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The Korean Peninsula within the Framework of US Global
Hegemony

Tim Beal

On 8 July 2016 it was announced in Seoul that
the US would, as had long been anticipated,
deploy  an  initial  unit  of  the  Terminal  High
Altitude  Area  Defense  (THAAD)  system  in
South Korea.1 The announcement was made at
a press conference hosted by the South Korean
Deputy Minister of Defense Ryu Je-seung and
the Chief of Staff of US Forces in Korea (USFK)
who has the significant, if unfortunate, name of
General  Vandal.  The decision did not  attract
much attention in the international media being
overshadowed by the Brexit drama in Europe,
shootings  and  electioneering  in  the  US,  and
Obama’s last NATO summit in Warsaw.

General  Thomas  Vandal,  the  Chief  of

Staff  for  the  US  Forces  in  Korea  and
South  Korea’s  Deputy  Minister  Of
Defense  Ryu  Je-seung  announce  the
decision  to  deploy  the  THAAD  missile
defense system in  South Korea,  at  the
Ministry  of  National  Defense  in  Seoul,
July 8. (Yonhap News)

The limited  coverage  however  was  definitely
‘on message’:

US  and  South  Korea  agree  THAAD
missile defence deployment (BBC)2

South  Korea  and  US  agree  to  deploy
THAAD  miss i le  defence  system
(Guardian) 3

Pentagon to deploy anti-missile system in
South Korea (Washington Post)4

South  Korea  and  US  Agree  to  Deploy
Missile  Defense  System  (New  York
Times)5

It  was  Reuters  which  delivered  the  whole
message in the headline:

South Korea, US Agree to Deploy
THAAD Missile Defense to Counter
North Korea Threat6

So, the message goes, we have two equal allies-
-South Korea and the US (and that is often the
order in which they are given) --who after much
deliberation  are  stationing  this  segment  of
Missile  Defense  precisely  to  defend  South
Korea  against  a  belligerent  North  Korea.  It
must be admitted that China7 and Russia8 are
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making a bit  of  a  fuss  although it  has been
patiently  explained many times that  the sole
purpose  of  THAAD  was,  as  Minister  Yoo
reiterated  at  the  press  conference  “to
guarantee the security of [South Korea] and its
people from the threat of North Korea's nuclear
weapons,  weapons  of  mass  destruction  and
ballistic missiles” and is “not aimed at a third
country"9. Indeed, Jane Perlez suggested in the
New York Times,  China was peeved because
the deployment show that despite its attempts
to woo Seoul ‘Ms. Park’s government showed
that  it  was  embracing  its  alliance  with
Washington more than ever, and that it would
rely less on China to keep North Korea and its
nuclear arsenal at bay.’10

However,  a  little  burrowing  beneath  the
surface reveals that the reality is very different
from  the  official  US  and  South  Korean
government line so assiduously reported by the
media.

There are, for a start, serious doubts amongst
experts that THAAD would in fact be effective
against North Korean missiles. Even those in
the military-industrial-security complex such as
Michael  E l leman  formerly  o f  the  US
Department  of  Defense  and  now  with  the
International  Institute  for  Strategic  Studies
(IISS)  who  is,  by  profession,  ‘pro-THAAD’
cautions  that  it  would  not  offer  complete
protection.

Adding THAAD to missile-defense
deployments  that  already  include
Patriot  systems  would  likely
substantially  enhance  South
Korea’s  capacity  to  minimize  the
damage caused by a large North
Korean missile attack. However, it
is important to note that a layered
defense  wi l l  not  be  able  to
completely  block  such  an  attack.
As  a  result,  missiles  armed  with
nuclear  weapons  could  cause
significant  casualties  as  well  as

damage in the South.11

A similar point is made by Garth McLennan,
who  refers  to  the  technique  of  haystacking
where a large number of missiles are fired, only
a few of which have nuclear warheads (because
they  are  in  short  supply).  The  nuclear
component  then  becomes  a  needle  in  a
haystack:

THAAD would not, however, serve
as an effective tool in countering a
North Korean nuclear strike if such
an attack were haystacked among
a  barrage  o f  convent iona l
warheads. 1 2

A more trenchant,  and independent  critic,  is
Theodore  Postol,  emeritus  professor  at  the
Massachusetts  Institute  of  Technology  (MIT)
who  is  frequently  cited  by  the  liberal  Seoul
newspaper  Hankyoreh.13  Postol  argues  that
North Korea could make its missiles tumble or
fragment in flight in order to confuse THAAD
and hence penetrate defences.14

There  appears  to  be  a  consensus  amongst
experts  that  despite  claims  by  the  South
Korean Defense Minister a single THAAD unit
would  be  ineffective  against  Submarine
Launched Ballistic Missiles (SLBMS) because it
only has a 120 degrees azimuth,  or window,
and since SLBMs can be launched from any
direction it would be necessary to have at least
three to cover the whole 360 degrees.15
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THAAD on the  Korean peninsula,  used
f o r  d e t e c t i n g  C h i n e s e  I C B M
(hypothetical)1 6

Then there is the question of where the THAAD
unit would be stationed. The right wing Chosun
Ilbo has expressed concern that  it  would be
positioned  to  protect  US  bases,  rather  than
Seoul.17

Postol  concludes,  in  a  lengthy  technical
presentation given at Harvard, that “The claim
that  the  US is  aiming its  missile  defense  at
North Korea is simply nonsense.”18

If THAAD offers little or no protection against
North Korea’s missiles,  why the deployment?
The answer lies  in  THAAD’s  AN/TPY-2 radar
system which can penetrate deep into China,
and Russia.19 Postol explains:

The Chinese are concerned about
the THAAD radar because it  was
designed  from  its  beginning  to
provide  cuing  information  to  the
US National Missile Defense. The
placement  of  a  THAAD  radar  in
South Korea has the unambiguous
technical  appearance  of  placing
the radar in a location where it can
provide  track  information  on
Chinese  ICBMs  before  they  rise
over the curved earth-horizon and
can be seen by the main radars of

the US National Missile Defense in
Alaska...

South Korea will get no military benefit from
the  THAAD  defense  system,  and  China  will
consider  the  radar‘s  deployment  to  South
Korea as a hostile act by South Korea against
China. It  therefore has a significant negative
impact on South Korean/Chinese relations, with
essentially no real benefit to South Korea.20

Russia has warned that it ‘could deploy missile
bases  to  its  Far  East  region  that  would  be
within reach of THAAD bases in South Korea’.21

China has gone further in an editorial in the
authoritative  Communist  Party  newspaper
Global  Times,  which  outlined  a  number  of
measures  in  response  to  the  THAAD
deployment:

We  recommend  China  to  take  the  following
countermeasures.

China should cut off economic ties with
companies involved with the system and
ban  their  products  from  entering  the
Chinese market.
It  could  also  implement  sanctions  on
po l i t i c ians  who  advocated  the
deployment, ban their entry into China as
well as their family business.
In  addition,  the  Chinese  military  could
come up with a solution that minimizes
the threat posed by the system, such as
technical  disturbances  and  targeting
missiles  toward  the  THAAD  system.
Meanwhile, China should also re-evaluate
the long-term impact in Northeast Asia of
the  sanc t ions  on  Nor th  Korea ,
concerning  the  l ink  between  the
sanctions  and  the  imbalance  after  the
THAAD system is deployed.
China can also consider the possibility of
j o in t  ac t i ons  w i th  Russ ia  w i th
countermeasures.  2 2
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The enormous implications of these measures
are obvious. For one thing it seems likely that
the  dep loyment ,  combined  wi th  US
containment of China in the South China Sea,
will  reinforce  Chinese  rethinking  of  its
conciliatory  policy  over  the  Korean  issue.

In  South  Korea  there  have  been  serious
concerns raised about the commercial impact
of the response from China, its major economic
partner. The Korea Times, in an article entitled
‘Businesses fear backlash from China’ reported:

Company  officials  and  analysts
expressed  concern  that  THAAD
may stoke anti-Korean sentiment in
the neighboring country.

They also said business ties with
China  could  worsen,  heightening
uncertainties  about  the  Korean
economy.

"The THAAD issue is more about
politics and diplomacy, but it could
hurt Chinese consumer sentiment
about  Korean  products,"  Hyundai
Securities  analyst  Kwak  Byeong-
yeol said.

Company  officials  expressed
worries  over  retaliatory  actions
such as higher tariffs and stricter
rules  on  some  Korean  products
manufactured in China.23

South  Korean  companies  exporting  to,  or
producing  in  China,  would  not  be  the  only
casualties.  There  is  also  tourism.  The
Hankyoreh  noted  that

W h a t  t h e  S o u t h  K o r e a n
government and business are most
concerned  about  in  connection
with  the  THAAD  debate  are
economic sanctions. China is by far

South Korea’s number one export
market,  accounting  for  26%  of
exports as of 2015 - a figure that
rises to 31.8% if Hong Kong (5.8%)
is included.

Last  year,  45%  (6  million)  of
foreign  visitors  to  South  Korea
were Chinese, and they are lavish
consumers,  spending  five  times
more  than  the  average  foreign
tourist’s  expenditures  (US$400).
Chinese investors hold 17.5 trillion
won (US$15.22 billion,  18.1%) in
government  bonds  and  other
publicly traded securities in South
Korea,  more  than  any  other
country.  Furthermore,  around
23,000  South  Korean  companies
were doing business in China as of
2013. Sanctions from China would
deliver a body blow to the South
Korean economy.24

So we have a situation where the South Korea
government has, it claims, willingly agreed to
the deployment of a weapon system which will
afford it little or no protection against North
Korea,  but  will  exacerbate  North-South
tensions which are already at highest level in
decades.25  THAAD will inevitably increase the
danger  of  South  Korea  being  a  target  of
Chinese and Russia counterattack in the case of
war.26 And in the meanwhile it is producing the
likelihood of substantial damage to the South
Korean economy as the relationship with China
and Russia sours.27

The United States is inflaming the situation on
the Korean peninsula, and worldwide. THAAD
is clearly one part of a larger pattern. Obama at
the NATO summit in Warsaw 8 July confirmed
‘Russia  as  implacable  enemy  No.  1,  while
Defense Secretary Carter’s recent campaign to
up the military ante in the western Pacific casts
China as a close No. 2.’28 At the same time Abe



 APJ | JF 14 | 22 | 1

5

Shinzo, with another electoral victory under his
belt continues his inexorable journey towards
revision  or  ‘reinterpretation’  of  the  Japanese
‘peace constitution’ and the remilitarisation of
Japan. 29 How do we explain the hysteria and
the war-mongering? And, in the case of South
Korea, the self-harm?

