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Foreword 

William H. Overholt

The North Korean nuclear crisis presents the contemporary world’s 
greatest risk, not just of major war but most importantly of nuclear 
war. Despite its importance the crisis is being managed in a treacher-
ous context of public ignorance and misinformation. Most Americans 
could not locate Korea on a map. 

On May 8, 2018, the U.S. Secretary of State, a former Director 
of the CIA, when engaged in a negotiation of historic consequence, 
referred to North Korea’s leader, Kim Jong Un, as Chairman Un, 
roughly equivalent to a Korean referring to Donald John Trump as 
President John. A television commentator of such distinction that 
she had lead roles for both Fox and CNN, Greta von Susteren, 
referred to Kim Jong Un’s father, Kim Jong Il (pronounced “ill”), as 
Kim Jong the Second. When the Trump-Kim summit in Singapore 
was imminent, South Korean religious leaders, members of a group 
I had recently addressed, called me requesting an email address for 
President Trump so that they could send a mass mailing with the alle-
gation that their own President Moon is a communist. Some leading 
conservative South Korean commentators assert that China doesn’t 
care about North Korea’s nuclear weapons. (For the record: Kim Jong 
Un’s family name is Kim, Moon is not a communist and China cares 
deeply.) Similar ignorance has been a primary source of the tragedies 
of the Korean War, the Vietnam War, and the interminable blood-
letting in Afghanistan, Syria and Iraq. After we lost 50,000 lives in 
Vietnam, some prominent American leaders said they wished they 
had understood that the North Vietnamese saw themselves as leading 
a nationalist, anti-colonial fight. 



This volume assembles the work of leading experts in the hope of 
dispelling the misinformation and lack of information. Every author 
here writes from career-long study of Korea and personal experience 
in Korea. I have encouraged them to choose their own topics and 
present their own views, while making an effort to cover the most 
vital issues. 

We can overcome lack of information and dispel misinformation, 
but we cannot dispel disagreement. Our chapters begin with what 
are perhaps the most articulate opposite views of the prospects for 
a denuclearized peace in Korea. We make no apologies for disagree-
ment among our authors. We try to present enough context so that 
readers can make their own highly informed choices. 

I have also welcomed different styles of presentation. Some subjects 
lend themselves to careful, academic explication. Conveying the tone 
of relationships sometimes requires a more conversational approach. 
I know from personal experience that warmth and trust between 
negotiators can make the difference between success and failure. The 
reader needs to know that sometimes, properly managed, a negotia-
tion even between old adversaries can achieve a level of trust. 

This volume was funded by the Pacific Century Institute. The 
Institute just requested that we assemble expertise in a context of 
vast public ignorance of the facts, the issues and the stakes. It did not 
designate opinions to be followed or authors to be selected. 

No opinions offered by any contributor to this volume are endorsed 
by Harvard University or by any of the three Harvard institutes that 
supported the project. 

As the assembler of this collection, I have tried to provide balance 
and as much thoroughness as possible. When I chose experts I not only 
chose ones with different viewpoints – Republican and Democrat, 
“soft” and “hard” – but I also let them choose their topics. When I 
summarize the views of certain groups I try to do so objectively; hope-
fully my characterizations feel accurate to each viewpoint (with some 
inevitable complications because no group is uniform in its opinions). 

But I also offer my assessments. As Editor, I am not just a dispas-
sionate compiler of others’ opinions. I care deeply about the issues 



and offer judgments as seem appropriate. Although I happen to be the 
editor, my views have no more weight than those of any of the very 
distinguished chapter authors. 

As I have read through these essays, and as I spoke with colleagues 
around the world, some strong convictions gelled. We are at a turn-
ing point in Korea, a turning point in U.S. foreign policy, a turning 
point in U.S.-China relations, and a turning point in the chances of 
having a peaceful world. Syria and the Ukraine are important but not 
so unique. The present North Korea crisis presents a special risk, a 
global risk, and a special opportunity that will not recur. 

I am American. Although I try very hard to listen carefully, and 
to integrate, other countries’ viewpoints, I write as an American and 
in my overview chapter I use “we” and “us” to refer to Americans 
and their interests. Having said this, I have worked very hard to find 
the most authentic and persuasive Chinese voices, and I believe 
that Richard Samuels and Eric Heginbotham articulate the Japanese 
government viewpoint accurately. Sung-Yoon Lee and Chung-In 
Moon are the most outspoken of the conservative and liberal South 
Korean viewpoints.  

Just as we open with the two most pessimistic and optimistic views, 
respectively, the volume closes with two experts of exceptional expe-
rience and insight, whose knowledge conveys the extreme difficulty 
and complexity of reaching an agreement, followed by three excep-
tional essays that convey the value of sometimes persisting through 
great difficulty, against high odds, in building trust and bridging 
divides. 
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Overview

William H. Overholt

The Korean nuclear dilemma has deep historical roots. President 
Eisenhower decided to accept a humiliating draw in the Korean War 
rather than use nuclear weapons, thereby setting a valuable precedent 
for nuclear restraint that would terribly (but appropriately) frustrate 
General Westmoreland in Vietnam. 

More directly precedent to today’s nuclear proliferation crisis, 
in the early 1970s South Korea, then less stable than North Korea 
and still economically and militarily inferior, authorized its Agency 
for Defense Development (ADD) to develop nuclear weapons. The 
ADD’s progress was startling: within a few years it progressed from 
its first task, to design a screwdriver that wouldn’t break fixing rusty 
jeeps, to imminent manufacture of sophisticated nuclear weapons. 

Richard Nixon intervened decisively against the burgeoning 
South Korean and Taiwanese nuclear weapon programs, threatening 
to sever their alliance, political and economic ties to the U.S. (U.S. 
government-funded research on the effort to stop South Korea, to 
understand the regional pressures for nuclear proliferation, and to 
refine U.S. nuclear strategy in Asia, led me to publish the first book 
on these subjects, an edited 1976 collection called Asia’s Nuclear 
Future.) Nixon’s intervention was successful because it gave both 
states a choice: have nuclear weapons but be strategically helpless 
or, on the other hand, enjoy economic support, political support, and 
security ensured by alliance with the world’s most powerful country in 
the absence of nuclear weapons. 

With Taiwan the nuclear cessation was temporary; Taipei tried 
again in the early 1980s and we Americans stopped them again. 
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(Incidentally, China owes the U.S. a big one for twice stopping the 
Taiwan nuclear weapon program.) 

South Korea not only paused; it abandoned nuclear ambitions 
– notwithstanding some current controversies there. The decisive 
reason for the firm abandonment was the argument, made initially 
by Americans but then widely accepted by the Korean establishment, 
that a nuclear exchange on the Korean peninsula would mean the 
end of Korean civilization. On sober reflection, risking the end of 
their civilization was unacceptable to South Korean leaders. The 
North has so far been too preoccupied with tactical survival to reflect 
or act on such deep thoughts. 

Theory One and Theory Two

Opponents and proponents of negotiations cluster around two 
opposing sets of ideas about North Korea and its strategic situation. 
While each camp includes people with a range of views, it is useful 
to describe the opposing positions in terms of the central tendencies 
of each. Each paragraph in the sections below on Theory One and 
Theory Two should be understood to be prefaced by “According to 
this theory, . . .”

Theory One
Opponents of flexible negotiations portray North Korea and its inter-
national tactics as relatively unchanging. After all, the regime is a 
grandfather (Kim Il-Sung), his son, and his grandson. They are similar 
personalities in a similar situation. They are dangerous international 
tricksters. They initiate violent incidents, for instance raining artillery 
on innocent South Korean islanders, then make peaceful sounding 
noises and extract Western money in return for empty promises. The 
cycle is a fund-raising gambit, which naive Washingtonians (who, 
unlike the North Koreans are sincere and reliable) repeatedly fall for. 

Periodically Pyongyang tries limited market economic reforms but 
these are always insincere and always fail. 
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North Korea is extraordinarily dangerous, a powerful tiger always 
threatening to escape from its cage and destroy South Korea. Its prov-
ocations periodically kill people. The implacable leadership is deter-
mined to unify Korea under its control and will use any means to 
achieve that goal. Nuclear weapons are a principal tool for accom-
plishing that goal. 

At the same time, North Korea’s economic weakness makes it 
extremely vulnerable to collapse. In this view, the U.S. might just 
want to adopt the George W. Bush policy of waiting until it collapses. 
If North Korea collapses, the assumption is that it would be absorbed 
by South Korea and we would have a unified democratic Korea allied 
with the U.S. 

Tighter and tighter sanctions are the only effective path to denu-
clearization. If tight enough, they will be effective. Any modification 
of sanctions to reward North Korean good behavior communicates 
weak resolve and increases North Korea’s resources for expanding its 
nuclear arsenal. North Korea must destroy its nuclear weapons and 
missile delivery capabilities quickly; only after this is accomplished 
can any sanctions can be lifted. (In the chapter that follows, Sung-
Yoon Lee says that in addition all political prisoners must be released 
and “all international norms” for aid must be satisfied before sanctions 
are lifted.) 

