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Il looked rather forlorn, whether because of  
what his father said or because everybody was 
staring at him one does not know. To almost all 
the invited guests he was then a mysterious per-
son, who was rumored to be about to take over 
power from his father and no foreign guest had 
ever met him.1 Now it became obvious that the 
rumors had been telling the truth.
 On 28 September 2010, a conference of  the 
Worker’s Party of  Korea was opened. This time 
it was the third son of  Kim Jong Il by the name 
of  Kim Jong Un, who sat in front of  the dele-
gates and was being stared at. Also this time the 
rumors about the mysterious son, who was said 
to become the ruler of  the country appeared to 
be true. Kim Jong Un had been promoted to 
four-star general on the day before and now he 
was also made a member of  the central commit-
tee of  the party as well as vice chairman of  the 
military commission, the most powerful body 
of  the North Korean state. 
 The choreography from 1980 was repeated, 
which gave the impression of  a firm political 
system in a strong state, an impression which, 
however, needs some considerable modifica-
tion.

On the international  
level, a web of  incompatible  
attitudes
The so-called Six-Party-Talks (6PT) have for 
some years been held in Beijing to find a peace-
ful resolution to the security concerns as a result 
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north korea’s attitude towards South Korea, 
USA and Japan as well as their corresponding 
attitudes to North Korea constitute a remaining 
legacy from the cold War. china gives its inter-
est in stability in North Korea and the region 
higher priority than making North Korea show 
moderation in its nuclear ambitions. In this way 
knee reflexes from the Cold War are reinforced 
again. Structures in North Korea and South Ko-
rea are drifting apart. The need for more con-
structive attitudes is certainly there, but North 
Korea’s inability to feed its own population and 
the risks involved in the transfer of  power cre-
ate insecurity, which is an obstacle for opening 
serious talks between the parties. Any renewal 
of  the confidence-building process on the pen-
insula has to begin slowly and “little by little”. 
The core of  the problem lies in the relations be-
tween North and South Korea and it will be of  
global interest to make them improve.

Power transition in North Ko-
rea, an event of  international 
concern
On Friday 10 October 1980, the sixth Party 
congress of  The Workers’ Party of  Korea was 
opened. In front of  the delegates, the present 
leader of  North Korea, Kim Jong Il, sat on an 
armless chair at the side of  his uncle, a mar-
shal of  the Korean People’s Army. His father, 
the Great Leader Kim Il Sung spoke for several 
hours from a podium behind him and Kim Jong 

of  the North Korean nuclear program. china’s 
representatives often repeat that the talks should 
solve the problem on the Korean Peninsula. 
However, they also repeat that there should not 
be any more sanctions against North Korea and 
“no arm -twisting”. China also finds North Ko-
rea convenient as a buffer-zone against U.S. mili-
tary presence in Korea but there are many signs 
that China’s leaders find their “client” irritating, 
for instance when having to defend it against 
Western efforts to make the UN Security council 
decide about sanctions against North Korea be-
cause of  its nuclear policy.2 
 They do, however, prefer to keep the regime 
in Pyongyang from falling rather than taking a 
risk of  getting US military presence right on 
their own borders as a result of  a North Korean 
collapse. Hardly anybody finds the situation sat-
isfactory but the attitudes between the involved 
parties just as in the middle East are such that 
an agreement that could improve the situation 
may be impossible to reach for a very long time.
 North Korea insists on reunification between 
North and South Korea before it is willing to dis-
cuss any other matter. South Korea insists on de-
nuclearization of  the peninsula through the 6PT 
before it is willing to have any substantial discus-
sion about reunification. South Korea’s President 
Lee Myeong-bak has also said that a reunified 
Korea must have a democratic political system 
and a liberalized economy. That has been taken 
by North Korea as an effort to create a regime 
change in the North.3 Under the pressure from 
the U.S. “invitations”, South Korea is meanwhile 
slowly preparing for coordination of  its missile 
defense with the military forces of  USA and Ja-
pan.4 
 These totally incompatible attitudes became 
even fiercer when the sinking of  a South Korean 
Navy ship in the spring of  2010 was found to 
probably have been caused by a North Korean 
torpedo from one of  its submarines. After that, 
demands about retaliation were raised in Parlia-
ment in Seoul.5 Even demands that South Korea 

should have a nuclear weapon have been raised.6

 For a long time, the USA has also insisted that 
strong efforts should be made to find a solution in 
the 6PT between china, Japan, North Korea, Rus-
sia, South Korea and the USA. However, North 
Korea insists on having a peace agreement with 
the USA before any other matter can be solved.7 

The USA demands denuclearization first and 
says that it will never accept North Korea as a 
nuclear power in the sense that is defined in the 
Non-Proliferation Treaty.8 North Korea says that 
it is willing to accept talks about the NPT only if  
based on the principle of  global and total denu-
clearization and then “on an equal footing with 
other nuclear weapons states”.9

 Japan, for its part, is repeating its demands for 
a full and true declaration about the fates of  all 
its citizens, who have been abducted by North 
Korea and further demands that North Korea re-
turns to the 6PT in Beijing about the nuclear is-
sue before it is willing to talk about other bilateral 
issues.10 North Korea is not willing to discuss any 
of  these matters before Japan has made accepta-
ble excuses for its actions during World War II. In 
response, Japan takes the North Korean nuclear 
and missile test seriously and continues to further 
develop its participation in the joint Western Pa-
cific missile defense with the USA against North 
Korean attacks.11

Military Balance?

