Seeing North Korea Clearly

Daniel A. Pinkston and Phillip C. Saunders

Two preconditions for effective foreign policy are accurate information
about the politics, economics and society of foreign countries, and a
clear understanding of the interests, perceptions and objectives of their
governments. A variety of means are used to gather this information,
including high-level government contacts, diplomatic missions, cultural
and educational exchange programmes, support for the study of
particular countries and regions, and intelligence collection and analysis.
By developing multiple channels of information and building a cadre of
individuals with detailed knowledge of other countries and their leaders,
it is usually possible for a government to gather the raw information
and develop the cultural awareness necessary to understand foreign
countries and formulate effective policies towards them.

North Korea’s closed society presents particular challenges for
obtaining information and developing the understanding necessary for
an effective foreign policy. Its international isolation and hostility to the
United States make traditional methods difficult. North Korean citizens
have very limited contact with the outside world. The Korean Workers
Party controls the media and citizens are unable to access the outside
world freely with telecommunications or the Internet. Travel inside
North Korea is strictly controlled, with foreigners limited to Pyongyang
and other showcase sites. Because the United States and North Korea do
not have diplomatic relations, the US government has no diplomats based
in North Korea who can report on conditions, build relations with North
Korean officials, and develop a deeper understanding of the country.!
Strong US ties with South Korea have provided opportunities for some
Americans to learn Korean and become familiar with Korean culture, but
50 years of separation has created significant differences between the
North and South that limit the value of this experience. US economic
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sanctions and North Korea’s economic strategy of self-reliance have
severely curtailed business contacts, cutting off a potentially important
informal channel of information. Cultural and educational contacts have
been similarly restricted.

As a result, the US government relies on second-hand information
from countries that have diplomatic relations or direct contacts with
North Korea and on information collected by the US intelligence
community or shared by other intelligence services. Although these
sources can provide valuable information, they typically have a narrow
focus and necessarily provide an incomplete and distorted picture of
what is actually happening in North Korea. Occasional US diplomatic
contacts with North Korea are generally focused on narrow functional
issues and are conducted in a formal, disciplined manner, with both US
and North Korean officials sticking closely to their talking points.

Lack of information and the secretive nature of the North Korean
regime have led many people to conclude that North Korean leader Kim
Jong Il is a crazy or irrational leader whose miscalculations are likely to
lead the Korean Peninsula into a devastating war.? There are widespread
fears that North Korean brinksmanship could backfire and extinguish
any hope for a peaceful resolution of the current nuclear crisis. While the
US would take pains to prevent escalation in any pre-emptive military
action, South Korea — whose capital is within North Korean artillery

range — would be placed in serious jeopardy and

MOSt KOI’ eda regional stability could be severely disrupted.
— However, most Korea specialists believe the North
SpeC[aI[StS Korean regime is neither irrational nor crazy, but
rather has a distorted worldview and warped

belleve the expectations about how other countries will respond

to its actions. An effective US Korea policy needs to

Nor th KOI’ ean understand this worldview, the political and security
environment within which decisions are made, and

reglme IS the North Korean leadership’s decision calculus.

. Without such an understanding, foreign policy actions

ne[ther by other states — including the United States — are

. . likely to have unexpected or counter-productive
irrational results.

The very real challenges in collecting sufficient

nNor Cr azy information to understand North Korea and its

leaders constitute a significant barrier to a better US
Korea policy. The human tendency to compensate for poor information
and uncertainty with cognitive shortcuts may ultimately be even more
damaging.’ This paper identifies five sources of US misunderstanding of
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North Korea and illustrates their negative impact on US Korea policy in
recent years. These are: linguistic barriers; ideological barriers that
distort interpretations of developments in North Korea; intellectual
constructs that conceal important information; lack of imagination and a
reluctance to acquire a deeper comprehension of the North Korean
mindset; and deliberate misrepresentations for political or policy
convenience. The resultant distorted picture of North Korea among US
policymakers has produced confusion about the actual state of affairs in
North Korea and has contributed to a number of policy miscues and
missed opportunities.

