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Bilateral and Multilateral Aspects of
a Probable Peace Regime on The Korean Peninsula
(The View from Experts in Russia)
Georgy Bulychev* and Valeriia Gorbacheva**

The process of creating a peace regime on the Korean Peninsula is
based both on bilateral tracks (the most important ones are the US-DPRK
and the North-South tracks) and multilateral ones. This process is deeply
embedded in a framework that involves a larger number of players,
including Russia, China and Japan, as well as the United Nations.
The primary bilateral track is the US-DPRK dialogue, the history of
which is dramatic; the unprecedented upturn in 2018 gave rise to many hopes
that the peace regime may be achieved in exchange for denuclearization of
the Korean Peninsula. North-South dialogue also played a crucial role. What
are the reasons that bilateral attempts for a settlement have gone nowhere
so far?
As a result, North Korea might have passed a “point of no return” in its
drive to reach a nuclear status. At the same time an uneasy confrontational
stability has settled on the Peninsula, and paradoxically it, in fact, suits
everyone as a lesser of evils. This balance might be institutionalized. A
multilateral approach should be tested in order to reconcile the antagonists
and create a system of multilateral guarantees for the implementation of
agreements. Ideas on roadmap options and synchronizing of the steps to
move to the new peace regime are suggested in the article.
Keywords: Peace regime in Korea, North Korea-US relations, North-South
Korea relations, Multiparty talks on nuclear issue, Russian policy in Korea
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Ⅰ. Introduction
The issue of ending the Korean war and introducing a new security system
is the key to finding solutions to all other problems associated with Korea,
including the nuclear one. The US-DPRK and North-South summits in 2018-2019
were a step in a different direction from previous confrontational approaches.
However, both processes went nowhere. With the advent of the Democratic
administration in the US, there are chances the situation will go back to pre-2018
confrontation. This is bad news for all involved actors, including Russia. What
can be done to improve the prospects?

Ⅱ. Russia’s Approaches to the Post-Obama Situation
In general, Russia considered the role of North-South dialogue as a catalyst
for setting up a new peace system, which would include interested actors.
The Moon Jae-in government has early in its tenure made the establishment
of a “peace regime” a priority and was consistent both on a conceptual level
and by practical actions. The analysis of Russian official documents and experts’
opinion (such as works by Anatoly Torkunov, Alexander Vorontsov, Alexander
Zhebin, Georgy Toloraya, Konstantin Asmolov, Oleg Kiryaniv, etc.) show that
Russia supports this approach wholeheartedly.
Russian President Vladimir Putin said in a phone conversation with President
Moon Jae-in on the eve of the 30th anniversary of establishing diplomatic relations
between the two countries that Moscow will cooperate in efforts to promote
peace on the Korean Peninsula. Putin also took note of the Moon administration’s
push for the normalization of inter-Korean relations and expressed “expectations”
for the resumption of dialogue “by the parties concerned.”1

1

“Russia Set to Cooperate on Korea Peace: Cheong Wa Dae,” The Korean Times, September
28, 2020, http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2020/09/113_296843.html.
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In Russia’s foreign policy concept of 2016, one of the goals related to
the Korean Peninsula is formulated as follows: Moscow “will continue its
efforts to establish a mechanism to maintain peace and security in North-East
Asia and will also take measures to expand economic cooperation in the region.”2
In the Russian-Chinese Roadmap of 4 July 2017, introducing the double
freeze and action for action 3 phase plan, it was suggested3: “The opposing
parties begin negotiations and affirm the general principles of relations,
including the non-use of force, the rejection of aggression, peaceful coexistence,
the intention to make efforts to denuclearize the Korean Peninsula in order
to comprehensively resolve all problems, including nuclear ones. All parties
involved in the negotiation process, in a format acceptable to them, promote
the formation of a peace and security mechanism on the peninsula and in
North-East Asia and, as a result, normalize relations between the States
concerned.”4
Reacting to the first inter-Korean summit of 27 April, Russia expressed
satisfaction that “the summit confirmed the mood of the parties to intensify
the political and diplomatic process of solving the entire complex of problems
of the Korean Peninsula, including nuclear one. We will continue, in coordination
with the countries involved, to make efforts in this direction in line with the
Russian-Chinese ‘roadmap’ of the Korean settlement.”5

2

“Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation (approved by the
President of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin on November 30, 2016),”
Russian Federation, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, December 1, 2016,
https://www.mid.ru/foreign_policy/official_documents/-/asset_publisher/
CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/2542248.

3

“Joint Statement by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation
and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China on the
problems of the Korean Peninsula,” Russian Federation, Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
July 4, 2017, https://www.mid.ru/ru/maps/cn//asset_publisher/WhKWb5DVBqKA/
content/id/2807662.

4

Ibid.

5

“Comment of the Department of Information and Press of the Russian Foreign
Ministry in Connection with the Inter-Korean Summit,” Russian Federation,
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, April 27, 2017, http://www.mid.ru/web/guest/maps/kr//asset_publisher/PR7UbfssNImL/content/id/3194904.
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Below are some observations and suggestions based mostly on Russian
policymakers and scholars’ approaches researched by the authors during the
last decade.
The dramatic events of 2018-2020 constitute what may be the last attempt
to directly approach the issue of an overall Korea solution, including creation of
a new security system. In the course of events, North Korea clearly demonstrated
it has neither the need nor desire of giving up its self-proclaimed nuclear
status, which would only result in its relegation to the back-burner of global
politics and downgrading its international profile. It relies only on its “military
deterrent” to maintain stability, which was stressed again by Kim Jong Un
in October 2020: “Our Party has already built up the strongest military capability
of safeguarding peace, with which to firmly defend socialism, the dignity and
lifeline of our people, and to make our people enjoy the benefits of prosperity
generation after generation on this land, eternally free from war.”6
As of now the international community has no leverage to change this
calculus. The great powers remain at odds and cannot work out a unified
approach to the Korean problem or even to “agree to disagree.” The Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea’s (DPRK) adversaries are reluctant to pay the price
of legitimizing the Pyongyang regime and helping it out of the economic
isolation it faced prior to denuclearization, rightly judging that denuclearization
will not happen even if North Korean requests are met.
The military option proved to be feasible only at the price of a full
obliteration of North Korea and parts of South Korea and a risk of retaliation
to the US and Japan.