Today the military situation is unsatisfactory for 
North Korea and the country is diplomatical-
ly isolated. Of  its two former allies, the Soviet 
Union has ceased to exist and has been replaced 
with a Russia that has greater economic interests 
in the southern part of  the peninsula than it has 
political interests in the North. The economic 
situation of  the DPRK has become such that it 
cannot afford to buy weapons abroad to keep up 
a military balance in conventional weapons with 
South Korea and neither china nor Russia are 
willing to give new weapons free of  charge.
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a balance in conventional weapons to deter the 
USA and South Korea from attacking it.

North Korea’s nuclear  
ambitions
North Korea gained its first “appreciation” of  
the usefulness of  nuclear weapons in 1953, when 
U.S. Secretary of  State John Foster Dulles hinted 
during the Korean War at the possible use of  nu-
clear weapons against the country if  the peace 
talks in Panmunjom failed. Both he and President 
Eisenhower later claimed that this “hint” had 
been important in forcing North Korea to accept 
the armistice that was finally signed. Further, in 
1955, the chairman of  the U.S. Joint chiefs of  
Staff, Admiral Arthur W. Radford, announced a 
U.S. pledge to defend South Korea, if  necessary, 
with nuclear weapons.14 This was a clear threat on 
the part of  the United States to make use of  the 
nuclear option.
 Subsequently, in 1958, the United States, fol-
lowed up with the introduction of  nuclear artil-
lery shells and nuclear-tipped rockets in South 
Korea, which later led to cruise missiles, land 
mines, and antiaircraft missiles equipped with nu-
clear warheads. From this point onward, North 
Korea would operate at a fatal disadvantage in 
the case of  war.15

 In 1961, North Korea managed to sign a mu-
tual defense treaty with both china and the Sovi-
et Union, which in practice meant that a “nuclear 
umbrella” was established over the northern part 
of  the peninsula. However, the cuban crisis in 
1962 effectively demonstrated to the North Ko-
reans that the Soviet Union could not be counted 
upon in all confrontations with the United States. 
It was consequently natural for Kim Il Sung to 
pay attention to the possibility of  North Korea 
developing nuclear weapons itself. During the 
1950’s the country concluded agreements with 
both china and the Soviet Union on the train-
ing of  North Korean nuclear scientists and, in 
1964, a Soviet-made nuclear research facility was 

 During the first four decades after the Korean 
War, North Korea had a clear lead in both num-
bers of  different kinds of  weapons and person-
nel prepared for the eventuality of  war with the 
South. That is still the case as far as numbers are 
concerned, but in terms of  quality North Korea’s 
back sliding economy has rendered the purchas-
ing of  new acquisitions and the replacement of  
outdated equipment difficult or nearly impossi-
ble. Purchases from abroad have been very lim-
ited. Domestic weapons production also seems 
to have been rather limited with the exception of  
research and production of  certain missiles. Yet, 
U.S. military planners quote estimates indicating 
that 25–33 per cent of  the North Korean GDP is 
used for military purposes, while North Korean 
media claim it is 15.8 per cent of  the state budg-
et.12 The corresponding figure for South Korea is 
only around three per cent.13

 North Korea has seen its own conventional 
advantage over the South ebb away under pres-
sure from economic constraints. These struc-
tural problems began to become serious already 
around 1979–80: decades of  dedicated focus on 
military build-up had not helped. At first, North 
Korean hopes for a unification of  the two Kore-
as by military means had to be postponed. Then, 
the continued success of  South Korea’s eco-
nomic policy in combination with the democra-
tization process eliminated any hopes of  social 
and political discontent in the South serving to 
destabilize its regime. Finally, the continuation of  
North Korea’s economic woes diminished the 
resources needed for keeping up with the South 
in terms of  conventional weapons, and even put 
it at a disadvantage in the competition. To make 
matters worse, the United States clarified in 2002 
that it desired a regime change in North Ko-
rea. Later denials of  this desire by a subsequent 
American administration have not been taken at 
face value in Pyongyang.
 In this situation it is not surprising that the 
North Korean regime could draw the conclusion 
that nuclear weapons can be a cheaper way than 

on the World Trade center in New York – he 
characterized North Korea, Iran, and Iraq as be-
longing to “an axis of  evil, arming to threaten 
the rest of  the world.” North Korea announced 
on December 12, 2002, that it was restarting 
the operation of  nuclear facilities that had been 
frozen since 1994, and it ordered international 
monitors to leave the country.

