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Inter-Korean Reconciliation: Challenges and Prospects 

The APCSS conference on “Inter-Korean Reconciliation: Challenges and Prospects” examined the economic transition in the DPRK and its impact of North-South relations, evaluated the direction and prospects for political change in North Korea and the South’s approaches to influencing the direction of political evolution in the North, considered the impact of political changes in the ROK on inter-Korean relations, examined the cross-penetrating and mutually remolding influences of the North and South’s foreign policies and national security strategies on one another, contemplated the future scenarios in political reconciliation and Korean nation-building, discussed various Northeast Asian perspectives on inter-Korean reconciliation, as well as analyzed the long-term sustainability of the US-ROK alliance in the context of the North-South rapprochement,  the ROK domestic trends, global US defense transformation strategy, and the US-ROK military force realignment on the peninsula. 

Forty-nine policy practitioners and academics from six countries attended the conference, including representatives from the U.S. State Department, Office of the Secretary of Defense (2), U.S. Congress, KEDO, Air University, Naval War College, World Bank, Heritage Foundation, the Brookings Institution, and a Washington-based NGO, 10 participants from ROK, 2 from Russia, 1 from Japan, 1 from the PRC, 1 from the Military Armistice Commission in Panmunjom, a Swedish representative from the Neutral Nations Supervisory Commission, 4 from PACOM, 3 from USFK, 1 from JICPAC, 1 from MARFORPAC, 1 from PACAF, 1 from PACFORUM, 7 from APCSS, Consul-Generals from Japan and ROK, and other on-island (BYU, UH, HPU, EWC) participants (see a list of conference attendees attached).

Below are some of the major observations made by the conference participants:

1. Economic Transition in the DPRK and Its Impact on North-South Relations

North Korea is extremely serious about economic reforms, but at the same time it is extremely nervous about the political and social impact of reforms.  These reforms have caught on, they are real, not just a tactical adjustment.  The mid-level cadres in the North are allowed to travel abroad more and learn more, and they want to accelerate domestic changes, but the political leadership is worried about the risks involved, knows its limitations, and will continue to regulate the process.  The nuclear standoff has a relatively insignificant impact on the current direction of economic reforms, but may place limits on their pace, ultimate depth and breadth in the long run.  Without the resolution of the nuclear issue, although Pyongyang may continue to benefit from its growing economic engagement with China and expanding inter-Korean economic relations, it will not be able to join the “club” of civilized nations and get access to the international financial institutions and global capital markets which could provide financing necessary for the fundamental recovery and restructuring of the North Korean economy.  Economic reform amidst political stability appears to be Kim Jong Il’s goal; the question is whether he will be able to have the cake and eat it, too.  

The South has so far reacted positively and encouraged the North’s economic reforms through a strategy of “asymmetric engagement,” while benefiting from them in several important ways.  South Korea’s “cash-based give-aways” helped shift the basis of North Korea’s economy to hard currency, forcing the North Korean Won to lose almost all its value.  This is a huge macroeconomic change in the North where money in general and foreign currency in particular became king.  South Korea altered the way the North Koreans think about profit-making, private entrepreneurship, market economy, and capitalism even at the level of official pronouncements.  The South succeeded in improving dramatically the North Korean public and private perceptions of and attitudes toward the ROK (while the North Korean attitudes towards the United States are changing for the worse).  The South is sweeping the North into the global Korean chic wave (“hallyu”), thereby refining the latter’s image in the eyes of the world public.  

More significantly, the ROK government was able to make its own public feel much more secure and less threatened by the North.  The ROK was able to prevent the collapse of the DPRK and stopped the humanitarian tragedy in the DPRK through the delivery of annual fertilizer aid.  The North’s growing economic dependency on the South allows Seoul to counter-balance expanding Chinese economic influence in the DPRK.  Inter-Korean economic integration opens up new venues and opportunities for the industrial restructuring of the ROK’s small and medium-size enterprises facing intensifying competition from China.  In other words, all three South Korean goals vis-à-vis the North (secure its own people, prevent collapse, and prevent domination of North Korea by a foreign power) are met with satisfaction.  