6

“Kim Jong Un delivers speech at military parade on WPK’s 75th birthday,”
KCNA, October 11, 2020,
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1602410467-518152168/kim-jong-un-deliversspeech-at-military-parade-on-wpks-75th-birthday/.
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Sanctions, economic pressure and isolation seem not to work to achieve
a change in North Korea’s calculus. North Korea is remarkably resilient to
all attempts to undermine the regime “from inside.” A people’s uprising or
an elite “coup d’état” is not expected in the foreseeable future.
So, it looks like we have reached a “new normal” on the Korean Peninsula
– a “neither peace, nor war” reality, or confrontational stability. A conflictologist
K. Mitchell notes that the true conclusion of the conflict can be achieved
through a process of a long mutual analysis by opponents, both the origins
and the content of their dispute, the result of which will be a stable balance
between the parties. Any compromise settlement itself is only the result of
the successful coercion of one of the opponents to the type of action that
benefits the other side or the mediator.7 Paradoxically, in the Korean conflict,
it is the weaker side – North Korea – that coerces its opponents.
It is important to note that, while the Korean Peninsula is generally seen
as a hot spot, it has been years since anything catastrophic has happened
here. Unlike other crisis regions, the situation has been relatively quiet for
67 years since the Korean Armistice Agreement was signed: armed clashes
between the sides, although widely publicized, have been limited to shows
of force, with only a few dozen casualties on both sides.
North Korea does not have any reason for aggression, nor does it have
the means to engage in an armed conflict with the South. And the US, having
come to the realization that the North Korean regime will not collapse as
a result of its isolation, has shelved its plans to annihilate the DPRK as a
state and have it absorbed by the South. Meanwhile, the people of South
Korea, for whom reunification has long been part of the national mentality,
have started to come to the realization that annexing the North will bring
them enormous problems. This is especially true for the younger generation.
Other important actors – China and Russia – do not want to see a conflict
breaking out on the Korean Peninsula and call for stability, in the hope that

7

Christopher Mitchell, “Problem-Solving Exercises and Theories,” in Conflict
Resolution Theory and Practice: Integration and Application, eds. D.J.D. Sandole and
H. van der Merwe (Manchester; NY: Manchester UP, 1993), 89-90.
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it may eventually lead to the peaceful coexistence of the two Koreas. As for
Japan, although the country has an irrational fear of North Korea, it has not
developed a clear-cut position on the possibility of a military solution, and
in any case, does not have the military might to change the situation on
its own.
It seems that the DPRK has already passed the point of no return and
considers itself a nuclear power with corresponding legal rights and obligations
– something like Pakistan. It claims that it withdrew from the Treaty on the
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) lawfully, in accordance with
Article 10 of the Treaty, which establishes such a right for each party to the
Treaty if “it decides that exceptional circumstances related to the content
of this Treaty have jeopardized the highest interests of its country.” Promises
of denuclearization should probably be considered in the context of the
implementation of Article 6 of the NPT, which refers to the obligation of
the parties “to negotiate effective measures to end the nuclear arms race
in the near future and nuclear disarmament, as well as a Treaty on general
and complete disarmament under strict and effective international control.”8
In other words, the DPRK apparently considers the elimination of the nuclear
threat on a global scale as a condition for its denuclearization.
How then does this uneasy balance of interests, (temporarily) suiting
all actors, all other choices being even worse, get translated into a permanent
“peace regime”? What are the chances of codification and institutionalization
of such a set-up to avoid risks associated with a sudden crisis?

8

“Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons,” International Atomic
Energy Agency, March 5, 1970,
https://web.archive.org/web/20070807060917/http://www.iaea.org/Publications/
Documents/Infcircs/Others/infcirc140.pdf.
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Ⅲ. Can the Two Koreas End War?
The prospects of peace-building cannot be understood without addressing
the roots of the Korean conflict. The war that started 70 years ago became
the first proxy war of the superpowers which were the winners of World War
2. Thus, it signified a new era in international relations – replacing the short-lived
“concert of winning powers” which emerged as a result of World War 2 with
a bilateral confrontation system, which would determine the global landscape
for the next four decades. Moreover, this confrontational system gave metastases
to the modern period.
Neither of the parties on each side of the Korean conflict reached its goals,
and none is satisfied with the outcome. Thus, the war is not over – not only
technically but also in substance that there are lingering suspicions on both
sides that their adversaries have not fully abandoned the goal of unification
(taking control of the other side).
The Korean conflict, although later internationalized, was at its origin a
civil war – the fight between two national elites for dominance by way of the
complete elimination of the other. For Koreans, the war was not so much about
Communism or Capitalism, but about who will be in control of unified Korea
and to which camp in the global confrontation system this country will belong to.
This contradiction has not been fully resolved in the decades that have
passed since. Influential conservative forces in the South (which dominated
Korean politics for much of the previous decades) still cannot accommodate
the existence of the DPRK as a separate state and are still looking for indicators
of the forthcoming collapse of the “Pyongyang regime.” Accordingly, Pyongyang
still pays lip service to “unification” – (and of course, the North Korean military
establishment is still preparing for a future war with the South, and not necessarily
a defensive one) – and thus the suspicions of South Korea of a possible North’s
aggression remain. And such a threat should be checked, including relying
on the US’s extended deterrent, which in turn raises the suspicion of the North.
Unless this confrontational paradigm changes, any attempts to reach a peace
accord would remain futile.