Choi Sun-sil depicted as a Shaman

A framework for  analysis  with the US at  its
core

In  order  to  make sense of  this  and,  lay  the
foundation  for  activism,  as  appropriate,  we
must contextualise and establish a framework
for  analysis.  The  starting  point  for  this
framework is  that we must look in the right
direction.  Most  writing  and  discussion  on
Korean  peninsula  issues  focuses  almost
exclusively on North Korea. We are told of the
North Korea problem, the North Korea threat,
how North Korea, or the Kim family, is mad,
bad, unpredictable, and so forth. The clue is to
look at phrases such as the “Vietnam War”, the
“Korean  War”,  “invasion  of  Afghanistan”,
“invasion of Iraq”, and work out what they have
in common; or rather what is left out that they
have in common. The answer of course is the
United  States.  The  US  is  the  common
denominator.

No doubt some wise person thousands of years
ago  pointed  out  that  we  will  not  see  the

mountain, however high it may be, if we are
looking  in  the  wrong  direction.  And  the
American mountain is very high indeed. The US
is the global colossus. It is the world’s major
economy  (although  now  overtaken  in
Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) terms by China)
and one relevant consequence of that has been
its  fondness  for  economic  warfare.  Physical
sanctions  may  devastate  a  target  economy
without impinging on the far larger American
one. The US had an embargo against China for
25 years without American business protesting;
mind you they didn’t  realise what they were
missing out on. Sanctions on North Korea have
been  in  place  for  some  70  years,  with  no
apparent protest from American business. The
US dominance in the international business and
banking architecture makes financial sanctions
very appealing; again they cause great damage
without  much  cost  to  the  US.  30American
economic might means there is plenty of cash
to buy friends and influence people.  General
David Petraeus claimed that ‘money is my most
important ammunition in this [Iraq] war’ and
this insight led to a US Army manual entitled
Commander's  Guide to Money as a Weapons
System.31  Vicky Nuland’s  boast,  in  December
2013, just before the coup in the Ukraine, that
they had ‘invested’ $5 billion in the Ukraine is
one example; then there are all the stories of
CIA operatives sashaying through Afghanistan
and  Iraq  with  dollars,  not  in  fistfuls  but  in
suitcases. 32

The  US  is  uniquely  blessed  by  nature,  with
extensive  agricultural  and  mineral  resources
meaning  i t  cannot  be  blockaded  into
submission,  however  strong  a  future  enemy
might be. It is protected by vast oceans east
and  west  and  bordered  by  small ,  non-
threatening  countries  north  and  south  and
surrounded  by  a  huge  network  of  overseas
bases . 3 3  Desp i te  th i s  geograph ica l
invulnerability,  the US spends on its military
nearly as much as the rest of  the world put
together. If one adds to its military budget that
of its ‘allies’ and compares that to the military
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wherewithal  of  potential  adversaries  the
disproportion  is  staggering.  At  a  rough
calculation using data from the latest Military
Balance  assessment  from  the  International
Institute  for  Strategic  Studies,  the  military
expenditure of US and its ‘allies’ is about $1
trillion  a  year.  34They  outspend  China  seven
times,  Russia  15  times  and  North  Korea
somewhere  between  100  times  and,  if  one
accepts  the  estimate  of  Pyongyang’s  military
budget  made  by  the  director  of  the  South
Korean  Defence  Intelligence  Agency  back  in
2013, 1000 times.35

The United States also has immense Soft Power
which  includes  diplomatic  power  and  its
domination  of  the  global  intellectual  space
which are linked together, the one feeding off
the other.

The US has immense diplomatic power. Hence
for  instance  all  those  dubious  UN  Security
Council resolutions censuring North Korea, and
violating the sovereignty of Libya, Yugoslavia,
Iraq, or Iran.36 The US is able to bully, cajole or
perhaps  just  instruct  permanent  and  non-
permanent members of  the UNSC to commit
egregious  violations  of  the  UN  Charter,
damaging  its  enemies  and  protecting  its
friends,  such  as  Israel,  Turkey,  and  Saudi
Arabia, and of course itself. Again its power is
not absolute, but it is extraordinary.

The official US narrative not merely fashions
Western media and academia but also much of
that in Russia and China. If you look at Russian
or Chinese media, in English at least, you will
see that unless national interests are directly
challenged – in Ukraine and Eastern Europe for
the Russians and the South China Sea for the
Chinese,  the  default  position  is  to  accept
uncritically what the Western news agencies,
and  hence  Western  officials,  portray.  This,
needless  to  say,  only  works  one  way.  No
Western newspaper would ever regurgitate a
statement  from  Tass  or  Xinhua  without
inserting it  in a political envelope telling the

reader not to believe it.

As  a  resul t  o f  th is  dominat ion  of  the
international intellectual space no one seems to
blink when the US, with its thousand nuclear
tests, fulminates against North Korea’s five, or
with  its  myriad  nuclear  and  conventional
missiles,  bombers,  fighters,  aircraft  carriers,
and  submarines  claims  that  it  is  being
threatened by North Korea with its very limited
and  uncertain  ability  to  project  power  far
beyond its borders. This goes beyond hypocrisy
and double standards into the construction of a
special sort of unreality.

Of all countries in the world North Korea alone
has been censured by the UNSC for launching
satellites, and that on the strange ground that
they  utilised  ballistic  missile  technology.
Strange because not merely are all  satellites
launched  by  ballistic  rockets,  but  ballistic
missiles are not themselves illegal.37 How could
they be when the US has so many of them?

There  are  various  bilateral  and  multilateral
agreements by which the US attempts to fortify
its  hegemony  by  managing  the  utilisation  of
missiles  by  other  countries  –  there  is,  for
instance, the limitation it has imposed on South
Korean  missiles  (they  don’t  want  Seoul
attacking  China  without  permission)  but
missiles per se are not prohibited Similarly for
nuclear tests and weapons. There are various
‘voluntary’  agreements  –  the  Comprehensive
Nuclear-Test-Ban  Treaty  and  the  Non-
Proliferation Treaty – but these are different in
nature from,  for  instance,  the prohibition on
invading other countries which is enshrined in
the United Nations Charter, and dates back to
the  Treaty  of  Westphalia  in  1648.38  In  this
regard the construction of North Korea as an
international  pariah  is  an  expression  of
American  power  rather  than,  as  is  usually
claimed,  a  result  of  the  infringement  of
international  law.  In  fact,  the  discriminatory
charges against North Korea are themselves a
violation of the norms of international law and
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the equal sovereignty of states.

American  power  means  that  nothing  much
happens  in  the  world  without  the  US being
involved  although  that  is  frequently  hidden.
Sometimes it is the dominant actor, sometimes
just an endorser, but the US is always there.
This does not mean that the US is omnipotent.
Indeed  it  is  intriguing  the  way  that  clients
sometimes have surprising leverage against the
US  One  thinks  of  Syngman  Rhee  in  South
Korea  the  1950s,  or  more  recently  Hamid
Karzai  in Afghanistan.  These are people who
were installed by the US, had not much popular
support  and  many  domestic  enemies,  but
nevertheless  at  times  could  disobey  orders
quite flagrantly. The client/master relationship
is constantly being negotiated and is complex.
However, if  push comes to shove the master
prevails, as Rhee found out in 1960.

Deciphering US global strategy

So, in analysing world affairs the starting point
must be the US What does America want? That,
needless to say,  often bears little  connection
with what it proclaims as its objective. Analysis
must  be hard-nosed looking beyond the spin
and rhetoric, focussing on actions and seeking
real explanations. When we have some idea of
America’s position we can start looking at the
other  players,  in  descending  order  of
importance.  For  most  countries,  most  of  the
time, the United States is their major strategic
partner-cum-adversary.  They  tend  to  tailor
their policy in relation to third countries in the
light  of  their  political  relationship  with  the
United  States.  However  for  many  countries,
and South Korea is by no means alone, there is
the  dilemma  of  reconciling  the  economic
importance of China with the relationship with
the US.39 At the same time we must presume
that Washington has a global  grand strategy
(however  incoherent  and  subject  to  various
factions  that  may  be)  and  that  this  strategy
prioritises  and  subordinates  the  part  to  the
whole.

