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T
HE HISTORY OF South Korea’s foreign policy since the country’s estab-

lishment following World War II has featured an unwavering focus 

on national unification as an essential strategic objective, alongside 

the objectives of enhancing national security and economic prosperity that 

are common to almost every state. However, South Korea’s policies toward 

the North for decades have been developed against the backdrop of the per-

ception that the likelihood of achieving national unification is low. As a re-

sult, South Korean leaders have tended to prioritize security and prosperity, 

seeming to hold national unification more as an aspiration than as a strategic 

objective. Despite periodic recurrence of tensions and vicious competition, 

neither Korea has perceived that renewed military conflict would have any 

better chance of achieving unification than existed during the Korean War, 

nor has mistrust faded sufficiently to imagine that negotiations would lead to 

the unification of the two opposing systems on the peninsula. National uni-

fication has been a holy grail for both Koreas, a strategic objective that lies 

just beyond reach, an unattainable and all-consuming yet, for Koreans, seem-

ingly essential strategic goal that promises to fundamentally transform 

Korean power, priorities, and strategic options within Northeast Asia.

South Korean unification strategies arguably must influence or take 

into account interaction among the following four primary factors: (1) South 

Korea’s domestic debates over Korean unification, (2) North Korea’s policy 

10
UNIFICATION AND KOREAN 

STRATEGIC CHOICES

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Sun, 26 May 2019 06:07:01 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



U N I F I C AT I O N A N D KO R E A N S T R AT E G I C  C H O I C ES

238

choices and nature of interaction with South Korea, (3) the balance of 

power on the Korean Peninsula and, more recently, North Korea’s relative 

vulnerability to instability or regime collapse, and (4) the policy prefer-

ences and influence of relevant major powers, in particular China and the 

United States.

First, because unification policy is about Korea’s national identity and is 

a powerful political instrument for building domestic political support for 

national leadership, it encompasses both domestic policy and foreign pol-

icy. Thus, Korean administrations inevitably develop and pursue strategies 

to achieve national unification as a touchstone for leadership and as a call-

ing card by which to prove their legitimacy. The formation and pursuit of 

national unification strategies is driven by domestic political imperatives 

and is a factor that consumes significant time and attention in Korean 

foreign policy. Second, the nature of inter-Korean relations (i.e., the de-

gree to which inter-Korean relations has been conflictual or cooperative) 

has influenced South Korean debates over both the feasibility and the 

likely mode of Korean unification (i.e., whether unification can be achieved 

by a negotiated settlement or will be achieved because the weaker party’s 

vulnerability leads to instability or collapse or both). In this respect, feasi-

bility of national unification depends in part on North Korea’s policy 

choices and preferences as well as on South Korea’s ability or willingness 

to influence or accommodate them or on both. Alternatively, it depends on 

whether North Korea’s vulnerability turns into an inability to assert pref-

erences in the event of instability or collapse of the North Korean system.

Third, a powerful influence on the unification policies of both Koreas has 

been the balance of power on the Korean Peninsula. Figures 8.6 and 8.7 in 

chapter 8 show the shifting balance in the size of the South and North Ko-

rean economies over the course of the past several decades. The relative eco-

nomic power and perceived durability of North and South Korea have influ-

enced perceptions regarding whether unification should be treated as an 

imminent or long-term strategic objective. In the early stages following the 

Korean War, South Korea had no choice but to rely on its security alliance 

with the United States as the main factor that provided security against a 

relatively more powerful North Korea. Likewise, Park Chung-hee’s primary 

concern as he faced a strong and aggressive North Korea was the possibility 
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that the United States would abandon its security commitment to South 

Korea. To the extent that Park saw U.S. security commitments as wavering 

in the early 1970s following Nixon’s announcement of the Nixon Doctrine, 

he sought self-help internally, including independent, covert pursuit of a 

nuclear weapons capability. The prospect of unification on South Korean 

terms was unimaginable.

As the relative power gap between South and North Korea began to move 

in favor of Seoul, domestic debates in South Korea over unification and the 

mode by which South Korea might achieve this objective began to evolve. 

South Korea had achieved a sense of confidence that the country was rela-

tively stronger than the North but did not feel strong enough to absorb the 

costs of unification. As the gap has widened further over the past decade, 

South Korea has begun to see itself as powerful enough vis-à-vis the North 

that the benefits of an eventual—and in the minds of many—inevitable 

Korean unification are considered to far outweigh the costs. However, the 

shift in power in Seoul’s favor by itself has provided only a necessary but not 

sufficient condition for Korean unification to become real. Ironically, as 

South Korea has become more powerful vis-à-vis the North and as the pros-

pect of a South Korean–led unification process has become more likely, 

domestic divisions over the benefits of unification appear to have deepened.

The fourth variable that has influenced the feasibility of national unifi-

cation has been the relative degree of support or opposition and capability 

to intervene that exists among the relevant major powers, especially China 

and the United States. Korean unification is likely to be feasible only with 

the acquiescence of both Beijing and Washington, yet China and the 

United States have directly conflicting interests over the preferred out-

come of Korean unification.

SOUTH KOREAN DOMEST IC  DEBATES  OVER 
UNIFICAT ION:  BR IDGING THE  IDEOLOGICAL  GAP

The relative balance of power between the two Koreas, the direction of 

inter-Korean relations (toward cooperation or toward continued competition), 
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and perceptions of a weak Korea’s vulnerability to either external or inter-

nal forces have sharpened the intensity of South Korea’s domestic debate 

over unification. A seemingly insuperable challenge besetting South Ko-

rea’s political leaders is the task of uniting its factionalized, ideologically 

charged domestic politics through a common vision of Korean reunifica-

tion achieved by a gracious, peaceful, just, and decisive victory over the 

North. In South Korea, the conservatives hold a Darwinian vision of re-

unification by absorption as the natural and preferred pathway leading to 

national unification. The progressives hope that a gradual, negotiated uni-

fication will result in a progressive polity that prizes ethnic unity and 

finally achieves peninsular autonomy from excessive foreign influence. 