The Six-Party talks

The withdrawal by North Korea from the NPT 
became effective in April 2003, when the 90-day 
period after the withdrawal announcement had 
expired. It was the first time that any country had 
withdrawn from the Treaty. Formally, North Ko-
rea was no longer bound by treaty obligations to 
refrain from the production of  nuclear weapons. 
After intense diplomatic efforts by china and the 
United States, the Six-Party Talks on the denu-
clearization of  the Korean Peninsula between 
china, Japan, North Korea, Russia, South Korea, 
and the United States began in Beijing. It had not 
been easy to persuade North Korea to take part; 
it appears that the military had been behind much 
of  the North Korean unwillingness. North Ko-
rea has since then only participated in a few of  
the meetings during the Six-Party Talks.
 According to a statement by the General 
Staff  of  the Korean People’s Army, published 
by the (North) Korean central News Agency 
in may 2009: “the army of  the DPRK has nev-
er pinned any hope on the six-party talks from 
their outset but closely followed the moves of  
the U.S. and Japanese aggressors and the Lee 
group of  traitors.” After the missile test and nu-
clear tests, there seems to be little reason left 
to doubt the correctness of  the impression that 
the North Korean leadership is divided in its 
attitude toward both South Korea and the rest 
of  the world. The dominating military circle is 
deeply suspicious and negative about engaging 
in closer contacts with the rest of  the world.

established at Yongbyon, near Pyongyang. It is 
believed to have begun functioning as a reactor 
in 1967, and, ten years later, North Korea, proba-
bly upon Soviet insistence, signed an IAEA “type 
66” safeguards accord and opened the plant for 
inspection.16

 meanwhile, a secret nuclear weapons re-
search program was also initiated in South Ko-
rea, but in 1975 the country was forced to ter-
minate it and ratify the NPT after considerable 
pressure had been exerted by Washington. Park 
chung-hee did, however, make some open re-
marks about the possibility of  acquiring nuclear 
technology if  the U.S. nuclear umbrella was to 
be found weakened in any respect. North Ko-
rean comments from this time seem to indicate 
that the prospect of  the South possibly continu-
ing its nuclear development in secrecy was one 
of  the reasons why North Korea initiated nego-
tiations with moscow about the construction of  
a second, much larger, reactor of  the graphite 
type.17 
 As china gradually changed its attitude to-
ward the United States and focused on its 
“Economy First” policy, including improved 
trade relations with the West, it became obvious 
that the chinese nuclear umbrella – which had 
never been totally convincing in the first place 
– was far from perfect. At the same time, the 
Soviet Union was starting to dissolve, and mos-
cow opened diplomatic relations with Seoul in 
1991. It was not even clear whether the mutu-
al defense pact between the Soviet Union and 
North Korea was relevant any more; in fact it 
was not and it was later declared invalid by Rus-
sia (in February 1993).18 Thus North Korea was 
left without any nuclear umbrella other than 
that of  chinese protection by deterrence, which 
was indirectly inscribed into the chinese-North 
Korean mutual defense pact. Finding the situa-
tion wanting, North Korea began to speed up 
its nuclear program.
  When President Bush on January 29, 2002, 
read his State of  the Union address – the first 
such address to be made after the 9/11 attacks 
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material for constructing nuclear weapons – and 
North Korea has been proved to have exported 
such materials.21

Structures drifting apart

In South Korea, liberalization has continuous-
ly taken place after an initial period of  planned 
economy in the 1960’s. Today, South Korea has 
a modern industrialized and liberalized economy 
and is a member of  the OEcD. 
 In North Korea society has remained collec-
tivized. The nationalization of  industry, transport 
communications, and banking took place already 
in 1946 and was followed by the collectivization 
of  agriculture. Political indoctrination was inten-
sified from 1957, in connection with the launch-
ing of  the so-called Juche policy of  self-sufficien-
cy. For over half  a century, North Korean citizens 
have been isolated from information from the 
outside world and the media have been an instru-
ment used exclusively for political propaganda. 
As a result, the North Koreans do not have ac-
cess to foreign radio or television.
 During the 1980’s citizens were supposed to 
participate in “voluntary” work one or two eve-
nings a week and participate in political mani-
festations on Saturdays, when they also were 
engaged in political study groups. A system of  
regular “self  criticism” or “self  improvement” 
sessions has been psychologically hard for many 
individuals.22 During the hunger years in the 
1990’s, this system was partially abolished, but it 
has been reintroduced, albeit in a milder form, 
according to refugees. Self-criticism is for in-
stance reportedly not as “torturing” as it has once 
been, but otherwise most of  the old forms of  so-
cietal control are in force again. marriages are still 
controlled by the state, citizens are categorized in 
different classes according to political reliability, 
and there is no discernable religious activity.23 
Basically, confucian values, with respect for au-
thority, tight family connections, and reverence 
for the male as head of  the household, remain 

Global impact of  North Ko-
rea’s nuclear ambitions
The problems that North Korea poses to the 
world are not limited to its own region. They 
figure in global issues like START, NPT and 
PSI: 

START
The third Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty 
(START) between the USA and Russia, which 
was agreed upon in February 2010, reduces the 
number of  deployed nuclear delivery vehicles to 
no more than 700 and deployed warheads to no 
more than 1550.19 This makes a fleet of  some 400 
such vehicles in the hands of  china a military fac-
tor that deserves more strategic attention. If  chi-
na can be drawn into an exchange of  threats and 
counter-threats by actions from  a country like 
North Korea with a possible fleet of  eight nu-
clear-tipped missiles (or in a near future ten or 
twelve ) the situation can become unpredictable. 