US Vice President Joe Biden clasps hands
with President Park Geun-hye at the Blue
House  before  Biden  signs  the  visitor’s
book, Dec. 6. (Blue House photo pool)40

The  failure  to  put  the  US  at  the  core  of
geopolitical  analysis  is  a  fundamental  reason
why so much writing on the Korean peninsula
is usually off the mark. We have innumerable
websites  and  NGOs,  books  and  articles
focusing  on  North  Korea,  often  with  little
attent ion  paid  to  the  US,  other  than
considering what effect North Korea, and often
‘the  North  Korean  threat’  has  on  America.
Looking  in  the  wrong  direction,  asking  the
wrong  questions,  they  get  misleading  or
meaningless answers. Associated with this, and
arguably a result of it, is the fact that virtually
all  the experts, all  the pundits we hear from
are,  to  use  Perry  Anderson’s  term  ‘state
functionaries’. 41He was talking about American
experts  on China but  the same term can be
applied  to  American  experts  on  Korea,  and
much the same holds for experts from Britain,
Russia, and China. Most of these experts either
currently work for the US government or have
in  the  past  –  in  the  CIA,  Defence,  or  State
usually. If they are former employees they now
work for think tanks or NGOs which are, to put
it  politely,  state-aligned.  Even academics  are
constrained by the desire for research funding.
There  are  very  few  neutral,  dispassionate,
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disinterested  (in  the  proper  meaning  of  the
term)  voices.  One  simpler  indicator  is  that
virtually all of them express horror at the idea
of North Korea having nuclear weapons but few
have any qualms about the US and its arsenal.
They  tend  to  view  the  prospect  of  the  US
attacking North Korea with moral equanimity.
There  are,  of  course,  honourable  exceptions.
Donald  Gregg,  former  CIA  operative  and
George H. Bush’s ambassador to South Korea
has become a leading advocate of engagement,
as well as offering a critical perspective on US
policy.42 James Hoare, the British diplomat (and
Korean scholar) who opened the British mission
in  Pyongyang. 4 3  Robert  Carlin,  with  a
background in the CIA and State Department,
who offers  such  interesting  insights  into  US
negotiations with North Korea.44

The Korean peninsula in US strategy

Why  is  the  US  interested  in  the  Korean
peninsula? The answer is location. Korea is the
most valuable piece of geopolitical real estate
in the world. It is the nexus where most of the
great  powers  meet  and  contend.  China  and
Russia share a land border with Korea, Japan is
separated  by  a  small  sea,  and  although  the
Pacific is a large ocean it is also ‘the American
lake’.  None  of  these  powers  want  a  unified
Korea  subservient  to  any  of  the  others  and
since the US is by far the most powerful it has
the  most  pro-active  policy.  The  US  is  also
different in that it alone, at the moment, has
aspirations  for  global  hegemony.  This  means
keeping  Japan  subservient,  and  containing
China and Russia with the longer term aim of
fragmenting them so that they are no longer
competitors. It is easy to see how Korea fits in
with these strategic objectives.  As a physical
location it provides bases adjacent to China and
Russia  and  whilst  the  number  of  troops
permanently deployed in South Korea is small,
one of the functions of the joint exercises with
the  ROK  is  to  practice  the  rapid  influx  of
massive reinforcements. Japan fulfils the same
role.

As an aside it might be noted that Korea also
provides a base for keeping an eye on Japan.
Whilst  the  US  has  been  an  enthusiastic
supporter of Japanese remilitarisation, thinking
in  terms  of  the  containment  of  China,  it  is
possible this may change. A remilitarised Japan
(and it should be remembered that Japan has
the  expertise  to  rapidly  develop  nuclear
weapons and delivery systems that might well
be  superior  to  China’s),  made  a  ‘normal’
country  again,  may  want  to  assert  its
independence  from  the  US.  As  Palmerston
remarked,  back  in  the  nineteenth  century,
countries  don’t  have  perpetual  friends  and
enemies, merely perpetual interests.45

In the meantime Japan remains America’s main
asset in East Asia and an important aspect of
the US presence in the southern part of  the
Korean  peninsula,  dating  from  1945,  is  its
function as  a  bulwark protecting Japan from
any military threat from the Asian mainland. In
1945 that meant the Soviet Union but as time
passed China has been perceived as the bigger
threat.  However  the  military  facet  is  less
important than the political one. The US has to
be concerned that Japan does not become too
friendly with its Asian neighbours, South Korea
and  Taiwan  being  obvious,  but  ultimately
perhaps partial, exceptions. This concern was
well illustrated by the ‘Dulles Warning’ of 1956
when Secretary  of  State  John  Foster  Dulles,
alarmed at peace treaty negotiations between
Japan and the Soviet Union, threatened that the
US would not relinquish Okinawa if Japan went
ahead by agreeing to a Soviet proposal for a
compromise solution to the territorial dispute
(Kurils/Northern Territories) between the two
countries. Dulles was also worried that if Japan
concluded a peace treaty with the Soviet Union
this might lead to a normalisation of relations
with China.46 Dulles got his way and relations
between Japan and Russia are still bedevilled
by territorial disputes, as are Japan’s relations
with  China.47  Fears  that  Prime  Minister
Koizumi’s  visit  to  Pyongyang  in  2002  might
lead to a rapprochement with North Korea may
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have  been  the  trigger  that  led  to  the  Bush
administration’s  abrogation  of  the  Agreed
Framework.48  Japan is the jewel in America’s
East Asian crown, but the Korean peninsula has
been regarded as essential to its protection.

The Korean peninsula not merely provides the
US  with  physical  bases  for  its  military;  it
provides access to a huge reservoir of Korean
military assets. According to the International
Institute  for  Strategic  Studies(  IISS)  report,
Military Balance 2016, South Korea has a total
troop complement – that is the combination of
service personnel and reserves – of about 5.1
million.  For  comparison  this  is  2.6  times  as
much  as  that  of  North  Korea’s  ostensible  2
million, considerably more than America’s 2.2
million and quite a bit more than China’s 3.5
million.49  As an aside it  might be noted that
South  Korean  scholars  using  census  data
estimate  the  North  Korean  armed  forces  at
about 700,000.50 In addition, it is claimed that
400,000 are engaged full time in construction.
51  Which  leaves  about  300,000  for  ordinary
soldiering, rather less that the IISS estimate of
1.19 million.

Because of interoperability, these South Korean
troops  can  fight  alongside  America,  under
American command, but probably can’t operate
on their own in a major war. The Joint military
exercises such as Key Resolve, Foal Eagle and
Ssang Yong are described as defensive to deter
North Korean aggression. Given North Korea’s
incredible military inferiority against  the US-
led  forces  this  is  obviously  a  pretext.  The
exercises practise more than the invasion of the
North.  The  Chosun  Ilbo  which,  like  Donald
Trump sometimes blurts  out  an inconvenient
truth, recently made this comment about the
exercises:

The  underlying  aim  is  to  bring
South Korea, Australia, Japan and
the US closer together to thwart
China's  military  expansion  in  the

Pacific.52

When the United States looks at Korea, it sees
China.

The 20th  CBRNE Command (Chemical,
Biological,  Radiological,  Nuclear,
Explosives)  is  participating  in  Exercise
Ulchi Freedom Guardian in South Korea,
Aug.  17 -  28.  (Photo Credit:  Staff  Sgt.
Antwaun  J.  Parrish,  5th  Mobile  Public
Affairs Detachment)53

So it  is  clear  that  for  the Unites  States  the
Korean peninsula is hugely important. This is
partly in its own right – its 75 million people
put  it  on  a  par  with  Germany  or  France.
However its main significance to the US is that
it is a strategic asset in its confrontation with
China,  and to  a  lesser  extent,  Russia.  If  the
peninsula  could  be  detached  from the  Asian
mainland, towed down to the South Pacific and
parked near New Zealand, then the US would
be far less interested. We would not have had
the  division  of  Korea,  the  war,  or  the
militarisation of the peninsula and of Japan.54

All  this  means  that  the  US’s  North  Korea
policy, and hence its South Korea policy, must
be seen within the context of its struggle with
China, and Russia. In 1945 when the US had
the peninsula divided its main concern was the
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Soviet  Union.  At  that  time  the  US  ‘owned’
China, through Chiang Kai-shek. This changed
over  t ime  and  now  China  is  the  major
component in its East Asia strategy. However
Russia should not be overlooked. The US is a
global power, and Russia straddles Europe and
Asia, and although it is the European face of
Russia which concerns the US, it is its Asian
side which is most vulnerable.

To  recap,  the  US’s  Korea  strategy  is  a
component of its global strategy, and China is
the major focus of that, with Russia coming in
behind. North Korea is  important because of
the role it has in that strategy; it is not really
important in itself. So, if for instance, the US
decided that good relations with North Korea
would  better  serve  its  containment  of  China
than  the  present  hostility  –  by  no  means  a
foolish  idea  –  then  its  Korea  policy  would
change, whatever the screams in Seoul.

US North Korea policy

What,  then,  is  the US’s  North Korea policy?
Most  people,  left  or  right,  find  that  easy  to
answer.  It  sees  North  Korea’s  nuclear
programme  threatening  and  its  focus  is  the
denuclearisation of the Korean peninsula. The
reality is not quite so straightforward. For one
thing US hostility long preceded North Korea’s
development  of  nuclear  weapons.  More
important and telling is the fact that there has
never been a serious, bipartisan, and sustained
attempt  to  negotiate  with  Pyongyang on  the
issue.  There  was,  indeed,  the  Agreed
Framework of 1994 but that was sabotaged by
the Republicans while out of the White House,
and torn up by them, by George W Bush, when
they  did  hold  the  presidency.  Bush  did  go
through the motions of  negotiating for  some
years, but despite North Korean gestures such
as blowing up the cooling tower of its nuclear
reactor  at  Yongbyon in  2008,  these came to
naught. Obama, under the rubric of ‘strategic
patience’  has  refused  to  negotiate.  To  some
extent this history can be ascribed to infighting

within  the  power  e l i te ,  and  between
government agencies;  for instance Treasury’s
actions against Banca Delta Asia which scuttled
the  negotiations  for  some  time.  American
governments  are  also  reluctant  to  negotiate
with  adversaries  because  negotiation  implies
compromise,  thus  exposing  themselves  to
charges  of  being  soft  and  unpatriotic  by
opponents  –  Trump,  Cruz,  Rubio,  et  al.
However,  underlying  this  is  a  fundamental
strategic dilemma.

