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Why Care about North Korea?

No man is an island,
entire of itself,
every man is a piece of the continent,
a part of the main. . . .
Because I am involved in mankind,
and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls;
It tolls for thee

—John donne, “Meditation XVII”

Why worry about people living on a narrow peninsula in Northeast asia squeezed 
by much larger neighbors? Not long after the Korean War halted, U.S. secretary of 
state dean acheson gave this answer: “Never has fate been secreted in so unlikely 
a receptacle.” reviewing recent history, acheson wondered: how could so much 
in world affairs depend on what happened in Korea?1 on the eve of the war, a cul-
tural anthropologist supported by acheson wrote, “It may be said of Korea that 
there is no country of comparable significance concerning which so many people 
are ignorant.”2 Nearly seven decades later, in a world more closely linked and inter-
dependent than ever, a smile or a grimace in Korea reverberates around the globe.

Why should the world care about North Korea? Because the regime in Pyong-
yang is a menace to its own people and to peace. This book seeks to analyze those 
threats—how and why they emerged and what the United States and others, begin-
ning with North Korea’s neighbors, could do to mitigate the dangers.

Are We Our Brothers’ and Sisters’ Keepers?

People do terrible things to one another everywhere. What can one do about it? 
Cain, the realist, spoke back to the lord sarcastically with the question “am I my 
brother’s keeper?” (Genesis 4.9). others, such as idealist John donne, asserted 
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4 North Korea and the World

that we are all “involved in mankind”—so that suffering anywhere diminishes 
everyone.

how should outsiders deal with a regime believed to abuse its own people and 
menace world order? Can—should—must those concerned with human rights 
and security try to bridge their differences with individuals and groups whom 
they regard as evil? Is an accommodation feasible, or even desirable, between par-
ties who differ profoundly on notions of right and wrong? are some regimes so 
evil that it is wrong and unwise to engage with them—even on matters of shared 
concern? If actors believe it worthwhile to bargain with a perceived devil, should 
they deploy or demand special safeguards? lest we view the problem from just one 
side, we must recall that similar questions confront North Koreans. how should 
they deal with outsiders who, the North’s leaders say, have brutalized and betrayed 
them for decades?

The United Nations Security Council in 2006 adopted resolution 1674 affirm-
ing the “responsibility to Protect.” This norm holds that every state has a duty to 
protect its own people from genocide, ethnic cleansing, crimes against human-
ity, and war crimes. The international community has a duty to assist every state 
to fulfill this responsibility. If a state manifestly fails to protect its citizens from 
mass atrocities, and if peaceful measures have failed, then the international com-
munity must intervene with economic pressures and, if necessary, military force.3 
The U.S. State department Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review in 
2010 explained why U.S. interests support the responsibility to Protect: “Situa-
tions that threaten genocide or other mass atrocities warrant very high priority for 
prevention. Such extreme violence undermines our security by fueling state and 
regional instability, prolonging the effects of violence on societies, and entrench-
ing murderous regimes that perpetuate other threats. The moral values we cherish 
are breached, and the legal and normative structures we champion and depend 
upon for continued order are undermined.”4

how does the responsibility to Protect relate to North Korea? The Commis-
sion of Inquiry established by the UN human rights Council recommended in 
February 2014 that the UN Security Council take action to punish and prevent 
crimes against humanity in the democratic People’s republic of Korea.5 The com-
mission reported that “the dPrK is a state where the commission of human rights 
violations and crimes against humanity is ingrained into the institutional frame-
work” controlled and led by Supreme leader Kim Jong Un. The commission’s find-
ings and subsequent UN actions are detailed in later chapters. Suffice it here to 
say that they underscore why the entire international community should be con-
cerned with North Korea.

a United Nations inquiry in 2014 defined one aspect of the dPrK’s challenge 
to humanity: “Systematic, widespread and gross human rights violations have 
been, and are being committed by the dPrK, its institutions and officials.” Some 
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Why Care about North Korea?  5

violations “constitute crimes against humanity. These are not mere excesses of the 
state. They are essential components of a political system that has moved far from 
the ideals on which it claims to be founded. The gravity, scale and nature of these 
violations reveal a state that does not have any parallel in the contemporary world. 
Political scientists of the 20th century characterized this type of political organi-
zation as a totalitarian state: a state that does not content itself with ensuring the 
authoritarian rule of a small group of people, but seeks to dominate every aspect 
of its citizens’ lives and terrorizes them from within.”6