It is not clear yet to what degree South Korean influence squares with China’s role in the DPRK’s economic restructuring and reforms.  The lack of mutual benefit, transparency, and public accountability raises the questions about the efficiency and moral hazard in South Korean strategy of “asymmetric engagement.” Also, it is still an open question whether or not growing inter-Korean economic exchanges will lead eventually to a fundamental change in the DPRK’s economic system, and whether that will result in a greater improvement or no change in the North-South relations or may leave South Korea in the cold, thereby reigniting the game of competitive legitimation on the peninsula.    

2. Political Changes in the DPRK and Their Impact on North-South Relations

North Korea seeks to build a strong military state under the “military-first policy” (MFP) and “kangsong taeguk” (“building a powerful and prosperous nation”) vision.   The MFP is distinct from the old WPK (Workers’ Party of Korea) policy of militarization of the entire society.   Neither is it simply a transient measure instituted to deal with the famine.  Implementation of the “military-first policy” may be an act of transition to a different kind of political system reflecting primarily the corporate interests of the national security establishment rather than the political order dominated by the socialist workers’ party.  Through the MFP, Kim Jong Il aligned himself with the military, hoping to survive, because the KPA is the only political, economic, and social entity that works very well in the North Korean society today.  However, one should not discount the fact that in a communist state such as the DPRK, the military and the party tend to be fused at multiple levels: the KPA top brass are party members; and everyone depends on Kim Jong Il and is completely loyal to him.  In this light, the MFP may be just a reflection of the fact that at the present moment Kim Jong Il is more pleased with the performance of the military cadres than the civilian cadres, which may change anytime at his discretion.

Can North Korea maintain the “military-first policy” and succeed with economic reforms?  From the perspective of the DPRK’s domestic politics, the answer is positive:  the MFP may be a slogan, an ideology, and the glue for domestic cohesion and stability, helping Kim Jong Il “keep the mind of military leaders intact” at a time of deepening economic reforms.  Can North Korea pursue the MFP and reach a nuclear settlement with the United States?  From the same domestic political perspective, the answer is negative; because nuclear weapons may be Kim Jong Il’s give-away to the Korean People’s Army to keep the top brass happy and content so that he can continue his economic reforms, save money on the modernization of conventional weapons, and intensify his pro-active engagement with the South. 


The South goes along with the MFP, because Seoul does not want to interfere openly into the North’s domestic political affairs, and because the ROK government is not sure if they push for fundamental political changes, let alone regime change, they will get a better regime than Kim Jong Il’s in the end.  Seoul prefers to look for a silver lining, making promising comparisons between the MFP and Park Chung-hee’s military rule.  Some South Koreans regard the MFP as a convenient cover for Kim Jong Il, allowing him to proceed safely with the succession process – it is high time for the Dear Leader to start grooming his own successor under the protection of the DPRK’s national security establishment.  Obviously, Seoul has an indirect stake in succession politics in Pyongyang, but the ROK government has not determined yet what role to play in North Korean domestic politics or how to exert influence upon it.  The South believes that the process of inter-Korean reconciliation may contribute to the restructuring and dismantlement of the North’s economic and political systems in the long run.  However, at the present moment, the ongoing political changes in North Korea do not appear to be of systemic or fundamental nature and do not to have much impact on the South-North relations yet.  

3. Political Changes in the ROK and Their Impact on South-North Relations

In the process of deepening democratization, South Korea is moving away from the ideology of anti-communism and the 1948 consensus.  Old ideological assumptions and political tenets are questioned, challenged, and thrown away.  The key question is why should South Korea exist as an independent state separate from North Korea? The role and interests of the United States in the formation and preservation of the distinct South Korean national statehood is increasingly scrutinized. As the generational gap between the so-called 386 and 5060 generations widens, the ROK society and politics get more polarized, especially on such core issues related to the essence of the ROK’s national identity as the repeal of the National Security Law, re-writing of colonial and post-war history, reduction and withdrawal of USFK, re-alignment with China, etc.  As a consequence, some participants suggested that inter-Korean reconciliation must be preceded by political reconciliation within the ROK. The South Korean political class must overcome internal divisions because its seeming inability to accept the responsibility for the past may impede the South-North reconciliation in the future.