According to most proponents of Theory One, China is basically 
supportive of North Korea despite lip service to nuclear disarmament. 
Its determination to avoid North Korean collapse means that it gives 
enough economic support to make sanctions ineffective. If it really 
wanted to, China could force Kim Jong Un to give up nuclear weapons.

In this view, the idea that negotiations can lead to denucleariza-
tion is a fantasy. On the U.S. side, negotiations are a Twitter whim, 
poorly thought through. North Korea has never been willing to follow 
through on commitments to denuclearization. 

North Korea will not abandon the goal of taking over South Korea 
and nuclear weapons provide it with a credible strategy for doing so. 

North Korea will not give up its nuclear weapons. Indeed it cannot 
afford to. It cannot afford to give the U.S. and China the complete 
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list of its nuclear and missile sites that would be necessary to verify any 
negotiated deal. A peaceful North Korea is an oxymoron. A unified 
Korea, one of the fantasies of the peace advocates, might well become 
a pawn of China and therefore is not in the U.S. interest. 

North Korea is demanding denuclearization of the peninsula – in 
both the north and south. It not only wants U.S. nuclear weapons 
withdrawn from South Korea; it wants U.S. forces out. It wants an 
end to U.S. nuclear guarantees of South Korea. It even seems to want 
all U.S. nuclear forces out of the Western Pacific. That is unaccept-
able to the U.S. and its allies. 

Negotiations have an overwhelming risk of failure. They become an 
excuse for relaxing sanctions and therefore just enhance the nuclear 
danger. They are therefore worse than a waste of time, because they 
undermine the sanctions regime whose tightening is the only credible 
path to denuclearization. 

Theory Two
Proponents of negotiations believe that the past is not necessarily 
prologue. Kim Jong Un is not his father or his grandfather. He has 
a different education, different life horizon, and different priorities 
including especially a high priority for the economy. 

Six decades after Park Chung Hee and four decades after Deng 
Xiaoping saved their countries with economy-first policies, Kim 
Jong Un has concluded that giving the economy – not just the 
military – priority is vital to both national success and personal 
survival. While he is severely constrained by the political vulner-
ability of his cloistered society, by implacable demands from his 
own military, and by the tiny economy’s vulnerability to neigh-
boring economic giants, he is nevertheless making market-oriented 
changes and they are working. Non-state ownership remains even 
fuzzier in North Korea than in China (where it is often very fuzzy), 
and much of the market activity remains illegal, but everywhere 
– Pyongyang, the coast, interior rural areas – is showing visible 
improvement. The statistics are arguable, the evidence of the 
eyeballs is not. 
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While one can never rule out a reversion to the past, these 
changes are addictive. Growth improves elite support and reduces 
popular resentment. Growth provides the resources to improve secu-
rity. Growth reduces international contempt. Growth is essential to 
Kim Jong Un’s long-term survival and he knows it. He has promised 
growth and even, against all precedent, apologized to his people when 
actual growth was not up to expectations. Political and economic 
vulnerabilities mean there is virtually no chance that he can create 
another Asian miracle economy, but economic distortions have been 
so severe that even limited, incremental openings to market forces 
create significant growth. 

North Korea, in this view, is not a voracious tiger. It is a frightened, 
tiny animal, cornered by huge neighbors, its economy only about two 
percent the size of South Korea in purchasing power. Like a cornered 
animal, it knows only how to bite. Over the years it has indeed bitten, 
accepting no normal rules, outraging international society, but under 
Kim Jong Un it has not been launching attacks or killing innocent 
South Korean civilians. It is looking for a way out of that corner. 

Nuclear weapons do not provide North Korea with a credible 
strategy for conquering the south. The historical precedents for a 
mouse eating a neighboring elephant are quite limited, even if the 
mouse puffs up its fur and tries to make a big noise. Nuclear weapons 
give North Korea the capability to commit suicide while blowing up 
the whole peninsula, but they do not enable the mouse to eat the 
elephant. 

North Korea has been quite unreliable. Its desperate internal poli-
tics often require sudden adjustments. Internationally, the tiny animal 
is extremely skittish. Its instincts are to hedge everything, to bluff and 
threaten and bite. Most recently, after what was called the Leap Day 
agreement, suddenly it launched a missile, destroying all the credibil-
ity of the agreement. 

What Theory One people, and every commentator in Washington 
hoping for a future government job (almost all of them) does not 
mention is that Washington has also been unreliable. Theory Two 
argues that sanctions, as a nearly exclusive tool to induce compliance, 
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have in fact been tried. They have failed in most international situa-
tions and they have failed with North Korea. The squeeze on North 
Korea been severe but ineffectual. Sanctions are essential, but they 
can only be effective as part of a balanced set of incentives; there must 
be a credible path to peace and growth. 

Likewise the expectations of North Korean collapse, most promi-
nent in the George W. Bush administration, have failed. The regime 
survived even the Kim Jong Il famine. Threats from the U.S. and 
China get the adrenaline pumping, even in this tiny animal, and 
strengthen local nationalism. In the unlikely event that collapse did 
occur, the most likely result would be civil war, spreading to a much 
wider war, or Chinese incorporation of North Korea as a tiny new 
province. 

China feels very strongly about denuclearization of North Korea. 
Each incoming U.S. president has been pleasantly surprised by the 
depth of Chinese feeling and of Chinese cooperation. The Chinese 
posture is key to any argument that negotiations can be successful. 

The formula for success, in this view, is a combination of tough 
sanctions, calibrated economic incentives in response to good behav-
ior, and phased confidence building to an agreed goal. 

In the view of Theory Two, negotiations are risky, and implemen-
tation of any agreement will be fraught and risky for the indefinite 
future. But there is a chance. The risk of nuclear war compels us to 
take that chance. 

Both sides need to back away from extreme positions. For a long 
time the U.S. demand was CVID: complete, verifiable, irreversible 
denuclearization – without a credible path to peace and develop-
ment. Conversely, the North Korean definition of denuclearization 
was requiring the withdrawal of U.S. nuclear weapons from the whole 
Western Pacific. The purpose of negotiations is convergence toward 
an agreement that satisfies neither side’s most extravagant demands. 
Fortunately both sides have been showing signs of flexibility. 
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Assessment

Adherents to both Theory One and Theory Two agree that North 
Korea will not simply dismantle its nuclear weapons quickly. Nuclear 
weapons are the only security it has. 

They also converge on an understanding that the risks to any success-
ful negotiation are enormous. If the balance of power in Pyongyang 
changes, if a new president from either party comes to office in the U.S., 
if a conservative government is elected soon in South Korea, agreed 
understandings may well be repudiated. The complexities of verifying 
any agreement create innumerable flashpoints. Flashpoints are exacer-
bated by profound mutual mistrust and there is currently no clear strat-
egy for confidence building that would overcome the mistrust. 

Beyond those areas of agreement, there is a fundamental divide. 
But there is also a factual basis for assessing the arguments over strat-
egy. This factual basis may not, indeed will not, resolve the deeply 
held differences between proponents of Theory One and Theory Two, 
but it can force them to modify and refine their views. And it can help 
the engaged, informed public to decide what approach to support. 

What follows is my assessment of some of the major issues. Again, 
although I am the editor my views are in no way superior to those of 
the contending analyses below. Readers must make some decisions 
for themselves. Note that we do not have contending views on all 
subjects, such as some of the economic developments, because in some 
areas the evidence is just overwhelming. It’s appropriate to begin by 
looking at the actual purposes nuclear weapons serve. 

Purposes of nuclear weapons

Nuclear weapons serve many purposes and have crucial limitations. 
In India the initiation of nuclear weapons seems to have been driven 
by politicians’ desire for domestic prestige and that motivation may 
well have been crucial to the timing of key events in North Korea as 
Kim Jong Un sought to consolidate his leadership role. 
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Nuclear weapons also seem to have played a crucial role in domes-
tic bargaining over resources. The North Korean military is accus-
tomed to total dominance over available resources. Kim Il-Sung’s 
“military-first” policy has been both one of the core quasi-ideological 
commitments of the regime and the decisive reason why North Korea 
has fallen so far behind South Korea, whose priority has been economic 
development. On one hand, North Korea’s strategic haplessness in 
the face of a South Korea whose purchasing power GDP is 48 times 
North Korea’s leads the North’s generals to insist that they need even 
more. On the other hand, it is obvious to Kim Jong Un that reversing 
the relative economic decline is the key to long-run strategic survival. 
Domestically, overcoming the impoverishment and famine caused by 
his father is crucial to Kim Jong Un’s personal ability to live a normal 
life span.  

This dilemma is a grossly exaggerated version of President 
Eisenhower’s domestic dilemma. Facing a Soviet threat and a 
Republican Congress that wanted to fund defense generously but was 
balking at funding an interstate highway system, Eisenhower squared 
the circle. He promised that nuclear weapons would provide “more 
bang for a buck,” thereby limiting the need for additional expen-
sive conventional weapons, and he justified the interstate highway 
system on military grounds, saying that in the event of a Soviet inva-
sion it would be necessary to move forces across the country quickly. 
Similarly, in the desperate North Korean struggle over resource alloca-
tion, nuclear weapons can justify a shift in the direction of economic 
priorities. With nuclear weapons, fewer tanks are required, so some 
resources can be diverted to the economy. 