South Korean unification debates must overcome these deep ideological 

divisions for South Korea’s leaders to effectively provide the Korean people 

with a single unification vision, shape the parameters and direction of gov-

ernment policy, and impose limits on the direction of a unified Korean 

government.

Within South Korea, there have arguably been four periods when pro-

gressive–conservative debates over unification have intensified because 

they have coincided with moments when the feasibility of Korean unifica-

tion seemed within reach. During the period of Nordpolitik, Roh Tae-woo 

sought to compensate for his domestic unpopularity and take advantage of 

North Korea’s loss of international support by incorporating the opposi-

tion’s progressive ideas into his unification policy, as described in chapter 

3. One manifestation of this effort was the adoption in South Korea of the 

Korean National Community Unification Formula, which posited a coop-

erative, three-stage process leading to unification. Another moment of in-

ternal division followed the death of North Korean leader Kim Il-sung, 

when South Korea debated the possibility and implications of a North 

Korean hard landing—in other words, a collapse of North Korea’s ruling 

system. As described in chapter 4, during the historic inter-Korean sum-

mit between Kim Dae-jung and Kim Jong-il in June 2000, South Korea’s 

pursuit of cooperation and exchanges with North Korea induced deep po-

litical divisions within South Korea over whether a just and morally satis-

fying unification could be achieved through incremental inter-Korean ac-

commodation. Finally, Park Geun-hye’s comments in 2014 referring to 
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unification as a jackpot stimulated new preparations for Korean unifica-

tion amid growing skepticism and foreboding among younger-generation 

Koreans.1 Each of these periods has revealed both the deep domestic di-

vides within South Korea over the best approach to unification and the 

impact of changes in the international context and evolving perceptions 

of North Korea. The different periods also reveal the complex evolution of 

interaction between government circles and the Korean public during 

South Korea’s democratic transition and consolidation, when public and 

civil society voices were becoming more influential in the formation of 

strategies and policies toward unification.

SO U TH  KO RE AN U N I F I CAT I O N D EBATES,  D E M O CR AT I C 

T R ANS I T I O N,  AN D  TH E  EN D  O F  TH E  CO LD  WAR

South Korea’s transition from authoritarianism to democracy and the end of 

the Cold War generated a broadening of South Korean debates on national 

unification. As discussed in chapter 3, on July 7, 1988, Roh Tae-woo an-

nounced the Special Declaration for National Self-Esteem, Unification, and 

Prosperity, which sought to promote an improved inter-Korean relationship 

through expanded exchanges of Korean leaders in various fields, the promo-

tion of “balanced development of the national economy” through enhanced 

inter-Korean trade, and support for improved North Korean relations with 

Japan and the United States in parallel with efforts to normalize South Ko-

rea’s relations with China, the Soviet Union, and Eastern European coun-

tries.2 Roh followed this declaration with a forward-leaning UN General 

Assembly speech the following October in which he proposed a political 

conference on peace in Northeast Asia among the United States, China, 

Japan, the Soviet Union, and the two Koreas; an inter-Korean summit to 

adopt a nonaggression declaration and to replace the armistice with a per-

manent peace arrangement; and the construction of a “city of peace” in the 

DMZ.3 North Korea’s speech at the UN General Assembly that year also 

proposed a tripartite conference among the United States and the two 

Koreas to discuss transforming the armistice into a permanent peace treaty, 

phased withdrawal of U.S. military forces and nuclear weapons from the 

peninsula, and mutual arms and equipment reductions by the two Koreas.4
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In pursuing unification, the Roh Tae-woo administration sought to take 

advantage of momentum generated by international developments in favor 

of South Korea and adverse to the North and to generate domestic public 

support by integrating ideas from opposition leaders as components of his 

policy toward North Korea. The administration’s effort recognized that, 

despite Roh’s weak public standing and the expansion of freedom within 

South Korea that accompanied democratization, a successful unification 

policy would require support from Roh’s conservative supporters, the op-

position elites, and the broader South Korean public. Roh’s unification min-

ister Lee Hong-koo led the development of a unification formula that, to the 

surprise of opposition leaders, borrowed elements from Kim Dae-jung’s 

campaign proposals rather than denigrating them as being sympathetic to 

the North.5 The Korean National Community Unification Formula pre-

sented by Roh to the National Assembly on September 11, 1989, envisaged a 

three-phase process of mutual confidence building, establishment of a na-

tional commonwealth consisting of two separate states, and, finally, estab-

lishment of a unified democratic state. The formula was the product of a 

consensus-oriented approach that drew on both conservative and progres-

sive thinking and attempted to bridge gaps and build trust between the two 

Koreas at a moment when tectonic shifts in international politics were mak-

ing themselves felt on the Korean Peninsula.6 The success of the Korean 

National Community Unification Formula can be judged by its longevity; it 

has survived both conservative and progressive South Korean leaderships for 

two and a half decades and has remained the official unification formula of 

the government of the Republic of Korea regardless of the extent of North 

Korea’s cooperation or vulnerability.