If North Korea were strategically unimportant or if the United States
had a dominant strategy for dealing with it, this lack of understanding
might not matter. But the ongoing Korean nuclear crisis poses a major
challenge to US security interests, to regional stability in northeast Asia,
and to the future viability of the nuclear non-proliferation regime. North
Korea’s nuclear weapons programme presents the United States with tough
choices between risky alternatives. Effective diplomacy will be necessary
for a successful outcome, and this will require a clear understanding of
North Korea. It is important for US policymakers — and the broader policy
community — to be conscious of existing barriers to understanding North
Korea and make efforts to compensate for their effects.

Linguistic barriers: what is North Korea really saying?
Interpreting signals and statements from the North Korean regime is
difficult. The vitriolic and apocalyptic tone routinely employed by the
North Korean government and media discourages efforts to take North
Korean statements seriously. However, dismissing these statements as
propaganda means discarding one of the few sources of information on
the leadership. Linguistic barriers caused by translation or interpretation
mistakes may also cause US observers to misunderstand North Korean
statements or to miss subtle yet vital nuances.

The October 2002 visit to Pyongyang by US Assistant Secretary of
State James Kelly to confront North Korea about its nuclear programme
provides two examples of how interpretation issues have created
confusion. First, North Korean First Vice Foreign Minister Kang Sok Chu
reportedly responded to Kelly’s accusations by admitting that North
Korea had a uranium enrichment programme. Although the American
delegation included several Korean speakers, there appears to have been
some uncertainty about exactly what Kang said. Over the next several
months, the North Koreans circulated an account of the meeting that
differed from the US version, causing some South Korean and Japanese
analysts to question whether the US delegation had interpreted Kang’s
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remarks correctly. In early November, North Korean UN Ambassador
Han Song Ryol stated that North Korea was willing to satisfy all US
security concerns, including concerns about Pyongyang’s uranium
enrichment programme, and would consider allowing inspections of the
nuclear facilities.* In December, North Korean statements denied that
Pyongyang had ever acknowledged having an uranium enrichment
programme, saying this was ‘arbitrary phraseology used by Kelly’, and
that ‘Kelly is chiefly responsible for dreaming up the fiction of the
DPRK'’s “development of nuclear weapons”’.> Without access to detailed
accounts of the meeting from both sides, it is impossible to determine the
exact role that interpretation mistakes might have played. One possibility
is that Kang admitted the existence of a uranium enrichment programme
and that North Korea subsequently used the interpretation issue to sow
doubts among US allies.

The second example involved a lack of familiarity with North Korean
rhetoric. During the October meetings, the North Korean delegation
reportedly told the Americans that Pyongyang had something even
‘stronger than nuclear weapons’.® Deputy Secretary of State Richard
Armitage later told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that this
statement:

threw us into a bit of a tizzy. We didn’t understand what those weapons might be.
We have subsequently learned, from foreign envoys who have gone to Pyongyang and
talked to the North Koreans about that, that what they’re referring to is the sole and
the special affection of the Korean people for the army-first policy, united behind the
direction of Kim Jong II. So it just means the will of the people is united to reject any

sort of aggression.”

US analysts initially concluded that the North Korean delegation was
alluding to chemical and biological weapons.® About one month after
Kelly’s visit to Pyongyang, Washington dispatched a team of officials to
Seoul to convey that conclusion to South Korean officials.” However,
analysts more familiar with the Korean language and North Korean
rhetoric immediately recognised the likely meaning of the North Korean
statement.'’ Despite the potential significance of a possible veiled North
Korean threat to use chemical and biological weapons, it took US officials
weeks or months to clarify the meaning of the North Korean delegation’s
statement by speaking with foreign envoys and the South Korean
government. This misunderstanding likely damaged the credibility of
Washington’s threat assessments in Seoul.

Yet another example is that of a November 2002 North Korea radio
broadcast. As a result of the announcer merging two short vowels, the
world media reported that North Korea had declared it possessed nuclear
weapons.!! The content and context of the original broadcast should have
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made it clear that Pyongyang had made no such announcement.
Nevertheless, some analysts were quick to conclude otherwise.'? Although
the broadcast was filled with criticism of the Bush administration, the
announcer also described Pyongyang’s offer to conclude a non-aggression
pact with Washington as a ‘rational way to resolve the nuclear crisis’.

