument that enabled the Bush administration to hold South Ko-

rea’s engagement efforts toward North Korea in check and to pursue a 

strategy based on pressure. The United States demanded that inter-Korean 

economic cooperation be limited as a source of leverage by which to pres-

sure North Korea on its nuclear weapons program. Kim Dae-jung, how-

ever, was adamantly against heavy-handed tactics and believed sanctions 

would in fact lead to loss of leverage vis-à-vis North Korea: “What I firmly 

believe is that [the nuclear weapons issue] should be settled through dia-

logue, not economic sanctions or war. Scrapping the Geneva agreement 

[the Agreed Framework] through economic sanctions would only result in 

North Korea being freed from the restraints of the agreement concerning 

the nuclear issue.”43 He saw dialogue as the best means to persuade North 

Korea because “pressuring and isolating communist countries have never 

been successful—Cuba is one example . . . [whereas] inducing such coun-

tries to open up through dialogue has always been successful.”44

Exacerbating the already fraught U.S.-ROK relations was anti-Ameri-

canism in South Korea, which was in part a consequence of frustration 

with the idea that the United States was standing as an obstacle to im-

provement of inter-Korean relations. In this respect, Korea scholar Bruce 

Cumings points out that powerful anti-Americanism during this period 

was really anti-Bushism.45 Koreans were not necessarily anti-American 

but were against the Bush administration’s hawkish foreign policy. Indeed, 

during this time many South Koreans perceived a dichotomy between 

support for North Korea and support for the U.S.-ROK alliance. A spike 

in anti-American expressions toward U.S. servicemen in Korea occurred 

simultaneously with the end of the inter-Korean summit, suggesting that 

some South Koreans felt that inter-Korean reconciliation would likely en-

able even greater Korean autonomy and might eventually bring about the 

end of the U.S.-ROK alliance. A Gallup Korea poll in November 2002 

showed that only about 4.7 percent of South Korean respondents believed 

that there was a serious possibility of North Korea starting war, 28.1 per-

cent that there was a slight possibility, 26.5 percent that the possibility was 

low, and 31.4 percent that the possibility was totally zero.46

As it became clear that a Bush administration turn toward hard-line 

policies was constraining progress in inter-Korean relations, some in South 
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Korea interpreted these policies as self-interested U.S. interference be-

cause such improvement would likely weaken the rationale for continued 

U.S. troop presence in South Korea.47 Kim Dae-jung himself had always 

stressed the importance of the U.S.-ROK alliance to South Korea’s broader 

security interests, but he and his colleagues were perceived as slow to de-

fend the alliance in the face of South Korean public expressions of anti-

Americanism and to respond to or refute many of these expressions.

Moreover, emotional and sensationalistic media coverage of a number 

of accidental but serious errors committed by U.S. servicemen aggravated 

the situation. A mentally ill Korean man stabbed an American military 

pediatrician to death. Koreans assaulted American soldiers in public areas 

and in one case forced an American soldier to publicly apologize for 

American military misdeeds.48 Other incidents arose involving threats to 

or confrontations with American soldiers at late-night drinking establish-

ments in a district near Hongik University frequented by university stu-

dents and foreigners. In response, USFK instituted a 9:00 p.m. curfew for 

its personnel and took a much lower public profile in public areas of down-

town Seoul. Another incident that drew strong Korean public criticism 

involved a case in which U.S. forces once inadvertently dumped toxic 

chemicals into the sewers, which might have eventually flowed into the 

Han River.49 This series of incidents, including an incident during the 

Winter Olympics of 2002 in which South Koreans believed that an Amer-

ican short-track skater, Anton Ohno, won unfairly at South Korean ace 

Kim Dong-sung’s expense.50 These incidents contributed to perceptions of 

rising anti-Americanism in South Korea, but Koreans’ demands for re-

spect and criticisms of USFK for being heavy-handed and for failing to 

adapt to Korea’s rapid modernization suggest that another underlying is-

sue was South Koreans’ changing self-perception: many saw their country 

as having grown in its own capabilities and willingness to take responsi-

bility as a partner in co-managing the Korean Peninsula’s political and 

security issues. Yet the United States in policy and attitude did not appear 

to give South Korea any deference or to treat it as a full partner in the 

course of U.S. policy formulation toward the peninsula.51

In this atmosphere, a traffic accident in which a U.S. military vehicle ran 

over and killed two South Korean middle school girls in June 2002 became 
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the straw that broke the camel’s back, setting off massive protests in South 