At the same time that Roh Tae-woo took the initiative in pursuing 

unification at perhaps the most propitious moment since the end of World 

War II, international events in the early 1990s put North Korea on the 

defensive. Kim Il-sung reacted poorly to Mikhail Gorbachev’s decision to 

normalize relations with Seoul; to German reunification, which occurred 

in breathtakingly rapid fashion; and to China’s signal that it would not op-

pose South Korean membership in the United Nations, which prompted 

Pyongyang to change its position and accept dual UN membership. These 

developments probably generated serious concerns in Kim Il-sung’s own 

mind about North Korea’s prospects for survival.
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At the same time, a number of factors signaled an unprecedented eas-

ing of global tensions in ways that Pyongyang presumably deemed favor-

able. The United States and South Korea cooperated to provide assurances 

to North Korea regarding the removal of U.S. nuclear weapons from the 

Korean Peninsula, announced the cancelation of Team Spirit combined 

U.S.-ROK military exercises, and showed some willingness to improve 

relations with North Korea.7 In this context, North Korea accepted Roh’s 

outreach with proposals for dialogue and unification and agreed to the 

establishment of a high-level inter-Korean dialogue at the prime ministe-

rial level in September 1990 through early 1992. The United States and 

North Korea also held an unprecedented meeting between Undersecretary 

of State Arnold Kanter and Chairman of the International Division of the 

Korean Workers’ Party Kim Young-sun in New York in 1991. At the fifth 

round of dialogue in December 1991, the two Koreas announced the Inter-

Korean Agreement on Reconciliation, Non-aggression, and Exchanges 

and Cooperation (or Basic Agreement).8 The two sides reached the agree-

ment within months following German reunification and established an 

elaborate framework for pursuing confidence-building, economic ex-

changes, and cultural and social exchanges. For North Korea, the most 

important element of the agreement may have been that it established mu-

tual recognition of each other’s systems, implying peaceful coexistence 

during a period of North Korean psychological vulnerability.

Despite the consensus-based development of the Korean National 

Community Unification Formula and the negotiation of the Basic Agree-

ment, which envisaged a gradual confidence-building process leading to 

peaceful coexistence and eventual unification, South Korean domestic de-

bates over unification became more intense with the onset of democratiza-

tion and revealed fundamental divisions between the progressives and the 

conservatives over the issue. South Korea’s democratization generated 

greater space for private dialogue among South Korea’s opinion leaders 

and civil society than had existed in the authoritarian era. On the one 

hand, euphoria from German unification spilled over into Korean debates, 

heartening the conservatives, who assumed North Korea’s collapse would 

open the way to unification on South Korean terms, and giving pause to 

the progressives in South Korea, who saw a political negotiation as a way 

to remake a truly autonomous and powerful unified Korea that would be 
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unshackled from imperial influence and U.S. military presence. German 

unification gave hope to Koreans that their own unification was feasible, 

but it also deepened divisions between the conservatives and progressives 

over the desired mode of unification. The conservatives touted the likeli-

hood of North Korea’s collapse, whereas progressive thinkers such as Han 

Sangjin argued that the German model “would be unthinkable in the near 

future” for the two Koreas and advocated for a “third way” that the two 

Koreas could take simultaneously.9

During this period of rapid opening in the context of democratization, 

the Roh Tae-woo administration expanded the space for South Korean 

public knowledge and debates about North Korea by curtailing strict bans 

on literature sympathetic to socialism and North Korea. Roh had to man-

age South Korean activists who had developed an infatuation with the 

North and had even sought to reach out to Pyongyang directly. Even as 

the Roh administration softened its position toward the North, leftist stu-

dent activists and progressives demanded U.S. troop withdrawals, more 

active exchanges with the North, and repeal of South Korea’s National 

Security Law.

SO U TH  KO RE A’S  D EBATE  OVER  WH E TH ER  N O RTH  KO RE A 

WO U LD  M AK E  A  “HARD”  O R  “SO F T ”  L AN D I N G

The second period of debate was during the Kim Young-sam administra-

tion following North Korean chairman Kim Il-sung’s death on July 8, 1994, 

at which time the South Korean government and civil society debated the 

possibility and implications of a “hard landing” for North Korea and pur-

sued policies designed to achieve a “soft landing” through the approval of 

humanitarian aid for the North. The emotional complexities and self-con-

tradictions of South Korean thinking about unification during this period 

were well captured by Kim Young-sam’s roller-coaster reactions to the de-

velopments in North Korea as well as the mixed signals North Korea was 

sending during this period.

Kim Young-sam came into office with the idea of reaching out to North 

Korea by unilaterally releasing prominent prisoners held in South Korea 

for decades who had refused to renounce support for the North Korean 
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regime. This gesture was intended to be an olive branch that would gener-

ate continued inter-Korean cooperation, but North Korea’s failure to recip-

rocate and revelations of the existence of a North Korean spy ring in South 

Korea killed early momentum for progress in inter-Korean relations. A 

further complication came within weeks of Kim Young-sam’s inaugura-

tion when North Korea declared that it would leave the NPT within ninety 

days, generating an international crisis and opening the way for Pyong-

yang to bypass Seoul and talk directly to Washington. The opening of bi-

lateral dialogue between Washington and Pyongyang on security issues 

that directly affected South Korea was a concern for Kim.

However, South Korean ambivalence, emotionalism, and ideological 

divisions over policy toward North Korea came into relief in the days fol-

lowing Kim Il-sung’s death. Kim’s death came at a moment of promise in 

inter-Korean relations. Jimmy Carter, during his trip to Pyongyang in June 

as part of private efforts to defuse rising nuclear tensions between Wash-

ington and Pyongyang over North Korea’s decision to unload fuel rods 

containing weapons-grade plutonium from its facility at Yongbyon, had 

secured a pledge from Kim Il-sung to meet with Kim Young-sam. How-

ever, Kim Il-sung’s sudden passing removed the prospect that he would be 

a negotiating partner and raised questions about whether South Koreans 

should mourn or celebrate the passing of a long-time archenemy. His death 

also raised questions about North Korea’s capacity to survive the loss of its 

founder. Many North Korea watchers assessed that North Korea would 

not survive a leadership transition from father to son, Kim Jong-il. More-

over, the leadership transition occurred against the backdrop of extraordi-

nary stresses inside North Korea resulting from the loss of external patrons 

and the emergence of a devastating famine in 1994–1998 that killed approxi-

mately one million of North Korea’s twenty million people. Moreover, Kim 

Jong-il was virtually absent from public view for more than three years 

when he observed the traditional mourning period as an expression of fealty 

to his father.