In early February 2003, several Western newspapers reported that
North Korea had restarted a nuclear reactor in Yongbyon."” These reports
were based on an English-language report provided by the (North)
Korean Central News Agency (KCNA) on 5 February 2003, which quoted
a North Korean Foreign Ministry spokesman as having said, “The DPRK
is now putting the operation of its nuclear facilities for the production of
electricity on a normal footing after their restart’.!* Reporters interpreted
this statement as an official announcement that the 5MW(e) nuclear
reactor in Yongbyon had already been restarted. However, the Korean-
language version indicated that ‘the DPRK was in the process of restarting
its nuclear facilities, and in the process of normalising operations’
[emphasis added].”” Although the translation error was on the North
Korean side, the report produced considerable confusion in Washington.
Secretary of State Colin Powell told the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee the next day, “While we note what the North Koreans have
said about the reactor start — it’s not clear whether it has’.'® Three weeks
later, however, the Washington Post was still reporting that Pyongyang
had declared that the reactor had been restarted on 5 February.” On 26
February, US officials, relying upon technical surveillance, said they had
determined that the reactor had been restarted ‘within the last 24 hours’,
not three weeks before.’®

A more serious translation error came on 18 April 2003, when the
KCNA published a statement by a Foreign Ministry spokesperson.
According to the KCNA’s English translation, the North Korean
spokesman declared that North Korea was ‘successfully reprocessing more
than 8,000 spent fuel rods at the final phase as we sent interim information
to the US and other countries concerned early in March after resuming our
nuclear activities from December last year’. Several Western media
sources, including the New York Times and Washington Post websites,
reported this statement as an official declaration that North Korea had
started to reprocess its 8,000 spent fuel rods. However, the original Korean
text revealed that the KCNA’s English translation was inaccurate and
should have read, “We are successfully making progress in the last stages
towards the task of reprocessing the approximately 8,000 spent fuel rods’.
The Korean text implies progress is being made in the final stages
necessary to begin reprocessing, but does not specify what tasks remain to
be completed before plutonium can be separated from the spent fuel rods.
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While somewhat ambiguous, this text is not a straightforward declaration

that reprocessing has started, which would be phrased very differently in
Korean.”

As these examples show, it is easy for messages to

In some cases, be distorted or misunderstood. This is especially true

. . . in some of the North Korean statements described

INACCUrdciIes IN above, which were probably deliberately intended to

convey subtle and ambiguous signals. However, by the

tr ClnS/Cl tlon time the messages passed through the linguistic
barriers of translation or interpretation, the meaning
pr Oduced was easily lost. In some cases, inaccuracies merely

produced temporary confusion in Washington; in

pO/icy debates others, they produced policy debates based on false

premises or incorrect interpretations.

based on false

. Ideological blinders
pr emises Oor Another barrier to understanding North Korea is a
. tendency to view the country through ideological
Incorrect blinders. The North Korean economy has been in

. . serious trouble since the end of the Cold War due to
Inter, pr etations structural economic problems, severe energy
shortages and the loss of foreign assistance. Famines
in the mid-1990s killed at least one million North Koreans.®® Bush
administration officials have interpreted North Korean economic
problems as the inevitable product of a repugnant political system.
President George W. Bush told reporters, ‘I loathe Kim Jong IL. I've got a
visceral reaction to this guy because he is starving his people’.*" Secretary
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld blamed ‘the viciousness of that dictatorship’
as the fundamental source of Pyongyang’s economic problems,
contrasting North Korea’s economic stagnation with the successful South
Korean economy.” The North Korean system bears primary
responsibility for these economic failures, but distaste for the brutal
regime in Pyongyang and a predilection for moral clarity run the risk of
oversimplification. Ideological blinders can lead policymakers to neglect
other contributing causes of famine, underestimate the regime’s ability to
endure severe economic hardship and overlook its efforts to adopt
economic reforms.

The Korean Peninsula has experienced periodic spring famines for
centuries due to mountainous terrain, limited arable land, and a
relatively short growing season.” South Korea depended upon US food
assistance for years after the Korean War. Despite President Park Chung
Hee’s agricultural policies and intensive market intervention, South
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Korea was never able to achieve self-sufficiency in food production.*
Seoul now avoids food shortages by exporting products that earn
sufficient foreign exchange to import food.” Pyongyang’s failure to
produce exportable goods has made this option difficult, but the regime
has recently signalled a desire to open its economy and increase exports.
North Korean exports include fishery products, textiles, minerals,
metallurgical products and manufactured goods (including armaments).*
The unpleasant reality is that ballistic missiles are arguably North Korea’s
single most competitive export product.