The core value of North Korean nuclear weapons is of course mili-
tary. Although the army has huge manpower and many weapons, 
North Korea remains a military midget in a land of giants: China, 
Russia, Japan, the U.S., and South Korea. North Korean artillery and 
tanks could devastate Seoul overnight (this is called surge power), but 
then its inferior technology and training would ensure rapid defeat 
by South Korea and the U.S. Nuclear weapons level the playing field 
somewhat. 
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Nuclear weapons also provide international stature to a midget 
without friends. China tries to ensure that North Korea will not 
collapse, and Russia provides some economic support to needle the 
U.S., but Chinese leaders despise their frenemy. Kim Jong Un not 
only represents a midget country but also he personally was initially 
treated as a humorous figure – too young, too pudgy, and with a funny 
haircut. Nuclear weapons got Kim Jong Un his meetings with Donald 
Trump and made people parse his statements carefully. 

While they level the playing field somewhat, nuclear weapons are 
not useful offensively. This is even more true for North Korea than 
for Russia and the United States. The fantasy of North Korea using 
to nuclear weapons or nuclear weapon threats to absorb South Korea 
is plausible only to Washington right-wingers who have not studied 
nuclear strategy. My first boss, Herman Kahn, the right-wing founder 
of modern nuclear strategy, always emphasized that in a nuclear 
world the only value of nuclear weapons is to deter the other side 
from using nuclear weapons. Half an hour after any offensive use of 
nuclear weapons, North Korea would disappear from the map. Since 
both sides know that, offensive nuclear threats by Pyongyang would 
be futile. While they are the near-perfect defensive weapon, North 
Korea’s nukes are offensively worthless. 

Since they are exclusively useful for defense, a credible peace would 
theoretically be even more useful. Then the kinds of considerations 
that led South Korea to abandon its nuclear weapons in the 1970s 
might kick in. But today the obstacles to a credible peace seem to 
most people insurmountable. 

Is this time different?

Many of the factors that have made agreements difficult in the past 
remain today: contending forces in Pyongyang, changing adminis-
trations in Washington, intense mutual mistrust, the complexities of 
defining denuclearization, the difficulties for foreigners of verifying any 
agreement and the risks to Pyongyang of allowing thorough verification. 
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But much has changed too. Kim has a Swiss education. He knows 
something of how the rest of the world thinks, and he knows that 
the economies of the rest of the world work much better than his. 
He knows that whereas his father, older, ill, and with a short time 
horizon, could survive a normal lifespan despite causing economic 
devastation and a horrific famine, the son has needs to survive for four 
or five decades. His father just needed to survive a limited number of 
years, but Kim Jong Un has no chance of personal survival, in office or 
physically, through a normal lifespan if he does not fix the economy. 

As Dwight Perkins shows, political constraints limit what Kim can 
achieve economically, but there is room to do decisively better than 
his father and grandfather. And as Andrei Lankov shows, Kim Jong 
Un is making decisive changes in the national priorities to emphasize 
economic growth, he is making structural changes in the economy, 
and those changes are producing growth that is visible to the eye 
in most areas of the economy. This is a decisive departure from past 
performance. 

His grandfather only knew Soviet socialist ideas of how to manage 
an economy. His father tried a few half-baked and halfhearted market 
initiatives, which failed miserably. Kim Jong Un has a clearer under-
standing of the required direction of change and far more determina-
tion to do what is needed. His model is China, but political constraints 
limit his emulation. China’s rules about corporate ownership are fuzzy; 
North Korea’s new rules are much fuzzier and indeed mostly comprise 
the government looking the other way while an emergent entrepre-
neurial class does things that are technically illegal. Moreover, polit-
ical vulnerabilities make it impossible for North Korea, at least for 
now, to encourage foreign direct investment the way China did. But 
the market distortions have been so severe that even a very limited 
move in the right direction can be – is being – transformative. 

Kim Jong Un is also transforming the social ambiance of North 
Korea. It remains hideously oppressive, of course. But Kim has bet 
his job on economic improvement and has conveyed that publicly. 
In his 2018 New Year’s Day speech he even gave an unprecedented 
apology to the people for not having fully achieved his economic 
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goals. Formerly, foreign books were dangerous. In 2008 former Special 
Forces Colonel Denny Lane noted (in privately but widely circu-
lated letters) that very few people would even smile. Now visitors to 
North Korea report that young North Korean academics are hungry 
for American books and their superiors are encouraging that hunger. 
A Chinese expert (not one of our authors) assured me that, if I visit 
North Korea now, younger scholars and officials will open up easily; 
the key to a lively conversation, he said, is to laugh heartily at their 
dirty jokes and have a few dirty jokes to contribute oneself. So great 
are the changes that a vast generation gap has opened between the 
new Kim Jong Un generation and the older people who can’t grasp or 
accept the new ways. All this is new under Kim Jong Un, potentially 
transformative, and quite risky for him. He knows the risks and is 
deliberately taking them. 

One of the cosmological constants of the North Korean equation 
has been that it is an isolated hermit kingdom, whose leaders can 
only retain power so long as they keep their people from knowing 
how poor and oppressed they are compared with most of the rest of 
the world an particularly compared with South Korea. As Dwight 
Perkins argues, this limits their economic development, since rapid 
development would require a lot more trade and, crucially, foreign 
investment. But the old cosmological constant of isolation is chang-
ing decisively. North Koreans now know how much more prosperous 
China is. They know that South Korea is more prosperous and freer. 
They don’t know magnitudes and details, but they know life is much 
better outside North Korea. Many try desperately to escape to China 
and South Korea. Kim Jong Un has opened the door much wider – 
not at all wide, but wider – as repeat visitors from all countries attest. 
His imperative is to manage down the slippery slope. His moves are 
tentative and contradictory (remember China’s “socialist market 
economy”), far more so than China because he cannot suddenly repu-
diate his father and grandfather, but the direction is clear. Most older 
people in his country have been successfully indoctrinated by the 
ideology of the socialist hermit kingdom with military-first priorities 
and are very skeptical of Kim Jong Un’s new directions.  
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Nuclear weapons have made some of this shift possible by giving 
Kim bargaining power with his generals and with the older generation. 
(Some of the older generation, including some of the top generals, 
had to be dispatched rather unpleasantly in order to begin the shift, 
but that has now largely happened.) They have given him and his 
country the stature they sought. Having facilitated the shift, nuclear 
weapons are now the principal inhibitor of even more economic 
success, because they incur sanctions. 

There is now also a new situation in South Korea – a competent 
liberal government that is committed to a peace initiative. The previ-
ous liberal government, under Roh Moo Hyun, was inexperienced and 
incompetent and faced a relatively united conservative opposition. The 
current government under President Moon is experienced, competent, 
faces a seriously fragmented conservative opposition, and has strong 
public support for its peace initiative. This situation, however, is frag-
ile, because, as Carter Eckert notes, although the peace initiative is 
popular, poor economic performance under Moon is undermining his 
support and increasing the risk that he would be replaced by a conser-
vative government that might well repudiate some of his initiatives.  

Another potentially decisive change is that the Koreans, both 
north and south, have taken charge of their relationship. The U.S. 
and China (not so much Russia and Japan) still have huge influence, 
but there is a crucial shift of the initiative from foreigners to Koreans. 
The emotional momentum of the talks is decisively different when 
there is a pervasive feeling that the Koreans are gradually taking 
charge of their own destiny. At the same time this has been a bit 
unsettling for Washington, which is accustomed to giving orders and 
having them obeyed, albeit occasionally with some complaining and 
minor pushback. 

Importantly, China and the U.S. have moved from saying that 
North Korea is the other country’s problem to acknowledging that 
North Korean nuclear weapons create immense security risks for both 
and that both have to be fully engaged in pressing for denucleariza-
tion. They are both now fully engaged. That too is a potentially deci-
sive new development. 
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China’s role

Contrary to the assumptions of some Western commentators, China 
has long been strongly opposed to North Korea’s development of 
nuclear weapons. Each incoming U.S. president has been surprised 
at how cooperative China has been with efforts to slow or stop 
DPRK nuclear development. China is concerned that, if turmoil 
occurred within North Korea, or between North and South Korea, 
nuclear weapons could be used, with consequences for Chinese 
territory and people. Moreover, North Korean-Chinese relations 
sometimes get very feisty. While Chinese leaders will never artic-
ulate the concern publicly, Beijing and Shanghai are just as likely 
nuclear targets as Los Angeles and Washington DC. Some Chinese 
concerns are more immediate. Key North Korean nuclear facilities 
are close to the Chinese border, with inadequate safety provisions; 
babies in that North Korean border area are being born with no 
arms, no legs, no genitals. China is very worried that such nefar-
ious conditions will spill to the Chinese side of the border too. 
And China worries that North Korean nuclear weapons will induce 
South Korea, Japan and perhaps others in China’s border areas to go 
nuclear. That would decisively shift the regional strategic balance 
against China. 