Perceptions of North Korea’s fragility during this period led to an 

active discussion about prospects for and implications of a North Korean 

hard landing. North Korea’s dire economic circumstances induced a vigor-

ous debate within South Korea over whether a North Korean hard landing 
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was something to be desired or avoided and whether the humanitarian 

crisis was so serious that South Korea should focus first on saving lives by 

providing humanitarian assistance and put political considerations in the 

background. North Korea’s circumstances also raised questions in South 

Korea over whether the South was prepared to take on the tremendous 

 financial burdens associated with unification.10

TH E  I N TER - KO RE AN SU M M I T  D ECL AR AT I O N AN D  

THE  “SO U TH - SO U TH  D I V I S I O N”

The third period of debate occurred in the aftermath of the inter-Korean 

summit in June 2000, revealing deep social cleavages over the Sunshine 

Policy and its goal of a gradual, consensus-based unification as well as over 

the trustworthiness of the North Korean leadership.

The inter-Korean summit provided powerful symbolism in support of 

the proposition that North Korea and South Korea might abandon confron-

tation and pursue a wide range of exchanges and cooperation. It opened 

the door to a wide range of inter-Korean exchanges, including a joint sym-

phony orchestra performance broadcast live in both Koreas, a series of soc-

cer and other sports exchanges, expanded visits to North Korea by South 

Koreans, the expansion of family reunion programs, the expansion of a 

tourism zone at Mount Kumgang through which hundreds of thousands 

of South Koreans would have the opportunity to visit the North, and plans 

to build and operate the Kaesong Industrial Complex by combining South 

Korean capital, goods, and infrastructure with North Korean land and 

labor. However, despite Kim Dae-jung’s assertion that because of the 

inter-Korean summit he had confidence that there would be “no more war” 

on the Korean Peninsula,11 the summit declaration did not in fact improve 

the conventional security situation between the two Koreas.

The clauses of the North-South Joint Declaration that stirred the most 

controversy focused on the question of whether there might be a future 

confederal or federal structure if economic and cultural cooperation were 

to proceed far enough to bring about discussions of closer inter-Korean 

political cooperation. Nevertheless, debate over these clauses was a pretext 

for discussing the change in mood brought about because of the summit, 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Sun, 26 May 2019 06:07:01 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



U N I F I C AT I O N A N D KO R E A N S T R AT E G I C  C H O I C ES

247

through which North Korea was seen among the public less as an enemy 

than as a distant brother. 12

The deepened division between the progressives and conservatives fol-

lowing the inter-Korean summit in the summer of 2000 came to be known 

as nam-nam kalteung, “South-South divide.” Conservative opposition crit-

ics of Kim Dae-jung remained skeptical about the prospect for a negoti-

ated unification and that exchanges and cooperation would lead to real 

tension reduction between the two Koreas. These critics were frustrated in 

part by the feeling that Kim Dae-jung had claimed that his policies would 

bring about great change in North Korea, when his policies seemed to 

have a bigger impact on promoting change in South Korea, which, in the 

view of many conservative critics, ran the risk of sacrificing South Korea’s 

democratic values or whitewashing North Korea’s unsatisfactory human 

rights record for the sake of illusory and expensive cooperation that gener-

ated little return from North Korea. For instance, inter-Korean economic 

and people-to-people flows increased greatly after 2000, but the increase 

was consistently one way; North Koreans were not coming south. Critics 

came to refer to the Sunshine Policy as “one-sided love” and to see the ex-

ercise as an elaborate ploy by Kim Dae-jung to secure a Nobel Peace 

Prize.13 The criticism deepened when it became known that in advance of 

the summit Hyundai had made cash payments of at least $100 million to 

North Korea as part of a larger payment of up to $500 million in return for 

the right to develop a variety of businesses in the North.14

Kim Dae-jung himself genuinely believed that North Korea’s exposure 

to South Korean people, products, and practices would eventually have a 

transformational effect on North Korean society. He believed that the 

opening and integration of North Korea into the regional community 

would alter North Korea’s strategic calculations and that the lure of profit 

and development would transform the society. However, while complain-

ing that South Korea’s strategies of engagement were like a Trojan horse, 

North Korea’s leadership appears to have calculated that it would be able 

to gain desperately needed hard currency from the South while restricting 

any politically liberalizing effects of greater contact with South Korea on 

the North Korean populace. Kim Dae-jung’s policy gained much momen-

tum from 1998 to 2000. As a result of the election of George W. Bush in 
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the United States in 2000 and of his skeptical view of North Korea, how-

ever, as well as Kim Dae-jung’s inability to deliver in full the promised 

international benefits of engagement to Kim Jong-il slowed the engage-

ment policy, especially following outbreak of the second North Korean 

nuclear crisis.

T H E  U N I F I CAT I O N “ J ACK P OT”

During the Park Geun-hye administration, the fourth period of debate 

emerged, in part because of Park’s comments in January 2014 that realiza-

tion of Korean unification would be a “bonanza” or “ jackpot” for Korea.15 

Her statement reflects the idea that there are clear benefits to be reaped from 

unification. She established the Presidential Committee on Unification 

Preparation on the premise that, regardless of when unification comes, it is 

necessary to be ready for unification. The emergence of this theme as an 

element of Park’s North Korea policy represented a relative hardening 

of  her approach to North Korea over the course of her administration, 

primarily as a response to North Korea’s continued emphasis on nuclear 

development.