“Progressive” observers credit President Roh Moo-hyun for challenging the structural status-quo, opening the long-overdue domestic political debates about the past social injustices and political persecutions, their necessary, albeit painful, present cures, and future course of Korea.  They also commend him for following the U.S. model in “civilianization” of the ROK military, as well as for showing courage and standing up to the U.S. President Bush after the latter had publicly humiliated his predecessor President Kim Dae-jung.  In contrast, “conservative” observers regard him as a short-sighted revolutionary leading his “young Talibans” in the Blue House to destroy domestic (values, institutions) and external (alliances, commitments, reputation) foundations of South Korea’s successful existence as a strong independent and prosperous state for the past half a century.  In particular, they denounce the “Red House’s” “policy of feeding and engorging the monster” (read Kim Jong Il’s regime).  They criticize the efforts of the “386G-infested” National Security Council, which relegated the Ministry of National Defense to the role of just a bystander in defense policy-making and damaged the morale among the officers’ corps.  Pro-American sentiment is said to be increasingly suppressed within the ROK’s military, which is being re-socialized in accordance with more nationalistic educational guidelines. The “conservative” participants further contend that “the Roh Moo-hyun administration probably purged more people (with “pro-American” views) from the MND, MOFAT, and other national security agencies than Kim Jong Il did among his own ranks,” which resulted in a loss of self-confidence and sense of mission within the ranks of the national security establishment.  Moreover, whereas in the past, one would advance his or her career at the MND and MOFAT by working the U.S.-related issues at their respective North American divisions, in the current political climate, reportedly, it would be rather dangerous for career growth to work on the U.S. issues or with the U.S. officials.   


Political changes in the ROK in the past several years blind-sided everyone and led to the institution of the “pro-North” “sunshine policy” by the Kim Dae-jung administration and “pro-engagement” “peace and prosperity policy” (PPP) by the Roh Moo-hyun administration, which both totally redefined the South-North relations and transformed the ROK into an economic benefactor, diplomatic cheerleader, and military sentinel for Pyongyang, as well as a draw bridge between the DPRK and the world.  The PPP is based on three principles – “no war, no collapse, and no pressure,” which puts it in stark contradiction with the U.S. approach towards North Korea, emphasizing that “all options are on the table,” “regime change may be a good idea,” “blackmail ought not to pay, and pressure must be applied.” 


Among the growing number of areas that the South and the North can agree on today and appear to lend moral support to each other, one can note the vacillating anti-American feelings, dormant anti-Chinese sentiments (awakened by the “Koguryo flare-up”), and escalating anti-Japanese animosity (aggravated by the recent Tokto dispute and the history textbook problem).  North and South Koreans tend to fight together against what they mutually hate, not for what they stand in common.  Of course, one cannot discount the fact that South and North Koreans live in a tough neighborhood, and, therefore, they define their national identity through a lot of “antis.”  

4. North Korean Foreign Policy and Its Impact on the North-South Relations


In general, North Korea has always sought to penetrate and subvert the South Korean political process with varying degrees of success and to influence the South Korean decision-making, especially with regard to Seoul’s policy towards Pyongyang and Washington.  At a maximum, the North Korean leadership has not given up its long-held ambition of unifying the Korean peninsula on its own terms as a strategically superior power, arguing that the Southern leadership lacks the moral nationalist credentials because it allowed for the Southern land to be disgracefully occupied by foreign military forces for six decades, and asserting Pyongyang’s “indigenous” nuclear credentials (which is quite inconsistent with the North’s promise to dismantle its nuclear programs if the U.S. abandons its “hostile policy”) unavailable to Seoul because of its non-nuclear pledge.  At a minimum, on security and economic grounds, the DPRK government seeks to take advantage of the “peace and prosperity policy” and to ensure that the ROK government will continue its engagement strategy towards Pyongyang, while attempting to drive a wedge between Seoul and Washington and calling for the formation of a “united front” between the North and the South against the United States through the strategy of “national cooperation” on the nuclear and other important issues.  Some conference participants suggested that in KEDO and at the six-party talks, North Korea’s strategy may be much more complex than just “driving a wedge” between the two allies: Pyongyang may regard Seoul as an intermediary helping “bring along the United States” and “make it more accommodating and flexible” in its policy towards the DPRK, as well as a facilitator and promoter of a unique “Korean (or Asian) solution” to the North Korean nuclear issue, if the six-party talks fail.  