7
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The North Korean attitude is deeply embedded in its bitter experience.
With the end of the Cold War and the shrinking of external support, its enemies
considered that it was just a matter of time for the North Korean regime
to collapse, following the example of other Communist countries. That would
also have solved the nuclear issue, so no concessions to the “doomed Kim
regime” were necessary in order to find a compromise on its nuclear program.
However, it was a grave mistake, based on inadequate knowledge of the
DPRK and on ignoring the analysis of both practical and academic researchers
(especially from the former Eastern bloc), who had decades-long experience
in studies of North Korea and direct access to the North Korean policy-making
process. An example of the Russian experts’ explanation9 is as follows:
1) The DPRK was not a “classic socialist country,” but a clan-based aristocratic
“semi-theological” oriental despot, and a very isolated and rigidly controlled
one. So, there could be no hope that “a people’s rebellion” (even if assisted
from the outside) could sweep away the dictatorship in a Romanian-style scenario;
2) The North Korean elite is interwoven by an intricate web of blood and
common background relations, and also a meritocracy, built in line with
Confucian and feudal traditions. It is very monolithic, displaying a high
level of unity – reflecting the concept of “asabiyya.”10 The explanation lies in

9

Anatoliy Torkunov, Georgy Toloraya and Iliya Dyachkov, Modern Korea:
Metamorphoses of Turbulent Years (Moscow: Prosveshenie publishers, 2020).

10 Asabiyya or asabiyyah is a concept, suggested by Ibn Khaldun, a leading

Arab Muslim historiographer and historian of 14th century. This term implies
social solidarity with an emphasis on unity, group consciousness and sense
of shared purpose, and social cohesion originally in the context of “tribalism”
and “clannism.” Ibn Khaldun also argued that asabiyya is cyclical and directly
related to the rise and fall of civilizations: it is most strong at the start of
a civilization, declines as the civilization advances, and then another more
compelling asabiyyah eventually takes its place to help establish a different
civilization. “Asabiyya,” Wikipedia, accessed September 22, 2020,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asabiyyah; Arno Tausch, Almas Heshmati, “Asabiyya:
Re-Interpreting Value Change in Globalized Societies,” IZA Discussion Papers 4459,
Institute of Labor Economics (IZA), 2009, accessed April 2, 2020,
https://ideas.repec.org/p/iza/izadps/dp4459.html.

Bilateral and Multilateral Aspects of
a Probable Peace Regime on The Korean Peninsula

its “no exit” situation. Unlike other socialist countries, where younger members
of elites hoped (and in many cases rightly so) that under a new market
system they would become successful capitalists and international
luminaries, the North Korean elite knows pretty well that after the victory
of the South, their fate will be miserable. Hence, they are “all in one boat”
and have to fight to the end, not giving way to internal strife. It would
be extremely difficult even for a most sophisticated external influence agent
to capitalize on factionalism and contradictions within the elite (which are
inevitable in any group), which is strictly controlled through a well-established
repressive system. Note that Kim Jong Un, after his ascension to power,
repressed many elite members (mostly not touching ordinary people), and
new sweeping changes were made as recently as in April 2020, but any
hopes for a “coup d’etat” by the dissatisfied elite were futile;
3) The North Korean social and economic system has for decades been on
a wartime-like footing, and to a large extent isolated (even conservative
estimates show that the North Korean foreign trade turnover does not exceed
even in the best years 15-20% of its GNP, much less than for other industrialized
countries in the globalized world).11 Therefore, its society is very resilient
and can exist even in a forced isolation environment. Look at the management
of the coronavirus crisis in 2020 by the DPRK. It closed its borders in January
2020 and contained the pandemics by strict control, keeping the country
in isolation for the rest of the year.12
It is true that the attitude towards unification is evolving with the
generational change. The DPRK strategy in the unification/coexistence issue
is becoming more realistic. North Korea in fact is wishing to achieve coexistence
on the basis of Korean nationalism and not let “external forces” interfere
in this inter-Korean arrangement.

11 “North Korea Statistics on GNP,” Bank of Korea, accessed April 8, 2020,

https://www.bok.or.kr/portal/main/contents.do?menuNo=200091.

12 “COVID-19 in North Korea: an Overview of the Current Situation,” NK PRO,

September 9, 2020,
https://www.nknews.org/pro/covid-19-in-north-korea-an-overview-of-thecurrent-situation/?t=1585543932275.
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The South’s position has also changed. The first ROK President Rhee
Syng-man was determined to continue the conflict right up until the Korean
Armistice Agreement in 1953, asserting that “the Korean people want to live
united or die.”13 The mood was changing to an extent that only a fraction
of the new generations is interested in this issue now. On last year’s Liberation
Day President Moon Jae-in pledged “to solidify the foundation so that we
can successfully host the joint 2032 Seoul-Pyongyang Olympics and stand
tall in the world as one Korea by achieving peace and unification by 2045.”14
Whether it could be a single state is still doubtful as the North Korean elite
would have to give up their superior position in such a case.
In principle, the inter-Korean peace-building track is theoretically easier
to proceed with, as on the surface it only needs provision of enough political
will on both sides.
It is remarkable how much was done on the inter-Korean track within
a few months in 2018-early 2019. During the previous “détente” period – the
decade of liberal leadership in South Korea (1998-2008), the US played a spoiler
role, because the US President George W. Bush opposed “appeasing” North
Korea and was seeking, in fact, to contain the reconciliation policies of the
Kim Dae Jung and Roh Moo Hyun administrations. In 2018, the combination
of Moon Jae-in and Donald Trump factors brought a much more spectacular
outcome. However, the dawn of a new era has failed to arrive – and mostly
not by the Moon administration’s fault.
Especially important is that North and South reached and partly
implemented agreements in the security sphere such as on the operation
of the Inter-Korean Liaison Office; removal of landmines and discovery of
remains of the Korean War soldiers; dismantling of guard posts, etc.15
13 “75 Years after Liberation, Are We Slowly Coming to Terms with a Divided