Korea. U.S. handling of the incident and prosecution of the vehicle opera-

tors received close public scrutiny in South Korea. When in November the 

USFK acquitted the two soldiers, a wave of emotional public candlelight 

protests began in central Seoul.52 By the end of 2002, a Korean Gallup poll 

reported that 53.7 percent of South Koreans had “unfavorable” and “some-

what unfavorable” views of the United States; the number was at 80 percent 

among college students.53 In terms of generations, 26 percent of middle-

aged South Koreans at the time had negative views of the United States 

compared to 76 percent of those in their twenties and 67 percent of those in 

their thirties; the formative years of these youth had been shaped by experi-

ences of U.S. support for South Korea’s authoritarian leaders.54 The public 

outrage stemmed in part from the perception that the U.S. military was act-

ing with impunity, that the soldiers should have been subject to Korean law, 

and that the USFK was operating by old rules that did not recognize the 

advances Korea had made over the decades. The explosion of public protests 

was categorized as “anti-American,” but the main motive behind them was a 

feeling that the United States was not treating Korea with deserved respect. 

At the same time, as Victor Cha notes, many South Koreans still seemed to 

support the U.S.-ROK alliance even while disagreeing with U.S. policies.55

Furthermore, Katharine Moon points out that holding a negative atti-

tude toward the United States during this period was not unique to Koreans; 

it was a widespread phenomenon around the world. In Canada, for example, 

44 percent of Canadians younger than thirty had negative views of the 

United States, but only about 20 percent of those in the fifty- to sixty-four-

year-old age group did, according to a Pew Survey taken in 2002.56 In 2003, 

millions of Europeans took to the streets to protest the U.S. war in Iraq.57

THE  SUNSHINE  POL ICY  AND REGIONAL  REL AT IONS

For the Sunshine Policy to succeed, winning international support for 

inter-Korean reconciliation from the four major powers in Northeast Asia 

(the United States, China, Russia, and Japan) was important. Following 
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the inter-Korean summit in 2000, mobilization of international support 

became even more important. One consequence of Kim Dae-jung’s efforts 

was that in the initial stages of his administration he successfully achieved 

the feat of having a positive relationship with all four of the major powers 

at the same time. In the process, he raised the profile of South Korea as an 

independent actor that used its influence to involve the global community—

large and small countries—in Korean affairs in ways that would support 

his goal. In this regard, the Sunshine Policy was an expression of South 

Korean autonomy.58 Nevertheless, the success or failure of Kim Dae-jung’s 

policy toward North Korea continued to be entirely dependent on his abil-

ity to win support for the policy from the United States.

Kim presented to the world the international dimensions of his Sun-

shine Policy in a CNN interview in May 1999. He made five points that 

reflected his hope that South Korean engagement would be a catalyst not 

only for inter-Korean reconciliation but also for greater international con-

tact with North Korea, with the effect of bringing North Korea out of 

isolation into the global community as a normal nation: (1) inter-Korean 

confrontation and distrust must be converted into reconciliation and co-

operation; (2) the United States and Japan must improve their relations 

with North Korea; (3) the world community must create favorable condi-

tions for North Korea to join it; (4) weapons of mass destruction and 

nuclear weapons must be controlled and eliminated; and (5) a cease-fire 

regime should be replaced by a permanent peace regime.59

Kim Dae-jung’s campaign to win support for the Sunshine Policy was 

comprehensive and highly effective around the globe, especially during the 

first three years of his administration. By the time of the Asia-Europe 

Meeting held in Seoul following the inter-Korean summit, Kim had en-

couraged thirteen of fifteen European nations to normalize relations with 

North Korea.60 Progress in inter-Korean relations became an effective 

platform from which Kim engaged with the world in an effort to sustain 

inter-Korean reconciliation. The policy was dependent in part on his abil-

ity to bring along the four major powers to engage with Kim Jong-il’s re-

gime sufficiently so that North Korea not only would see the rewards and 

benefits of engagement with South Korea but also would be enmeshed 

economically with other countries in East Asia. The logic behind the 
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policy was that a North Korea economically integrated in the region would 