China’s opposition to DPRK nukes is not a concession to the U.S. 
Frequently expressed concern in U.S. media that Trump’s trade war 
or other Sino-American tensions will reduce Chinese cooperation 
against North Korean nuclearization are therefore mostly misplaced 
(but highhanded U.S. tactics can alienate China on some issues.) 

Two personal epiphanies among many can illustrate China’s depth 
of feeling. In 1994 I was having lunch with a Chinese official in a 
private dining room of Bank of China tower in Hong Kong. We were 
interrupted by a knock on the door and a minion came in with a 
folded message. The official read the message and shouted in a tone 
of exultant triumph. What happened? I asked. He said that a senior 
Chinese delegation had gone to Pyongyang to confront Kim Il Sung 
about the nuclear weapons program. The confrontation became very 
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severe. Kim Il Sung got up, left the room, and dropped dead. My 
Chinese host thought this was a wonderful result. 

In 2018 I was participating in a Track 2 meeting about regional 
issues and we asked a leading retired Chinese general to lead the 
discussion of North Korea. He said the People’s Liberation Army’s 
(PLA) main concern was that President Trump would be so anxious 
for a deal that he would accept North Korea retaining some nuclear 
weapons for a long period. China could not accept that. The only 
number of North Korean nuclear weapons acceptable to the PLA, he 
said, was zero. 

Tensions between China and North Korea are sometimes severe. 
In reaction to North Korea’s nuclear development Xi Jinping long 
refused to meet with Kim Jong Un. He visited Seoul before meeting 
with North Korean leaders – a huge insult to Kim Jong Un. After 
2014 North Korean official media often referred to China as an 
“enemy.” Chinese and U.S. military leaders at one point discussed 
what a division of labor in bombing North Korean nuclear facilities 
might look like; according to Chinese analysts Kim’s awareness of 
that is one reason why he has become more motivated to achieve 
a deal. Kim Jong Un killed his half brother out of fear that China 
was nurturing him as a potential alternative leader of North Korea. 
Our Chinese authors disclose that Kim Jong Un actively sought to 
empower South Korean conservatives to support the U.S. THAAD 
anti-missile system, anathema to China, in order to divide South 
Korea from China. 

China does not have the power to force North Korean submission. 
As Andrei Lankov has said, China has a sledgehammer but not a 
lever. It can destroy North Korea, but short of destroying it China 
cannot force compliance. The North Koreans are tough, nationalistic 
and willing to endure tremendous privation. 

Americans often see China’s unwillingness to destabilize North 
Korea economically as evidence that China doesn’t put a high prior-
ity on denuclearization. China itself sees denuclearization as a very 
high priority indeed, but for them denuclearization is one compo-
nent of a policy of ensuring against problems in North Korea that 
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might destabilize China’s border region. Chinese sanctions on North 
Korea have in fact been very forceful, much more consequential for 
the DPRK economy than all other sanctions combined. On occasion 
China has even cut off vital energy exports. North Korean students in 
China are forbidden to take any science, engineering or technology 
courses. But China, like South Korea, believes that sanctions must be 
supplemented by rewards for good behavior. That sometimes stresses 
the relationship with members of the U.S. establishment who believe 
that denuclearization depends on a single-minded determination to 
tighten sanctions. 

The most important aspect of Chinese policy appears in the paper 
by our Chinese authors, one of whom was long the Chinese military’s 
top North Korea-watcher. It must not be buried toward the end of a 
long essay: 

“If he [Kim Jong Un] breaks his promise for denuclearization once 
again, the leaders of these countries will conclude that ‘all the moder-
ate and peaceful measures for tackling the Korean nuclear issue have 
already lost effect, and only the option of military action is left.’ If 
that is the case, there will be no stopping an external military attack 
on North Korea.” 

Kim Jong Un knows that. He knows that the PLA has shown 
willingness to open the discussion with the Pentagon about a divi-
sion of labor for a military attack on North Korean nuclear facilities. 
Anyone who thinks that we are dealing with “same old, same old” in 
the current discussions with Kim Jong Un needs to re-read those lines 
again and again. The author of those sentences was a top Chinese 
intelligence officer for North Korea. 

The Japanese role

Japan’s role, by both inclination and strategic position, is to be a strong 
advocate of an exclusive focus on denuclearization as the goal of nego-
tiations and on ever-stronger sanctions as the predominant strategy 
for denuclearization. Japan is fearful of peace between the Koreas and 
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determined to avoid Korean reunification. It sees peace or unifica-
tion as creating a more unified Korean hostility to Japan and as giving 
China an opportunity to increase its influence at the expense of Japan. 
Any extended negotiation or gradual reduction of North Korea’s 
nuclear weapons might curtail Washington’s fear of vulnerability to 
future North Korean ICBMs but will leave Japan vulnerable to more 
than 100 current ICBMs. Japan’s intense concern is quite reasonable. 

Both Koreas are intensely hostile to Japan. Both fear China but 
dislike Japan a lot more than they dislike China. The previous, 
very conservative South Korean governments had this attitude. For 
instance South Korea has territorial disputes over one substantial 
island each with both China and Japan but under the conservative 
government decided to mute its dispute with China in order to focus 
on its very similar dispute with Japan. The current liberal government 
of South Korea has escalated tensions with Japan. 

Japan’s geography is of course immutable. There can be no instant 
negotiated solution to the North Korean nuclear capability, so any 
negotiation leaves Japan vulnerable and opposed. 

Some of the opposition, though, derives from Japan’s own policy 
choices. Japan has always been, at least until 2018, more hostile to 
China than the U.S. Among other things, this has meant determined 
opposition to any regional security arrangements that involved China. 
Japan rightly sees China as key to any negotiated solution in Korea, 
and it (perhaps mistakenly) sees China as being advantaged by any 
solution. In addition, Japan rightly sees the possibility that a Korean 
peace could lead to a reduction or withdrawal of U.S. troops from 
Korea and that in turn could raise questions about the overall U.S. 
military posture in eastern Asia. Japan’s fear of U.S. abandonment is 
both real and a powerful tool to get the U.S. to support every detail 
of Japanese policies. (The oft-repeated line is a variation on: If you 
Americans aren’t willing to fight to the death over our claims to the 
Senkaku Islands and surrounding waters, we Japanese can never trust 
you on anything, nor can anyone else). 

Many Americans find the intense hostility between Japan and its 
neighbors difficult to comprehend. Particularly between allies Japan 
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and South Korea, Washington’s posture is, why can’t you kids just 
grow up and get along? To stretch the analogy only a little bit, suppose 
that the subject of conversation were instead the relationship between 
Britain and Germany. Suppose that Germany was ruled by Hitler’s 
grandson who was denying that the Holocaust had occurred and was, 
contrary to the plain words of a pacifist German postwar constitution, 
trying to rebuild the military of a big power. Japanese politicians and 
Americans who rightly value Japan as our country’s most valuable ally 
will of course cavil at all the details of that analogy, but if you want to 
understand the widespread feelings in both Koreas and China, that is 
how they feel. 

Japan’s geography is a fact, and, under its current government, its 
relationship with its neighbors is very hard to change. Japan is a vital 
ally and the U.S. must be very concerned about its vulnerabilities and 
fears. But Japan’s situation will not be improved by the alternatives to 
extended negotiation and possible peace. The alternatives are North 
Korean permanent acquisition of a far more formidable nuclear force 
or a new war in Korea that would inevitably affect Japan. Moreover, 
given Sino-American tensions and the involvement of both great 
powers in Korea, renewed Korean conflict would risk a wider war 
that would, given U.S. bases in Japan, quickly engulf Japan. Hence 
it is crucial for every aspect of Korean negotiations to take Japanese 
concerns into account, but it is in everyone’s interest, including 
Japan’s, to ensure avoidance of a massive North Korean nuclear capa-
bility and of nuclear war – if such avoidance is at all possible.  

The U.S. role

U.S. policy has focused narrowly on denuclearization and narrowly 
on sanctions as the solution to denuclearization. This approach has 
failed. It has not just failed with North Korea. It has failed virtually 
everywhere that it has been tried. 

U.S. policymakers explain the failures based on the fickle, malev-
olent unreliability of North Korea and the refusal of China to impose 
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sanctions of a severity that threaten to bring the regime down. 
Certainly the accusation that North Korea has been provocative and 
unreliable is accurate. A typical example is the Leap Day agreement 
of February 29, 2012. The U.S. agreed to provide food aid, North 
Korea to stop missile tests and uranium enrichment. Eventually the 
Six Party talks would restart. Shortly after the agreement North Korea 
launched a rocket with an alleged satellite and made lame arguments 
that the launch was consistent with the agreement. The launch effec-
tively killed the agreement. Chinese analysts, including our authors 
below, note the same cycle as Western conservatives: North Korean 
provocations, an agreement that Pyongyang uses for fund-raising, and 
breakdown of the agreement. 