Korea?,” NK News-North Korea News, September 10, 2020,
https://www.nknews.org/2020/08/75-years-after-liberation-are-we-slowly-comingto-terms-with-a-divided-korea/.
14 “South Korea’s President Seeks Korean Unification by 2045,” Financial Times,
August 15, 2019,
https://www.ft.com/content/0fd71f12-bf10-11e9-89e2-41e555e96722.
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The most important for the future peace regime was the de-facto
non-aggression treaty – the Comprehensive Military Agreement. It established
the buffer zones to ensure that both Koreas will ban hostility on land, sea
and air. Both North and South Korea were prohibited from conducting live-fire
artillery drills and regiment-level field maneuvering exercises or those by
bigger units within 5 km of the Military Demarcation Line (MDL). No-fly
zones have also been established along the demilitarized zone (DMZ) to ban
the operation of drones, helicopters and other aircraft over an area up to
40 km away from the MDL. Both Koreas also established “peace zones” near
their disputed Yellow Sea border. This is a de-facto cornerstone of the
inter-Korean peace regime.
However, further events demonstrated again that the two Koreas simply
do not have enough ability to solve the regional security regime issue purely
by themselves. As the North-Korea-US dialogue stalled after the Hanoi summit,
Kim Jong Un was frustrated that the South Korean side had to coordinate
its response with the US. Kim was especially dissatisfied personally in 2019
by the South Korean lack of consistency in its Northern policy (“putting a
dagger in my back”) by staging military exercises, weakening Kim's positions
in relation to his own conservatives. So, the dialogue and implementation
of agreements could not but stop.
The symbolic gesture of blowing up in June 2020 the Inter-Korean Liaison
Office in Kaesong at the orders of Kim Yo-Jong, the leader’s sister, was a
culmination of this process. It was not until the fall of 2020 that the two
leaders secretly began to communicate again.16 Moon Jae-in strongly reiterated
his desire for a formal end to the Korean War, adding that this “will indeed

15 “The Pyongyang Declaration: Implications for US-ROK Coordination on North

Korea,” Council of Foreign Relations, September 24, 2018,
https://www.cfr.org/blog/pyongyang-declaration-implications-us-rok-coordinationnorth-korea.

16 “Why Kim Jong Un’s letters probably don’t mean a shift in South Korea policy,”

NK PRO, September 26, 2020,
https://www.nknews.org/pro/why-kim-jong-uns-letters-probably-dont-mean-ashift-in-south-korea-policy/.
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open the door to complete denuclearization and a permanent peace regime
on the Korean Peninsula” at the United Nations (UN) General Assembly on
September 22, 2020. He also proposed the Northeast Asia Cooperation Initiative
for Infectious Disease Control and Public Health.17
However, these initiatives drew mixed reactions both in South Korea
and the US as some saw it as a step towards US troop withdrawal from Korea.
Russian commentators pointed out that this equals to an admission of failure
by Moon Jae-in in that he had to appeal to the international community on
this issue, while the US-China conflict makes such an agreement unlikely.18
Additionally, on that very day, a South Korean citizen, obviously attempting
to defect to North Korea, was shot dead at sea by North Korean guards. Kim
Jong Un’s swift and unprecedented apology for that incident, accepted by
the South, created a better atmosphere but also underlined the fragility of
North-South relations.
The bitter historic experience and still remaining trauma of the war on
both sides, lingering suspicion and misunderstanding as well as differences
in social systems have so far been insurmountable obstacles for the North
and the South. This reconciliation is probably a matter for a future generation
of politicians to solve, when no leaders and opinion-makers who have personally
experienced the trauma of the Korean war would be left on both sides of
the DMZ. It means we will have to wait for another 15-20 years till a formula
for peaceful coexistence of the two Korean states may be found, if not at
least earnestly searched for. A possible further integration on the way to
a unified nation is still even further away.
But without North-South reconciliation, it is naive even to talk about
a peace regime and new security arrangements in North-East Asia.
17 “Will South Korea’s president ever stop pushing for diplomacy with the North?”

NK PRO, September 22, 2020,
https://www.nknews.org/2020/09/will-south-koreas-president-ever-stop-pushingfor-diplomacy-with-the-north/?t=1601283839736.
18 “Seoul's new old proposal is to end the Korean War,” NEO, October 7, 2020,
https://ru.m.journal-neo.org/2020/10/07/novoe-staroe-predlozhenie-seula-zakonchitkorejskuyu-vojnu/.
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Ⅳ. The US-DPRK Peace Track Efforts
Any lasting peace in Korea should start with arrangements between the
two primary adversaries – the US and the DPRK. The divide between the positions
of the US and the DPRK was unbridgeable for decades. Moreover, as Russian
experts see it, each side was and is sure it is right and does not feel the need
to comprehend the other partner – a typical “loose-loose” situation. So, a
compromise seems to be as far away as ever. Will the gap ever be bridged?
Regardless of propaganda, it looks like North Korea has been more or
less sincere, when it has always said that the issue of establishing peaceful
relations with the US instead of the formal state of ceasefire is central to
the security situation on the Korean Peninsula. This thinking is based on a
historic and legal background. Article IV (Paragraph 60) of the Korean Armistice
Agreement, signed on July 27, 1953, called for a political conference to be
held within 3 months of the signing of the agreement in order “to ensure
the peaceful settlement of the Korean question,” although the ROK has not
signed the Armistice Agreement.19 At the Geneva conference of 1954, held
with the participation of the US, the USSR, France, China, and North and South
Korea, the issue of a peace agreement on the Korean Peninsula was officially
raised at the conference by the Chinese Prime Minister Zhou Enlai. The United
States, however, intentionally avoided discussing the “Peace Treaty on the Korean
Peninsula,” and the US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles refused to discuss
this issue.
Over the years North Korea kept on reminding, both publicly and
confidentially, of its desire to conclude such a treaty. At its insistence, in 1975,
the UN General Assembly adopted resolutions endorsing the desirability of
replacing the Armistice Agreement with a peace treaty and dissolving the United
Nations Command (UNC). The US, however, declined the North Korean attempts
to start discussions on this issue.