Some argue that the US could easily negotiate
a deal  by offering a grand bargain where it
guaranteed  North  Korea’s  security  with
perhaps the concession of allowing Pyongyang
to retain its present, probably inoperable and
certainly tiny, nuclear deterrent. Sig Hecker’s
‘The Three No’s’ is an example of this – ‘no new
weapons,  no  better  weapons,  no  transfer  of
nuclear technology.’ 55 With Libya in mind, let
alone the abrogation of the Agreed Framework,
it  is  difficult  to  see how the US could offer
credible guarantees, even if it wanted to. But it
is scarcely likely that it wants to. North Korea’s
major  threat  to  the  US  is  not  its  nuclear
weapons but its proposal for a peace treaty. If
North  Korea,  by  developing  a  nuclear
deterrent,  by  building  a  formidable,  but
primarily  defensive,  military,  by  refusing  to
buckle down under sanctions and having the
temerity to launch satellites – if North Korea by
doing  all  this  is  able  to  force  the  US  into
accepting  peaceful  coexistence  then  its
example might be followed by others. The one
thing  empires  detest  above  all  else  is
independence; that and its brother, rebellion. It
was  for  this  crime  that  the  Roman  Empire
reserved  crucifixion.  56North  Korea’s  success
would  also  have  implications  for  China  and
Russia in their struggle with the US

Having  said  that,  the  US  would  probably
negotiate if it were genuinely concerned that
North  Korea’s  nuclear  weapons  presented  a
serious  threat.  It  seems  that  despite  the
posturing, they do not. Firstly it is a deterrent,
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not an offensive weapon, so if North Korea is
not attacked then it does not come into play.
Barring  accidents,  the  initiative  lies  with
Washington.  Secondly,  there  is  no  evidence
that North Korea can actually deliver a nuclear
weapon,  certainly  not  to  substantial  US
territory. This may change; miniaturization may
proceed  beyond  photo  opportunities,  and  an
ICBM may someday be tested. Thirdly, the US,
bolstered  by  its  allies,  has  overwhelming
military superiority. For the moment there is no
pressing need to negotiate.

This brings us back to China policy. If the US
did negotiate a peace treaty, or if it were able
to invade and conquer North Korea and extend
Seoul’s  administration  up  towards  the  Yalu
(under an American general of course) without
provoking a Chinese intervention, what would
this  do  to  its  China  policy?  If  China  did
intervene then we would have a second Sino-
American war, with all that might entail. But
leaving  aside  that  possibility  and  just
considering  the  implications  of  a  peaceful
Korean peninsula we immediately see problems
in  justifying  the  US  military  presence,  and
missile  defences.  How  would  the  US  keep
South Korea cooperating with the containment
of China at great cost to itself without a North
Korean threat? 57

It seems that the present situation of managed
tension serves US policy towards China (and
towards  Russia)  very  well.  Going  to  war  to
remove North Korea’s nuclear weapons would
be  perilous,  negotiating  them  away  by
accepting peaceful coexistence might be even
more  problematic  for  US  global  interests
should  other  small  countries  follow  North
Korea’s example.

China  and  Russia  –  shared  predicaments,
common  strategies

There  are  considerable  differences  between
China and Russia but the most relevant in this
context is the huge economic interpenetration
of the Chinese and US economies. The US, and

in  particular  Hillary  Clinton  appear  to
contemplate the economic consequences of war
with Russia with so little concern that it seems
never to be mentioned.58 China is different. It is
plausibly argued that for various geo-economic
and  geopolitical  reasons  China  would  suffer
much more than the US in the event of war.
Much  of  US  trade  would  be  impervious  to
Chinese action while Chinese trade, especially
imports  o f  o i l ,  are  vu lnerable  to  US
interdiction.59 These are the strategic reasons
behind China’s drive to develop rail and road
links  across  Eurasia;  the  China  Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC) to provide a more
secure gateway for Middle East Oil,  and rail
links  to  the  European  market.60  They  also
underlay America’s interest in the South China
Sea.61

Whilst  economic  considerations  may  be  a
restraint,  especially  in  respect  of  China,  it
would  be  foolish  to  lay  too  much  hope  on
economic  rationality.  Norma Angell  famously
argued  in  The  Great  I l lusion  that  the
consequences  of  ripping  up  the  economic
interdependence that by then existed between
states  made  war  obsolete.  That  book  was
published  in  1910,  on  the  eve  of  the  Great
War’.62

Despite  their  differences  what  China  and
Russia have in common is more relevant in this
context.  Both  are  competitors  to  the  Unites
States and so both are targets  of  US global
strategy. In addition, both are resurgent states.
Russia is recovering from the collapse of the
Soviet Union, and the Yeltsin years, and China
from the  19th  century  meltdown of  the  Qing
dynasty. Other things being equal, this means
that both are getting stronger relative to the
US, but both are currently very much weaker,
Russia  of  course more than China.63  But  the
shift in relative power means that the US has
an incentive to go to war earlier rather than
later,  while  for  China and Russia  the longer
they can delay any such clash the better. This
in itself does not mean that the US will attack
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either  of  them,  although  there  is  plenty  of
conjecture from all quarters on that. However,
current weakness combined with the likelihood
of greater security in the future, as the balance
of military power moves against the US does
present both China and Russia with a shared
predicament.64  How  do  they  cope  with  an
America in relative decline, but which is still
very  strong,  has  a  history  of  aggressiveness
and,  the  current  presidential  campaign
suggests,  may  be  more  adventurist  in  the
future.65

This surely is no easy matter. It requires cool
and calm judgement in balancing the need to
be firm on core issues while giving the United
States neither cause nor pretext to attack on
more  peripheral  ones.  But  what  is  core  and
what is peripheral? And where does Korea fit
in?

It is often said that the Korean peninsula is the
most  likely  place  for  conflict  between  the
United States and China (though the Taiwan
Straits  and  the  South  China  Sea  are  also
candidates). For Russia it is more likely to be
Eastern Europe or Syria, but a war in Korea
would involve Russia to some degree. It is also
the  place  where  Russia  is  most  vulnerable.
Whilst the US keeps a pretty firm grip on South
Korea  (it  does  have  wartime  control  of  its
military for example66) China has little leverage
over  North  Korea  and  Russia  even  less.  So
while the US can ratchet tension up and down
as it requires, neither China nor Russia have
much  control  over  Korean  events;  an
unenviable strategic position to be in.67

However, whilst recognising the dilemma they
face it can be argued that they have erred on
the side of timidity, even perhaps appeasement,
especially  in  relation  to  the  UN  Security
Council. They were both complicit in voting for
UNSC resolutions censuring North Korea for
actions  which  were  quite  legal  such  as
attempting to  launch a  satellite.68  They have
done this on other occasions; Libya comes to

mind, but they seem to have learnt a lesson
from that and have stood firmer on the issue of
Syria. UNSC resolutions against North Korea
stretch back to 1950, when unfortunately the
Soviet Union absented itself and was not in a
position to utilise its veto to defeat the US’s
resolution  to  go  to  war  in  Korea,  but  the
modern  series  of  resolutions  date  from  an
attempted  satellite  launch  in  2006.69  Once
having  accepted  that  a  satellite  launch  by
North Korea was sui  generis  and uniquely a
violation of the UN Charter they have been on a
slippery slope with no way back.

The word ‘appeasement’ is often used loosely in
order to condemn compromises which are the
natural  consequence of  negotiations  between
adversaries of some degree of equality. Country
A makes a demand of country B. If country B
complies will  that  be the end of  the matter;
indeed  will  A  reciprocate  with  a  gesture  of
good faith? If so, well and good. However, if
country A’s demands are really stepping stones
on  the  way  to  an  objective  –  perhaps  the
enfeeblement or destruction of B – then giving
way only whets its appetite.

The problem for China is that America’s North
Korea policy is really aimed at it itself. As Kim
Ji-suk  puts  it  ’Even  when  the  US  points  at
North Korea, we should understand that it is
really  aiming  at  China’.70  This  means  that
concession  does  not  solve  the  problem,  but
probably  exacerbates  it.  The  same,  with
obvious  differences,  applies  to  Russia.

It might be argued that China, and Russia, have
followed a strategy in the UNSC of conciliation
rather  than  confrontation.  Given  that  the
present  compos i t ion  o f  the  Counc i l
automatically  favours  the  United  States  they
would have either been defeated or forced to
use the veto which both, though China more
than  Russia,  have  been  loath  to  do.  Instead
they  have  negotiated  a  softening  of  the
resolutions  and  then  not  implemented  them
vigorously. 71 This has not been a wise strategy
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because it  means they are constantly on the
defens ive .  North  Korea  wi l l  remain
intransigent, because it has no choice, and the
US will continue its pressure. Putin’s response
to the US-assisted coup in Ukraine and the US-
assisted crisis in Syria offers lessons. Nimble
footwork  and  countermeasures,  a  judicious
amount  of  military  intervention,  both  in
quantity and duration, while at the same time
restraining criticism of America with plenty of
face-saving gestures.72  Even so it  is  reported
that  he  is  coming  under  pressure  to  take  a
firmer stand against the US.73

China,  supported  by  Russia,  calls  for  the
resurrection of the Six Party Talks as a solution
to the problem. 74 However, the Six Party Talks
are probably dead, partly because as explained
above the US has little interest in negotiating
with North Korea but also because the Obama
administration concluded that Bush had made a
strategic mistake in agreeing to them in the
first  place.  Allowing  China,  your  main
competitor, to chair and host the major security
forum in East Asia while you, and your allies
Japan and South Korea, sit on the second tier
with North Korea and Russia was not a smart
move.  The  US  can  go  in  e i ther  of  two
directions.  One  is  to  expand  the  number  of
countries in the talks to dilute China’s role.75

The other direction is the bilateral one, which
has been much discussed over the years.76

China’s contortions, and those of Russia, have
been painful to watch. They have condemned
North  Korea  for  its  violations  of  the  UNSC
resolutions  forbidding  satellite  launches  and
nuclear tests, but they are partly responsible
for the resolutions in the first place. They are
also  partly  responsible  for  the  nuclear  tests.
The United States does provide security and a
nuclear umbrella for South Korea. Because it is
a master-client relationship it has been able to
prevent the South developing nuclear weapons
in the past, during Park Chung-Hee’s time, and
will surely do so in the future despite Trump’s
comments  during  the  election  campaign.77

Neither China nor Russia provides real security
assurances,  or  a  nuclear  umbrella,  to  North
Korea, so they can scarcely be surprised if it
attempts  to  look  after  itself.  To  be  fair,  the
United States is far superior in military terms
and they perhaps cannot be expected to match
America’s  muscular  approach.  This  leaves
China in particular in a vulnerable, defensive
position  where  the  initiative  is  in  America’s
hands. Foreign Minister Wang Yi has warned
that “As the largest neighbour of the peninsula,
China will  not  sit  by and see a fundamental
disruption to stability [there], and will not sit by
and  see  unwarranted  damages  to  China’s
security interests.” 78.