Washington analysts tend to mirror their observation of North 
Korea’s provocative fickleness with an unstated assumption that 
Washington has been reliable and consistently sincere in its dealings 
with North Korea. Reality is quite different. Each time a new admin-
istration comes to office in Washington it walks away from the formal 
agreements and informal understandings its predecessor had with 
North Korea. And within administrations conservatives sometimes 
intervene to sabotage policies and relationships that were intended to 
build toward peace in Korea. 

The ranks of retired top diplomats who had responsibility for North 
Korea include many who were disillusioned by Washington’s repeated 
failure to follow through on understandings or relationships intended 
to move toward peace. As the Bush 43 administration began, the U.S. 
had inspectors inside North Korea’s main nuclear facility. Former 
Special Forces Colonel Denny Lane, part of the monitoring delegation, 
expressed his frustration in the same terms as many career diplomats:

“This is not an exercise in who is right and who is wrong. This is 
an exercise in taking the time to talk to one another and to engage in 
discovery, something that politicians and those responsible for guid-
ing our diplomatic futures seem not to understand. One wonders from 
time to time if they might be the wrong people because they seldom 
appear to have either the time or for that matter the inclination to try 
to get to know and understand our North Korean colleagues. 
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“One has only to look back at recent foreign policy failures, the 
lives lost, and the dollars spent – Cuba, Indochina, Iraq, Afghanistan 
and what and wherever else and wonder why. The answer of course 
is the Bozone Layer. And what is the Bozone Layer? It is a “robust 
anti-intellectual aura that surrounds individuals and bureaucracies.” 
The Layer acts to filter out and suppress ideas that challenge the 
conventional wisdom of political and bureaucratic elites. From my 
vantage point on the 21st floor of the Koryu Hotel, there is every 
indication that the Bozone layer is here to stay.”

That was before the Bush administration torpedoed the agree-
ment that provided for inspections. The agreement required the 
U.S. and its allies to provide, in return for North Korea’s shutdown 
of the Yongbyon nuclear facilities, light water reactors for energy, 
fuel, diplomatic representation, and cultural exchanges. Although 
the North Koreans quickly did the most important thing they had 
promised, namely shutting down its main nuclear complex and 
allowing U.S. and other inspectors into it, the U.S. did none of the 
things it had promised. While there were some diplomatic issues 
connected with these failures, for instance over whether the U.S. 
could keep the contents of its diplomatic pouch secret, the domestic 
issues loomed larger. Vice President Cheney and National Security 
Advisor Condoleezza Rice adamantly opposed the agreement. Under 
Secretary of State John Bolton told colleagues his top priority was to 
kill the agreement. The U.S. Congress did not want to fund the agree-
ment. Eventually the North Koreans provided them with an excuse 
for blowing up the whole agreement by hedging with a small uranium 
enrichment program – a hedge that some U.S. diplomats found under-
standable under the circumstances of U.S. stalling. The constructive 
U.S. response would have been to demand inspections of the uranium 
plant and to improve U.S. implementation of the agreement. 

Ambassador Donald Gregg, a 40-year veteran of the CIA and 
former National Security Advisor to Vice President George H. W. 
Bush, expresses wry bitterness when he speaks of an incident when 
he was Ambassador to Korea during the administration of President 
George H. W. Bush. With the authorization of the President, the U.S. 
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was moving forward successfully on an understanding with North 
Korea that involved curtailing U.S.-South Korea Team Spirit joint 
military exercises. But then Secretary of Defense Cheney, without 
informing the State Department or the Ambassador, suddenly rein-
stated the Team Spirit exercise, sabotaging the efforts of his own 
colleagues. 

The tensions and volatility of U.S. policy toward Korea were 
particularly vivid when South Korean President Kim Dae Jung visited 
Washington early in the new George W. Bush administration. Kim 
Dae Jung was the most pro-American of all post-World War II Korean 
leaders (I write from having known him very well.) He was a hero of 
democracy, who had remained strong in his advocacy of democracy 
despite two almost-successful assassination attempts, ruthless abuse of 
himself and his colleagues, and an official sentence to death by execu-
tion. His ability to survive decades of death threats and humiliations 
was sustained by a Christian faith so profound that it could look with 
equanimity beyond the likelihood of violent death. At the time he 
was the most pro-market of South Korea’s political leaders, and he 
rescued his country from the Asian Crisis by moving it sharply away 
from the quasi-socialist, centrally directed economy nurtured by his 
predecessors. But he had a flaw in the eyes of Washington hardliners: 
he was pursuing a Sunshine Policy in pursuit of a more peaceful rela-
tionship with North Korea, a policy that included a personal meeting 
with the North Korean dictator. 

Kim Dae Jung had a strong, warm relationship with Washington 
during the Clinton administration. When he visited Washington at 
the beginning of the new George W. Bush administration, Colin Powell 
and the State Department welcomed him as the hero of democracy 
that he was. Ambassador Stephen Bosworth reassured him about the 
continuity of American foreign policy, a reassurance that, as Christine 
Bosworth relates in her chapter, he later regretted. Then Kim Dae Jung 
went to the White House, where his frosty reception became a public 
humiliation. U.S. policy shifted decisively in the hours between his 
visits to two different parts of the U.S. government. 
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Anyone who writes about these things should disclose personal involve-
ments in the issues. I always believed that Park Chung Hee, with his 
economics-first strategy, saved his country. But I also believed that killing 
the popular leader of the opposition would be catastrophic and that oppo-
sition leader Kim Dae Jung had a key role to play in South Korea’s future. 

In the late 1970s I was part of a Hudson Institute team that worked with 
Lee Hong Koo on a paper recommending that South Korea, then always 
in a defensive, reactive position, could grab the diplomatic initiative from 
North Korea by having the South Korean president, then Park Chung Hee, 
offer to meet the North Korean president in either capital. This idea was 
considered radical and soft at the time. Park Chung Hee did not act on the 
advice. But under President Chun Doo Hwan, Lee Hong Koo, who may 
well have been using Hudson to validate his own brilliant insight, became 
Prime Minister and persuaded President Chun to make the offer. As we had 
anticipated, from then on South Korea has held the diplomatic initiative. 
The subsequent summits by Kim Dae Jung and Moon Jae In have remained 
controversial among South Korean and Washington conservatives, but 
each has built a new level of mutual communication and willingness to take 
risks in dealing with the other. 

While often working on projects with Park Chung Hee’s colleagues, I 
visited Kim Dae Jung on every visit to South Korea despite intimidation by 
the Korean CIA. When Kim Dae Jung was sentenced to death, I risked my 
career as part of the successful effort to save him. 

Decades later, officials and scholars in Park Chung Hee’s home region 
decided to hold a big celebration of the hundredth anniversary of his birth. 
They asked me to keynote the celebration. I said I would be honored to 
celebrate him as the savior of his country, but I would not gloss over his 
human rights abuses and would give equal billing to Kim Dae Jung. To 
my surprise they accepted. My American colleagues warned me strongly 
against going ahead. Political polarization in South Korea is worse than in 
Trump’s America, and the impeachment of Park’s daughter was worsening 
the tensions. They said I would likely be vilified by both sides. I went ahead 
anyway. The text is on my website, www.theoverholtgroup.com. The local 
reaction was extremely positive; the country needs healing and even Park’s 
partisans responded well to a healing effort.

This personal history has affected my views of the value of South 
Korean efforts to reach out to the North, the importance of taking the risk 
to reach across deep Korean political divides, and the risks that initiatives 
for peace are always vulnerable to denunciation as soft even when they are 
well-considered.
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When I first read the Chinese chapter below I was perturbed by 
their argument that the U.S. is determined to avoid a peace agree-
ment, because the constant risk of war in Korea keeps the U.S.-ROK-
Japan alliance cemented. I do not believe that argument and I was 
surprised that these analysts, who are as knowledgeable and objective 
as any I have ever met, could come to this (in my view) erroneous 
conclusion. That surprise led me to reflect: Suppose a Martian, with 
no nationalistic or ideological bias, but also no direct access to the 
thinking of American officials, simply viewed behavior and tried to 
figure out what was happening. Each time there was progress toward 
a peace deal the Americans walked, or ran, away. The Martian might 
reasonably conclude that the Americans were determined to avoid 
a peace deal. But the evidence is also consistent with an alternative 
hypothesis that in the modern era each new U.S. administration 
dismisses its predecessor as incompetent – and in all administrations 
conservatives have considerable power to characterize diplomatic 
initiatives as unacceptably soft and to act on that characterization. 

Those who want the more familiar Washington view will find it 
eloquently argued in several chapters below. (No serious analyst in 
the West, China or South Korea questions that North Korea has 
a long history of provocation, dishonesty and trickery. Along with 
everyone else, our Chinese authors are very clear about that. None 
of this record of North Korean trickery is contradicted by an effort 
to introduce a little humility into the U.S. discussion and to identify 
areas of common interest and potential common action.) Christine 
Bosworth’s mini-memoir provides a window into an alternative 
approach of trust-building. Kathleen Stephens, who served as Peace 
Corps volunteer in Korea, Under Secretary of State, Ambassador to 
Korea, and in a key role in Belfast during the Northern Ireland peace 
negotiations, provides an analogy to the diplomacy over Northern 
Ireland, where seemingly intractable hatred, terrorism and demoniza-
tion were gradually replaced by trust-building and peace. 