The dPrK is a totalitarian system, ruled by “a single party, led by a single 
person,” based on an ideology called Juche—independent self-reliance—or, on 
occasion, “Kimilsungism-Kimjongilism.” as the UN study put it: “The keystone 
to the political system is the vast political and security apparatus that strategically 
uses surveillance, coercion, fear and punishment to preclude the expression of any 
dissent. Public executions and enforced disappearance to political prison camps 
serve as the ultimate means to terrorize the population into submission. The state’s 
violence has been externalized through state-sponsored abductions and enforced 
disappearances of people from other nations. These international enforced disap-
pearances are unique in their intensity, scale and nature.”7

North Korea’s Challenges to Regional 
and Global Security

While Koreans at times ruled Manchuria, they seldom encroached on their neigh-
bors. on the other hand, outsiders—Chinese, Japanese, Mongols, Manchus, rus-
sians—took turns trying to dominate Korea. as CIa analysts put it: “Victimized by 
its strategic location throughout history,” Korea has been and continues to be “the 
scene of competition for dominant influence by its powerful neighbors.”8

Korea served as the focus of many wars. In the late sixteenth century, for 
example, Japan ravaged Korea for six years before being driven back by Chinese 
troops and Korean ironclad “turtle” boats. Three centuries later, however, in 1894–
1895, Japan defeated China in a struggle to control Korea and access to Manchu-
ria. a decade later, in 1904–1905, Japan defeated russia in a fight for hegemony 
over Manchuria and Korea.

The expansionist policies of China, Japan, and russia were joined in the nine-
teenth century by those of europeans, led by France, followed by the United States. 
despite long distances and dangers, americans engaged in trade and in mortal 
combat with Koreans. america’s first encounters with Korea were violent: U.S. gun-
boats shot their way into the han river in 1871. Soon, however, Korean leaders 
looked to the United States to help in modernizing and protecting their country.

Many U.S. policies were shaped by what policymakers conceived as the reali-
ties of power—bolstered by pressures from firms hoping for business in asia. For 
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6 North Korea and the World

most of america’s aspiring realists and merchants, however, relatively small Korea 
was less important than its neighbors. Washington readily sacrificed Korea to 
america’s larger concerns with Japan and, later, with the USSr. officials in Wash-
ington paid little heed to american diplomats, missionaries, educators, and physi-
cians in Korea who were concerned with the country’s well-being and who wished 
to preserve its independence.

americans used their good offices to mediate Japan’s peace treaty with China 
in 1895 and with russia in 1905. as we shall see in chapter 3, however, Washing-
ton acquiesced in Japan’s absorption of Korea in return for tokyo’s acceptance of 
U.S. control of the Philippines. london did the same to protect its position in Sin-
gapore. No U.S. president spoke the word “Korea” in public from 1911 to 1942! 
The White house did not condemn Japan’s colonization of Korea until after Pearl 
harbor.

When the Japanese departed in 1945, one Korea became two—divided north 
and south—in part because Washington had done nothing to foster a free and 
independent Korea or prepare for an enlightened occupation, as in Japan. The 
outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950 soon changed all that. Washington 
came to see Korea as a battleground between the Free World and the Communist. 
The Korean War pitted UN forces, led by the United States, against North Korea, 
China, and—behind the lines—the USSr. Three to four million soldiers and civil-
ians died in the fighting, in a war that barely altered the North–South boundary.9

Why worry about North Korea now? another war in Northeast asia waged 
with twenty-first-century weapons could well be far more destructive.

For some observers, the Korean War showed that containment of Communist 
expansion, boosted by collective security, could succeed. Critics countered that 
the Korean War initiated a string of unwinnable wars in asia and the Middle east 
chosen by U.S. presidents with almost no participation by Congress or the broader 
U.S. public.

The Korean War armistice was signed on July 27, 1953, by dPrK, Chinese, 
and UN/U.S. representatives. a month or so later the United Nations established 
a Northern limit line (Nll) to demarcate the dPrK-roK border in the West 
Sea.10 Starting in 1973, the dPrK challenged the legality of this demarcation. The 
dPrK also had unresolved border disputes with China—in the West Sea, in the 
north near Mount Paektu, and regarding certain islands in the Yalu and tumen 
rivers. Both the dPrK and the roK rejected Japan’s claims to liancourt rocks 
(dokdo in Korean, takeshima in Japanese) in the east Sea (Sea of Japan), where 
fish abound and natural gas deposits were likely.