During her election campaign, Park Geun-hye’s initially dubbed her 

North Korea policy “Trustpolitik” because she emphasized the impor-

tance of building trust between the two Koreas as the central missing ele-

ment of the relationship.16 This policy appeared to be designed to bridge 

differences between the conservatives and progressives because it empha-

sized the importance of dialogue with the North for the ostensible pur-

pose of building trust. In practice, however, it appears that the main intent 

behind Trustpolitik was to suggest that the North Koreans needed to 

show themselves worthy of trust as a prerequisite to expanded inter-

Korean cooperation. Park’s subsequent Dresden declaration in 2014 sug-

gested a three-phase process of cooperation with North Korea that would 

commence with humanitarian issues, progress to large-scale economic co-

operation, and eventually include social and political cooperation.17 These 

statements initially seemed to be somewhat more pragmatic and open-

minded toward the North than statements made under the Lee Myung-

bak administration.
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Park’s approach to negotiations with North Korea over North Korea’s 

unilateral closure of the Kaesong Industrial Complex in the spring of 2013 

was unyielding as she insisted that she would not sacrifice her princi-

ples. She deflected many extraneous North Korean demands and won an 

agreement that promised marginal improvements in the structure of the 

complex’s operation. Park also proved to be a tough negotiating counter-

part during the marathon talks in August 2015 held at Panmunjom to ease 

military tensions following a North Korean mine detonation near a South 

Korean security outpost on the southern side of the DMZ. South Korea 

had turned on its propaganda speakers, and North Korea had mobilized 

and threatened to shoot at the speakers, but the negotiating session reversed 

the spike in tensions. In the end, Park gained North Korea’s statement of 

regret and a pledge to conduct two rounds of divided family reunions; in 

turn, she made a statement that pledged to turn propaganda speakers back 

on in the event of “unusual activity” from the North.18 Following a fourth 

North Korean nuclear test and missile launch, Park ordered propaganda 

speakers back on and unilaterally suspended operations at the Kaesong 

Industrial Complex.

Park Geun-hye’s tough approach may have been premised on intelli-

gence reports that anticipated North Korean instability during Kim Jong-

un’s consolidation of political power might lead to regime collapse. Her 

“ jackpot” statement reportedly was directed toward younger-generation 

South Koreans, who are increasingly apathetic about Korean unification 

according to some opinion polls. The remarks also reflect her consistent 

view that North Korea’s nuclear pursuit is dangerous and cannot be toler-

ated. Park took resolute and tough unilateral measures in response to 

North Korea’s fourth nuclear test.

Park’s suspension of the Kaesong Industrial Complex removed the last 

vestige of Kim Dae-jung’s engagement policy. Supporters of the project 

were critical of this move. However, perhaps more striking was Park’s shift 

from dialogue to a resolute approach that strove at all costs to turn around 

North Korea’s nuclear development and did not sweep the magnitude of 

the threat under the rug. In response to North Korea’s fourth nuclear and 

missile tests in 2016, Park appeared prepared to pursue financial strangula-

tion and to risk North Korea’s destabilization to achieve that objective.
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N O RTH  KO RE AN P O L I CY  CH O I CES  AN D  I M P L I CAT I O NS  FO R 

U N I F I CAT I O N:  P ROSPECTS  FO R  CO NVERG EN CE

Aside from the necessity of managing South Korea’s domestic debates over 

unification, South Korean strategists must devise tactics for managing and 

influencing the direction of North Korea’s policy or, alternatively, to devise 

effective counterstrategies to deal with elements of North Korean policy 

that oppose South Korea’s preferred pathway to unification. The major 

challenges the North Korean leadership presents are defined primarily by 

the question of North Korea’s relative openness and willingness to cooper-

ate with South Korea and by its economic choices (i.e., whether to continue 

to pursue isolation and autarky or to expand economic relations with the out-

side world, including with South Korea, even in limited forms). Table 10.1 

shows how North Korean economic policy preferences and political orien-

tations toward South Korea influence the prospects for the modality and 

timing of unification.

TABLE 10.1 NORTH KOREA’S STABILITY AND PROSPECTS FOR 
KOREAN UNIFICATION

STABLE NORTH KOREA

ECONOMICALLY L IBERALIZING AUTARKIC
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Peaceful existence possible; ultimately 

economy trumps nukes in North 

Korean policy; economic integration 

possible, leading to long-term 

unification; South Korean dream 

unification scenario

Peaceful coexistence possible; 

unification unlikely

H
o
st

il
e North Korean–led unification 

objective; continued tension between 

economic and security objectives; 

continued inter-Korean competition

North Korean–led unification 

objective; heightened 

inter-Korean tensions; 

continued inter-Korean 

competition
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To enhance the prospect of achieving a peaceful unification, South 

Korean leaders need to influence the evolution of North Korea’s policies in 

a direction that affirms peaceful coexistence as an interim step toward uni-

fication and that is economically liberalizing. Essentially, these were the 

fundamental premises and objectives that characterized Kim Dae-jung’s 

approach under the Sunshine Policy. This sort of approach would likely 

return as the main framework for South Korea’s strategy if the North Ko-

rean leadership were perceived as cooperative and willing to pursue lim-

ited steps toward economic liberalization.

The benefits of a North Korean leadership that is cooperative with South 

Korea are obvious given South Korea’s relative dominance compared to the 

North and the economic and political opportunities that South Korea 

would derive from peaceful coexistence. North Korea would no longer be 

inclined to hold at risk the benefits of economic progress with South Korea, 

and South Korean business might begin to reap opportunities for enhanced 

growth through cooperation with North Korea. South Korea would benefit 

from a growing and liberalizing North Korea because these changes would 

reduce the economic gap between the two sides and be a potential source of 

growth for South Korea, making a gradual economic convergence imagin-

able and reducing the likely public-sector costs that would ensue if the 

South Korean government were to take financial responsibility for facilitat-

ing a rapid integration, either to reduce the prospect of southward migra-

tion or to meet North Korean citizens’ political expectations.

Although South Korea has an interest in working with a cooperative 

North Korean leadership that is economically liberalizing, such a scenario 

appears to be the one that North Korean elites are likely to perceive as the 

most threatening to their own interests. They would consider it reunifica-

tion by absorption, much like the German reunification process, promising 

few benefits and many risks for North Korean elites, who would lose their 

status in a unified Korea. Therefore, North Korean leaders prefer to main-

tain an atmosphere of hostility toward the South while pursuing North 

Korean–style economic reforms and to resist economic reforms from the 

outside while pursuing political isolation. This means that the biggest task 

for South Korean policy makers who seek gradual unification with the 

North is to induce political cooperation from North Korea, together with 
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enhanced economic cooperation and even economic integration measures. 