Some U.S. participants emphasize continuity in the North Korean negotiating behavior vis-à-vis South Korea and regard it largely as uncompromising, unyielding, deceptive warrior-like “pseudo-negotiations,” and a tool of revolution and class struggle to be used to defeat the Southern enemy.  In contrast, the ROK participants point out the incremental changes in “real negotiations” – less propaganda and grandstanding, more pragmatism and preference for “behind-the-curtain” dealings, more sincerity, greater flexibility and willingness to close the eyes to formality and procedures, more diversity of issues under consideration (including the military issues), proliferation of meeting locations, more diverse negotiating partners, less frequent resort to suspension and delay - that have emerged since the North-South summit in June 2000.  These changes resulted in a new friendlier and more cooperative atmosphere in bilateral negotiations and the North-South contacts in various multilateral settings, including within the United Nations, KEDO, and on the sidelines of the six-party talks.  

In terms of substance, however, recent political changes in the South led to dramatic changes in the South Korean negotiating behavior.  South Korean political leaders promoting the “kumbaya-like” policy of peace and prosperity toward the North are reluctant to use the economic leverage to influence North Korea’s behavior and do not take “no” for an answer from their own inter-Korean negotiators, which ties the latters’ hands and puts them in an inferior bargaining position.  As a consequence, as one U.S. participant argued, “the ROK negotiators are forced to absorb the insults from the North,” and the “North Korean negotiators manhandle, dominate, and bury them.” The Chinese participant echoed this sentiment by asserting that “for North Korea, inter-Korean reconciliation is a tool for squeezing economic resources and learning capitalist ways from the South, as well as for trying to break up the South Korean society by penetrating into the ROK through various exchanges and the Internet.”  He argued that the DPRK dictates the speed, direction, and scope of the inter-Korean reconciliation; and although the ROK has accepted a lot of North Korea’s demands, the DPRK leadership still refuses to describe the Roh Moo-hyun’s administration as a “good Korean government,” because “it has only one good side – a pro-North policy, whereas the other side of it is bad, namely, its adherence to the strategic alliance with the United States.”

5. Future Scenarios in Korean Nation-building 

Conference participants discussed three ways how the inter-Korean reconciliation may unfold – the North-led, the South-led, and mutually cooperative, and four different hypothetical scenarios of the emergence of a unified Korean state, namely, through gradual internal reformation of the North and deepening political reconciliation through proliferation of joint standing commissions, or a fratricidal war, or abrupt collapse and extinction of the DPRK, or the South-led appeasement and virtual reunification.  Some participants felt strongly that reunification was unlikely to be either peaceful or democratic or equitable, despite all public declarations and good intentions of all the parties concerned, because power essentially cannot be shared.  

One participant raised the possibility that the Northern collapse scenarios could differ: the North Korean state may break up along some invisible internal fault lines and the KPA military leaders may attempt to set up their own mini-garrison states (“warlordism”), or an economic collapse may lead to political chaos and a civil war among the KPA generals competing for central political power.  Under both collapse scenarios, although the ROK may attempt to step in and take the lead in restoring the law and order and restructuring the economic, political, and military institutions in the northern half of the peninsula in accordance with its own blueprint, China may deem it necessary to move in, too, and play a greater role in defending the sovereignty and national interests of the crumbling North Korean state with or without Kim Jong Il’s clan.  

Many U.S. participants wondered whether political reconciliation between two Koreas meant growing South Korea’s appeasement of the North.  The ROK government appears to be willing to concede some strategic ground as a non-nuclear weapon state and grant Kim Jong Il his wish to gain a certain degree of international acceptance or acquiescence by the world for his nuclear weapons program and a freshly minted membership card in the nuclear club.  Koreans, both in the North and South, are said to be “ready to tolerate almost anything from each other, except foreign domination.” Hence, they predicted the emergence of a more assertive, nationalistic, autonomous, and strategically non-committed Korean peninsula as a result of the inter-Korean reconciliation process in the future.  Both Russian and Chinese participants expressed their support for greater Korean political reconciliation, hoping that when Korea is eventually unified, it will be “a friendly country without any foreign troops on its soil.”  Many other participants expressed hope that American troops would stay on the peninsula even after Korean reunification.  