Kim Jong Il realises that solving North Korea’s food problems would
improve his chances for staying in power. Upon formally taking power in
September 1998, Kim replaced 16 of the country’s 23 main economic
bureaucrats.” He also approved plans for economic reforms that were
finally implemented in July 2002.*® In the spring of 2002, the North
Korean government sent hundreds of bureaucrats throughout the
country to inform managers of production units about the upcoming
reforms.” So far, the government has lifted price controls, devalued the
currency and changed microeconomic incentives for firms and
individuals, but the country also desperately needs foreign capital,
technology transfers and energy assistance. Access to international loans
and financial assistance would help alleviate some of these problems, but
as long as North Korea is on the US State Department list of state
sponsors of international terrorism, Washington is legally bound to veto
Pyongyang’s membership in international financial institutions. Despite
the unexpected nature of North Korean economic reforms — which are
more ambitious than the early stages of China’s economic reforms — they
have received relatively little attention in the West and have already
been labelled a failure by several outside observers.*

The conventional wisdom in the United States is that North Korea’s
Stalinist political system will prevent serious efforts at economic reforms
because dramatic market reforms or a major economic opening would
cause the regime to collapse. (It is worth noting that Chinese government
officials and analysts believe their gradualist approach to economic
reform is a viable model for North Korea, allowing the regime to adopt
economic reforms without undermining itself). The North Korean
leadership has taken some significant steps to try to resolve the country’s
food shortages and economic problems. Many North Koreans resent
what they view as US efforts to obstruct North Korea’s economic
recovery and development. Despite high-level statements that Washington
would not use food as a weapon to pressure the North Korean
government, ‘competing priorities” and the ongoing nuclear crisis have
produced a substantial reduction in food aid that appears inconsistent
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with President Bush’s stated concerns about the welfare of the North
Korean people.® Despite US pledges to contribute food aid this year, the
World Food Program has estimated that North Korea will need an
additional 325,000 tonnes from the international community.*

An ideological perspective that blames all economic problems on the
North Korean political system can hinder predictions of possible future
developments and provide an inadequate basis for long-term strategic
policy. This view underestimates the ability of the North Korean
government and society to bear tremendous privations (and probably
significantly overestimates the chances of near-term regime collapse).
Most observers expected North Korea to implode quickly after the end
of the Cold War and following the famines in the mid-1990s, but the
regime has managed to survive® A second problem is that this
ideological perspective underestimates the possibility of internal
economic changes that could sustain the regime without fundamental
political reform. Few outside observers expected China’s economic
reform programme to be so successful or far-reaching. Although North
Korea’s initial efforts at market reforms do not appear promising, there
may be more room for experimentation and better prospects than most
outsiders expect. Most American analysts probably slightly overstate the
political system’s responsibility for North Korea’s economic problems,
while North Korean officials appear to greatly exaggerate the negative
impact of current international economic barriers. Even if Kim Jong Il is
removed from power, a replacement regime might not be any easier to
deal with. One possible form of regime change is a military coup, which
would probably bring an even more hard-line leadership to power.

Successful reforms and integration into the international economy will
give North Korea a greater stake in the international system and might
facilitate the gradual process of reunification, as hoped for by the South
Korean government. Bellicose behaviour and regional instability would
be more costly to a North Korea with an open economy because
Pyongyang would be wary of scaring away foreign investors and would
be more vulnerable to retaliatory sanctions. Economic integration with
the outside world could also be a binding mechanism to help ensure
Pyongyang’s commitment to any future arms-control agreements.*
For example, offering alternative outside employment for North Korean
technical experts — as in successful US cooperative threat reduction
programmes with Russia — would both provide an incentive for
Pyongyang to agree to abandon its weapons programmes and help
preclude a ‘brain drain” of WMD expertise to other countries. However,
a fixed ideological view of the North Korean regime has obscured
enduring geographical factors that contribute to famine and caused US
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policymakers to neglect potentially significant economic reforms and to
miss an important opportunity to support North Korean movement in a
positive direction.*