NPT
North Korea is the only country that has left the 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in order to build 
up a nuclear weapon under the pretext of  feeling 
threatened by nuclear states. The NPT has always 
been weakened by a number of  states with nucle-
ar ambitions who refuse to sign it, namely India, 
Pakistan and Israel.20 There is a risk for “conta-
gion”. Iran may follow North Korea’s example 
and North Korea is suspected of  helping Iran in 
its efforts.

PSI
Iran, which has a close political cooperation with 
North Korea in matters of  nuclear weapons, is 
not fulfilling its obligations to declare its nucle-
ar activity in a satisfactory way. The Prolifera-
tion Security Initiative (PSI), which is led by the 
USA, was built up as a mechanism for detecting 
and impeding efforts by North Korea (and oth-
er countries) to secretly export technology and 

strong. 
 On the other hand, South Korea has devel-
oped into a democracy. Trade unions and stu-
dent movements pushed hard for political liber-
alization in the 1980’s, and after 1987, what had 
in fact been an almost dictatorial system evolved 
into a parliamentarian democracy. In addition, a 
flourishing civil society has developed in South 
Korea. many activities that are carried out by 
the state or municipalities in other countries are 
performed by NGOs in South Korea.24 Accord-
ing to a UN survey, 77 per cent of  the popula-
tion said in 2004 that they trust Korean NGOs 
– which is higher than that for any other coun-
try.25

 South Koreans are an increasingly religious 
people, but they belong to different religions. In 
1985, a slight majority of  52.9 per cent said that 
they were not affiliated to any religion, but in 
2005 only 44.9 per cent gave the same answer. 
Christianity is having an increasing influence. In 
1974, 23.4 per cent of  the population was chris-
tian, but, in 2005, 29.2 per cent said that they 
were either Protestants or catholics.26 This in-
crease of  Christian influence may be explained 
by the obvious impact of  “Western” values, es-
pecially individualism and the pursuit of  self-re-
alization. Further, it is this latter phenomenon 
that refugees from North Korea during inter-
views repeatedly cite as the most problematic 
feature of  life in the South that they have dif-
ficulties in adapting to.
 The political and social structures in the two 
Koreas are becoming increasingly different, as 
in the case of  divided Germany during the cold 
War. The difference is that in Germany’s case, 
the division of  the country into two halves exist-
ed for 43 years, whereas in Korea the separation 
now spans more than 65 years and is reaching a 
point where reunification is looking increasingly 
unrealistic, at least in the way and at the speed 
that it was achieved in Germany. There was never 
any war and also no hate between the two parts 
of  Germany but the Korean War created a great 

deal of  hate between North and South Korea. 
The costs associated with reunification also seem 
to have become overwhelming. 
 Until recently, it was regarded as a “holy” 
duty for every Korean, both in the North and 
the South, to promote reunification. That feeling 
of  duty to the fatherland is noticeably waning in 
the South. The leadership in the North, mean-
while, must also be aware of  the problems the 
North Korean population would be confronted 
with in a unified Korea, where two thirds of  the 
population would be composed of  South Kore-
an citizens who would be considerably richer and 
have a very different outlook compared to their 
Northern counterparts. Accordingly, rhetorical 
statements about reunification today ring some-
what hollow, certainly when they come from the 
South, but also to some extent when they come 
from the North.

Ideology and Economics  
in the North
The situation is not favorable in the economic 
field and signs of  discontent may appear again. 
However, on the whole, North Korea’s econo-
my was not in such a bad shape during the years 
after 2000 as during the 1990’s; it was only ag-
riculture that faced obviously serious problems. 
Since the decline during the 1990’s, North Korea 
did indeed experience some growth in real terms 
2001-2009. That is not much, but it did provide 
a certain stability. 
 The problem was that today a debate over 
principles can easily emerge. Agriculture has 
been intensified to a level where not much more 
can be produced on the available area of  ar-
able land with the presently used methods and 
in a situation where the population continues to 
grow. This is at least the conclusion drawn by 
foreign experts based on information available 
from North Korea. Any significant natural ca-
lamity raises the question if  the country would 
need to import more food from abroad, which is 
impossible for the regime to admit openly. Self-
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sufficiency in food is absolutely necessary for in-
dependence according to the Juche philosophy, 
which forms the very base for the legitimacy of  
the ruling family. Any questioning of  Juche could 
lead to severe problems during a period of  suc-
cession of  power from the father Kim Jong Il to 
his son Kim Jong Un, which now seems to be 
taking place.