19 “Armistice Agreement for the Restoration of the South Korean State,” National

Archives, July 27, 1953,
https://www.archives.gov/historical-docs/todays-doc/index.html?dod-date=727.
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Pyongyang, nevertheless, continued to call for the peace treaty, seeing
it as a core element in its strategy toward the US. At the end of the 1990s,
after the signature of the Agreed Framework and subsequent contacts between
the US and the DPRK, according to the formula “nuclear freeze for security
and aid,” the momentum for that was seemingly created. Liaison offices were
about to be open, and the US provided large-scale fuel and other aid to North
Korea in exchange for its restraint in the nuclear sphere. The light-water
reactor construction started, with the participation of the US, the ROK, Japan,
EU and others. Pyongyang kept on publicly reminding that “There is no reason
to ignore the treaty ending the war. This is a preliminary and important
process designed to lay the foundation for defusing tensions and establishing
lasting peace on the Korean Peninsula.”20 Kim Jong Il sent his deputy
Vice-Marshal Jo Myong-Rok to the Oval Office in October 2000 and expected
that the US President Bill Clinton might come to Pyongyang and be lured
into concluding such a treaty or at least some kind of an intermediate Peace
declaration. However, Clinton, despite promising it and even having prepared
a sort of “letter of guarantee for security,”21 chose not to go and the peace
process ran aground. Members of Clinton’s administration later admitted that
the actual design of the Agreed Framework was to provide a “soft landing”
for the Pyongyang regime, as nobody in the US governing structure expected
this regime to last much longer, so a long-term settlement would have been
illogical.22
Russia has consistently supported the idea of substituting the Armistice
Agreement with a permanent peace regime. However, there has been a dubious
understanding of how Russia could participate in such a process. Some experts
argue that a new peace arrangement should be irrelevant to the 70-odd years’
Armistice Agreement. This is understandable, as in case the participants of
20 “North Korea Proposes US to Conclude Peace Treaty,” Lenta.ru, October 2, 2015,

https://lenta.ru/news/2015/10/02/korea_peace/.

21 “Envoy to North Korea Delivers Clinton Letter,” Global Policy Forum, May 27, 1999,

https://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/202/42408.html.

22 “Washington was on brink of war with North Korea 5 years ago,” CNN, October 1999,

http://edition.cnn.com/US/9910/04/korea.brink/; William, J. Perry, My Journey at
the Nuclear Brink (Stanford CA: Stanford University Press, 2015).
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this process would be limited to the original signees of the Armistice Agreement,
Russia may find itself pushed away from the solution of a problem vital for
its own security and its national interests. Russian officials tried to alleviate
these fears by explaining as follows: “… the Declaration [of North-South summit
of April 2018] refers to possible dialogue formats concerning the results of
the Korean war of 1950-1953, namely, replacing the Armistice Agreement with
a peace Treaty … the USSR did not participate in the Korean war itself, which
ended with the signing of the agreement, nor in the negotiations on its
conclusion… Russia has no grounds or motives to seek to become a party
to such a Treaty.” Therefore, these officials continued, attention should be
focused not on the past, but on the future – “joint efforts to create a lasting
mechanism for peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula and Northeast
Asia as a whole, taking into account the interests of all parties involved….
We see a comprehensive discussion of the problems of the sub-region in
the six-party negotiating format with the participation of Russia as a tool
for achieving this goal, and there is simply no alternative to it.”23
Since the 1990s, the US-DPRK negotiations were such only by name.
In Russian IR theory, such a practice was defined as “quasi-negotiations,”
“instrumental negotiations,” and “disguise negotiations.”

24

Both sides never

sought a compromise-peaceful solution, but rather used the façade of diplomacy
to promote the “hidden agenda” of their long-term goals.
It can be argued that the previous US attempts at the negotiation table
with North Koreans were not based on the genuine desire to change the
North Korean behavior in a way that could become acceptable to the
international community. The reason? That would have meant the need for
the recognition of the DPRK and to provide security guarantees to its regime,

23 “The Answer of the Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of Russia I. Morgulov to

the TASS Question about the Role of Russia in Resolving the Situation on the
Korean Peninsula,” Russian Federation, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, April 28, 2018,
http://www.mid.ru/ru/maps/kp/-/asset_publisher/VJy7Ig5QaAII/content/id/
3204522.
24 Marina Lebedeva, Political Conflict Management: Approaches, Solutions, Technologies
(Moscow: Aspect Press, 1999), 42.
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totally unacceptable to the US political class for a number of reasons (old
trauma of not winning the war, zero tolerance of totalitarianism, geopolitical
considerations vis-à-vis China not to let it expand its influence, and the need
to keep an extended deterrent in East Asia).25
The DPRK, on its side, perfectly understanding this US rationale, was
eager, nevertheless, to use the opportunity of direct talks with the “global
power center” to explore the ways to improve its security and international
standing (it watched with interest the example of Vietnam, which also had
fought a victorious war with the US, but later became an important, yet
independent US partner in South East Asia). Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il
on many occasions privately expressed the desire to be a friend of the USA,
seeing the goal of what Kim Jong Il called a “chess game” in not becoming
a force that could challenge US influence at least in the East Asian region,
but rather a more or less independent actor in partnership with the US, as
well as other centers of power, and who is not threatened by anyone.26
For the DPRK, the main interest in signing the Statement of 19 September
2005 was to eliminate the threat to national security and obtain “irrevocable”
guarantees of non-interference as an alternative to nuclear deterrence. On
the DPRK’s insistence, the formula containing the wording “peaceful coexistence”
was introduced into this Statement: “The DPRK and the United States undertook
to respect each other's sovereignty, exist peacefully together, and take steps
to normalize their relations subject to their respective bilateral policies.”27
Realizing that the declared goals were unrealistic or at least remote,