Misleading intellectual constructs
Misleading intellectual constructs — though driven more by a desire for
policy clarity and consistency rather than by ideological bias — have also
had a negative impact on the US debate about Korea. Prominent among
these is the ‘rogue state’ concept, initially popularised by the Clinton
administration as part of an effort to identify threats to American security
in the post-Cold War era.*® The definition of a rogue state varied, but was
generally understood to include states pursuing weapons of mass
destruction, defying international norms and using terrorism as an
instrument of state policy. Although the rogue state concept was useful in
mobilising domestic and international support for US policy toward states
such as Iraq, Iran, North Korea, Libya, Cuba and Syria, the criteria were
unclear, inherently political and inconsistently applied.” Robert Litwak has
correctly noted the term’s analytical fuzziness and lack of international
legal standing, high costs in terms of alliance relations and ‘one size fits all’
nature that inhibited the adjustment of policy to changing circumstances in
individual countries.®

The ‘rogue state’ construct obscures important differences between
countries lumped together as rogue states. Iran is a
peculiar mixture of electoral democracy and The Irogue
unaccountable theocratic leaders who control key
policy arenas (including security policy and Iran’s State’
WMD programmes). Saddam Hussein’s Iraq was a
secular dictatorship dominated by the Ba’ath Party. construct
North Korea is an Asian Leninist dynasty with an
unusually isolated leadership and population that Ob scures
faces complex security issues due to Korea’s division
and the legacy of the Cold War. Given these Im portant
fundamental differences, one would not expect these
three countries to behave in similar ways or to dlfferences
cooperate on the basis of shared values or ideology.
A US foreign policy that lumps such disparate states between
together and dismisses them as rogues sets itself up to
overlook important differences that could provide rogue states
foreign policy opportunities.

The rogue state construct implies that these states will never moderate
their behaviour.”” Because the leaders of rogue states are demonised as
evil dictators, regime change is assumed to be the only permanent way of
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changing their behaviour. Yet North Korea’s efforts to improve relations
with the United States and Japan (and similar efforts by Iran, Libya and
Syria) suggest that rogue states can moderate their international
behaviour. The rogue state construct also implies that force and threats
are the only appropriate way to deal with fundamentally unreasonable
countries. This discourages any attempts to understand (much less
address) the security needs of countries such as Iran, Iraq and North
Korea. Attempts to engage or negotiate with them make US officials
vulnerable to accusations of appeasement. An antagonistic relationship
with the United States, the most powerful country in the world, creates
its own security challenges for these countries. In the case of North Korea,
this antagonistic relationship is at least partly the result of US hostility.

These shortcomings explain the Clinton administration’s abandonment of
rogue state terminology in favour of the blander term ‘states of concern’.
During the 2000 presidential campaign, however, Bush advisors pointedly
revived the label to distinguish their foreign policy from that of the Clinton
administration. Threats from unpredictable rogue states armed with
weapons of mass destruction and ballistic missiles figured prominently in
Bush’s arguments on the campaign trail about why the United States
needed to develop and deploy missile defences. Once in office, Bush
administration officials routinely referred to threats from rogue states in
discussions of regional security and missile defence plans. Of the rogue
states, North Korea was deemed most likely to develop nuclear weapons
and ballistic missiles capable of reaching the United States.*

The 11 September attacks on New York and Washington reoriented
US security concerns away from rogue states and a future threat from
China and towards the immediate threat of terrorism. The rogue state
concept did not explain (much less predict) the emergence of al-Qaeda as
a major threat to American security, since the al-Qaeda organisation pre-
dated the Taliban regime in Afghanistan and derived its financial support
largely from wealthy individuals and non-governmental groups rather
than state sponsors. Nevertheless, Bush administration officials quickly
drew clear distinctions between states on the right side in the war on
terrorism and those that supported or tolerated terrorist groups.

North Korea has an undeniable history of terrorist activities, some of
which were reportedly approved personally by North Korean leader Kim
Jong Il. In January 1968, 31 North Korean commandos crossed the
demilitarised zone in an attempt to assassinate South Korean President
Park Chung Hee, which ended in a gun battle near the presidential
residence, in which all but one of the commandos were killed.*' In October
1983, North Korea attempted to assassinate President Chun Du Hwan. This
attack was carried out in Burma with a remote-controlled bomb that killed
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21 people, including four South Korean cabinet ministers. The bomb went
off before Chun arrived.” In November 1987, two North Korean agents
planted a bomb on a Korean Air jet that caused the aircraft to crash over
the Andaman Sea.*” Despite this past deplorable record, the North Korean
government has not engaged in any terrorist attacks for 15 years and has
no known connection with transnational Islamist terrorist groups. The best
evidence of ‘active’ North Korean support for terrorism presented by the US
government is the continued presence on North Korean soil of a handful of
Japanese Red Army terrorists wanted by the Japanese government.