Korea could still spark a war dragging in the great powers. despite an armistice 
in 1953, more than half a century passed with no formal peace agreement. Instead, 
North Korean troops continued to face off against UN troops along Korea’s demili-
tarized zone (dMZ). Bloody incidents occurred regularly at sea along the Nll.
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Why Care about North Korea?  7

despite some occasional respites, tension often strangled moments of détente 
as North Korea moved to join the nuclear weapons club. Washington worried not 
only that Pyongyang might acquire the means to destroy portions of South Korea, 
Japan, and North america, but also that North Korea’s actions would encourage 
Iran and other states—including Japan—to go nuclear.11

North Korea’s confrontation with the United States constituted “the first 
twenty-first-century conflict between a failed state relying on the threat of nuclear 
weapons and their proliferation to ensure regime survival, and a world power 
intent on preventing such flexing, blackmailing, and transfer of weapons of mass 
destruction (WMd) to potential terrorists.”12

For more than six decades North Korea acted as one of the most aggressive 
actors on the world stage and the most repressive at home—doing little even to 
address mass hunger and other basic human needs. The dPrK became the first 
state after World War II to invade and seek to annex another state. North Korea 
probably achieved the modern world’s record for state sponsorship of kidnapping 
and assassination. The Pyongyang regime dealt harshly not only with its own sub-
jects and with the roK but even with its patrons in Moscow and Beijing. No other 
government treated so shabbily the relief agencies whose programs saved millions 
of its citizens from acute hunger and disease.

as for North–South friendship, would any other government kill an autho-

The dMZ. Bill Clinton called it the “scariest place on earth.” (Photo by Jeremy hunter)
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8 North Korea and the World

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

The dPrK menaced the world not only with its weapons but also by its eco-
nomic and political fragility. Washington and tokyo worried about North Korea’s 
military strength; Beijing and Seoul feared its weakness as well as its threats to 
security. all these concerns were justified: the dPrK could become a failed state 
equipped with nuclear weapons. North Korea sold missiles and proffered its 
nuclear technology. The regime’s bellicose words and deeds raised doubts whether 
any outsiders could reach an accommodation with Pyongyang on issues of high 
politics (security issues such as weapons and boundaries) or even “low” politics 
(trade, the environment, culture, fishing rights). For a failing state, nearly every-
thing is high politics, including human rights.

Was there good reason for the United States and its partners to pursue nuclear 
arms negotiations with Pyongyang? No, said neorealists such as the late Kenneth 
N. Waltz. They argued that nuclear spread is both inevitable and desirable, because 
nobody attacks a nuclear power. any dangers from proliferating nukes can be 
managed. No matter how crazy North Korea’s leaders might sometimes appear, 
they did not want to perish in a nuclear exchange.13

Proponents of arms control did not argue that nuclear arms are safe in the 
hands of the United States and other existing nuclear weapons states. arms con-
trollers worried that the emergence of any additional actor equipped with nuclear 
weapons raised the probability that nuclear arms will be used—whether by acci-
dent, by a miscalculation, or by a madman. Individuals of any ethnic, cultural, 
or political hue can make grievous mistakes. Westerners and russians had no 
grounds for self-congratulation. Both the russian and the american nuclear arse-
nals and command systems suffered many nearly cataclysmic accidents over the 
decades. No “Nucflash” happened in the United States, but there were dozens of 
very close calls, known as “Broken arrows.”14 Some officials try to learn from past 
mistakes, but human fallibility knows no limits. In 2007 what the Pentagon called 
a “Bent Spear” event took place when the U.S. air Force lost track of six nuclear-
armed cruise missiles between two of its bases in North dakota.15 In 2013 air 
Force officers entrusted with the launch keys to long-range nuclear missiles twice 
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Why Care about North Korea?  9

left open a blast door intended to keep out terrorists or other intruders from enter-
ing their underground command post. The top american ICBM commander, a 
two-star general, was fired in 2013 for going on a drinking binge and for per-
sonal misbehavior during a visit to russia. In 2014 the air Force accused other 
missileers of using narcotics and cheating on proficiency exams. If such mishaps 
occurred regularly in a technologically advanced america, what were the risks in 
India, which had twice the number of industrial accidents as the United States, 
or in Pakistan, where the rate was four times higher? officials in Vladimir Putin’s 
russia and Putin admirers in 2014–2015 actually talked of using nuclear weapons 
as a way to “de-escalate” if a conventional war broke out with Nato.16