President Eisenhower once said that, if a problem is too difficult, 
enlarge it. As long as the problem is narrowly defined as denucleariza-
tion, and the strategy is largely (although not exclusively) defined as 
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imposing enough sanctions to force compliance, the problem of denu-
clearization is unsolvable. That scared little animal, North Korea, has 
nothing else going for it, so, as long as that is the case, it is not going 
to eschew nuclear weapons and it is not going to provide enough 
information so that other countries could (a) verify a nuclear agree-
ment or, if they so chose, (b) destroy all the facilities. The images of 
the mangled body of Qaddafi, and of the deflated, dispirited Saddam 
Hussein waiting for execution, haunt North Korean leaders – vivid 
examples of what happens to leaders who abandon their nuclear 
programs under Western pressure. In particular North Korean officials 
speak about Qaddafi frequently. 

North Korea’s intense concern about abandoning its nuclear arse-
nal is exactly what would have been the reaction of South Korea 
in the early 1970s, when Nixon demanded the South abandon its 
nuclear program, if Park Chung Hee’s choice had been (a) be misera-
bly poor, diplomatically bereft, and militarily inferior, without nuclear 
weapons or (b) be a little more miserably poor, diplomatically bereft, 
and militarily inferior, with nuclear weapons. Fortunately Park had 
another option: a credible path to prosperity and overwhelmingly 
powerful foreign security guarantees, without nuclear weapons. 

What Kim Jong Un is saying is that he wants the deal Park Chung 
Hee got. He wants diplomatic recognition, economic access and 
support, and security guarantees so that he won’t need the nuclear 
weapons. The center of gravity of Washington opinion is (a) to focus 
narrowly on the nuclear issue, while sometimes begrudgingly promis-
ing some of the other things but never delivering; and (b) to believe, 
firmly and sincerely, that North Korean leaders are such bad people 
that they can never be trusted. 

The South Korean and Chinese message is different: We hate the 
things Kim Jong Un had his father and grandfather have done. We’ve 
learned the lesson of North Korean trickery and we’re going to hold 
Pyongyang to much higher standards going forward. In particular 
we’re not going to tolerate either a bigger nuclear arsenal or addi-
tional vicious attacks on South Korea. But we believe Kim is different 
from his father and grandfather, and his situation – his need to craft a 
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survivable future for at least four decades ahead – is decisively different 
from his father and grandfather. We, the South Koreans and Chinese, 
don’t really trust him, but the Chinese, now far more actively engaged 
than in the past, can provide powerful incentives for good behavior 
and sanctions for bad, while the South Koreans can provide strong 
economic incentives and can prevent North Korea from being over-
whelmed by Chinese money and power. 

The risks of such a strategy everyone acknowledges. Kim Jong Un 
could lose courage or be overthrown by the alienated older genera-
tion. The opening that is occurring could lead to a popular uprising 
with an uncertain outcome. For all the risks it seems to them like 
the only viable path to avoid war. But to make it work they need 
Washington to agree to an extended process, to a flexible mix of sanc-
tions and incentives, and to acceptance of North Korea as a state 
like others that will be given firm security guarantees by some combi-
nation of China and other powers. They need a consensus that the 
nuclear problem is part of the larger problem of peace. With peace, 
the nuclear problem could just possibly go away. Without a broader 
peace, there is no chance that the nuclear problem will go away. 

The complexities of peace

The reason many analysts believe that North Korea will never agree 
to abandon its nuclear weapons is that North Korea has nothing 
else. Despite the huge numbers of its army, beyond an initial surge 
potential it is as hapless militarily as it is economically. But if there 
were a credible peace, a peace that North Korean leaders could really 
believe in, then the nuclear weapons would not seem so irreplaceable. 
In fact, they then become the main obstacle to development, and 
hence to a normal lifespan for Kim Jong Un, because with them the 
sanctions will never go away. And, as once hapless South Korea and 
other Asian countries have shown, rapid economic development can 
stabilize a society and provide it with international stature and with 
the resources to defend itself. 
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North Korea wants a peace treaty, strong external security guar-
antees, removal of sanctions, and economic development assistance 
– the package South Korea had in the 1970s. It says that it would 
then no longer need its nuclear weapons. Some Western officials still 
do not want to go in that direction because of residual hopes that 
North Korea will collapse. It won’t, at least not because of the impov-
erishment that has existed for decades and is now improving. After 
many bad experiences with North Korean aggression and broken 
promises, many Western officials and commentators do not believe 
that Pyongyang is sincere. But some do. And current South Korean 
leaders and Chinese leaders believe that North Korea has a different 
leader, different national priorities, and a different strategic context 
that make its new strategy more credible. 

The road to peace, like everything else with North Korea, is tortu-
ous and treacherous. The U.S. is unwilling to rush into a peace treaty, 
because a peace treaty would logically require dismantling of the 
United Nations Command, the umbrella under which the U.S main-
tains forces in South Korea and continues to command the South 
Korean military. In principle, a force justified by the U.S.-ROK alli-
ance could just replace the legal justification of the U.N. Command, 
with negligible changes in practical arrangements, but the interna-
tional arguments and the domestic politics of South Korea might 
become more complicated. So progress toward peace might well begin 
with a declaration of non-hostility rather than a legal peace treaty. 

To make peace credible enough for North Korea to begin disman-
tling its nuclear weapons, further steps would be necessary. The 
declaration of non-hostility would not be at all credible unless the 
U.S. recognizes North Korea and establishes a diplomatic mission in 
Pyongyang. That seems like a simple step but Washington conser-
vatives and human rights activists have long argued that diplomatic 
recognition would be an unacceptable gift to an unworthy regime. 
Advocates of those arguments would have to be mollified, persuaded 
or defeated. 

Without nuclear weapons North Korea has no credible means of 
defending itself, and it continues to be surrounded by hostile giants, 
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so it will not abandon nuclear weapons without credible security 
guarantees from some combination of China and the U.S., together 
with satisfactory relationships with South Korea, Russia, and Japan. 
An appropriate arrangement is plausible. China has a security treaty 
already; all it needs to do is to reduce the level of political hostility, 
which is likely if Pyongyang begins to behave itself. Likewise, South 
Korea would be eager for peace, friendship and a security arrangement 
if North Korea’s sporadic conventional attacks cease and its nuclear 
weapons begin to go away. The U.S. will be skeptical and divided 
until a great deal of progress has been made. 

Finally, of course, peace would mean the removal of economic 
sanctions and their replacement by open trade and aid.

In short, the price that North Korea’s neighbors will demand is 
that North Korea turn itself into a normal, non-nuclear country like, 
say, Ghana. The price that North Korea will demand for abandon-
ing its nuclear weapons is that it be treated like a normal developing 
country, deserving of open trade, investment, aid, and security assur-
ances. These desired endpoints are easy to state, but for each side 
the chicken and egg problem makes the process tortuous. How much 
of the normalization/security/economic package are the big powers 
willing to grant before most of the nukes are gone? How much can 
North Korea open itself up to inspections before it can be confident 
that Kim Jong Un won’t end up as the next Gaddafi? How can trust 
be built when both sides have been so untrustworthy? 

Unification

The ultimate assurance of peace on the Korean peninsula would 
be a successful unification of North and South. That outcome is 
indeed desired by a substantial part of the population in both pieces 
of the peninsula. In the 1970s passions about this were so strong 
that South Koran students threatened to march en masse across the 
demilitarized zone, in the face of North Korean firepower, to enforce 
unification. 
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North Korea and South Korea have always maintained that there 
is one Korean nation that should be unified, but not surprisingly 
they have differed strongly over what the governing structure of the 
unified nation should be and what process should lead to unification. 
In the 1970s, when North Korea was the stronger power, Pyongyang 
called for immediate unification, with the details to be worked out 
later, while Seoul demanded a gradual, incremental process. As South 
Korea has come to tower over the North, there has been more spec-
ulation about unification on South Korean terms, perhaps following 
collapse of the North Korean regime. 

South Koreans have had very ambivalent feelings about the pros-
pects for such a unification. Some studies have indicated that such a 
German-style unification would impose unacceptable economic costs 
on the south. Not only are the economies far more different than 
were the economies of the two Germanies, but also the societies are 
far more different than Germany’s Osties and Westies, a difference 
that still troubles Germany. South Korea is a sophisticated, middle-
class democratic society. North Korea is basically a peasant society 
with a tiny technocratic elite; it has none of East Germany’s Weimar 
Republic-era exposure to democracy. Clearly a sudden unification, 
even if peaceful, would be a far more traumatic event that the unifi-
cation of Germany. 