In 2000, North Korea and the United States held three rounds of anti-
terrorism talks and issued a joint statement on international terrorism just
before the October visit of Marshal Cho Myong Rok, first vice chairman
of the North Korean National Defence Commission, to the White
House.** In the joint communiqué, the North Korean government
renounced terrorism and agreed that ‘terrorism is an unacceptable threat
to global security and peace, and that terrorism should be opposed in all
its forms, including terrorist acts involving chemical, biological, or
nuclear devices or materials’.* In November 2001, North Korea signed
two UN anti-terrorism conventions, and subsequently expressed a
willingness to sign five additional conventions.* These statements and
actions are evidence of North Korean efforts to place itself on the right
side of the war on terrorism and to improve relations with the United
States.” But North Korea’s status as a rogue state impeded recognition or
positive responses to these signals by the Bush administration.

Instead, President Bush’s January 2002 State of the Union address
enshrined Iran, Iraq and North Korea as an ‘axis of evil” Bush
administration officials invoked the rogue state concept to argue that those
three countries might provide terrorist groups with weapons of mass
destruction. In the post-11 September strategic context, this is certainly a
understandable fear. But focusing on those three regimes could skew
terrorist threat assessments away from more likely potential sources of
WMD. According to expert consensus, the most likely way for al-Qaeda to
acquire nuclear or radiological weapons material would be from non-state
actors in Pakistan or the former Soviet Union, rather than from states that
would fear retaliation if they supplied a terrorist group with WMD that
were subsequently used against the United States. Even so, Deputy
Secretary of State Richard Armitage told the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee in February 2003 that North Korea was likely to sell any
plutonium it might reprocess from the 8,000 spent-fuel rods in Yongbyon.*
Although North Korea’s economic problems give the regime strong
economic incentives to sell nuclear materials and technologies, no one has
produced evidence to suggest that Pyongyang has ever attempted to sell
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nuclear material to terrorist groups.* Given North Korea’s international
behaviour in areas such as drug smuggling and missile proliferation, this
possibility cannot be entirely ruled out. But in any case, Pyongyang would

be unlikely to part with any of its plutonium until its

NO one haS nuclear facilities are operating and producing large
quantities of fissile material.

pr Oduced The rogue state construct and ‘axis of evil’

. formulation have proved wuseful to the Bush

EVIdence to administration in mobilising domestic public support

for aggressive efforts to attack terrorist groups and to

Suggest that improve American defences. On the other hand,

the administration’s efforts to exaggerate the links

P yongyang between the three members of the “axis of evil” and al-

Qaeda, and its expansion of the rogue state concept to

hGS ever justify a preventive war against Iraq, have generated

international opposition to US policies, including
a ttemptEd tO from US allies in Europe.® To the extent that Bush
administration policymakers believe their own

Se” nUClear rhetoric about connections between evil regimes, the
. rogue state concept will impede a clear assessment of
mdad ter Ial tO North Korean motivations and hinder an open debate

. that considers all available policy instruments. It may
terrorist groups also cause the United States to miss potential
opportunities such as North Korea’s efforts to

reposition itself in the war on terrorism.

Failure of imagination

Given that US officials view their motives as good, they have difficulty
understanding how any reasonable state could view US power or US
actions as threatening. This lack of serious effort to understand the
security perspectives of other states can be a major source of
misperceptions. US officials tend to view efforts by rogue states to
improve their military capabilities as prima facie evidence of offensive or
hostile intent, while regarding US efforts to improve its own military
capabilities as benign. Rogue states are assumed to pursue WMD to
support illegitimate ambitions such as territorial conquest or regional
dominance rather than legitimate security concerns that might be satisfied
by security assurances. Of course, this assumption may sometimes be
correct, but it should be tested rather than assumed a priori.!