Nevertheless, this task is fraught with challenges if indeed North Korea’s 

leaders perceive that their self-preservation requires either economic coop-

eration with South Korea combined with political isolation or political co-

operation with South Korea combined with economic autarky. If South 

Korea cannot depend on voluntary cooperation from North Korea’s leader-

ship to move in a direction conducive to gradual economic integration, then 

it has no choice but to rely on marketization to penetrate and gradually 

transform North Korea.

Either North Korean opening without reform or reform without open-

ing requires South Korea to pursue countermeasures in order to create an 

environment conducive to the desired goal of national unification. If the 

North Korean leadership were autarkic but not hostile, South Korea might 

face a difficult choice between peaceful coexistence and unification. How-

ever, such an approach would leave the North Korean people under a lead-

ership that would likely make only marginal improvements in the quality 

of life of the average North Korean even while promising South Korea 

that as long as Seoul does not pursue subversion, North Korea will not 

revert to overt inter-Korean hostilities.

The type of North Korean leadership that would be the most impervi-

ous to influence from South Korean policies would be one that combines 

hostility toward the South with economic autarky. Such policies would 

blunt South Korean policy instruments aimed at integration and coopera-

tion, thereby lessening North Korea’s exposure to the South that would 

potentially undermine the legitimacy of the North Korean leadership do-

mestically or would contribute to collapse of the North Korean system.

Because of the divided nature of South Korea’s domestic debates over 

North Korea, a progressive leadership might not be able gain support for 

the level of cooperation and mutual engagement with North Korea needed 

for North Korea to let down its guard. Such an approach would face do-

mestic opposition from South Korean conservatives, who prefer to subvert 

or transform the North Korean regime. The prospect of a North Korean 

leadership devoted to both peace and cooperation with the South is un-

likely because North Korea remains vulnerable and isolated and because 

conservative South Koreans would continue to seek near-term unification 
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rather than allow peaceful coexistence as an interim stage in the quest for 

national unification.

NORTH KOREAN INSTABI L I T Y,  SOUTH KOREA’S 
RESPONSE,  AND PROSPECTS  FOR UNIFICAT ION

If South Korea is unable to influence the North Korean leadership in a 

direction that opens up new possibilities for cooperation, the only possible 

pathways toward national unification depend on South Korea’s ability to 

exploit North Korea’s vulnerability and on North Korea’s potential vulner-

ability to internal instability. South Korea has limited capacity to push 

North Korea past the point of no return, in part because of the North’s 

tight internal control. Moreover, North Korea’s systemic vulnerability may 

possibly manifest in early stages in some sort of violence, whether inter-

nally directed if Kim Jong-un’s rule becomes contested or externally 

directed against the United States or South Korea. Indeed, history has 

shown that heavily centralized states, such as Romania, Syria, and Libya, 

have experienced violence if internal instability develops as a result of 

contested leadership. Other factors that could influence the prospects for 

Korean unification in the event of instability include the pace and nature 

of political developments inside North Korea, a newly consolidating re-

placement leadership’s openness to external support or cooperation with 

South Korea, and whether the process by which unification occurs is 

peaceful or violent. Table 10.2 shows the range of scenarios that would be 

influenced by the pace and nature of North Korean instability. The orien-

tation and direction (isolating or integrating) of North Korea’s internal 

policies and their impact on the nature of inter-Korean interactions 

(i.e., whether the nature and pace of the Korean unification process are 

likely to be peaceful or violent, rapid or slow) are also shown.

Most South Koreans hope for peaceful and gradual Korean unifica-

tion. Nevertheless, South Korean policy planners must be prepared to 

recognize and respond to an array of different possibilities that stem from 

uncontrollable circumstances within North Korea. South Korea has 
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devised military strategies together with the United States designed to 

deter North Korea from lashing out and to respond in the event of North 

Korean instability, but the ultimate decisions to intervene in the event of 

internal instability are political. Such decisions will be influenced both 

by alliance consultations regarding thresholds and conditions for inter-

vention and by the degree of tangible spillover effects on South Korea (or 

on China or on both countries) that might influence South Korea’s do-

mestic political environment and generate pressures for intervention to 

stanch the spillover effects (e.g., refugee flows) likely to result from North 

Korean instability.

Although national unification has been a consistent and long-held stra-

tegic priority for successive South Korean administrations, security and 

prosperity, in the end, have been higher priorities. Yet unification potentially 

threatens South Korea’s security and prosperity. Hypothetically, South 

Korea may be tempted to pursue unification even at a cost to security and 

prosperity, but such a temptation would exist only under circumstances 

where unification is directly achievable and would carry enormous risks to 

a political leadership in South Korea that responds incorrectly to internal 

developments in North Korea. For this reason, although unification has 

been a long-standing and persistent South Korean strategic objective, it is 

likely to remain a secondary concern unless conditions develop in such a 

way that it becomes clearly achievable at manageable cost.

TABLE 10.2 INSTABILITY FACTORS, NORTH KOREA

NATURE OF INSTABIL ITY

EXPLOSION IMPLOSION
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THE  INTERNATIONAL  ENVIRONMENT AND KOREAN 
UNIFICAT ION:  LEAD ING FROM A POSIT ION OF 

REL AT IVE  WEAKNESS

South Korean strategists face an enormously challenging international con-

text in which they must find sources of leverage and cooperation with larger 

neighbors that may have directly opposing policy preferences and objec-

tives toward the Korean Peninsula. For instance, China and the United 

States have widely divergent preferred end states in the event of Korean 

unification, as discussed in the previous chapter. Although South Korea’s 

relative capacity to influence the United States, China, Japan, and Russia 

has increased, it remains comparatively weaker than any of its neighbors, 

both politically and militarily.