on a more positive note, the record showed that nuclear spread could be 
stopped and even reversed. John F. Kennedy in 1963 worried that by the 1970s 
there could be fifteen to twenty-five states with nuclear arms.17 By 2015, however, 
there were eight—nine if we include North Korea; and 185 states had signed or 
acceded to the Nuclear Nonproliferation treaty.18 They included South africa, 
Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan, which gave up their nuclear arms. libya sur-
rendered its nuclear plant as part of a grand bargain. Iraq was disarmed by force. 
Iran in 2013–2015 agreed to freeze and perhaps reverse its production of enriched 
uranium in return for reduced sanctions. Three of North Korea’s neighbors, the 
roK, Japan, and taiwan, abjured nuclear arms, at least for the time being, despite 
having an ability to produce them. Stopping nuclear spread would depend on 
trends in China as well as North Korea, and the credibility of the U.S. deterrent.

arms controllers hoped that North Korea would limit, if not eliminate, its 
nuclear weapons and capacity. Pyongyang countered that it would not repeat the 
mistakes made by Iraq and libya. had Saddam hussein and Muammar Gaddafi 
possessed a nuclear deterrent, dPrK commentators asserted, then their regimes 
would not have fallen to outside forces. In this same vein, some Ukrainians in 2014–
2015 wished they still had nuclear arms to keep Vladimir Putin’s russia at bay.

Can meaningful arms controls be negotiated? The record is analyzed in chap-
ter 9 and subsequent chapters. here we note only that if top leaders do not want an 
accord, then their negotiators do not fail if they reach no agreement. The negotia-
tors’ assigned task may have been to buy time by dragging out the talks or merely 
to save face and embarrass the other side.19

If the rulers of the dPrK insist on maintaining their claim to be a nuclear-
weapons state, could it be wise to seek renewed negotiations on arms control? Why 
validate North Korea’s nuclear status through government-to-government initia-
tives? Would this not add dignity to Kim Jong Un’s regime and its nuclear claim? 
even efforts at greater economic engagement could add credibility to Pyongyang’s 
pyŏngjin line, asserting the feasibility and desirability of developing the dPrK 
economy while enhancing its nuclear and missile weapons. 

Given these dilemmas, the International Crisis Group in June 2015 recom-
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10 North Korea and the World

mended a long game of principled engagement. Yes, containment and deter-
rence would still be needed, but the risks of miscalculation and war would not go 
away. “to reduce these risks, the international community needs to develop other 
channels of communication and cooperation that are not contingent on progress 
toward denuclearization.” actors on many levels—governments, international 
organizations, the private sector, and civil society—needed to find ways to pro-
duce cooperative outcomes and avert catastrophes while avoiding doing harm.20

despite potential abuses of negotiations, arms controls can reduce the danger 
of war, save money, and limit damage if war erupts. They can open the way to a 
positive relationship as well as a negative peace. reviewing the record of arms talks 
with North Korea should help us to understand what succeeds and what fails in 
such efforts. It may suggest ways to turn from a dead end to an open road.

Location, Location, Location

Size isn’t everything. But in world affairs, as in real estate, value is often shaped by 
location. Korea is the hub of security concerns in Northeast asia and beyond—
a crossroads for commerce but also a caldron for war. a map of Korea shows a 
potential dagger pointed at Japan, China, and russia, but also a narrow peninsula 
readily accessed by three of the most powerful actors on the world stage.21

Both the roK and the dPrK are medium-sized countries with long coast-
lines. North Korea borders China, russia, and South Korea, whereas the South 
is surrounded by water, except on its land border with the North. The more than 
25 million people in the North live in a mountainous space with deep valleys and 
some coastal plains covering 121,000 square kilometers (a little smaller than Mis-
sissippi). The South’s population is nearly twice as large—49 million, living in a 
hilly land with wide coastal plains covering 97,000 square kilometers (slightly 
larger than Indiana). By the size of its population, the North ranks 49th in the 
world; by the extent of its territory, 99th. The South’s population is 25th largest in 
the world; its area, 109th.