have sufficient economic stakes to maintain stable and favorable relation-

ships with other Northeast Asian countries and would cease provocations 

as a result. According to Lim Dong-won, this idea was also partially based 

on the European integration model, developed to create prosperity and 

prevent war.61

As part of this effort, Kim Dae-jung sought to strengthen regionalism 

in East Asia as part of establishing “global democracy” and leveling the 

field between small countries and larger powers.62 At his first Association 

of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Plus Three meeting in 1998, Kim 

proposed the formation of the East Asia Vision Group with intellectuals 

from each of the member countries, the purpose of which would be to sug-

gest ways “to nurture East Asia into a single community of cooperation.”63 

Former South Korean foreign minister Han Sungjoo led the establishment 

of this group of “wise men,” and the group developed recommendations 

that led to the establishment of the East Asia Study Group and ultimately 

to the establishment of the East Asian Summit.64 At the same time, Kim 

supported the establishment of a “Plus Three” gathering among Chinese, 

Japanese, and South Korean leaders on the sidelines of the ASEAN meet-

ings from 1999 on.65 The regularization of this gathering eventually led to 

the establishment of the Trilateral Coordination Secretariat and the plan 

for the three countries to hold regular trilateral summit meetings on a ro-

tating basis.66 Kim was in favor of efforts to promote Asian “solidarity” on 

the model of the European Union and the North American Free Trade 

Agreement, arguing in an English publication that “Asia should, on the 

one hand, work for balanced benefits and development among its countries 

and, on the other hand, prepare for cooperation and competition with 

other leading communities.”67

SO U TH  KO RE A– JA PAN RE L AT I O NS

A notable regional dimension of Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Policy was his 

expectation for the United States and Japan essentially to complete the 

cross-recognition process that had been envisioned in the early 1990s at 

the time of South Korea’s normalization of relations with China and the 
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Soviet Union. For this to occur, Japan–South Korea relations needed to 

improve, and Kim had already laid the groundwork through successful 

visits to Washington in May 1998 and to Tokyo in October 1998. Japan–

South Korea relations improved for a time with Kim’s efforts, but U.S.–

Japan–North Korea relations did not because Pyongyang continued to 

engage in provocations, notably the launch of the Taepodong-1 missile in 

1998. And despite Japan’s attempts to reach out to North Korea to solve 

abductee issues (discussed later), Japan–South Korea relations began dete-

riorating again as new history controversies arose.

During Kim Dae-jung’s visit to Japan, he and Japanese prime minister 

Obuchi Keizo signed a landmark joint partnership agreement, the New 

Partnership for the Twenty-First Century, which included Obuchi’s ex-

pression of “remorseful and heartfelt apology” and Kim’s acceptance of the 

apology and commitment on both sides to pursue “future-oriented rela-

tionship.” Both Japan and South Korea stated their willingness to “squarely 

face the past and develop relations based on mutual understanding and 

trust” and to expand their cooperation in bilateral exchanges and partici-

pation in international efforts. 68 For example, Japan and South Korea 

showed their alignment in security interests as North Korea test-launched 

the Taepodong-1 missile in 1998. As a sign of their commitment to the 

joint declaration, they held their first bilateral six-day naval search-and-

rescue exercise the following year and joined the United States in the Tri-

lateral Coordination and Oversight Group.69

But the Japan–South Korea bilateral relationship soon soured when the 

Japanese Society for History Textbook Reform endorsed in 2001 a series of 

new Japanese textbooks that omitted or downplayed many of the atrocities 

committed by imperial Japan. Following the Japanese Ministry of Educa-

tion’s certification and authorization of these new textbooks, widespread 

protests took place in South Korea, drastically straining the relationship. 