Constructing and destructing 
confidence
It is a matter of  concern that a certain amount 
of  confidence that had slowly begun to build up 
in relations between the parties on the Korean 
Peninsula has been totally erased during the last 
two years.
 During the first years after 2000 there was 
a period of  economic liberalization measures 
in North Korea, even if  they were never really 
called so by North Korean news media. There 
were also improvements in the bilateral relations 
with South Korea. After nearly 47 years of  con-
tinuous tensions since the end of  the Korean 
War, relations began to thaw somewhat during 
the year 2000. South Korea’s new president Kim 
Dae Jung introduced the so-called “Sunshine 
Policy” toward North Korea. The foremost sym-
bol of  the improving relations was the Kaesong 
project, which was agreed upon in 2003, aimed 
at attracting South Korean and foreign capital, 
importing technology and management skills, 
starting new industries, and exploiting cheap la-
bor in the North Korean city of  Kaesong.27

 In 2008 a cycle of  events started that later 
destroyed the confidence that had slowly been 
building up. It began already with North Kore-
an news media taking a negative attitude to Lee 
myung-bak as presidential candidate during the 
election campaign that led to his nomination. 
When Lee myung-bak, was inaugurated in Feb-
ruary 2008, he stated that he would stop the free 
flow of  aid from South to North unless North 
Korea ended its nuclear program. In announc-

ing his “Initiative Denuclearization and Open-
ing 3000” policy, he outlined a reunification pro-
gram whereby the North should first dismantle 
its nuclear program; it would then receive aid 
over a period of  10 years in order to raise its 
income level from the present level of  “ap-
proximately US$500 per capita” to $3000. He 
also declared that a previous joint declaration in 
2007 about economic cooperation projects be-
tween North and South Korea was invalid, un-
less North Korea first dismantled its nuclear 
program. Even then it was stipulated that the 
Lee government would first make an evaluation 
of  each project and the costs would be shared 
equally.28

 This was taken as an insult by the North Ko-
rean media, where a smear campaign was started 
and is still ongoing at the time of  writing. North 
Korea also began to take action. During the 
fall of  2008, train services between the South 
and the North were cancelled and cross-border 
passages were interrupted. North Korean me-
dia have branded Lee a traitor and declared a 
new “struggle against Imperialists’ Ideology 
and cultural Poisoning.”29 Lee myung-bak fur-
ther served to fan tensions when he remarked 
that: “the ultimate goal is to unify the country 
under the system of  liberal democracy.” This 
was interpreted as his intention to overthrow 
the North Korean socialist system and absorb 
North Korea into South Korea. 
 In January 2009, The committee for the 
Peaceful Reunification of  Korea in Pyongyang 
announced that North Korea abrogated all pre-
vious agreements reached between the North 
and the South. According to KcNA, “all the 
agreed points concerning the issue of  putting 
an end to the political and military confronta-
tion between the north and the south will be 
nullified. Second, the Agreement on Reconcili-
ation, Non-aggression, cooperation and Ex-
change between the North and the South and 
the points on the military boundary line in the 
West Sea stipulated in its appendix will be nulli-

where the United States stands together with Ja-
pan and South Korea on the one side, and North 
Korea with china on the other. The issue of  a 
divided Germany became acute when the Berlin 
Wall was physically destroyed by popular move-
ments from both sides. The governments of  
both sides were thus presented with a fait accom-
pli. Such a development is unthinkable in Korea 
for the foreseeable future, not least for reasons 
related to the border itself  which is not an inter-
national border but an armistice line. It consists 
of  a three-kilometer-wide no man’s land with 
minefields that stretch from coast to coast across 
the peninsula. It is, furthermore, well guarded by 
hundreds of  thousands of  troops. No popular 
movement is likely to overcome this barrier with-
out significant bloodshed.
 Fourth, there was a balance of  nuclear deter-
rence in Europe, which operated according to 
the doctrine of  mutually Assured Destruction 
(mAD). Since a credible second strike capability 
had been established on both sides, in the form 
of  strategic submarine-based nuclear weapons 
and land-based mobile nuclear weapons, the 
leaders in moscow and Washington realized the 
need for a cessation of  the escalation process.  

Common security in Korea (?)