25 Georgy Toloraya et al., Troubled Neighborhood. Problems of the Korean Peninsula

and Challenges for Russia: A Collective Monograph, ed. by G. Toloraya (Moscow:
MGIMO-University, 2015).

26 Interviews with former Russian officials.
27 “Full Text of 6-Party Talks Joint Statement,” China daily, September 19, 2005,

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2005-09/19/content_479150_2.html;
“North Korea Seeks Formal Peace Treaty to Push Out U.S. Forces,” Foundation for
Defense of Democracies, August 14, 2018,
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Pyongyang leaders in fact used the negotiations to “buy time” to develop a
nuclear and missile deterrent and therefore strengthen their negotiation position
at a later stage. These were the results of every agreement the US has made
with the DPRK. Pyongyang arrived at a judgment that the US cannot be counted
on to carry through with its obligations and has either no intentions or no
ability to do so (for example, because of the Congress’ or Treasury’s position).
Reciprocally, North Koreans cheated themselves, stubbornly promoting their
missile and nuclear program and causing suspicions of being untrustworthy.
In fact, the US “deep state” has always rejected a prospect for permanent
peace with North Korea, seeing the danger in a possibility that “Pyongyang
believes the departure of the US forces from South Korea would allow it
to coerce the South and, if necessary, apply force to achieve its objectives
without US interference.”28
During the George W. Bush and Barack Obama administrations, the issue
of the peace treaty was on the back burner.
When the new leader, Kim Jong Un, arrived, North Koreans insisted the
formula of peaceful relations should be put into his only agreement with
the Obama administration, the so-called “Leap day deal” in 2012 (later suspended
due to North Korea’s satellite launch). The official statement said: “The United
States reaffirms that it does not have hostile intent toward the DPRK and
is prepared to take steps to improve our bilateral relationship in the spirit
of mutual respect for sovereignty and equality.”29 However, the concept was
not in fact worked out in detail.
The more rational approach was tried maybe for the first time as the
US President Donald Trump admitted, under strong influence from President
Moon Jae-in’s administration (as well as China and Russia), that the North
Korean nuclear issue could not be solved by either a military option or the
collapse of the Pyongyang regime.

28 Ibid.
29 “U.S., North Korea in Nuclear Deal,” The Diplomat, February 29, 2012,

https://thediplomat.com/2012/02/u-s-north-korea-in-nuclear-deal/.
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The realization was the result of the “practical test” in 2017: North Korea
has not succumbed to the “fire and fury” threats and answered “in-kind” showing
no fear of a threat of an imminent US strike. It became crystal clear that
the US cannot use its military force for a first strike and that their “bark
is bigger than their bite,” so North Koreans were in fact entitled to do anything
short of a direct aggression against the US or its allies: only such a turn of
events would justify a costly (in every sense of the word) military option by
the US against North Korea. Pyongyang perceived it as proof of the achievement
of a de-facto “strategic parity” with the US.
The first US-DPRK 12 June 2008 Summit Statement mentioned the issue
of “establishment of the new US-DPRK relations and the building of a lasting
and robust peace regime on the Korean Peninsula. President Trump committed
to provide security guarantees to the DPRK and Chairman Kim Jong Un
reaffirmed his firm and unwavering commitment to complete denuclearization
of the Korean Peninsula.”30 The US and the DPRK undertook the obligation
to “join their efforts to build a lasting and stable peace regime on the Korean
Peninsula.”31
North Korea did not spare efforts to promote its cause for a “peace treaty
with the US.” In October 2018 Foreign Minister Ri Su Yong suggested from
the rostrum of the UN General Assembly: “The DPRK government is ready
to engage in a constructive dialogue to prevent wars and conflicts on the
Korean Peninsula as soon as the United States agrees to replace the ceasefire
agreement with a peace treaty without claiming anyone’s ‘provocations’ through
the media,” and called his proposal “the best option we can afford.”
However, the peace treaty issue was never on the table of the US strategy
planners apart from a short period in the 1990s: but it was then seen not
as a tool of recognition of the DPRK’s legal status but rather as a tool to
speed up the erosion of the regime.

30 “The Trump-Kim Summit Statement: Read the Full Text,” The New York Times,

June 12, 2018,
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/12/world/asia/trump-kim-summit-statement.html.