Further deterioration occurred after a visit by Japanese prime minister 

Koizumi Junichiro to the Yasukuni shrine, which honors the spirits of 

Class A war criminals from World War II, among others. South Koreans 

perceived the visit as a sign that Japan was backtracking on the spirit, if 

not the letter, of the joint declaration.70 They grew increasingly frustrated 

with Japanese actions on these issues, constraining Kim Dae-jung’s efforts 
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to put Japan-ROK relations on a path to reconciliation. Although the two 

countries attempted to restore their ties to some degree by holding joint 

military exercises, by hosting the World Cup together in 2002, and by ex-

panding their trade relations, relations continued to grow worse under the 

weight of negative Korean public opinion toward Japan.71

Meanwhile, Koizumi took a bold path in Japan’s relations with North 

Korea when he met with Kim Jong-il directly in 2002.72 This meeting 

resulted in Kim Jong-il’s admission of past abductions of Japanese citi-

zens to North Korea in the 1970s and 1980s to be used as part of North 

Korean spy-training operations; in the release of five Japanese abductees; 

and in the signing of the Pyongyang Declaration, which identified out-

standing issues to be resolved to improve relations between the two coun-

tries.73 These developments, however, further estranged Japan and North 

Korea rather than putting them on a track supportive of the need to im-

prove North Korea’s relations with other Northeast Asian countries and 

to continue inter-Korean reconciliation efforts. When Kim Jong-il ad-

mitted to the kidnappings, Koizumi came under pressure to do more to 

resolve the issue, effectively putting a brake on any progress in Japan–

North Korea relations.74 The negative turn in Japanese public opinion on 

the abduction issue pushed Japan’s policy closer to that of the United 

States, further straining Japan–South Korea relations and leading to the 

abandonment of the Trilateral Coordination and Oversight Group pro-

cess, which had seemed promising as a means to promote trilateral policy 

coordination toward North Korea among the United States, Japan, and 

South Korea.

S I N O –SO U TH  KO RE AN RE L AT I O NS

In dealing with North Korea and preventing a new cold war in Northeast 

Asia, Kim Dae-jung saw China’s role as critical. Under Kim, China–South 

Korea relations grew rapidly. In 1998, Kim visited China and forged a “co-

operative partnership” with Beijing.75 The two countries also initiated the 

China-ROK defense ministers’ meetings.76 In 1999, South Korea refused 

to become part of the U.S.-led theater missile defense out of the concern 

that joining it might antagonize relations with China.77 In 2000, Seoul 
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and Beijing upgraded their relationship again to a “full-scale cooperative 

partnership.”78

China reciprocated by fully supporting Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Pol-

icy. Beijing had every reason to welcome the policy, not least because 

it promised to reduce some of the burden of providing humanitarian sup-

port for North Korea and to reduce pressure on China by decreasing con-

flict between Seoul and Pyongyang and contributing to a more peaceful 

Korean Peninsula, which had been a long-standing Chinese priority.79 

Moreover, China and South Korea began to move toward greater familiarity 

with each other’s positions through periodic Four-Party Talks (the United 

States, China, and the two Koreas) on the possibility of replacing the armi-

stice with a permanent peace regime, although the talks did not make sub-

stantive progress.80 China remained a major supporter of North Korea, but 

Beijing’s and Seoul’s respective interests in integrating and promoting eco-

nomic reform in North Korea were converging during this period.