6. US-ROK Alliance and Inter-Korean Reconciliation

Conference participants held a very lively exchange about the current state of relations within the U.S.-ROK alliance.  The optimists say that South Korea has been one of the most reliable U.S. allies for decades, despite occasional policy disagreements and flare-ups of anti-American sentiment in the South.  The U.S.-ROK alliance is “rock-solid” (no pun intended).  Security cooperation is “good” and the alliance is “in an excellent condition,” despite some public misperceptions.  The ROK military views the North Korean threat in the same way as the U.S. military does.  The inter-parliamentary dialogue is at a high level.  Bilateral trade and investment are growing.  Optimists argue that public expectations about the alliance performance are extremely high, and, therefore, any minor issue or problem tends to provoke extreme disappointment in both capitals.  In contrast, there are rather low expectations in the management of the U.S.-Japanese alliance, and, as a result, there is little disappointment whenever anything goes wrong.  Optimists believe that although North Korea is looking for ways to break apart the alliance, the inter-Korean reconciliation has had no negative impact on the U.S.-ROK military alliance yet.


The pessimists argue that the U.S.-ROK alliance exist on nostalgia for the “good old days,” questioning whether “the good old days” were really “so good.” They contend that the alliance is “on life support,” and alliance restructuring is “badly needed,” because “the alliance no longer serves the best interests of either the United States or the Republic of Korea.”  The U.S. and ROK appear to define the North Korean threat differently, which tends to undermine alliance cooperation.  Seoul seems to believe that the North Korean threat emanates from its weakness (danger of economic collapse, internal instabilities), not its strength; whereas Washington tends to regard North Korea as a “blackmailing bully,” and not as “legitimate state, worth saving,” with which the U.S. can enter into binding agreements (as one participant put it, “what should you do if Hitler walked into the room?”).  Pessimists believe that the North-South reconciliation is damaging the U.S.-ROK alliance.  They suggest that “if there is a zero chance of the North attacking the South, as many South Koreans are told by their government, then why does not Seoul ask Washington to withdraw the USFK completely?” They go even further by raising the possibility that the U.S. should “bring our boys home” and totally disengage from the Korean peninsula, both from the South and the North, but stay committed to Japan and Australia, and tell Koreans “call us back when you get serious about your defense.”  


But, the “middle-of-the-road” moderate views prevailed among conference participants.  They argue that the U.S.-ROK alliance is “in a pretty good shape.”  The two allied democracies and market economies share many national interests and common bonds, norms, and values, as well as command plenty of mutual trust and understanding across a wide range of issue-areas and problems.  They assert that the U.S. disengagement from the Korean peninsula is a “lousy idea,” a “nutty idea,” “a bad idea” that serves as an example of the so-called “avoidance behavior” on the part of the United States, because it would damage incalculably the national interests of both the United States and the Republic of Korea in many obvious and invisible ways.  Instead of abandoning the Korean peninsula, some moderates argued that the U.S should stop calling the North “evil” or “rogue” and look at it as a “legitimate negotiation partner,” albeit “very angry and weak,” with which the international community “can do business” and resolve the outstanding concerns, including the nuclear issue through genuine negotiations.  Whereas other moderates may concede that North Korea is evil, but they insist that it is time to “shake hands with the devil,” and start listening to the “silent majority” of the ROK people who believe in the inter-Korean reconciliation, that “there is no alternative to engagement, whatever its form,” and that a policy of “forced regime change will cause a suffering to all Korean people.”  All moderates assert that the North-South reconciliation is “not an illusion,” that “it is feasible, especially if China and Russia say it is feasible,” and that the “United States should be prepared to give Koreans some space and allow for the South-North reconciliation to proceed beyond just an agreement not to fight.” These moderates believe that the U.S-ROK alliance must be the main leverage for the South Korean government in its dealings with the North aimed at enhancing the South’s security and accelerating the inter-Korean rapprochement.  


 In conclusion, conference participants engaged in a lively debate about the future direction of the reconciliation efforts on the Korean peninsula. While some focused on the dramatic changes that have occurred in both the North and the South, others emphasized the importance of maintaining the strength of the U.S.-ROK alliance in the face of an uncertain neighbor to the north. Regardless of the perspective, however, all attendees agreed that the political and economic shifts on the peninsula are driving a demand for changes in the security relations in the region. Therefore, going forward it will become increasingly important to take into account the growing sense of Korean nationalism in South Korea and the gradual movement toward a more open economy and society in North Korea. Recognizing these shifts will be crucial to any reshaping that occurs within the U.S.-ROK alliance. 
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