31 Ibid.
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How could the real Kim’s endgame be deciphered? Of course, nothing
better than an educated guess might be available to anybody but Kim himself
and maybe his closest aids. However, we can safely suggest that the price
of giving up his nuclear arsenal cannot be measured in monetary terms or
any amount of economic aid. The security and the very fate of his state are
at stake. Kim needs breathing space for the regime in the hopes to eventually
capitalize on the unique position of his country, geopolitically sandwiched
between the US and China, to extract something from both sides. That is,
first, to get benefits from economic cooperation with China and from Beijing’s
military-political interest in maintaining stability in its sensitive neighboring
areas. Second, exploit the US interest in checking China’s expansionism by
soliciting US sponsorship in exchange for not fully entering China’s sphere
of influence.
Becoming thus a servant of two masters, Kim could try to loggerhead
them (the way his grandfather did, balancing between the USSR and China,
which were then hostile to each other). He may have hoped in the process
to achieve an economic miracle in his country by making both sponsors
compete, using the country’s natural resources, qualified labor force, new
technologies and logistical advantages, in order to turn North Korea into a
“new Singapore” (President Trump meant something, when he tried to lure
Kim with the images of a prosperous North Korea!). For all of the above
setting, a new peace regime is essential.
However, Kim might have abandoned these childish dreams after the
Hanoi summit in February 2019. Long before this meeting, North Koreans
warned that they were not satisfied with the US steps and that they have
walked a bigger part of the road. Seeing no reciprocity, Pyongyang decided
it will do no more to satisfy the US requirements: the North Korean official
statement on November 2, 2018, stated: “Now that we gave all things possible
to the US, things it hardly deserves, by taking proactive and good-will measures,
what remains to be done is the US’s corresponding reply. Unless there is
any reply, the DPRK will not move even 1 mm, how costly it may be.”32 Many
32 Georgy Toloraya, “From CVID to CRID: A Russian Perspective,” 38 NORTH, December
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US experts understood it.33
The Hanoi failure clearly demonstrated the misunderstanding of motives
– North Koreans concentrated attention on the sanctions issue not because
it was and is a matter of life and death for North Korea, but because they
presumed the issues of an “end of war” statement and political rapprochement
had already been in their pocket. The US side mistakenly took the North
Korean position as proof of the high priority Pyongyang placed on sanctions
relief and concluded that sanctions had been effective – and therefore the
sanctions regime should be strengthened and more tangible concessions could
be extracted in exchange for sanctions relief.
North Korea equally could not fully grasp the US logic and the role of
bureaucracy. They could not have imagined the depth of contradictions within
the US administration and thus the lack of consistency in the US policy –
in fact, we witnessed a thinly veiled attempt originating from within the US
“deep state” to torpedo the US-North Korea dialogue.34 For example, in his
speech at Stanford University shortly before the summit in Hanoi, Special
Representative for North Korea S. Biegan said that the American side was
26, 2018,
https://www.38north.org/2018/12/gtoloraya122618/?__cf_chl_captcha_tk__
=390240da6e293873643cef6c2af5fb3b7b5efeae-1586805506-0-ARk_XfcjOi5ou
2WDpEtkrLG-rBKlUXZABfQ8z_q0hiinxxf5YG7vFkO5scuRfhZ7LGOljzaouaePt
8lgHHdtpe6J3Bw3AJ-ZJwMx4CqrixPcPVUrt7EAcDQaTimvK3UdufnMY2xHtyud
G2hBIWt4Y6vG-hSU2H1pqN0oc-jQvjxknuDPgtoC2Xrq3hogslT7e63Ox4N1Pdts
FAJ4khtBD-PblTE1ZlQSZpm9KH9v9BpjSnSHGYomBs7F__Vv2dJPbrVrxbVOz
W53Bq4Awa8lJl-6SvpwPVXyNjki5Dq7bId1y5rg7SQavGDH__DTb8c1BiYHccBj0
YhIw1klXCR8aM2RnvX8N33W0ClKDCv8kuglGwFylci3T4J1I9SusBjo7TH8xr
GZ4X_C0SUVD2McfZVlKX4Uk7xjwB0c2-FoSgrRicbnXd3dwNhVhOCVs4obx
Sn5biySmRmbvejvrPMLFCx8wKqf4FdFrUtgXcdHDkcwK-dzvwFfrTGJgPy3Xc
FnilOEQULJNcsDL4Ne-ce3zj6XZubTokhHTNmBZrFZ5t4dEEjTfxMlvErwnNn
3e0Y_k2tSrMu0iMuLNfqv3EX4n3c.
33 “Kim Jong Un received expanded U.S. definition of ‘denuclearization’,” NK NEWS,
March 11, 2019,
https://www.nknews.org/2019/03/kim-jong-un-received-expanded-u-s-definitionof-denuclearization-bolton/.
34 John R. Bolton, The Room Where It Happened: a White House Memoir (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2020), 187.
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ready to “end the war” and discuss “confidence-building measures” with
Pyongyang, that is, he proclaimed a sound approach based on the principle
of “action for action.” But the hawks, led by J. Bolton, responded by stepping
up pressure on Trump in order to prevent him from making concessions
in Hanoi, convincing him that the toughness and continuation of the sanctions
will bring better results. Kim was insulted by the US “double-dealing” in Hanoi
(“breaking the spirit of the Singapore meeting” and “showing a carrot but
then withdrawing it”).
At the Vladivostok summit in April 2019, Kim made it clear to the Russian
President Vladimir Putin that for him the lifting of sanctions was not a primary
goal; it should accompany trust-building, but not as a condition. The North
from that moment on abstained from talking about sanctions relief, stating,
“We can manage under sanctions, the situation was much worse in the 1990s.”
To be sure, sanctions relief would be welcomed, but North Koreans do not
feel obliged to make some reciprocal concessions in exchange.
The result of both sides’ frustration in 2019 was the suspension of
negotiations, while Pyongyang ceaselessly called on Washington to “change
the calculus” and abandon its “hostile policy.”35 Kim kept on communicating
with Trump, not hiding his true feelings on the failure of Trump to keep
his promises, for example, to halt military exercises in the South (letter of
August 5, 2019, as cited by Bob Woodward).36
Eventually, the conclusion was reached in Pyongyang that there was
no hope for a genuine strategic decision of the US establishment to co-exist
with the DPRK. No doubt, it was a hard decision for Kim Jong Un, as the
conservatives around him were secretly pleased that their gut feeling on “no
trust to the enemy” turned out to be right, while the young leader’s attempt
to “leap across the abyss” ended with a failure. In the working-level meeting