Sino–South Korean relations were not without friction during the Kim 

Dae-jung presidency. For instance, a major economic dispute with China 

over garlic imports threatened to spill out of control. South Korean garlic 

farmers sought protection from low-cost Chinese imports. When Kim re-

stricted Chinese garlic imports to provide relief to Korean farmers, the 

People’s Republic of China escalated the dispute by restricting South Ko-

rean firms’ access to the far larger Chinese telecommunications and elec-

tronic equipment sector. China’s entry into the World Trade Organization 

the following year, however, provided a far more equitable dispute-settle-

ment mechanism by which the two countries were able to pursue cases in 

various sectors involving allegations of unfair dumping and countervailing 

duties. China’s membership in the organization also provided the legal 

protections that opened the way for major trade and investment flows to 

China from South Korea’s large conglomerates, launching a decade of 20 

percent year-on-year growth in bilateral exports and significant invest-

ment inflows from South Korea. South Korea’s decades of development 

experience and its relatively rapid recovery from the Asian financial crisis 

provided opportunities to build an economic relationship with China 

given China’s interest in utilizing the South Korean experiences as a model 

for charting its own economic development.81
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RUSSO –SO U TH  KO RE AN RE L AT I O NS

During the 1990s, Russia was in political, social, and economic turmoil and 

thus not a major player in Korean affairs. Nevertheless, Kim Dae-jung also 

sought to ensure that South Korea had beneficial relations with Russia, 

which held a seat on the UN Security Council. Initially, however, a spy 

scandal involving South Korean efforts to gather intelligence about North 

Korea in Russia became public in Kim’s first year, getting the relationship 

off to a rocky start. Second, South Korea and Russia were still struggling to 

find ways to settle Russian repayment of the loan package that Roh Tae-

woo had offered to Mikhail Gorbachev at the time of normalization with 

the Soviet Union in 1990. Third, the Russians’ lobbying of Kim to sign a 

joint statement criticizing theater missile defense only weeks prior to his 

first summit meeting with George W. Bush proved to be an irritant.

Despite these setbacks, Kim sought to build a cooperative relationship 

with Russia, especially around the expansion of regional transportation 

and railway networks that would enhance connections between the Korean 

Peninsula and the Russian Far East and promote inter-Korean reconcilia-

tion. Kim personally supported the idea of an “iron silk railroad,” which 

not only would extend through the two Koreas but would involve relink-

ing the Korean Peninsula with Europe through Russia’s Trans-Siberian 

Railway.82 As inter-Korean exchanges and cooperation increased follow-

ing the inter-Korean summit, the prospect of a web of region-wide coop-

eration that might draw in Russia and China became more attractive. 

However, these efforts were cut short as a result of the shift in U.S. policy 

toward North Korea under the Bush administration and the reemergence 

of the nuclear issue as an obstacle to North Korea’s regional integration.

L IM ITS  OF  K IM DAE-JUNG’S  FOREIGN POL ICY

Kim Dae-jung’s approach ran into two obstacles, one domestic and one 

international, which ultimately led to the failure of his efforts. Domesti-

cally, his policy ended up changing South Korea more than it changed 

North Korea. One manifestation of that change was a deepening 
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polarization in the public debate on the policy toward the North. The 

greater the apparent success in inter-Korean reconciliation, the stronger 

the backlash from South Korean conservative groups, who opposed Kim’s 

engagement policy. Second, the election of George W. Bush in the United 

States in 2000 and his extreme skepticism regarding the efficacy of deal-

ing with the North removed a fundamental pillar of support for Kim’s 

policy because a critical goal for North Korea in its dealings with the 

South was a transformation of the South’s political relationship with the 

United States. The transition from Clinton to Bush was a jarring reversal 

for Pyongyang as North Korea went from hosting Clinton’s secretary of 

state Madeleine Albright and wooing Clinton himself to make a visit 

Pyongyang to dealing with Bush, who despised North Korean human 

rights practices and characterized North Korea as a member of the “axis 

of evil” by January 2002.