In the case of North Korea, the regime perceives itself to be facing a
highly threatening and deteriorating security environment. As the North
Korean economy has shrunk, the regime’s resources have become more
limited while US economic and military power has grown. The Bush
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administration demonstrated the willingness to put its pre-emptive
national security doctrine into practice in Iraq, and has pointedly not
ruled out pre-emption with respect to North Korea. North Korean
officials and media have frequently expressed concerns that the US will
use pre-emptive military strikes against their country.” North Koreans
often cite the Nuclear Posture Review® and the DPRK’s inclusion in Bush’s
‘axis of evil” as evidence that Pyongyang has been targeted for military
action by the United States. The US preventive war in Iraq has intensified
these fears.” During US military operations in Iraq, the United States
sought to deter any potential offensive actions by North Korea by
deploying F-117 stealth fighters to South Korea and nuclear-capable B-
52 and Bl bombers to Guam.” While expressing a desire for a
diplomatic solution to the North Korean nuclear crisis, the Bush
administration has refused to take the use of force off the table. Indeed,
when Secretary of State Colin Powell suggested that the use of force
was not an option in Korea, the Bush administration deliberately took
actions to suggest that force might be used if necessary. In discussing
North Korea prior to South Korean President Roh’s May visit to the US,
National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice pointedly stated that ‘all
options are open’.*®

Although military threats can reinforce diplomacy, they can also
sometimes be counter-productive. North Korea’s situation can be
understood through the prism of the security dilemma, where US efforts to
enhance its security are viewed by Pyongyang as highly threatening actions
that require efforts to enhance the regime’s military capabilities. A number
of analysts have expressed concerns that US military threats designed to
reinforce deterrence may have the unwanted effect of persuading North
Korea that nuclear weapons are necessary to insure regime survival.”’ In June
2003, a Korean Central News Agency editorial declared that Pyongyang ‘has
no intention to have a nuclear deterrent force without any reason ... but will
have no option but to build up a nuclear deterrent force unless the US drops
its hostile policy’.*® More serious efforts to understand how North Korean
leaders perceive their security situation might increase US awareness that
some policy measures might be misperceived by North Korea. For lack of a
better word, empathy is required. Empathy, of course, does not mean
sympathy. Efforts to understand the world as viewed from Pyongyang do
not require the United States to respond positively to Pyongyang’s demands
and concerns. However, a lack of effort to understand the worldview and
motivations of North Korean leaders is likely to produce a sub-optimal
policy at best, and may produce an inadvertent war at worst.

This failure of imagination may impede a possible deal to resolve the
North Korean nuclear crisis. One of North Korea’s consistent demands
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has been for a security guarantee or non-aggression pact from the United
States. For US policymakers, the demand for a formal security guarantee
makes little sense, given that the United States has no intention of
invading North Korea. (US policymakers also doubt that statements of
good intentions such as non-aggression pacts have any real utility, given
their lack of verification measures and the difficulty of binding powerful
countries when international circumstances change.) US policymakers
have suggested a willingness to address North Korean security concerns
at an appropriate time (after North Korea has given up its nuclear
weapons programme) and in an appropriate way (that is, by some means
other than a treaty). Yet if the United States hopes to persuade North
Korea to abandon its nuclear weapons programme (and future nuclear
weapons potential), it will be imperative to take on board North Korean
security concerns and to consider how the United States can address
them without compromising its own security interests.

Deliberate misrepresentation

A final barrier to a better Korea policy involves deliberate distortion or
misrepresentation for political or policy convenience. Even if government
officials promulgate misleading messages with full knowledge that their
statements are misleading or inaccurate, these distortions can shape the
public debate in ways that impede effective policymaking and policy
implementation. The Bush administration’s apparently tendentious use of
intelligence to establish the imminence of Iraq’s WMD threat is a prominent
recent example,” and the administration’s efforts to label North Korea a
‘terrorist state actively engaged in terrorism” arguably also fall into this
category.”” North Korea’s past record of terrorist acts deserves
condemnation, but labelling North Korea an active sponsor of terrorism and
part of an ‘axis of evil’ that supports international terrorism is a serious
misrepresentation. This is not merely a matter of semantics. The Bush
administration’s accusations not only showed US hostility toward North
Korea, but may also have missed an opportunity to enlist Pyongyang’s
assistance in the war against terrorism.”* The net result has been to
aggravate the Korean nuclear crisis without advancing US policy goals.