Proximity counts: as a Chinese general noted, “China and Korea are sepa-
rated by only a river. They depend on each other like lips and teeth. What concerns 
one concerns also the other. The security of China is closely connected with the 
survival of Korea.”22 China dominated Korea for centuries but lost its hold in the 
late nineteenth century to a rising Japan. having annexed Korea in 1910, Japanese 
forces parted only in 1945. Still, Japanese interest in Korea remained. an early Jap-
anese version of the Microsoft encyclopedia Encarta had 216 articles on Korea—
compared to just 46 in the U.S. edition. a single comic book on North Korea’s 
“dear leader” Kim Jong Il (portrayed as a depraved despot) published in Japan in 
2003 sold half a million copies in a few months—probably more than all the books 
ever published on Korea in english.23
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Why Care about North Korea?  11

The presence of U.S. troops in Korea long after the Korean War reassured 
some South Koreans but angered others.24 Some South Koreans wanted closer ties 
with China to counter U.S. influences. North Korea’s leaders usually demanded 
withdrawal of U.S. troops from the Korean peninsula but on occasion allowed that 
american forces might stay. a near constant in dPrK policy, however, was a quest 
for normalized ties with the United States. It is possible that Pyongyang might 
have renounced its quest for nuclear weapons if it had acquired diplomatic recog-
nition and nonaggression assurances from Washington. one dPrK objective was 
to offset China’s heavy presence. “It would be good for the United States,” a visitor 
to Pyongyang was told, to have North Korea “as a buffer state in this dangerous 
area. Who knows, perhaps there are ways in which the United States could ben-
efit from our ports and our intelligence if we become friends.”25 one high-ranking 
dPrK minister told an american diplomat, “We could be your base to contain 
China.” another said, “We could be your ‘Israel in east asia.’” as of 2015, however, 
officials in the United States were unsure about the dPrK and its strategy. Policy 
analysts in Pyongyang probably had similar questions.

Lessons for the World?

another reason to think about Korea is to understand better why some states fail 
while others prosper. Both Koreas proclaimed their independent statehood in 
1948; both joined the United Nations on the same day in 1991; North and South 
Koreans share the same genes, cultural traditions, and language. Still, the two 
Koreas became and remained two different states with distinct ways of life. The 
economic strength of North Korea plateaued in the 1970s and began to decline rel-
ative to South Korea. Its greatest political achievement was to institutionalize and 
sacralize a ruling dynasty across three generations. By the twenty-first century the 
republic of Korea offered a model of economic dynamism, self-government, edu-
cational excellence, and “wired” infrastructure. Its pop culture animated Japan, 
China, parts of the United States and europe, and even—underground—North 
Korea.

What complexity science calls societal fitness—the ability to cope with com-
plex challenges and take advantage of opportunities—declined in the North even 
as it increased in the South.26 one indicator of societal fitness is a country’s rank-
ing on the human development Index (hdI) prepared by the UN development 
Programme. The hdI seeks to gauge the conditions that enhance human choice—
what aristotle might term the capacity to actualize each person’s potential. to 
measure those conditions, the UNdP human development Index collects and 
aggregates data on health, education, and incomes. Western or Westernized coun-
tries dominate the top ranks on the index. In 2014 Norway placed first; austra-
lia and New Zealand ranked second, and  the United States, fifth.  The only asian 
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12 North Korea and the World

country in the top ten was Singapore, at ninth. The roK and hong Kong tied at 
15th; Japan, 17th; Israel, 19th; russia, 57th; China, 91st; India, 135th; and Paki-
stan, 146th. Following afghanistan, ten african countries were at the bottom—
ranked from 170th to 179th, with Guinea last.27

due to lack of data, the UNdP did not rank the dPrK but merely listed it 
with other countries such as Somalia and Sudan. The dPrK regime cultivated 
high rates of literacy and school attendance, but left North Korea unfit by many 
indicators. The regime did little to advance the realm of choice for most North 
Koreans. according to the UNdP, infant mortality was high in the North. Some 
23 babies died for every 1,000 live births—nearly eight times the rates in South 
Korea and Japan (3 of 1,000) and nearly four times the U.S. rate (6 per 1,000). on 
the other hand, the dPrK rate was low relative to India (44 per 1,000) and Paki-
stan (69 per 1,000). The UN also reported severe malnutrition and stunting in 28 
percent of North Korean children aged five and under—compared with 9 percent 
in China, virtually none in South Korea and Japan, and 44 percent in India and 
69 percent in Pakistan. The UN reported that the dPrK had a food deficit of 238 
calories—high, though only half of Burundi’s. Challenging any expectation of an 
authoritarian calm, the dPrK homicide rate was 15.2 per 100,000 persons—much 
higher than in South Korea (2.6) or the United States (4.7).28