But  what  does  this  mean in  practice?  Is  he
saying that if the US does invade North Korea,
China will intervene? If so, surely it would be
wise for China to be more explicit. It should be
recal led  that  in  1950,  with  no  direct
communication with the US, China conveyed a
message  through  Indian  Ambassador  K.  M.
Panikkar that it would intervene if US forces
invaded the North and moved towards the Yalu.
Washington did not hear, did not listen, or just
ignored that warning.79 The first Sino-American
War ensued. Will history repeat itself for a lack
of a clear understanding of the consequences of
invasion?

If, however, the U S decides that now is the
time to  give resurgent  China a  bloody nose,
explicit  warnings  will  be  irrelevant.  Starting
the conflict in Korea would give the US signal
advantages, not available elsewhere. It would
automatically  bring  in  the  formidable  South
Korean  military,  with  the  world’s  largest
reservoir  of  military  manpower.  It  would
certainly utilise Japan, whose military budget is
25% higher that South Korea’s and whose air
and  seapower  is  reputedly  superior  to
China’s.80

Japan  –  leveraging  the  Korean  situation  for
remilitarisation

Japan’s  position  in  all  this  is  relatively
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straightforward.  The  conservative  Liberal
Democrat ic  Party  has  long  sought  to
remilitarise, to shed itself of the constraints of
Article 9 of the ‘Peace Constitution’ imposed by
the US after its defeat in 1945, and so become
a  ‘normal’  nation  again.  This  process  has
accelerated under Abe Shinzo.81 It has used the
Korean  situation,  and  the  perceived  ‘North
Korean threat,’  buttressed by a good dose of
Japanese  colonial  racism  as  a  pretext  for
remilitarisation.82  This has been supported by
the US, not in respect of North Korea, where it
is scarcely needed except as a place for bases,
but as a bulwark against China.83 Japan’s recent
eagerness  to  join  in  conflict  on  the  Korean
peninsula,  however,  has  caused  considerable
anguish  in  Seoul.84  Fighting  fellow  Koreans
under an American general is bad enough, but
for  South  Korea  soldiers  to  fight  alongside
Japanese  troops  would  be  a  public  relations
disaster.

South Korea – the pivot which did not turn

When Lee Myung-bak’s term of office came to
an end in 2013 it seem reasonable to suppose
that whoever succeeded him there would be a
shift in North Korea policy. His policy had been
such a disaster  that  it  seemed that  the new
president would move in some ways to correct
things. Lee had increased the danger of war,
and  his  sanctions  had  damaged  the  South
Korean economy while pushing the North’s into
the hands  of  China.  Even on his  own terms
nothing had been achieved.

Whilst Park was less likely than a progressive
to want to improve the relationship with the
North she has a  distinct  advantage in  being
able to do so, if she wishes. Just as Nixon, with
his  anti-Communist  reputation  could  go  to
Beijing and play the ‘China card’ against the
Soviet Union without being accused of being
‘soft  on Commies’  so too could Park,  as  the
daughter of the late anti-Communist dictator,
Park Chung Hee, engage Pyongyang in ways
that the more liberal Moon Jae-in (her opponent

in the 2012 presidential election) could not.

Back  in  2011,  before  the  election  President
Park  published  an  article  in  Foreign  Affairs
entitled ‘A new kind of  Korea: building trust
between  Seoul  and  Pyongyang’  where  she
talked  about  ‘Trustpolitik.’85  That,  and  the
phrase ‘peaceful unification’ was often on her
lips;  a  notable  occasion being her  speech in
Dresden in 2014.86 She described unification as
a ‘bonanza’ and described her dream, stolen in
fact  from Kim Dae-jung,  of  a  Eurasian  land
bridge through the Koreas and Russia through
to Western Europe. 87The words still live on. Yet
her actions have always belied her words.

Obviously,  if  she  had  been  serious  about
building  trust  she  would  have  cancelled  the
May  24  Sanctions,  have  built  economic  and
social links between South and North, and have
at least attempted to curtail the joint military
exercises88.  She did none of those things. On
the  contrary,  she  has  now  done  what  Lee
couldn’t  do,  and  closed  down  the  Kaesong
industrial Park, and the current exercises are
larger than ever. It  is commonly agreed that
she  has  brought  inter-Korean  relations  to  a
nadir. The Cheonan and Yeonpyeong incidents
of 2010 were spurious but they did provide Lee
with an alleged justification for his  actions.89

Nothing  comparable  has  happened  during
Park’s  term  of  office.  The  things  that  did
happen,  and  were  seized  upon  by  her  to
escalate  tension  with  the  North,  related
primarily not to South Korea but to the United
States.  Long  range  missile  development  and
nuclear tests were a response to US policy and
had little to do with South Korea in itself. The
exception was the satellite launch programme
which  was  in  fact  part  of  North-South
competition.  90  But  even this  was  construed,
incorrectly,  as  the  development  of  an  ICBM
aimed at the United States.91 And an ICBM, by
definition,  was  not  relevant  to  inter-Korean
combat.

Park Geun-hye aside South Korea remains what
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might be called a ‘pivot  state’.  All  the other
actors in this drama, from the US through to
North Korea, have their lines written for them.
The United  States  is  an  empire  and will  do
what empires do. It has many options within
that characterisation but the general thrust is
fairly ineluctable. Mao Zedong once said that
we shouldn’t expect imperialism to put down its
butcher’s  knife  and  become  a  Buddha.
Conceivably it could, but it won’t. North Korea
is a vulnerable target state and will do what it
can to defend itself, wisely or unwisely. It has
few options and cannot avoid the role it has to
play.

South Korea is different. Born as a client state
of the US from the ruins of the Japanese empire
it  now has considerable economic and social
strength. It has options. It can make choices. It
can, at its most brutal, choose between putting
Korea first or serving the US. Roh Moo-hyun, in
a rather sad exchange with Kim Jong Il at their
2007 summit described how he was attempting
to make gradual moves towards autonomy from
the US. 92 He did not succeed but the challenge
is still on the agenda.

Park Geun-hye’s administration has not been a
happy or successful one. South Korea is beset
with  economic  problems,  due  in  part  to
encroaching  Chinese  competition.  93  It  is
reported that ‘Most Koreans Feel Economy Is
in  Crisis’ . 9 4  There  is  a  general  lack  of
manufacturing  competitiveness  against  Japan
and China.95 Key South Korean industries such
as shipbuilding96, shipping97, automobiles98, and
overseas construction99 are faltering, with some
top companies going into receivership. Dreams
of Seoul becoming an East Asian financial hub
are  fading.1 0 0  Samsung’s  woes  with  its
‘exploding’  Galaxy  Note  7  smartphone  have
captured headlines  around the  world  but  an
editorial in the Chosun Ilbo suggested that the
problems  lie  deep  and  are  symptomatic  of
much  of  the  South  Korean  economy  –  3 rd

generation  chaebols  which  cannot  cope  with
competition from China, and a political class so

entangled  with  them  that  it  cannot  seek
solutions.

South Korea has social  problems common to
many  countries  –  corruption,  ageing  society,
lack of meaningful employment, nepotism, and
limited  social  mobility.1 0 1  However  the
problems  are  felt  to  be  so  pressing  and
intractable  that  young people  have  coined  a
term for their country: ‘Hell Joseon’ (variously
‘Hell Chosun’ and ‘Hell Korea’).102

All countries tend to utilise foreign threat – real
, imagined, or exaggerated- to divert attention
from domestic problems but for South Korea
this  has  been  so  inbuilt  by  historical
circumstance that it is more part of the political
fabric than is the case in most other places.
Conservative politicians, and Park Geun-hye, is
no exception are prone to use the ‘North Wind’
– the perceived threat from North Korea - both
for electoral advantage and for diversion.

Under  Park  Geun-hye  South  Korea’s  foreign
relations  have  followed  a  distinct  pattern,
reminiscent  of  the  Cold  War  and  a  definite
regression since the days of  Roh Moo-hyun’s
attempt  to  pos i t ion  the  country  as  a
‘balancer’.103 The relationship with North Korea
is the worst it has been in decades. That with
Japan is  bedevilled by the ghost  of  Japanese
colonialism,  exemplified  by  the  ‘comfort
women’ issue, territorial disputes and lingering
mutual  antipathy.  Park  Geun-hye,  under
American pressure, has given into Japan over
the  comfort  women  issue.104  That,  though
galling, is mainly symbolic. More important she
has antagonised China,  and Russia,  over  the
proposed  deployment  of  THAAD  missiles  in
South Korea. This is not a temporary irritant
because  THAAD  is  just  a  stage  in  the
incorporation  of  South  Korea  into  the  US
missile  defense  architecture,  so  the  problem
will not fade away, but rather grow.105 This in
itself is important, but it is also a symbol of a
deeper  and  continuing  dilemma.  The  United
States  sees  South  Korea  as  a  pawn  in  its
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struggle against China, and Russia. Pawns, as
we  know,  sometimes  survive  but  are  often
sacrificed.

The  one  country  with  whom  relations  have
blossomed during her tenure in office is  the
United  States,  and  therein  lies  the  root  of
Park’s failure. She has shown herself willing to
sacrifice the interests of Korea to those of the
United  States,  with  THAAD  being  the  most
prominent recent example.