Moreover, there is the complicated question of how South Korea can 

influence the situation when the neighboring powers’ policies conflict with 

each other or are not conducive to the establishment of a reunified Korea 

consistent with South Korea’s own strategic priorities. What is the best 

strategy for South Korea to win acquiescence to, if not support for, unifica-

tion from China, the United States, Japan, and Russia? Moreover, South 

Korean domestic debates influence the tone and scope of options in both 

inter-Korean relations and in managing regional relations, and there are 

linkages between inter-Korean relations and the regional security context. 

In order to pursue Korean unification as a strategic objective, South Korea 

must simultaneously manage the regional environment, domestic politics, 

and its own interactions on the peninsula.

Effective management of regional relations in a way that is conducive to 

progress toward national unification is probably one of the most daunting 

diplomatic and strategic tasks that South Korean policy makers will face. 

The main challenge derives from South Korea’s limited capacity vis-à-vis 

its larger neighbors and the worry that great powers may prioritize 

management of their relations with each other over relations with South 

Korea. Great-power management of peninsular issues risks turning Korea 

into one among many issues on the agenda and makes major-power poli-

cies toward the Korean Peninsula contingent upon the regional context 
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rather than anchored or fixed. This is why Koreans are continuously sensi-

tive to the possibility not only that excessive cooperation among the great 

powers will minimize Korean influence on the process of managing a Ko-

rean transition but also that excessive conflict among them may result in 

continuation of national division.

With regard to Korean unification, all the major powers have clearly 

defined strategic preferences regarding the ultimate outcome or end state. 

The formation of a South Korean strategy in pursuit of unification must 

inevitably take into account these major-power preferences and make a 

calculation regarding which preferences South Korea must accommodate 

and where it might have the capacity to influence the situation in a direc-

tion that coincides with its needs and objectives. On the one hand, South 

Korea is best positioned to respond to developments on the ground; on the 

other hand, it will need to win support from the United States and acqui-

escence from China if unification is to be realized.

Thus, it is necessary to review the primary policy objectives and prefer-

ences of the major powers regarding Korean unification (see table 10.3) and 

South Korea’s desired unification objectives in its relations with each of its 

neighbors. American preferences regarding the main objectives of Korean 

unification have been formally and publicly aligned with those of South Ko-

rea since both sides promulgated the U.S.-ROK Joint Vision Statement in 

June 2009. This statement defines the alliance objective as the realization of 

a unified, democratic Korean state that embraces free-market principles. 

China has stated that it is also supportive of eventual independent Korean 

unification achieved gradually through peaceful dialogue. The key word in 

Chinese policy toward unification of the Korean Peninsula is independent 

because it is clear that China seeks a Korean Peninsula that is friendly or at 

least not hostile to China.19 Although Japanese statements are less clear, Ja-

pan presumably sees a friendly, denuclearized Korea as critical to its security 

and would generally be supportive of a continued U.S.-ROK security alli-

ance as the primary means by which to ensure that a unified Korea remains 

nonthreatening to Japan’s security.20 Russia’s interest in the Korean Penin-

sula has been primarily commercial, focused on access to potential future 

energy- and transportation-sector projects. Russia has the potential to 

play a spoiler role if it chooses to use the Korean Peninsula as a point of 

leverage against the United States in the ongoing geopolitical struggle in 
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Europe, but Moscow’s capacity to assert its interests vis-à-vis a potential 

Korean unification process is limited.21

Based on this thumbnail sketch of major-power interests and views to-

ward Korean unification, what are South Korea’s fundamental objectives 

toward the major powers with respect to its unification policy? First, an 

atmosphere of cooperation among the major powers would enhance the 

prospects for Korean unification. The road to Korean unification will likely 

be more complicated, if not wholly obstructed, in an atmosphere of re-

gional competition or rivalry among major powers, particularly between 

the United States and China. South Korea is unlikely to be able to control the 

quality and nature of regional relations among major powers, but Seoul 

still has an interest in promoting regional cooperation and multilateral 

mechanisms that can serve to modulate competition and insulate the 

region from rising rivalries or full-blown regional conflicts.

Second, South Korea has an interest in maintaining good diplomatic re-

lationships with all four powers surrounding the peninsula and in continu-

ously representing its own interest in and desire for support for a unification 

process. Seoul needs to reduce prospects for regional conflict or to inhibit 

the likelihood that the Korean Peninsula might once again be the epicenter 

of rivalry among larger neighbors. At the same time, the U.S.-ROK alliance 

remains the central platform by which South Korea’s security and economic 

TABLE 10.3 INTERESTS AND PREFERENCES WITH REGARD TO 
KOREAN UNIFICATION

U.S.-ROK 

Alliance

• Included in the U.S.-ROK Joint Vision Statement of June 2009

•  A unified, democratic, and denuclearized Korea that embraces 

free-market principles

China •  A unified, denuclearized Korea that is friendly or at least not 

hostile to China

•  Preferably an end to the U.S.-ROK alliance or at least a reconfig-

ured alliance with a much smaller role on the Korean Peninsula

Japan •  Presumably a denuclearized Korea tied to the U.S.-ROK alliance 

to ensure it is not hostile to Japan

Russia •  A unified, denuclearized Korea

•  Limited ability to affect the outcome of unification but an interest 

in energy and transportation projects on the Korean Peninsula
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prosperity have been guaranteed. In addition, South Korea also has an inter-

est in ensuring that alliance aims and objectives are not perceived as con-

trary to the objective of unification, which means working hard to manage 

potential conflicts between stability and unification priorities within the 

U.S.-ROK alliance. Squaring all these objectives, in particular the tension 

between management of great-power rivalries and maintenance of a strong 

U.S.-ROK alliance, will be a herculean task.