a woman who works at a restaurant in Pyongyang watches over her son, who explores 
a pack of biscuits given to him by a Chinese tourist. (Photo by Stephen Gong)
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Why Care about North Korea?  13

evaluative rankings by other agencies—Freedom house, transparency Inter-
national, and the Bertelsmann Foundation—are summarized below in chapter 10. 
With few exceptions, they dovetail with the hdI.

What accounts for the very diff erent trajectories of North Korea and its neigh-
bors? Th is book argues that Northeast asia’s experience provides another case of 
a pattern that has beset humanity for millennia: Th e Kim dynasty’s policies illus-
trate how extractive policies by the ruling elite for its private interests can harm the 
development of entire societies.29 Rooted both in self-seeking and mutual distrust, the 
North’s policies refl ect a myopic, zero-sum orientation that usually serves to degrade 
the well-being of extractive polities.30

as Figure 1.1 suggests, exploitative policies spawn low fi tness, while policies 
oriented toward mutual gain nurture high fi tness. Th e evidence for this proposi-
tion may be found in my previous books but will also emerge in many chapters 
that follow—especially in chapter 10, on why North Korea is not the South.31

Implications of Interdependence and Complexity

Neither the democracies nor the authoritarians involved in Northeast asia can 
ignore the challenges and opportunities in a world of growing interdependence. a 

Exploitation Mutual Gain

Law of the jungle

Anarchy

Sterility

Random chaos

Top-down rule

Dictatorship

Sterility

Rigid hierarchy

Self-organization

Democracy

Creativity

Complexity

High FitnessLow Fitness

Figure 1.1. exploitation, mutual gain, and fi tness: likely linkages
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14 North Korea and the World

wise policy must take account of this growing interdependence in every domain. 
Mutual dependence signifies mutual vulnerability—a relationship so close that 
moves by any party can harm or help the other. The realities of global interdepen-
dence reinforce the reasons for developing a strategy aimed at creating values for 
all parties.

Interdependence is rarely symmetrical. North Korea occupies one-sixth more 
space than South Korea but possesses less than half the roK population and just 
a fraction of its material wealth. The dPrK is far smaller and weaker than any of 
its other negotiating partners—the United States, China, russia, and Japan. Its 
only ace relative to South Korea and Japan is its inchoate nuclear arsenal. Still, the 
dPrK and each of these parties share not only vulnerabilities but also a potential 
for mutual gain. Such asymmetries are not unique. actors on the global stage are 
seldom equal. even the U.S. and Soviet “superpowers” had very different assets 
and liabilities. one was more than twice as rich; the other, twice as large. Still, 
Washington and Moscow recognized their shared needs and the utility of collabo-
rating in many realms.32

an understanding of interdependence combined with insights about complex 
systems could contribute to a new paradigm for social studies more useful than 
realism or idealism with all their “neo” variants.33 The fledgling science of com-
plex systems suggests that every society’s well-being—its overall fitness—depends 
on its ability to cooperate as well as compete. to sustain life-support networks, 
humans need to collaborate—not free ride, like a parasite, or otherwise exploit one 
another. harnessing complex interdependence can make a participant stronger 
than the sum of its parts. Interlocking ties can resemble a coral reef where diverse 
life forms find mutual protection in a sustainable ecosystem. Self-organization and 
self-healing are processes found in nature that can also be emulated by humans.34 
These principles are used in chapter 10 to illuminate differences between South 
Korea and the North.