Early  revelations,  with  presumably  more  to
come, on the role played by Choi Sun-sil (also
transliterated Choi Soon-sil),  Park Geun-hye’s
‘Shaman  confidante’  in  influencing  policy
towards North Korea are shedding new light on
th i s  s t range ,  ra ther  dys func t iona l
administration.106  Choi  Sun-sil  inherited  her
relationship with the Park family,  father and
daughter, from her father Choi Tae-min, who
was  labelled  in  State  Department  cable,
Korea’s  Rasputin.107

President  Park  Geun-hye,  center,  who
served  as  first  lady  for  her  father
President Park Chung-hee, left, after her
mother was assassinated, speaks to Choi
Tae-min,  her mentor and the father of
Choi  Soon-sil,  at  a  hospital  owned  by
Guguk  (save-the-nation)  missionary
group, set up by the senior Choi, in 1976.
/ Korea Times file

In particular it is alleged that Choi Sun-sil was
instrumental  in  the  closure  of  the  Kaesong
Industrial  Park,  and propagated the  myth  of
North  Korea’s  imminent  collapse.108  Obama’s
policy  of  ‘Strategic  Patience’  is  widely
supposed to have been based on the collapse
myth – no negotiations with North Korea were
necessary because collapse was just around the
corner.109  We  are  left  with  the  intriguing
possibility that recent US policy towards North
Korea  has  been  based  on  Shamanistic
prediction, unconsciously echoing the Reagans’
predilection for astrology.110

North Korea – limited options of a target state

Most writers put North Korea first; here it is
last because there is less to say. There are few
options to discuss.

Militarily  speaking,  as  we  have  seen,  North
Korea  is  vulnerable  and  far  inferior  to  its
adversaries who outspend it from a hundred to
a thousand times. It has survived sanctions so
far – some 70 years and counting – but that is
to  a  large  degree  due  to  uncertain  and
undependable Chinese policy.

There  are  many  things  about  North  Korea
policy that are difficult to fathom. It is unclear,
for instance, why Kim Jong Un has not worked
harder  at  relations  with  China  and  Russia.
There may be good, but unknown reasons, why
he did not attend the anniversary celebrations
in  Moscow and  Beijing  in  2015,  leaving  the
stage  to  Park  Geun-hye.111Why,  with  his
overseas education did he not do anything to
reform North Korea’s notoriously dysfunctional
foreign  communications/propaganda
apparatus? Having lived in Switzerland he must
have  been  aware  of  how  superbly  the
Americans  do  these  sorts  of  things.  Lack  of
resources  is  clearly  an  issue  and  frankly
however  sophisticated  and  adroit  the
communications  became  it  would  not  make
much difference to the way that North Korea is
portrayed in the mainstream Western media.112
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The Russians run a pretty sophisticated show
but that has not stopped the demonization of
Putin and the vilification of Russia. But it would
help  on  the  margins.  Then  there  are  the
ridiculously  excessive  prison  sentences
imposed  on  foreigners,  most  of  whom  are
seemingly  mentally  unstable  or  pawns,  for
petty crimes.113 There is a long list.

Nevertheless these are relatively minor matters
compared  with  the  overriding  reality  of  the
p r o b l e m s  t h a t  N o r t h  K o r e a  f a c e s ,
circumstances  forged  by  geography  and
history,  and  forged  primarily,  but  not
exclusively, by US policy. If South Korea can be
seen as  a  pivot  state  with  some freedom of
action to develop autonomy, North Korea can
be thought of as a responsive state whose main
challenge  is  how  to  cope  with  the  United
States.  It  cannot  deflect  or  ignore  American
hostility, but it must respond to it.

North Korea is constantly portrayed as a threat
to  the  United  States.114  In  military  terms  it
could conceivably be considered as a threat to
South Korea on its own (but not in alliance with
the  US),  although  the  South  is  very  much
stronger. However given the huge disparity in
power between the US, buttressed by its allies,
i t s  bases ,  and  w i th  i t s  geograph i c
invulnerability the assertion of a North Korea
threat is nonsense. It is a belief produced by
unrelenting  propaganda  and  indoctrination
which  even  a  cursory  examination  of  reality
should dispel. It is part of a pattern in which
the US is depicted as threatened by countries
which are far weaker and have absolutely no
ability  to  project  power  to  attack  it  –  Iraq,
Afghanistan,  Libya,  Syria  and  Iran  come
immediately  to  mind.

North Korea cannot threaten the US, but the
US certainly  does threaten North Korea and
has waged war against it since the late 1940s.

First  of  all  North  Korea  is  constantly  under
military  threat  –  the  frequent  joint  military
exercises  with  South  Korea,  increasingly

involving Japan,115 are just one example – and is
subject to continual economic, propaganda, and
psychological  warfare.116  Sometimes  this  is
relatively  straightforward  with  physical  and
financial sanctions. Occasionally it is very petty
as illustrated by a couple of stories from Japan,
one of a South Korean who was arrested for
sending sweets, garments, dishes, spoons and
forks  to  North  Korea  and  another  of  the
Chinese woman arrested for selling knitwear.117

Sometimes  the  warfare  is  more  invidious.
Recently  there  were  media  stories  from
Australia  of  goods  for  the  sports  clothing
company Rip Curl being made in Pyongyang by
‘slave  labour’.118  Unnerved  by  the  hype,  Rip
Curl  apologised  and  cancelled  the  contract.
Perhaps  the  unfortunate  textile  workers  in
Pyongyang  lost  their  jobs  –  which  were
probably highly prized – just like those of their
compatriots in Kaesong.

‘Slave labour’ is also a term used in respect of
North Koreans working abroad and whilst the
propaganda has  been around for  some time,
2016 has seen a concerted push by the US. The
intention  is  to  dissuade  countries  from
permitting  the  employment  of  North  Korea
citizens  by  a  mix  of  bilateral  pressure  and
action  through  the  United  Nations.119  It  is
unclear how much remittances from overseas
workers  contribute  to  the  North  Korean
economy.  The  South  Korean  Ministry  of
Unification  estimates  $200-300  million  a
year.120  Others  suggest  $500million.121  The
Chosun Ilbo goes up to $1billion and an article
in Foreign Affairs came up with a high of $2.3
billion.  122  In  the  other  direction  Yonhap,
perhaps drawing on US estimates quotes ”low
$100s of millions” a year.123 Remittances from
overseas  workers  (and  migrants)  are  an
important part of the global economy. In 2015
it  was  estimated  that  China  would  receive
$66billion  in  remittances,  continuing a  trend
stretching  back  centuries.124  Remittances  to
lower  and  middle  income  countries  in  2016
were  projected  to  reach  $422billion.125  The
Philippines  has  some  10million  overseas
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workers ‘often employed in low-paying service
jobs  and  under  harsh  working  conditions.
Stories  of  maltreatment  and  abuse  are
…common’.126 In fact the global migrant worker
industry is often revealed as scandalous, with
stories  about  Qatar  being  just  a  recent
example.127  Ironically  in  this  context,  South
Korea  has  a  particularly  bad  reputation  in
respect of migrant (i.e.  non-Korean) workers,
both at home and abroad.128

There  is  no  credible  evidence  that  North
Korean workers overseas in general fare any
worse than others. Plenty of lurid stories from
the  propaganda  mills  of  course  but  nothing
substantial. It was reported in August 2016 that
the State Department had issued a report to
Congress on the subject and it might perhaps
have been expected that it would contain some
solid  evidence.  However  the  South  Korean
state  news  agency  Yonhap  admitted  that
‘Detai ls  of  the  latest  report  were  not
immediately available’.129 That was August; the
report  had  not  appeared  on  the  State
Department  website  by  the  end  of  October,
suggesting that something was amiss. Many of
the  stories  about  North  Korean  overseas
workers  revolve around allegations that  they
are  left  with  little  disposable  income  after
deductions  by  North  Korean  government
agencies. 130 There is no rigorous evidence on
the level of deductions but it appears that they
escape the fate of  so many migrant workers
who fall into a debt trap in which they find it
very  difficult  to  repay  their  debt  to  the
recruitment  agency.  One  estimate  has  21
million  people  worldwide  trapped  in  this
‘modern-day slavery’. 131 Are North Koreans to
be counted amongst them? Andrei Lankov, the
Seoul-based Russian academic who is certainly
no friend of the North Korean government, is
scathing:

But  are  these  people  actually
“modern  day  slaves?”  Well,  they
certainly do not see themselves as

such,  and not  because they have
been  brainwashed  by  North
Korean  propaganda,  but  rather
because they are doing what they
a n d  t h e i r  c o m p a t r i o t s
o v e r w h e l m i n g l y  s e e  a s  a
prestigious and exceptionally [well]
paid  job.  Indeed,  the  selection
process is highly competitive, and
nearly all those who make it have
to make use of family connections
and/or bribes to get selected.132

Most discussion about North Korea are infused
with  hypocrisy  –  for  a  country  which  has
conducted  over  a  1000  nuclear  tests,  many
atmospheric with damage to both humans and
the environment,  to express such indignation
over  a  country  that  has  conducted  just  five
underground  tests  requires  considerable
chutzpah. The subject of overseas labour is no
exception, providing fruitful ground for displays
of  insincerity  and  historical  amnesia.  The
United States was founded to some extent on
slave labour and, more relevant, the economic
development of South Korea was due in large
part to the export of labour. Park Chung-hee
sent over 300,000 troops to Vietnam between
1964  and  1973,  which  provided  a  great
stimulus  to  the  economy,  and  foreign
exchange133.  Then the ‘Middle East  Boom’ of
the  1970s  provided  a  further  opportunity.
Between  1975  and  1985  nearly  one  million
labourers were sent to the Middle East to work
mainly  in  construction,  often  for  Korean
chaebol, providing profit and foreign exchange.
In  the  peak  year  of  1982  Middle  East
construction constituted 6.6 percent of South
Korea’s GDP.134  By comparison North Korea’s
overseas  labour  is  small  beer,  but  it  does
provide a useful  source of  foreign exchange,
where such opportunities are much constrained
by sanctions, as well as income for the workers
and their families.