Ambiguity and the policy process

The difficulty of obtaining reliable information about North Korea and
the five barriers to understanding described above greatly complicate
the task of formulating an effective policy. The resulting ambiguity
about North Korean intentions and motivations - sometimes
deliberately created by North Korean leaders to increase their
bargaining power — means that plausible competing (and sometimes
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contradictory) assessments of North Korean motivations and behaviour
coexist among policymakers.®* The best way to deal with uncertainty and
ambiguity is to keep an open mind about different possible
interpretations of an adversary’s intentions. Policymakers should test
different possibilities and be willing to update their assessments of
North Korean motivations as new information and direct experience in
dealing with North Korean leaders become available. Unfortunately,
cognitive shortcuts make it difficult for policymakers to maintain an
open mind, colouring their interpretation of new information (and
even their willingness to consider any new information). ‘Cognitive
consistency’ can cause policymakers to be especially receptive to
information that confirms their pre-existing beliefs and to ignore or
downplay information that contradicts those beliefs.®

Lack of information and ambiguity have an even more pernicious
impact when considered in the context of the bureaucratic and political
processes that produce foreign policy decisions. Ambiguity allows
internal disputes about North Korean intentions to remain unresolved
and greatly complicates the problem of reaching a consensus that can
serve as a basis for a sustainable policy. The Bush administration appears
divided between one group that believes a verifiable deal to eliminate
North Korea’s nuclear weapons is possible, and another group that
believes North Korea will never give up its nuclear ambitions while the
current regime remains in power.* When effective policy implementation
requires cooperation within the executive branch or significant resources
from Congress — as was the case with the 1994 Agreed Framework — lack
of consensus can make the task of formulating and implementing an
effective policy virtually impossible. Moreover, policymakers who cope
with lack of information and ambiguity by remaining open to alternative
assessments may find themselves at a disadvantage when debating other
government officials who hold fixed views.

The public and Congress need to be educated about the situation on
the Korean Peninsula and what compromises may be necessary to halt
Pyongyang’s nuclear programme. The Bush administration’s use of
hyperbolic rhetoric has served instead to distort the issue, obscuring the
trade-offs between competing goals of the United States and its allies,
and misleading the public about the reality of the potential threat from
North Korea. There is always a temptation to oversimplify complex
problems and to use rhetoric to mobilise political support. However, this
can make it harder to evaluate the situation objectively or to consider
alternative policies rationally. It may also create a domestic political
environment that constrains policy choices and make a difficult situation
even worse.
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Better understanding, lower risks

Good foreign policy begins with an accurate understanding of the
capabilities, interests, perceptions and objectives of other governments.
In the case of North Korea, lack of reliable information and the
regime’s deliberate efforts to exploit ambiguity and brinkmanship to
improve its negotiating position greatly complicate this task. The
barriers to an accurate understanding of North Korea described above
have had a real impact on the Bush administration’s policy toward
North Korea. In some cases, linguistic and cultural barriers have
merely produced temporary confusion in Washington about what North
Korea is saying and doing. In other cases, misperceptions and
misunderstandings have exerted a larger and lasting influence on
US policy and on public understanding of North Korea. When
policymakers are forced to make important foreign-policy decisions
with incomplete information and in ambiguous circumstances, cognitive
simplifications are often used to compensate for uncertainty. Barriers to
understanding North Korea greatly complicate the task of formulating
an effective US policy.

Policymakers need to be aware of these barriers and be open to
alternative interpretations of North Korean behaviour. In policy terms,
this suggests the importance of testing North Korea intentions through
dialogue rather than making assumptions based on ideology or abstract
models. Despite proclamations of its willingness to meet North Korea
‘anytime, any place, without preconditions’, the Bush administration has
appeared reluctant to have serious discussions with Pyongyang. When
substantive meetings have occurred (in Pyongyang in October 2002 and
in Beijing in April 2003), US diplomats have been shackled by talking
points that emphasise delivering strong messages to Pyongyang rather
than engaging in open discussion.

North Korea presents a major challenge to US security, to stability in
northeast Asia and to nuclear non-proliferation. Given the unattractive
policy options, Washington needs to view the nuclear crisis more
broadly. US policymakers should listen carefully and critically to what
Pyongyang says and be willing to challenge their own assumptions about
North Korea’s objectives and what solutions would be acceptable. Seeing
North Korea clearly is the first step toward a more effective US policy.
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