Third, with regard to South Korean desires for the U.S. role in unifica-

tion, South Korean strategists should presumably want to ensure that the 

Korean Peninsula remains a high U.S. policy priority and that the United 

States is prepared to provide strong political support for South Korea when 

the Korean unification process unfolds. A reunifying Korea will remain in-

tensely interested in continuing alliance benefits that have aided in securing 

Korean security and prosperity during the process of unification. South Ko-

rean strategists will also seek U.S. support for international and multilateral 

financing mechanisms to help manage the economic costs of unification.

South Korea recognizes both China’s interest in a friendly Korean Penin-

sula and its “veto power” or capability of preventing Korean unification by 

continuing to promote a policy that privileges stability and prefers the cer-

tainties of the status quo to the uncertainties that Korean unification would 

likely entail. At the very least, it will be important for China to acquiesce to 

unification as a fait accompli rather than continue to generate obstacles by 

continuing to prop up a separate North Korean state. South Korea and 

China share an interest in seeing a peaceful unification process and in seeing 

North Korea abandon provocations and embrace peaceful existence as an 

essential prerequisite to enhancing regional stability. South Korea has 

sought to reassure China that a unified Korea would be in China’s interest, 

but the future of the U.S.-ROK alliance is clearly a big sticking point and 

inhibitor to the development of China-ROK relations. China has an interest 

in ensuring that the peninsula does not become hostile toward China. China 

also fears that the current North Korean threat provides a rationale for the 

U.S.-ROK alliance to grow and eventually pose a threat to China as well.

If Korean unification becomes feasible, a mechanism for promoting re-

gional stability that includes the United States, China, Japan, Russia, and 

the two Koreas will be an important ingredient. In fact, the ongoing 
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informal framework of consultations among regional actors in Northeast 

Asia that derives from the Six-Party Talks plays a de facto role in enabling 

consultation on regional issues. Another challenge for Korean strategists is 

how to support efforts to ensure that China and the United States are on the 

same page regarding North Korea. The Park Geun-hye administration 

floated the idea of a trilateral U.S.-ROK-China dialogue on North Korea, 

but this consultation format has not yet gained real traction. Given the com-

plexity and breadth of the U.S.-China relationship, it is increasingly difficult 

for the two governments to prioritize North Korea in the bilateral dialogue. 

This may be an area where South Korean diplomatic persistence and focus 

might pay off by drawing the two most important outside powers together 

as part of an effort to encourage them to cooperate on critical issues involv-

ing the future security situation on the Korean Peninsula. It remains to be 

seen whether South Korea, a junior partner to these two major powers, can 

draw them in sufficiently to coordinate and deconflict their respective 

short- and long-term policies on issues related to Korean unification.

Finally, South Korea needs to secure support from Japan and Russia to 

ensure that neither acts as a spoiler with regard to Korean unification. The 

best way of consulting with and securing support from these two countries 

is likely to continue ongoing consultations in the context of the Six-Party 

framework and in the case of Japan by means of U.S.-Japan-ROK security 

consultations. Such consultations should aim to secure support for a Ko-

rean unification process and to secure regional buy-in to new security ar-

rangements designed to support and buffer a Korean unification process.

IMPACT  OF  UNIFICAT ION POL ICIES  ON  
SOUTH KOREAN STR ATEGIC  CHOICES

South Korea has consistently pursued national unification as a wish and a 

political objective that has absorbed a great deal of attention and strategic 

thinking ever since the end of the Korean War. However, despite the unifica-

tion issue’s constant presence as an essential element of Korean domestic po-

litical discourse and national strategy, and even though the South is now 
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considerably more powerful than the North, South Korea has thus far simply 

not had the means to achieve this objective. Unless North Korea either coop-

erates or collapses, unification is likely to remain distant and unfeasible.

South Korea’s preoccupation with the strategic objective of national 

unification clearly has had several important implications for its foreign 

policy. First, its national unification strategies have clearly had significant 

impact on the objectives and implementation of its foreign policy, as has 

been evident throughout this book. Second, its national strategies toward 

unification have had spillover effects on its diplomatic goals and strategies 

vis-à-vis all of its neighbors, and the ongoing competition with North 

Korea has permeated South Korean global foreign-policy strategies. Third, 

the South Korean pursuit of unification requires a combination-lock or 

Rubik’s cube strategy: it is necessary for domestic, peninsular, regional, 

and global forces to align for Korean unification to be feasible, but the 

likelihood of such an alignment remains low. Finally, a powerful motiva-

tion behind the Korean focus on national unification is directly related to 

the enduring tension between autonomy and alliance in the following way; 

many Koreans’ dreams of national unification anticipate that unification 

will augment national strength sufficiently that a unified Korea will finally 

be able to autonomously shape its own security environment. However, as 

implied in chapter 8, the idea that national unification will enhance Ko-

rea’s national power sufficiently to allow it to break out of the geographic 

constraint of being surrounded by larger powers is illusory.

For South Koreans, national unification remains secondary to security 

and prosperity. In fact, a good reason for caution regarding the pursuit of 

national unification has been the possibility that unification can be 

achieved only at significant cost to the relative security and prosperity that 

South Korea has already obtained. Indeed, the desire for peaceful unifica-

tion is at odds with scenarios in which unification occurs because of inter-

nal instability in North Korea, and even internal instability in the current 

regime may not necessarily result in a full-scale collapse of the state or 

system. Periods of North Korean cooperation or perceived instability have 

heightened South Korea’s interest in and focus on pursuit of Korean unifi-

cation, but those moments appear to have been accompanied by deepening 

polarization in South Korean domestic debates.
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Moreover, South Korea will seek the support of the United States and 

the acquiescence of China for Korean unification, but both countries con-

tinue to have contradictory preferences regarding the type of unification 

and the diplomatic and political orientation of a unified Korean state. 

These contradictory preferences inhibit prospects for dialogue on unifica-

tion-related sensitive issues where the United States and China share an 

interest in cooperation. South Korean strategists should continue to priori-

tize this matter of concern and seek ways to bridge the gap between its 

Chinese and American counterparts.
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