The actors in Northeast asia could benefit from adapting to interdependence 
in the ways pioneered within the european Union and between the United States 
and Canada. Between the United States and the dPrK meaningful cooperation 
may exist only as a mental image in the early twenty-first century—still, such a 
vision could push policy in more positive directions.

each actor in Northeast asia could utilize interdependence to seek unilateral 
advantage or mutual gain. In our world of escalating interdependencies, an effec-
tive foreign policy needs to follow three axioms. First, policymakers must develop 
a “smart” mix of hard and soft power plus conversion power—the ability to apply 
them effectively.35

Second, each actor’s deepest interests are more likely to be advanced by pol-
icies meant to create mutual gain with others than by value-claiming policies 
aimed at unilateral gain. exploiting others may achieve short-term gains, but this 
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approach tends to boomerang over time so that the costs outweigh the benefits. 
In addition, the time during which exploitation can pay has become ever shorter, 
thanks to modern communications and interdependence. The history of evolution 
shows that the capacity to cooperate is vital for species fitness.

of course a mutual gain strategy requires reciprocity. If any actor merely 
pockets the other’s concessions and then asks for more, then value-creating will be 
a losing strategy. Both North Korea and its interlocutors complain that their ges-
tures of goodwill have been abused by the other side. how to induce reciprocity 
in relations between longtime antagonists quite different in assets and outlook is 
explored in the chapters that follow.

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

The prospects for better mutual understanding are improved by the fact that, 
in today’s world, countries communicate not only through their government offi-
cials but also through their unofficial representatives—rock stars, athletes, evange-
lists, au pairs, bloggers, and ordinary tourists. We have not only track 1—official 
diplomacy between governments—but also track 2, or “private citizen,” diplo-
macy. With North Korea there is also track 1½: diplomacy conducted by private 
citizens and off-duty or retired officials. Thus, representatives of the Nautilus Insti-
tute have discussed energy issues with North Korean specialists while U.S. officials 
have observed and taken notes.36 Negotiations by business and commercial inter-
ests constitute a kind of track 3, with some ability to leapfrog political hang-ups.

The many forms of diplomacy now available contribute to a major hope for 
peace—relationships of complex interdependence. While interdependence can 
exist in just one area of vulnerability (e.g., nuclear deterrence), complex interde-
pendence is marked by three features: first, the parties interact on many levels—
not just at the summit (as among heads of state); second, their agendas touch many 
shared concerns with no clear hierarchy; and third, given these linkages, discord 
over any particular agenda item or items could never give rise to war. Where com-
plex interdependence is strong, as in today’s europe, violence as a way to resolve 
disputes becomes unthinkable.37 The roK “Sunshine Policy,” initiated in the late 
1990s, aimed to create such relationships with the dPrK but encountered many 
obstacles. Critics faulted it for not insisting on reciprocal actions by the North. 
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ostensibly angered by South Korean rhetoric and by roK-U.S. military exercises, 
Pyongyang shut down the last vestige of the Sunshine Policy, the Kaesong Indus-
trial Park, in april 2013, only to call for its reopening a few months later. respond-
ing to new dPrK bomb and missile tests, the roK terminated all its operations at 
Kaesong in early 2016.

détente would make the integration of Northeast asia far easier. higher lev-
els of prosperity and human development across the region could be reached if 
political conditions encouraged investment, education, and commerce. No coun-
try needs such conditions more than North Korea, where a “military-first” policy 
shortchanged every other aspect of life.

If the Korean peninsula became a zone of peace, then it could radiate eco-
nomic benefits in all azimuths. The industrial South could gain from access to 
the North’s mineral riches and educated workforce, while the North could ben-
efit from the South’s know-how in agriculture, business, and technology. North 
Korea’s disciplined labor force could become another ingredient in lowering pro-
duction costs for multinational firms—while raising living standards in the North. 
all Koreans, as well as Japanese, Chinese, and russians, could gain if the oil and 
gas riches of Siberia could flow freely down the peninsula instead of being first 
loaded and unloaded on heavy ships. Improved rail links between Siberia and 
North Korea could fillip trade and bring both Koreas and China closer to all eur-
asia and europe.

Protection of rare and threatened species—whooping cranes and fishes—
would be facilitated by regional stability.38 The relatively pristine nature sanctu-
ary created by the demilitarized zone between North and South Korea could be 
enhanced and enlarged.

These and other alternative futures are discussed here. Worst-case as well 
as win-win scenarios are analyzed. For example, a nuclear-armed North Korea 
could trigger an asian arms race and war. on the other hand, if the lessons of his-
tory contributed to enlightened policies, then the prospects for mutual gain could 
improve.

Whatever we learn about conflict resolution in Northeast asia could have 
broader implications. hostile antagonists around the globe need to learn how 
to manage their differences, foster shared interests, and convert swords into 
plowshares.
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