One expression that this insight was found also 
in leading circles in both East and West was the 
establishing of  an Independent commission for 
Disarmament and Security questions (the Palme 
commission), with former Prime minister Olof  
Palme of  Sweden as chairman, with Georgij Ar-
batov (the USSR) and cyrus vance (the United 
States) being among the other members. The 
commission agreed upon certain principles for 
what it called common Security. It was a con-
cept that became hotly debated, but which has 
been accepted in many countries today. Among 
them was that “it is impossible to win a nuclear 
war,” or as expressed in the report itself  at the 
end of  the first chapter of  the report: “In case 

fied.30

Confidence in Asia and in  
Europe; a comparison

It is often said that European experiences are not 
applicable in solving the problems of  Northeast 
Asia, because the differences between them are 
so great. It is indeed true that the differences are 
great. Nevertheless, it can be instructive to an-
alyze the differences, as well as the similarities. 
What are the differences and what are the simi-
larities?
 First, there is similarity in the fact that the 
cold War, which spread from Europe to Asia, 
created the conflict of  interests and identity that 
are the fundamental reasons for the tensions in 
Korea. It was also the reason for the division of  
Europe into two blocs.
 Second, both Europe and Northeast Asia ex-
perienced terrible wars, which created hate be-
tween the parties involved. But there is a funda-
mental difference. World War II was never a war 
between East Germany and West Germany, but 
the Korean War pitted North Koreans against 
South Koreans. There are not only different 
identities caused by different social systems and 
state structures that divide the two Koreas; there 
is also a great amount of  hate based on the war 
experience and ideological differences as well as 
memories from the war, which still continue to 
contribute to suspiciousness and unforgiving at-
titudes vis-à-vis the other. 
 Third, the divided Germany was a symbol in 
Europe for the ideological and political struggle 
between East and West. In East Asia, the role of  
North Korea as a symbol for the socialist camp 
has become less important since the chinese 
opening up of  its markets, and the globalization 
of  its economy has turned china into less of  a 
socialist country. 
 Divided Korea essentially remains, however, a 
symbol of  the same old division of  military alli-
ances that has existed since the Korean War, one 
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of  a World War, which inevitably would escalate 
into a nuclear war, all countries will be subject-
ed to such destruction that the word ‘victory’ 
would lack any meaning.”31

 In Korea, there are two sets of  possible bal-
ances of  nuclear deterrence. One is between 
North Korea and South Korea. Since 1991, 
both the presidents of  the United States and 
South Korea have declared that there are no 
nuclear weapons stationed in South Korea. Al-
ready in 1975, South Korea declared that it does 
not have and will not have nuclear weapons.32 
Now that North Korea is striving hard to pro-
duce nuclear weapons, however, this raises the 
question whether South Korea may also restart 
its efforts to produce nuclear weapons.
 Another nuclear relationship refers to the one 
between North Korea and the United States, al-
beit it cannot be called a “balance,” not even if  
and when North Korea shows itself  capable of  
not only exploding a nuclear device but also put-
ting it into a bomb and delivering that bomb to a 
precise location as far away as in the United States. 
The reason is that North Korea is not likely to ac-
quire a second-strike capability in the foreseeable 
future. The acquisition of  strategic submarines 
and mobile platforms represent too much of  a 
technological challenge at present. Theoretically, 
at least, this should mean that the North Korean 
leaders would abstain from developing any nucle-
ar weapons at all, since using them would mean 
assured and total destruction of  their country by 
a nuclear response from the United States. Obvi-
ously, the regime instead plays on the fears that 
the outside world harbors in relation to North 
Korea’s unpredictable decision-making, with the 
result that it abstains from taking any offensive 
action against North Korea. This seems to be the 
only reasonable explanation for the North’s be-
lief  in the deterring effect of  its future nuclear 
weapons.
 That conclusion also seems to offer strong 
reasons to believe that the North Korean lead-
ers find themselves in a desperate situation, and 

that the outside world really must calculate with 
encountering an extremely suspicious mindset 
on the part of  the North Korean regime. It will 
take much effort to build confidence in any pro-
cess between North Korea and the United States 
and/or between North Korea and South Korea.
 On the other hand, and most importantly, 
there is no mAD effect. In South Korea, the 
United States, and Japan, there are no frantic 
fears that a potential conflict will escalate into a 
situation where North Korea will make use of  
nuclear weapons. The situation in Korea does not 
force the parties into negotiations in the name of  
common Security. One side feels secure enough 
to ignore the possibility of  desperation on the 
other side: common Security is not a necessity. 
In other words, both parties feel that achieving 
their own security is all that they need, at least for 
the time being. Only the risk of  nuclear prolifera-
tion seems to have the potential to change that 
attitude, but this is a much weaker argument than 
the fear of  mAD.