The ostensible rationale given for trying to stop
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North  Koreans  working  overseas,  and  for
sanctions on exports – from coal to fish – is that
the  foreign  revenue  is  used  for  nuclear
weapons.  We are  told  that  North  Korea ‘  is
likely to expand the export of fish to continue
pursuing  development  of  nuclear  weapons.135

So, the argument goes, if foreign exchange is
cut off then spending on weapons will go down.
This  is  both  untrue  and  masks  the  strategy
behind sanctions. Since money is fungible and
the  North  Korean  government,  like  others,
spends  its  revenue  on  a  wide  variety  of
activities  from defense  through  to  importing
grain  for  domestic  consumption,  building
hospitals  and  schools,  agricultural  and
industrial  development  and  so  on,  then
constraining  revenue  streams  does  not
necessarily impact on expenditure of a certain
type.136 In fact any government faced with an
existential  threat  will  prioritise  national
defence so if sanctions impose constraints they
are more likely to impact on general, civilian
expenditure. Moreover, as noted below, since a
nuclear  deterrent  i s  cheaper  than  a
conventional  one,  the  nuclear  weapons
programme is unlikely to suffer from sanctions,
and may even get a boost.

If  sanctions  cannot  stop  North  Korea’s
development  of  a  nuclear  deterrent,  what  is
their purpose and strategy? Here we might go
back  to  the  classic  studies  of  US  sanctions
conducted  by  Gary  Hufbauer  and  colleagues
who describe the objective of sanctions against
North Korea,  stretching back to  1950 as  ‘1)
impair  military  potential  2)  destabilize
communist  government’.137’Destabilisation’
covers a range of  objectives from creating a
dysfunctional  ’failed  state’,  with  impaired
military  potential  to  the  replacement  of  a
hostile or independent regime with something
more  compliant.  Sanctions  are  one  way  of
achieving  such  objectives  –  propaganda
campaigns and funding opposition movements –
being  al ternat ive  or  complementary
mechanisms.  By  creating  economic  distress
which  is  blamed  on  the  government,  rather

than  the  sanctioner,  they  seek  to  create  an
environment in which the victims try to escape
(as refugees or, or in South Korean parlance,
‘defectors’) or rebel in some way against the
government.  No  doubt  there  are  those  in
Washington,  and  Seoul,  who  hope  that
sanctions will produce food riots in Pyongyang
which  would  provide  a  justification  for  a
‘humanitarian  intervention’.  However,
sanctions  tend  not  to  be  very  effective  in
achieving these objectives. Famine in the 1990s
did  not  lead  to  massive  protest  against  the
government  and  realistic  observers  see  no
likelihood  of  that  happening  today  even  if
increased sanctions were to result  in  similar
food  shortages.138  Hufbauer  tends  to  be
sceptical about them and as we have seen in
the recent case of sanctions against Russia they
may  have  the  opposite  effect,  of  actually
increasing the popularity of the government.139

Nevertheless they can cause immense suffering
and  damage.  One  North  Korean  source
estimates  the  damage  done  by  ‘economic
sanctions and blockade, the products of the US
hostile  policy  toward  the  DPRK….for  six
decades up to 2005 to 13,729,964 million US
dollars’.140

North Korea has sought to counter American
hostility  by  a  dual  strategy.  It  has  basically
been open to genuine negotiations with the US.
‘Genuine’  primarily  revolving  around
negotiations without preconditions that would
deliver  to  the  US  its  objectives  without
concessions  on  its  part.141  The  conventional
wisdom is that the US honestly has tried over
the years to negotiate with North Korea but has
not  got  anywhere  because  Pyongyang  is
untrustworthy and ‘cheats’.142 The logic of the
situation  suggests  that  the  reverse  is  more
likely. North Korea is a small, tightly controlled
state for whom these negotiations are of huge,
existential importance. It has a strong incentive
to  honour  an  agreement.  The  US  is  very
different. It is the global hegemon with many
choices to make and is run by a large fractious
elite within which foreign policy is contested
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between cliques, institutions, personalities and
of course succeeding administrations. The US
f inds  i t  very  d i f f i cu l t  to  honour  i t s
commitments.143  For  North  Korea  Hillary
Cl inton’s  destruct ion  of  the  Gadhafi
government  in  Libya  in  contravention  of
Condoleezza  Rice’s  assurances  must  be  the
outstanding example.144

The  other  side  of  this  dual  strategy  is  the
development  of  defensive  and  deterrent
capability,  culminating  in  Kim  Jong  Un’s
Byungjin policy. This strategy of a simultaneous
development  of  a  nuclear  deterrent  with
economic development is sensible and perhaps
inevitable although it has often been pilloried
as evidence of economic mismanagement and
irrationality.145  It  is  really  merely  a  special
variant of the guns and butter dilemma that all
governments  face  and  can  be  analysed
dispassionately.146

There is clearly no easy way for North Korea to
counter what it rightly calls the ‘hostility policy’
of the US except with nuclear weapons. For all
their direct and indirect costs, they do make
sense.  They  are  cheaper  than  conventional
arms.147  Although  the  long-term development
costs,  which  crucially  must  include  delivery
systems,  are  considerable,  some  costs  are
surprisingly  modest.  For  instance  the  South
Korean  National  Intelligence  Service  (NIS)
estimated  that  the  fifth  nuclear  test  on  9
September  2016  'Only  Cost  $5  Million'.148

Moreover,  even if  it  suddenly  acquired huge
wealth  North  Korea  could  never  match  the
conventional military power of the US and its
allies. It may be the best option for North Korea
in  the  circumstances,  but  it  does  have  its
drawbacks.  ‘Best  option’  of  course  does  not
mean that something is desirable, merely that
of  all  of  the  possible  options  it  is  the  best
choice. This obvious point is often avoided or
obscured by people who do not recognise the
predicament  that  North  Korea  is  in;  a
predicament  produced  by  geographical
location, by history and by US global strategy.

It  was  the  US  that  divided  the  Korean
peninsula; it is the US that is hostile to North
Korea. This is not a situation that North Korea
can avoid, but only seek to cope with.

Being  cheaper  than  conventional  weapons
means that more resources can be devoted to
the economy. There are indications that this is
happening.149 The March 2016 budget showed a
small  decrease  in  the  proportion  devoted  to
national defense.150

As a corollary, it should be remembered that
one  function  of  the  military  threat,  as
exemplified  by  the  invasion  exercises,  is  to
force North Korea to divert resources from the
productive  economy  into  defence.  ‘Going
nuclear’  offers  a  way  of  avoiding  that  trap.

The  most  authoritative  assessment  of  the
Byungjin  policy  comes  from  the  Russian
Koreanologist Georgy Toloraya. Writing in 38
North,  the  Washington  website  set  up  by
former US official Joel Wit, he noted that he
saw evidence in his recent trips to North Korea
substantial  (though  constrained)  economic
growth and pronounced the Byungjin policy a
success:

Despite  all  the  mockery,  North
Korea’s  Byungjin  policy  seems to
have  proven  more  effective  than
foreign  critics  expected.  This  is
evidenced by empirical data I have
collected  during  recent  visits  to
North Korea...

What  are  the  sources  of  this
[ e c o n o m i c ]  g r o w t h ?  O n e
explanation might  be that  less  is
now  spent  on  the  conventional
military  sector,  while  nuclear
development  at  this  stage  is
cheaper—it may only cost  2 to 3
percent of GNP, according to some
estimates.151
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There are however three major disadvantages
of the nuclear weapons option.

Firstly  the  early  stage  of  nuclear  weapons
requires  physical  testing.  The  US  no  longer
needs that,  because it  already has under its
belt those 1000 physical tests in the past that
brought it to this position. Unlike, for instance,
acquiring an F-35 fighter or an Aegis destroyer
nuclear tests are obvious and newsworthy and
attract much opprobrium, hypocritical though
most of that is. One of the great successes of
American  propaganda  has  been  to  attach  to
non-proliferation the assumption of peace and
disarmament. In fact it has nothing to do with
that, it is merely preserving the monopoly of
nuclear weapons states. The authoritative US
political  scientist  Kenneth  Waltz  argued that
proliferation  is  peace-enhancing  because  it
provides  protection  to  small  states  that  that
they would not otherwise have.152

Secondly, nuclear weapons for North Korea can
only be used as a deterrent.  However unlike
the prospect  of  mutually  assured destruction
(MAD)  of  the  US-Soviet  Cold  War,  North
Korea’s deterrent is rather like the ‘Sampson
Option’ described by Seymour Hersh in respect
of Israel.153 It is similar to a suicide bomber who
kills himself, and in the process some, but not
all, of the enemy.

In  any  case  deterrence  is  a  matter  of
convincing the  other  side  that  attacking you
would  result  in  intolerable  damage to  them,
and that  it  is  not  worth the risk.  So it  is  a
matter of perception rather than reality.  You
may  be  bluffing  –  and  bluff  is  an  inherent
aspect of deterrence – and your defences may
in reality be weak, but that is irrelevant.

North  Korea  is  often  mocked  for  making
extravagant  claims  about  its  military
capabilities  and  accused  of  being  crazy  for
threatening  to  attack  the  US.  That  is  a
misunderstanding of what it is all about. North
Korean  threats  are  always  essentially
conditional.  For instance the warning by the

Korean  People’s  Army  (KPA)  Supreme
Command regarding stories that the US was
preparing to launch a ‘decapitation’ attack:

...all  the  powerful  strategic  and
tactical  strike  means  of  our
revolutionary armed forces will go
into pre-emptive and just operation
to beat back the enemy forces to
the  last  man if  there  is  a  slight
sign  of  their  special  operation
forces  and  equipment  moving  to
carry out the so-called "beheading
operation"  and  "high-density
strike."[Emphasis  added]  154

The media often, especially in headings, leaves
out the crucial little word ‘if’ thereby creating
the false impression that North Korea is being
threatening and bellicose, when in reality it is
the other  way round.  The military  exercises,
the practising of decapitation and amphibious
landings, and of the invasion of North Korea
are  surely  threatening and belligerent  –  one
can well imagine the uproar in the West if it
were  Chinese  and  North  Korean  forces
practising to invade the South. North Korean
statements therefore are not a matter of threat,
but of deterrence.