SO U TH  KO RE AN D O M EST I C  D EBATES  OVER  

T H E  SU NSH I N E  P O L I CY

The progressives greeted with enthusiasm Kim Dae-jung’s engagement 

policy toward North Korea and perceived the security-oriented conserva-

tive focus on ideology as creating needless obstacles to the pursuit of na-

tional unification based on brotherhood and ethnic unity. Conservatives 

were cautiously skeptical of Kim Dae-jung’s approach even though it over-

lapped and built on aspects of conservative engagement with North Korea 

symbolized by Nordpolitik. Despite some similarities, the differences be-

tween conservative and progressive views of North Korea ran deep, in part 

because progressives had always been outsiders to governing power exer-

cised by conservative authoritarian leaderships and had in many cases suf-

fered persecution for their links to or sympathy for North Korea. Thus, the 

further Kim Dae-jung went in his implementation of engagement with 

North Korea, the more divisions between conservatives and progressives 

came to the fore. Following the inter-Korean summit in June 2000, these 

divisions came to be known within South Korea as the nam-nam kalteung, 

or “South-South divide.”

South Korean progressives and conservatives differed over many is-

sues related to North Korea despite the fact that both progressive and 
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conservative South Korean presidents sought dialogue and summit oppor-

tunities with North Korean counterparts. Roh Tae-woo had sought sum-

mit opportunities as part of Nordpolitik, and Kim Young-sam’s opportu-

nity for a summit meeting with Kim Il-sung brokered by Jimmy Carter 

had been stolen away by Kim Il-sung’s untimely death in the middle of 

summit preparations. Thus, some conservative criticism of Kim Dae-jung’s 

policies and of his success in realizing a summit with Kim Jong-il con-

tained an element of sour grapes; however, this did not mean that there 

were not real and deeply felt differences between conservatives and pro-

gressives regarding respective strategies toward North Korea and the de-

sired outcomes of improved relations between the two Koreas.

One major gap between South Korean conservatives and progressives 

involved divisions over the viability of an approach that involved trust or 

mutual respect or both for North Koreans as counterparts in a negotiation 

and reconciliation process. Based on both ideology and the memory of a 

fractious and devastating conflict that North Korea had initiated, conser-

vatives harbored doubts about North Korea’s intentions. They also knew 

that acceptance of North Korea as a negotiating counterpart implied that 

the injustices inflicted on South Korea by the North had to be set aside 

and that both sides would have to pursue negotiations based on trust and 

cooperation rather than on unilateral pursuit of victory and the absorption 

of one Korea by the other. A negotiated inter-Korean reconciliation pro-

cess implied that it would no longer be possible to hold North Korean 

leaders to account or brought to justice for atrocities committed during or 

after the Korean War.

A second major gap between South Korean conservatives and progres-

sives involved differences over whether accommodation of North Korea 

could lead to reform within North Korea as implied and anticipated by 

Kim Dae-jung. This dispute revolved around differences over the question 

of whether closer economic cooperation with North Korea through the 

“separation of economics from politics” or the provision of economic ben-

efits first in order to yield returns from North Korea later could lead to 

transformative change within the North Korean system. Many progressive 

supporters of Kim Dae-jung’s policy believed that exposure to capitalism 

would be a transformative factor that would undermine North Korean 
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state policies and bring about political reconciliation by giving North Ko-

rea a stake in cooperation with South Korea and making it dependent on 

the South for its economic well-being to some degree. But conservatives 

remained skeptical that inter-Korean interaction would erode North Ko-

rea’s power, instead believing that such an approach was naive and would 

ultimately strengthen a North Korean leadership that would never accept 

the principle of reciprocity or abandon confrontation with the South. 

Divisions between progressives and conservatives emerged most sharply 

following the inter-Korean summit as South Koreans grappled with the 

domestic social consequences of the shift from enmity to cooperation with 

North Korea, including how to update and revise South Korean school 

textbooks so as not to demonize the North, the implications of possible 

inter-Korean reconciliation for Korean defense needs, and even the most 

appropriate way to refer to North Korean leaders.

Ultimately, one of the biggest shortcomings of Kim Dae-jung’s execu-

tion of the summit with Kim Jong-il involved a failure to reach across the 

political aisle and gain participation from conservatives as part of the 

South’s delegation in Pyongyang. This failure gave North Korea room to 

maneuver within South Korean domestic politics both by cooperating 

with progressives and by demonizing conservative critics of engagement.