The Bush 43 administration tended to assume that a North 
Korean collapse was likely and that it would end with North Korea 
being absorbed by South Korea. To the contrary, North Korea has 
proved quite resilient and conditions there are now much better 
than under Kim Jong Un’s father. Moreover the optimistic assump-
tion that a collapsing DPRK would end up incorporated into South 
Korea was rather like the same administration’s assumption that 
destroying Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq would lead to a strong, 
prosperous democracy; instead it led to chaos and essentially turned 
over much of the Middle East to Iranian influence. Collapse might 
well lead to a civil war that spread to into a much wider war. The 
Chinese military assumes that a North Korean collapse would lead 
to North Korea’s becoming incorporated as a province of China. 
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The historical arguments for this are included in the chapter below 
on China and North Korea. 

A process more satisfying to Koreans and Americans would be 
agreement on a confederation, with a system analogous to what 
China has proposed for Taiwan and implemented in Hong Kong: one 
nation, two systems. Such an arrangement would permit gradual, and 
quite possibly very profitable, economic integration and would not, 
at least initially, threaten the positions of either elite. The downside 
would be decades of potentially disruptive wrangling over the details 
of integration. 

A condition of success for any form of unification, including confed-
eration, would be to ensure that the top leadership of each side feels 
secure. That is particularly difficult for a North Korean leadership that 
has depended for its domestic stability on keeping the North Korean 
people ignorant of how much better their neighbors live than they do. 
Indeed for a long time, the North Korean media portrayed a South 
Korea that was bereft compared with the allegedly better situation of 
North Koreans. Times have changed, however. North Koreans have 
experienced the famine created by Kim Jong Un’s father and they 
know that life is much better in China and South Korea. North Korean 
scholars and senior officials have rapidly increasing access to U.S. books 
and a wide range of foreign contacts. Kim Jong Un is going to have to 
manage this perilous situation regardless of what foreigners do. 

The U.S. and Chinese militaries both are inclined to oppose 
Korean unification, due to opposite fears. The PLA fears that a unified 
Korea would be a U.S. ally, possibly bringing U.S. troops to the Yalu 
River border. The U.S. military fears on the contrary that a unified 
Korea might be coopted by China. To anyone with direct experience 
of Korean nationalism both of these fears seem overblown; Koreans 
are the world’s most nationalistic people and, if there were any real 
unity, they would be determinedly independent. Top civilian lead-
ers in China and the U.S. might well see the advantages of peace as 
outweighing the risks that Korea would lean to the other side. 

Japan does not want to see a strong independent Korea, because it 
would be a very powerful state and, because of the history of Japanese 
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colonialism, for the indefinite future it would almost certainly be 
quite hostile to Japan. 

Despite the complications, eventual unification on a one nation, 
two systems basis remains a plausible outcome – plausible, not likely. 
The Korean inclination toward some kind of unity is strong on both 
sides. The alternative paths to unification seem too dangerous or too 
expensive. Wise civilian leaders in Washington and Beijing need to 
weigh the weak military arguments opposing unification against the 
continued risk of division. Japan needs to consider whether building 
its national self-esteem on historical revisionism is worth the cost of 
hostility with its neighbors; Germany has consigned World War II to 
ancient history and so could Japan. But for the time being efforts at 
Korean unification will meet considerable big power resistance. 

Tools for denuclearization

Military
After World War II the U.S. deliberately limited the weapons avail-
able to South Korea while the Soviet Union provided a massive 
buildup of weaponry for North Korea. Secretary of State Acheson 
indicated that South Korea was outside the U.S. defense perimeter. 
This unintentionally enabled a North Korean invasion. The lesson 
that strong defense of South Korea is essential to peace has been 
firmly entrenched ever since, except for the first 18 months of the 
Carter administration. An initially very weak South Korea focused 
on economic growth, while the North continued to give the military 
exclusive priority. The resulting superior economic growth of South 
Korea enabled it to build gradually stronger defenses. 

By the early 1980s South Korea had superior ability to win a war. 
But the North maintained extraordinary forces at the Demilitarized 
Zone (DMZ) dividing the two Koreas, and Seoul, South Korea’s capi-
tal with 10 million people and a disproportionate share of the South’s 
economy, is only 30 miles from the DMZ. North Korea’s massed artil-
lery could devastate Seoul immediately. This “surge capability” means 
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that, even though the South would likely win a longer war, even 
without U.S. help, the devastation and loss of life in Seoul would 
render the victory Pyrrhic. 

The U.S.-ROK alliance is backed by a nuclear guarantee. During 
some periods that nuclear guarantee has been buttressed by the pres-
ence of U.S. nuclear weapons in South Korea. From the mid-1970s 
analyses have shown that there is no military advantage, and consid-
erable disadvantages, to having U.S. nuclear weapons physically in 
South Korea. My own study for the U.S. government, summarized 
in the last chapter of my 1976 collection, Asia’s Nuclear Future, 
concluded that there was no military advantage in having tactical 
nuclear weapons in South Korea as compared with having the same 
weapons stored in my basement in New York. But if a U.S. unit 
became trapped in wartime that would potentially create a politically 
impossible dilemma: use the local nuclear weapons in a situation that 
would create a precedent we cannot afford, or face devastating crit-
icism for not using available weapons. (That is why, analogously, it 
would not have been a good idea to have U.S. nuclear weapons stored 
in Vietnam. Sometimes it’s better to lose than to create a precedent 
for nuclear battles in local conflicts.) 

Nonetheless, even after nuclear weapons were withdrawn based on 
such analyses, conservative administrations have sometimes sought 
to reinsert them. Since their presence or absence has traditionally 
been treated as top secret, this creates an issue in negotiations over 
denuclearizing the Korean peninsula. 

The U.S. has viewed the possibility of North Korea being able to 
strike the U.S. with nuclear weapons as absolutely unacceptable. Japan 
and China are already threatened in exactly the way the U.S. fears, 
something U.S. leaders sometimes seem to forget. In 1994, during the 
Clinton administration, the U.S. was ready to bomb North Korean 
nuclear facilities but pulled back in favor of a Framework Agreement 
that allowed us to inspect the main nuclear facility in return for fuel, 
light water reactors, diplomatic recognition and cultural exchanges. 

In the Trump administration the U.S. again explored military 
options. The same dilemma of course recurs, and the exploration and 
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threats shake South Koreans, who face imminent loss of their capital 
and millions of their citizens. As Victor Cha notes, the resulting alli-
ance strains are exacerbated by the repeated denigration by President 
Trump of Korean contributions to the alliance. Conversely, conserva-
tives in Washington feel that President Moon strains the alliance by 
making friendly overtures to President Kim. 

Sanctions
All the countries pressing North Korea to abandon nuclear weapons 
agree that economic sanctions are essential. Recently the U.N. autho-
rized more severe sanctions, China has strengthened its sanctions, 
and the U.S. has begun imposing secondary sanctions (sanctions on 
foreign companies that ignore U.S. sanctions). But serious divisions 
and balances remain. China believes it is dangerous to push sanctions 
so far that they threaten to destabilize the regime in North Korea, 
while many in Washington believe that destabilization wouldn’t be 
such a bad thing. Many in Washington think an exclusive focus on 
sanctions is the only path to denuclearization, and can be effective, 
while many others, including the governments in China and South 
Korea, believe that sanctions alone have proven ineffective and that 
the only path to success is a sophisticated combination of sanctions 
for bad behavior and incentives for good. 

How to provide rewards for good behavior without weakening 
the punishments for bad behavior is a difficult question. As Stephan 
Haggard notes, the main possible answer that has arisen so far is to 
allow South Korea considerable latitude in building economic ties if 
North Korea behaves. With difficulty and immense controversy, one 
could construct a ladder of good behavior and broader sanctions relief.

What is denuclearization anyway?

For the U.S., denuclearization has always meant elimination of 
nuclear weapons and nuclear delivery missiles from North Korea, 
accepting that in return the U.S. and South Korea should not 
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have any nuclear weapons present in South Korea. Since this is a 
pledge already fulfilled on the U.S. side, and since the possession 
of nuclear weapons inside South Korea would add nothing to U.S. 
ability to defend South Korea and to deter North Korea, the U.S. 
and South Korea would have to give up nothing. That does not 
mean such an agreement would be inherently unfair. But it has also 
long been assumed by many in Washington that North Korea would 
have to give up all of its nuclear capability before sanctions could 
be removed. 

As Daniel Sneider notes in his chapter, North Korea has moved to 
an expansive definition of denuclearization that comprises elimina-
tion of the U.S. “threat,” broadly defined. It wants assurance of peace, 
before it gives up its only effective means of defending itself. From a 
North Korean point of view that seems reasonable. But in its most 
expansive form it can be held to require U.S. withdrawal of non-nu-
clear ground, air and naval forces from South Korea, renunciation of 
any nuclear guarantee of South Korea’s security, and even removal 
from Japan and the western Pacific of any forces that could be used to 
defend South Korea or defend North Korea. 

Clearly neither instant denuclearization of North Korea nor 
removal of U.S. forces from the western Pacific is going to happen. 