However, the third problem for North Korea is
that  its  deterrent  in  respect  of  the  US is  a
nuclear one. If the US were not involved and it
were merely a matter of deterring the South
then North  Korea’s  artillery,  which it  claims
can turn Seoul into a sea of flames, would be
sufficient.  155  But  it  is  the  US that  must  be
deterred and the only feasible way to do that is
to convince American leaders that there is a
real  chance  that  America  itself  might  be
damaged in  a  counterattack  and that  means
nuclear weapons. In this context bluff is quite
reasonable  since  it  is  a  matter  of  instilling
doubt  in  the minds of  the other  side.  North
Korea almost certainly can’t deliver a nuclear
warhead on the US at the moment but it just
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might.156

The phrase used above -not worth the risk- is
relevant here. From the point of view of the US
it  is  a  matter  of  risk-benefit  analysis.  The
amount of risk must be related to the amount of
benefit.  We might image some megalomaniac
strategist sitting in Washington and calculating
that  it  might  be  worthwhile  losing the  West
Coast if it meant destroying China. With China
out  o f  the  way  the  US  would  have  no
challengers for generations. The world would
be at its feet. It would be a big prize.157 North
Korea is quite a different matter. It is a very
small prize and as discussed above removing it
through  war,  or  indeed  peace,  would  cause
problems for the containment of China.

Moreover  a  nuclear  deterrent  is  a  blunt
instrument.  For  a  small  country  like  North
Korea,  faced  by  vastly  more  powerful
adversaries, a retaliatory attack has to be all
out, no holds barred. No calibrated response,
no escalation such as a powerful country might
apply to a weak one – Vietnam comes to mind.
But, as noted above, this is the Samson option,
one  that  could  result  in  the  devastation  of
North Korea.

This brings us to the word ‘pre-emptive.’ This
was misconstrued by George W. Bush to mean
unprovoked. A simple dictionary definition is an
action  to  prevent  attack  by  disabling  the
enemy. Since Iraq was in no position to attack
the  US,  the  invasion  was  clearly  not  pre-
emptive.  Pre-emption  is  normally  associated
with the action of a weaker person or country
faced with what is perceived as an imminent
attack by a stronger adversary. This is probably
what would happen in a conflict between the
US and China, apart from the scenario of China
intervening, as in 1950, in response to a US
invasion of North Korea.158 The US would force
China into a situation, say in the South China
Sea or Taiwan Straits, in which it felt it was
compelled  to  make  a  pre-emptive  strike.159

Being by far the stronger combatant the US

would  absorb  this  strike,  and  then  having
gained the moral high ground would launch the
attack,  now  a  counter-attack,  that  it  had
planned; a variant on Pearl Harbour.160

Leaving aside the moral deception involved in
shifting  blame  there  is  the  danger  that  the
weaker party might misinterpret the actions of
the stronger and launch a pre-emptive strike
unnecessarily. This is particularly plausible in
the case of North Korea which has very limited
surveillance  and  intelligence  capabilities
compared with the US (North Korea’s satellite
programme  is  an  attempt  to  remedy  this
deficiency).161  The  US  makes  a  feint  which
North  Korea  interprets  as  presaging,  say,  a
decapitation strike and launches a pre-emptive
all-out  attack.  The  war,  so  long  desired  in
certain quarters, comes about.

It might well be argued that for North Korea
nuclear deterrence is unwise and might in fact
incite the US to attack now, before it is too late.
If  tomorrow the  enemy will  be  invulnerable,
better  to  attack today.  This  is  the inevitable
predicament  in  developing  a  deterrent.
Certainly  to  do  so  is  to  enter  a  dangerous
period, as Stratfor explains:

As Pyongyang approaches a viable
nuclear  weapon  and  delivery
system, the pressure is rising for
the  United  States  and  other
c o u n t r i e s  t o  p r e - e m p t  i t .
Consequently, the final moments of
North  Korea's  transition  from  a
w o r k i n g  p r o g r a m  t o  a
demonstrated system are the most
dangerous, providing a last chance
to stop the country from becoming
a nuclear weapons state. For North
Korea, then, these final steps must
happen quickly.162

This is probably the explanation for the frenetic
pace of North Korea nuclear and missile tests
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in 2016. 163 The US is unlikely to attack during
a  presidential  election  year,  but  2017  is
different.  It  is  probable  that  the  bellicose
Hillary Clinton will be in her first year of office,
and Park Geun-hye in her final full year.164 It
might be that Clinton will  be less of a hawk
than  most  observers  expect  or  too  occupied
with Russia to embark on a potential war with
China.165 It might be that Park Geun-hye will be
impeached  or  her  political  power  fatally
wounded by the Choi Sun-sil affair.166 However
at this stage it would be prudent to assume that
2017 will be a particularly dangerous year for
North Korea. Indeed, Josh Rogin, writing in the
Washington  Post  on  the  eve  of  the  2016
election in an article entitled ‘The coming clash
with China over North Korea’ concluded that:

...the  North  Korea  issue  could
mean that the first foreign crisis of
a potential Clinton presidency will
come  not  in  the  Middle  East  or
with  Russia,  but  in  northeast
Asia.167

The  report  that  the  US  command  in  Korea
(United States Forces Kores, USFK) has begun
to  practice  the  evacuation  of  US civilians  is
surely  a  better  indicator  than  any  article  of
speech that the US military is anticipating that
confl ict  is  l ikely  under  the  incoming
administration. 1 6 8

North Korea could say ‘if you invade we will
unleash a people’s war – remember the 1950s,
Vietnam, Iraq, Afghanistan.’ The problem with
that  is  what  might  be  called  the  ‘Stalingrad
factor’. Stalingrad, it has been said, was easier
to  defend  against  the  Germans  when it  had
been reduced to rubble. But who wants their
cities reduced to rubble?

North Korea’s nuclear deterrent also have the
potential  to  force  the  US  into  some  sort  of
peace agreement in a way that a conventional
defence, which by its nature would pose little

danger  to  the  US,  ever  could.  Whether  that
might come to pass is another matter but since
peace with America must remain North Korea’s
major foreign policy goal, it will always be on
the agenda even if denied. 169

Conclusion

The American empire is a curious one, rather
different to the ones with which most of us are
familiar  –  the  Roman,  the  British,  or  the
French. It is an empire which does not proclaim
itself;  indeed  it  denies  its  existence,  to  the
condescending amusement of admirers such as
Niall  Ferguson.  170It  often  names  its  weapon
systems after vanquished peoples – Apache and
Iroquois –perhaps in a somewhat cannibalistic
attempt to acquire their fruitless valour and to
deny their subjugation. Denial goes a long way
back; what other group of slave owners would
have  wri t ten  in  the ir  dec larat ion  of
independence that ‘all men are created equal’?
The United States does not erect statues of its
presidents  in  its  foreign  possessions.  Its
imperial  forces  in  Europe  are  described  as
those of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
and those in South Korea, in the ‘Republic of
Korea’ are called the United Nations Command.
There is  little  doubt  where the power really
lies;  an  American  general  is  in  command of
both. Indeed, General Curtis M. Scaparrotti the
commander of the US forces in South Korea,
and  hence  of  the  United  Nations  Command,
and the ROK army, was transferred to Brussels
in March 2016 to become NATO commander, in
a career move which would have been familiar
in  the  Roman  Empire.171  Despite  its  relative
invisibility the American empire is the greatest
in  h is tory  and  the  sa l ient  rea l i ty  o f
contemporary  geopolitics.  Any  analysis  of  a
geopolitical situation must start with the US,
though not end there.

The  US  is  by  no  means  omniscient  or
strategically  coherent,  and it  is  certainly  not
omnipotent;  the relationship with ‘allies’  and
adversaries is under constant negotiation. This



 APJ | JF 14 | 22 | 1

24

means the relationships  have to  be carefully
scrutinised,  avoiding  simplistic  narratives.
Nevertheless it is the dominant factor in most
circumstances and in general, and in the long
term (though not necessarily in the short term)
it  is  the  initiator  to  which  other  countries
respond. The US divided Korea in 1945 as part
of its strategy of containing the Soviet Union
and protecting its war booty of Japan. The focus
has now shifted to China but the basic thrust is
the same. The US has a necessary and crucial
interest  in  Korea  because  of  its  strategic
location  and  this  situation  informs  its  Korea
policy. North Korea is far too small to threaten
the US, but the US does threaten North Korea
and  has  conducted  economic  and  diplomatic
war against it since the late 1940s. The Korean
War  itself  had  its  own  specific  causes  and
effects  but  it  was  one  episode  in  a  longer
historical struggle. This hostility has moulded
North  Korean  politics  into  a  particular
defensive and distorted configuration, and has
produced, amongst other things, the putative

nuclear  deterrent.  North  Korea  has  long
proposed a peaceful coexistence in the form of
a  peace  treaty  to  the  US,  and  the  US  has
refused out of concerns about the impact on its
global  strategy  of  preserving  nuclear
superiority  (‘non-proliferation’)  and  its
containment  of  China,  and  Russia.172North
Korea’s commitment to a peace treaty is likely
to endure because it is the gateway to survival
and prosperity.  American policy on that  may
conceivably change as it attempts to cope with
shifts in the international landscape. In order to
understand what is going on, and attempt to
anticipate future developments, it is essential
to start with the US and move out from there.

This is a revised and updated version of a paper
prepared  for  webinar  Crisis  in  Korea  -
Causes/aftermaths  of  2016  H-bomb  test
and Satellite Launch, 19 March (US/Canada)
20 March (Korea/New Zealand) 2016 organised
by the Korea Policy Institute, Los Angeles.
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