One reason for Kim Dae-jung’s failure to bring conservatives to the 

summit involved the timing of the announcement of the summit three days 

prior to National Assembly elections, suggesting to some that the adminis-

tration was trying to use the summit to promote his party’s standing in the 

National Assembly. Regardless of whether this motivation existed or not, 

the summit announcement proved not to have such an effect as the opposi-

tion Grand National Party emerged as the largest party in the National 

Assembly.

The failure to gain conservative participation in the delegation to 

Pyongyang indirectly served to deepen political divisions over a policy of 

engagement with North Korea, sharpening the South-South divide. It left 

space for Pyongyang to exploit political differences between conservatives 

and progressives and to try to play them off against the other. Even North 

Korea’s willingness to cooperate with progressive political leaders while 

stonewalling conservative media outlets such as Chosun Ilbo was a clear 
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attempt to exploit political differences between the two sides. However, 

the failure to make inter-Korean reconciliation a bipartisan project in the 

South ultimately generated a conservative backlash against a perceived 

one-sided inter-Korean cooperation in which South Korea provided re-

sources and access to the North, but North Korea did not reciprocate.

Despite the initial euphoria following the inter-Korean summit in June 

2000 at the end of the Clinton administration, friction between the Kim 

Dae-jung administration and the George W. Bush administration over 

how to deal with North Korea contributed to a sharpening of South Korea’s 

own internal debates over the direction of policy toward North Korea. 

These developments reinforced conservative criticisms of Kim Dae-jung’s 

policy and contributed to a deepening polarization over how to deal with 

the North. One of the most powerful criticisms of Kim’s engagement pol-

icy at the time was that it failed to improve the security situation around 

the peninsula. As a result, “North Korea fatigue” began to swallow up 

“North Korea euphoria” in South Korea.83

Perhaps the most damaging critique of the Sunshine Policy among 

conservative critics of Kim Dae-jung revolved around the question of how 

North Korea was using the foreign exchange earned from South Korean 

largesse to build nuclear weapons that would eventually pose a threat to 

the South.84 One immediate effect of those criticisms was that the South 

Korean government came under pressure to shift, to the extent possible, 

from cash to in-kind payments to the North for cooperation. The critique 

of cash payments to North Korea became sharper as the second North 

Korean nuclear crisis unfolded and as the North showed continuing ad-

vances in its nuclear and missile programs.85

Another polarizing issue between conservatives and progressives was 

the question of human rights in North Korea. Especially when President 

Bush shone the spotlight on the human rights situation by hosting North 

Korean defectors such as Kang Chol-hwan at the White House, South 

Korean conservatives questioned why Kim Dae-jung, a democracy activist 

and former human rights victim of South Korean authoritarian regimes, 

would fail to stand up and criticize the North Korean system for its egre-

gious human rights practices.86 In South Korea’s domestic politics, liberals 

preferred a quiet approach to human rights so as not to endanger the 
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potential for inter-Korean reconciliation, whereas conservatives tended to 

use human rights as a club by which to mount a powerful attack on North 

Korea’s legitimacy.87

K IM DAE-JUNG IN THE  DR IVER ’S  SEAT,  BUT  
ON A M ADE- IN-THE-USA CLOSED COURSE

Kim Dae-jung’s attempt to shape South Korean foreign policy was a bold 

effort. It represented the first time that a South Korean president had put 

forward a progressive agenda with respect to North Korea and the world, 

drawing opposition from conservatives within South Korea. To succeed, 

Kim sought to win South Korea’s domestic debate with the conservative 

political establishment, which had long dominated South Korean politics. 

In addition, Kim took advantage of a relatively benign international envi-

ronment as he evangelized the major powers to support his efforts to 

achieve inter-Korean reconciliation. The policy was bold both because it 

required Kim Dae-jung to show leadership domestically and internation-

ally and because the success of the policy depended on Kim Jong-il’s coop-

eration. The policy took advantage of South Korea’s relative economic 

strength vis-à-vis North Korea but attempted to use that strength to offer 

North Korea a helping hand as a means by which to achieve reconciliation 

rather than perpetuating competitive relations with the North. However, 

the policy ultimately failed to induce North Korea to respond in kind.