The U.S. has shown admirable flexibility in willingness to discuss 
an timetable for dismantling North Korean nuclear devices and deliv-
ery capabilities, but it has consistently insisted on a timetable and 
thorough verification. These are inherently reasonable demands, 
particularly in light of North Korea’s past behavior. But North Korea 
fears that providing a comprehensive list of its sites and accepting 
intrusive verification would make it totally vulnerable. It would. 

In essence this is a chicken and egg problem. North Korea says it 
will give up its nuclear weapons when it has an assured peace agree-
ment. The U.S. says it will join a peace agreement after North Korea 
has given up its nuclear weapons. Both sides see the issue as life and 
death. If North Korea gives up its nuclear weapons, it cannot defend 
itself. If the North Korean nuclear program remains viable, then 
Washington DC becomes vulnerable to attack. 
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Bridging the difference between these positions is excruciatingly 
difficult. In principle it should be possible through a phased process 
of mutual concessions and trust building. Kim’s new economic prior-
ity, China’s stronger engagement, Washington’s new-found flexibil-
ity, and increasing North-South trust provide the components of a 
bridge. But given the high stakes involved, the level of distrust, and 
the technical complexity of the steps, anyone who is strongly optimis-
tic probably has not thought deeply. 

Verification

When and if there is an agreement in principle there is a need to verify 
that North Korea is doing what it promised. Gary Samore’s chapter 
brilliantly dissects the multiple layers of verification. Ultimately the 
verification problem recapitulates the chicken and egg problem of 
defining denuclearization and making a deal. The requirements of 
verification are the same as what the U.S. would need to obliterate 
North Korea’s nuclear program. The North Koreans want assurance 
of peace before they can agree to make themselves so vulnerable. The 
U.S. wants verification before it will make peace. 

Like the peace/sanctions dilemma, the verification dilemma is 
difficult but not impossible. Sino-American intelligence sharing can 
help. Some physicists like Siegfried Hecker (cited in the chapter by 
Dan Sneider, who disagrees with him) believe that less-than-total 
disclosure and verification could be adequate for international needs.  

Human rights and negotiations

There is a persistent tendency in U.S. politics that says we shouldn’t 
talk with North Koreans (or Iranians or . . .) because they are such 
terrible abusers of human rights. Well, they are terrible abusers of 
human rights, but we don’t talk with them for their reasons. We talk 
with them for our reasons. We talk with them because we need to 
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understand how their positions affect issues of vital interest to us. 
Through negotiations we seek insights about their vulnerabilities on 
issues of vital interest to us. We need to understand how we could 
accomplish things of vital interest to us at a time when it is not within 
our power to change all the things we would like to change. Avoiding 
a nuclear exchange is always a U.S. vital interest. 

Mao Zedong was the worst abuser of human rights in the history of 
the human race, responsible for more deaths than any other human 
being. But talking with him helped us defeat the Soviet Union, at 
the time a mortal threat to us, and the fact that we were talking to 
China paved the way for a subsequent Chinese economic opening 
that improved the lives or more people, at a faster rate, than has ever 
happened in human history. Likewise, the Soviet Union was one of 
the bloodiest, most ruthless dictatorships in world history, but our 
negotiations led to mutual warning systems, surveillance systems, arms 
control agreements, and understanding of each others’ behavior that 
probably saved the world from nuclear annihilation. Negotiations are 
not a gift or concession to an adversary. They are a search for a path 
to achieving important national goals – our national goals. 

The first task of anyone who truly cares about human rights is to 
ensure that the people remain alive – Korean people and American 
people. If you are dead, no other human rights matter. Moreover, a 
vigorous peace process may remove some of the motivations for human 
rights abuse and, if successful, may create the opportunity for hitherto 
futile human rights protests to gain more influence over a more open and 
confident regime. That’s what happened in China, where the human 
rights situation remains bad, but is extraordinarily improved compared 
with 1972, when Nixon met Mao. Having said that, the avoidance of 
nuclear war is a priority goal even if broader hopes remain frustrated. 

High efforts for low probability outcomes?

There are so many complications and so much distrust that reason-
able people can view the probability of successful negotiations as very 
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low. But there are times when low probability/high stakes outcomes 
are the key to strategic success or failure. 

In Europe during the Cold War, the probability that the Soviets 
would come charging through the Fulda Gap in a full-scale invasion 
of West Germany was fairly low. But the cost to the West if such an 
invasion did occur was so high that it justified spending trillions of 
dollars, in today’s terms, to make sure that it didn’t happen. Similarly, 
the value to us and to humanity of averting the world’s most serious 
risk of nuclear war is worth the expenditure of enormous efforts, and 
the acceptance of a measured degree of risk. Each successive previous 
peace effort has failed but each has led to a higher level of communi-
cation, a multiplication of contacts, and a greater degree of collabora-
tion between the U.S. and China. 

The level of negotiations

It is easy to dismiss today’s summitry as an embarrassing Twitter whim. 
Like everything else concerning North Korea, the balance sheet is 
complicated. The chances of success are much higher when negoti-
ations are conducted at the chief executive level. U.S. successes in 
negotiation with North Korea tend to occur when top-level negoti-
ators engage – for instance, Jimmy Carter’s intervention to prevent 
an imminent war. Being treated at the assistant secretary level leaves 
the North Koreans feeling insulted. Treating North Korea’s Chairman 
with respect enhances the prospect of success, although any patri-
otic American cringes when President Trump says that he would be 
honored to meet with Chairman Kim or even that he is in love with 
Chairman Kim. 

Clearly negotiations between a flaky U.S. President and a North 
Korean Chairman who may be jerked around by dangerous domestic 
developments carries substantial risks. There is an equal risk that the 
2020 U.S. election will lead to repudiation of any agreement by any 
victorious president other than Donald Trump. But both the U.S. and 
North Korea have serious, competent support bases. Trump’s chief 
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negotiator, Stephen Biegun, is widely respected and he can build on 
the legacy of Stephen Bosworth, a politically independent figure who 
served a Democrat President. The nuclear issue is sufficiently urgent 
that there is a chance a sensible outcome could lead Washington to 
rise above stereotypes and partisanship. 

What follows

Those are my judgments. 
In what follows, the world’s leading experts explore the complexi-

ties and difficulties, many of which they agree on, and the prospects, 
which they generally disagree about. The next chapter’s author is the 
leading opponent of the peace negotiations. Prof. Lee has testified to 
the U.S. Congress. While President Obama never had time to meet 
with his own designated special envoy to North Korea, Ambassador 
Stephen Bosworth, he did take the time for an exceptionally long 
90 minute meeting with Prof. Lee. Then we have the views of Prof. 
Chung-In Moon, who has been a strategy advisor to South Korean 
President Moon and is perhaps the most articulate of the advocates of 
the peace negotiations. 

Succeeding chapters address the situation Kim Jong Un faces (you 
wouldn’t want to be in his shoes); the ways his situation and he himself 
differ from his predecessors; the imperatives, constraints, texture and 
progress of his economic strategy; how South Korean politics affects 
negotiating prospects; pressures for Korean unification and difficul-
ties; the views of neighbors China and Japan; the vexing technical 
difficulties of deciding what denuclearization means and how to verify 
it; some peculiarities of the U.S. negotiations and alliance manage-
ment; and perspectives on the pursuit of negotiations that seem to 
have a low probability of success. 

After sobering analyses of conflicting views of denuclearization, 
and of the complexities of verification, the volume closes with two 
very different angles. Christine Bosworth’s very personal memoir of 
the late Stephen Bosworth’s efforts at peace shows the ups and downs 
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of being an American diplomat tossed around by domestic political 
tides. Bosworth, one of America’s greatest diplomats, saw an agree-
ment that had American inspectors inside the most important North 
Korean nuclear facility thrown out by a George W. Bush White House 
that hated the agreement its predecessor had made and by a Congress 
that did not want to fund the peace agreement. Then he labored prior 
to his death for a path to peace that a Democrat Secretary of State 
would not allow him to take forward, under a Democrat President 
who did not have the time to meet with his own special representa-
tive to North Korea.

The many American diplomats, and military officers and Department 
of Energy specialists, who have encountered similar disappointments 
have a sense of deja vu as they watch yet another administration labor 
for an agreement that, if achieved, will face nearly united establish-
ment skepticism and may well be repudiated by a successor to President 
Trump from either party. 

Finally, Kathleen Stephens, arguably America’s longest-serving 
Korea watcher, from her Peace Corps service there to her ambassa-
dorship in Korea and her service as Acting Under Secretary of State, 
likens the negotiations for Korean peace to the negotiations she helped 
bring to fruition in Northern Ireland, where the hatred and demoni-
zation were comparable. The lesson that she and the Bosworths leave 
us is that diplomatic success requires steadiness and empathy. 

Two thoughts encapsulate the tortuous calculations required by 
the Korean situation. It may be imperative to negotiate even though 
the probability of success is low. And one South Korean quipped: If 
Donald Trump gets reelected it is a catastrophe for the United States, 
but if he does not get reelected it is a catastrophe for Korea. This is 
a subject and a book for minds that are comfortable with dissonant 
trends, dissonant goals and dissonant personalities. 