Confidence destroyed
On October 2006, North Korea made a new 
long-distance missile test (The first one had 
been made in 1998). One reaction was that the 
United Nations Security council issued its res-
olution No.1718, which expressed profound 
concern that the test claimed by the DPRK had 
generated increased tension in the region and 
beyond, and was a clear threat to international 
peace and security. 
 On April 5, 2009, North Korea conducted 
another missile test. The foreign ministers of  
South Korea and Japan immediately agreed to 
bring the matter to the United Nations Secu-
rity council and to cooperate with the United 
States. The discussion in the Security council 
resulted in a statement of  the President of  the 
United Nations Security council on April 13, 
2009, which affirmed that:”The Security Coun-
cil reiterates that the DPRK must comply fully 
with its obligations under Security council Res-

olution 1718 (2006). The Security council de-
mands that the DPRK not conduct any further 
launch. The Security council also calls upon all 
member States to comply fully with their obliga-
tions under Resolution 1718 (2006).”33 
 On may 25, 2009, North Korea carried out its 
second nuclear test explosion. That resulted in 
the Security council Resolution 1874, which de-
clared that “proliferation of  nuclear, chemical 
and biological weapons, as well as their means 
of  delivery constitutes a threat to international 
peace and security.” It also called upon all states 
to “take cooperative action to prevent illicit traf-
ficking in nuclear, chemical and biological weap-
ons, their means of  delivery, and related mate-
rials.”34 
 From this point onwards, North Korea 
found itself  effectively ostracized and exclud-
ed by the international community, a situation 
which is likely to make it even more isolation-
ist and confrontational. Following that logic, 
the North Korean foreign ministry declared the 
next day that: 

First: The whole amount of  the newly ex-
tracted plutonium will be weaponized;
Second: The process of  uranium enrichment 
will be commenced;
Third: Any attempted blockade of  any kind 
by the U.S. and its followers will be regarded 
as an act of  war and met with a decisive mili-
tary response.35

In light of  the North Korean missile tests and 
its second nuclear test explosion, it would seem 
that the North Korean leadership has come to 
terms with the weakened state of  its conven-
tional military forces. Thus, the nuclear option 
has been chosen in spite of  all the economic 
and political costs this choice entails. 

Incompatible attitudes
It may seem theoretically possible to unite two 
parties into one according to a certain model, 
following an agreed plan, “a grand bargain,” but 

for that to succeed there is an obvious need to 
agree about that plan. As long as there is not 
even an effort to achieve such an agreement, re-
unification efforts according to a certain model 
are likely to undermine any effort at confidence-
building. A party that is not accepted as having 
the right to exist with its own state and econom-
ic structure cannot have confidence in any ef-
fort at reunification that will lead to its own de-
struction or absorption.
 It seems that the peoples of  the two states 
on the Korean Peninsula still do not accept the 
other’s wish to preserve their own state and eco-
nomic structure. Until that happens, it is difficult 
to believe in successful unification efforts or even 
the achievement of  real peace – at least as long as 
amalgamation continues to dominate rhetoric on 
both sides.

What happens after the  
2010 WPK conference  
in Pyongyang?

The 2010 conference of  the Workers´ Party of  
Korea looked very much like the 1980 Party con-
gress, but there were important differences. The 
1980 congress went completely smoothly and 
Kim Il Sung appeared as a leader of  the third 
world in a state and in a state with a military pow-
er that overshadowed that of  the South, where 
any feeling of  real security was still only possible 
as long the U.S. forces remained on the spot. 
 In 2010 an attack on South Korea is very 
likely to lead to a crushing defeat, and North 
Korea has suffered from severe hunger during 
the 1990’s. The food situation remains constant-
ly precarious, this year with severe flooding dis-
asters shortly before the conference. 36

 Kim Jong Il is rumored to be seriously ill and 
seems forced to prepare the handover of  power 
to his youngest son. He has leaned on the mili-
tary for support since his father died and made 
the military commission the highest body of  the 
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state – but his own illness and the inexperience 
of  his son make transfer of  power a dangerous 
game. What happens if  there is severe hunger in 
North Korea in the winter of  2010/2011 that 
could for the first time since the 1990’s create 
such conditions that they result in political chaos? 
A new period of  hunger would make it clear for 
everybody that self  sufficiency in food produc-
tion is not only difficult but probably structurally 
impossible, with the fast growing population of  
North Korea. The country already depends on 
foreign aid, especially from china, even to feed 
its population on a bare survival level.37

 Since the legitimacy as rulers so obviously 
comes from the founder of  the state, Kim Il 
Sung, and since his most important ideological 
creation was self  sufficiency or Juche, the posi-
tion of  the Kim family is being questioned. It 
is in this light it should be noted that also Kim 
Jong Il´s sister was made a general before the 
Party conference and her husband a member 
of  the presidium. With several votes in the criti-
cally important organs of  the state and the par-
ty, the family has increased its chances to remain 
in power, but they needed to first be given mili-
tary ranks, however symbolic, in order to make 
sure they had the support from the military.38

 In addition to that, there is an important par-
allel between the 1980 Party congress and the 
2010 Party conference. Kim Il Sung made a 
long speech at the Party congress. At the time 
before the congress many North Koreans – 
and many foreign observers – believed that he 
would indicate that North Korea “would take 
the chinese path”, start liberalizing the econo-
my and slowly open the borders for economic 
exchange –but he did the opposite and stressed 
the necessity of  “modelling the whole society 
on the juche idea”and “the juche-orientation, 
modernization and scientization of  the national 
economy”. 39