The Asian financial crisis notwithstanding, South Korea’s democratiza-

tion and its rising capacity vis-à-vis an increasingly diplomatically isolated 

and bereft North Korea provided Kim Dae-jung with a window of oppor-

tunity to shift South Korean policy toward North Korea from one based 

on containment and pursuit of tactical advantage to one that leveraged 

rising South Korean diplomatic influence both in the region and on the 

peninsula in support of inter-Korean reconciliation and cooperation. The 

Sunshine Policy was rooted in Kim Dae-jung’s confidence that he could 

persuade both Kim Jong-il and the global community of the benefits of 

inter-Korean reconciliation and North Korea’s political integration with 
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the outside world. In this respect, Kim Dae-jung attempted to take advan-

tage of a benign international environment to build momentum in inter-

Korean relations that he hoped would in turn generate domestic political 

support and transform North Korea from adversary to partner. Although 

this approach had much in common with Roh Tae-woo’s Nordpolitik pol-

icy, in the first three years of Kim Dae-jung’s administration the Sunshine 

Policy’s inter-Korean and international components did a remarkable job 

of working as coordinated tracks designed in tandem to draw North Korea 

into contact with the outside world in the hope that this greater inter-

national and peninsular integration would lead to transformation.

Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Policy influenced the alliance with the United 

States in a number of ways. First, Kim’s assumption of leadership on North 

Korea policy was an expression of limited autonomy that tested the toler-

ance of the United States, and the alliance partially evolved from the his-

toric patron–client relationship into a relationship in which South Korea 

chose its own clear direction and sought U.S. support rather than seeking 

space for autonomous actions through consultations with the United States. 

Under the Clinton administration, the United States was tolerant of Kim 

Dae-jung’s efforts to lead within a context of broad consensus on the desir-

ability of greater engagement with North Korea, but the United States still 

expected South Korea to consult closely and in a timely fashion on the 

substance and progress of South Korean efforts to engage with the North.

Second, the United States and South Korea faced some difficulties in 

managing the domestic effects of the Sunshine Policy due to the South 

Korean public’s perceptions that reconciliation with North Korea would 

diminish South Korean dependency on the U.S.-ROK alliance to provide 

for South Korea’s security. Although Kim Dae-jung himself argued that 

the U.S.-ROK alliance should be sustained even after Korean unification, 

some Koreans saw inter-Korean reconciliation as a factor that would win 

South Korea even greater autonomy from the United States and possibly 

even bring about the end of the alliance. One manifestation of these 

views was a rise in local-level incidents between Koreans and members of 

USFK.

Third, the withdrawal of U.S. support for Kim Dae-jung’s engagement 

policy toward North Korea under the Bush administration revealed the 
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limits of Korean autonomy within the context of the U.S.-ROK alliance. 

Despite Kim Dae-jung’s best efforts, Clinton’s successor, George W. Bush, 

harbored skepticism toward North Korea and withdrew U.S. support for 

Kim’s efforts to achieve reconciliation with the North. Without U.S. sup-

port, Kim was unable to proceed. Moreover, U.S. opposition to the Sun-

shine Policy also created a polarizing feedback loop in Korean domestic 

politics, emboldening critics and weakening the South Korean public’s sup-

port for the policy. At the same time, the United States made itself the 

main obstacle to Kim Dae-jung’s efforts, thus feeding negative South Ko-

rean perceptions of the United States and generating heavy-handed re-

straints on Korean space to pursue an autonomous policy. Although Kim 

Dae-jung may have harbored bitterness at the obstacles imposed by the 

Bush administration’s policy toward North Korea, there was no serious ef-

fort in his administration to pursue autonomy outside of the alliance. That 

debate would occur during the upcoming Roh Moo-hyun administration.
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