 In 2010, some observers abroad hoped to 
hear about intentions to liberalize the North 
Korean economy. Kim Jong Il made speeches 

at the conference, but they have not been pub-
lished, at least not in translation into foreign lan-
guages. There have, however, been many state-
ments in North Korean media before and after 
the conference about the importance of  cen-
tralized economic planning “with main empha-
sis on defense industry and heavy industry” in 
line with the concept of  “Songun Policy”(i.e. 
military-first policy).40

 china has chosen to help the Kim family to 
stay in power by refusing calls from South Ko-
rea, the USA and Japan as well as other coun-
tries in the region, who ask china to condemn 
North Korea for the sinking of  the South Ko-
rean naval ship cheonan.41 It has also refused to 
participate in any sanctions against North Ko-
rea for its missile testing and second nuclear test 
explosion. It continues instead to send a basic 
support of  food supply to North Korea. Keep-
ing North Korea stable and thereby as a safe 
bastion along its own borders against South Ko-
rean and American influence has been regarded 
as more important than the relations with the 
USA. 
This happens at the same time as there are se-
vere problems in U.S.-chinese economic rela-
tions, best illustrated by a quarrel about the ex-
change rate of  the chinese currency.42 There 
are suspicions in the West about the great se-
crecy that surrounds the purpose of  an ongoing 
chinese military modernization, which includes 
many new offensive weapons and investments 
in the nuclear arsenal.43 china also shows a more 
affirmative attitude in confrontations with Japan 
about the South china Sea.44 Positioning itself  as 
lone and last supporter of  the North Korean re-
gime is one of  many signs that china wishes to 
build up a power balance to meet the dominat-
ing military influence of  the USA in the Western 
Pacific.
 china’s policy may certainly be of  great help 
to Kim Jong Il to transfer his power to his son 
but it will also (probably as an unintended con-
sequence) encourage North Korea to carry on 

cording to agreements made in international fo-
rums. Therefore, it should be in North Korea’s 
interest to see that the other parties to the Six-
Party Talks are involved in accepting the contents 
of  any agreement over its security. Any bilateral 
agreement needs to be reinforced by a multilat-
eral framework, seen from the small nation’s per-
spective.
 Experiences from Europe show the impor-
tance of  pursuing a multilateral process in parallel 
with a bilateral peace process. The two processes 
are mutually reinforcing: the abolishment of  one 
track would endanger the survival of  the other. 
This is also applicable to the case of  Northeast 
Asia. One difficulty with the situation in North-
east Asia today is, however, how to simultaneous-
ly restart both processes. In order to solve this 
problem, a mechanism is already in place with 
the Six-Party Talks; rules have been elaborated 
for engaging in bilateral talks in parallel with the 
main talks at the table with all six parties partici-
pating. These rules therefore need to be utilized 
to the full.
 It is especially important that talks between 
North Korea and South Korea are resumed. A 
discussion about the situation in both countries 
should lead to some understanding of  the other’s 
position. That may then lead to real confidence- 
building, aimed at creating common security.
 North Korea insists on meeting with the 
United States first, but it should accept to talk 
to South Korea bilaterally as well, otherwise 
the process will lack the necessary balance. Af-
ter all, North Korea cannot have confidence in 
the United States without first having a degree 
of  confidence in South Korea. The North-South 
relationship is still the kernel of  the problem.

The author is an Ambassador and a fellow
of  the Academy.

its own policy of  “nuclear deterrence”. It will 
furthermore reduce the prospects for reunifi-
cation of  the two Koreas, which, on the other 
hand, is possibly not a totally unintended conse-
quence.
 When the EU and other third countries look 
at the confrontation between china’s and North 
Korea’s ambitions on the one hand and U.S., 
Japanese and South Korean responses to North 
Korean nuclear proliferation on the other hand, 
there is reason to be concerned. On both sides, 
it bears traces of  cold War thinking.
 The situation is such for the time being that 
it is not safe for North Korea’s leaders to en-
ter into negotiations with its neighbors and the 
USA about serious matters such as the nuclear 
arsenal. Power transition, improvement of  food 
supply and overall stability have to occur before 
North Korea is likely to make any serious effort 
to embark upon a real confidence-building pro-
cess.

Restarting confidence-build-
ing in Korea
Whenever such a situation should begin to 
emerge the following points ought to be consid-
ered. 
 Even if  serious negotiations about the key 
problems (like nuclear weapons) are not likely to 
lead to a result in the foreseeable future, it may be 
possible to at least start negotiation contacts to 
agree on minor matters. That is what happened 
in Europe. It took twenty years, but the process 
itself  served to ward off  the escalation of  smaller 
conflicts into a greater and more dangerous con-
frontation. It was also a way of  engaging Europe 
as a whole in the security-building process. 
 In addition to that, a small country can nev-
er have full trust in an agreement with a super-
power. There is after all a proverb that superpow-
ers do not have friends, they only have interests. 
The United States is no different in this respect 
– but even it mostly accepts the need to act ac-
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