35 “Fate of DPRK-U.S. Dialogue Depends on U.S. Attitude: DPRK Foreign Ministry

Spokesperson,” KCNA WATCH, April 9, 2020,
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36 Bob Woodward, Rage (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2020).
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in November in Stockholm, the DPRK side chief negotiator read a prepared
statement that Washington came to negotiations “empty-handed.”37
Predictably Kim Jong Un then chose to return to the old pressure-style
diplomacy, combining it with accelerating the development of its missile
program as he watched in dismay the conceptual disarray in US Korean policy.38
The paradigm in Pyongyang then changed, which was manifested at the
Party Central Committee plenum in late 2019, declaring a “frontal breakthrough.”
According to Russian experts, this meant the following: “In the past, Pyongyang
was prepared to work towards some kind of deal involving mutual concessions,
where every step towards denuclearization would be accompanied by relevant
actions on the part of Washington, for example, a partial lifting of the sanctions
against the country. But after Hanoi, this option was categorically rejected
by the North Korean leadership. Like they said, “There will no more bargaining”
[…] which effectively turned out to be an ultimatum on completely reformatting
the fundamental approaches to the North Korean nuclear issue.”39

37 “North Korea-U.S. talks in Sweden fail to reach a deal, chief DPRK negotiator says,”

NK NEWS, October 5, 2019,
https://www.nknews.org/2019/10/north-korea-u-s-talks-in-sweden-fail-to-reach-adeal-chief-dprk-negotiator-says/?t=1585206158590.
38 This impasse was well described by Spencer Kim: “North Korea must not
be allowed to have nuclear weapons... We must force it to give the nukes
up... Military attack is too dangerous. Seoul is too close... Let's sanction them
into strangulation and capitulation... Trade with China is a lifeline to North
Korea, China has to agree to the sanctions... China says the issue should
be resolved through negotiations... North Korea will never negotiate away
its nuclear weapons...negotiations are worthless; therefore, the Trump and
Moon administration are being hoodwinked... North Korea must not be
allowed to have nuclear weapons...We must force it to give the nukes up....”“The real danger in foreign policy,” Korea JoongAng Daily, February 9, 2019,
http://koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/article/article.aspx?aid=3059148.
39 “Will the Six-Party Diplomatic Project Help Denuclearize the Korean Peninsula?”
RIAC, September 25, 2020,
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The COVID-19 disaster dwarfed many foreign policy issues, including
the Korean nuclear problem, but the US and North Korea might wish to keep
it that way.

Ⅴ. The Multilateral Aspect of a Peace Regime and Some Suggestions
The Korean “knot” for decades remains one of the few in Asia where
the interests of the world’s four biggest powers collide. They all must balance
and reconcile their interests as a precondition for peace-building.
It should be admitted that at present in solving the Korean issue the
main actors are the US, the DPRK and the ROK; they are the main decision-makers.
Other countries and actors play only a supportive role:
“Second tier” – China (whose role is considerably more important in comparison
to others), Russia, Japan.
“Third tier” – ASEAN, UN, EU, etc. Difference is that the “second tier” actors
can influence the outcome by either playing a supportive or
spoiler role while the third tier can just create conditions for
eventual progress.40
The temporary calm that has unexpectedly fallen on the Korean Peninsula
as a result of “détente” in 2018-2019, although uneasy, gives hope that in the
future, if we manage to exclude dramatic twists and turns in the North Korean
nuclear program, it could be effectively frozen against the background of
the sluggish negotiations. If neither side would take any provocative actions,
this will suit all parties involved to one degree or other – all the more so
given the far more serious global and regional challenges they all face today.
To achieve this, a multilateral mechanism for balancing the positions of relevant
actors could be created. Its approach should be two-pronged– regulate both

40 Georgy Toloraya, “Peace on the Korean Peninsula and Security in East Asia:

Russian Perspective,” in Bridging the Divide: Moon Jae-in's Korean Peace Initiative,
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arms control and security.
According to US experts, the latter should “include: application of
safeguards to all peaceful nuclear activities; a progressive rollback of the
nuclear arsenal, with fissile materials transferred irreversibly to safeguarded
peaceful use or disposal; and verification measures for possible undeclared
nuclear activities.”41
No agreed definition of a peace regime exists. A peace and security system
should be defined in advance – what components it would include and how
verification can proceed. “Denuclearization” may be left as a distant goal,
but in reality, the process of arms control and reduction should be initiated.
The meaningful stages in this way may include confidence-building measures,
reducing military confrontation and the North-South national reconciliation.
It is true that today the main powers — the US, China, Russia as well
as former colonial master of Korea, Japan — seem further from reconciliation
on any international issue than ever after 1991. The strategic interests of
the two “geopolitical triangles” concerning the fate of the Korean Peninsula
still collide and will probably do more so in the future. It should be noted,
nevertheless, that the issue of North Korean nuclear weapons seems somewhat
an exception (with all the countries unanimously voting in the UN Security
Council on sanctions against the DPRK).
Russia first advocated the multilateral system on Korean security in the
midst of the first nuclear crisis, before the US-North Korea direct talks produced
the Agreed Framework, defusing the tensions: on March 24, 1994, the Foreign
Ministry suggested to convene a multiparty conference (2 Koreas + 4 big
countries + UN and IAEA). However, this proposal was not heard at that
time – in April 1996, US President Bill Clinton and the ROK President Kim
Young Sam agreed on the – unsuccessful – 2+2 formula of talks, and Russia

41 “IAEA Safeguards in North Korea: Possible Verification Roles and Mandates,”
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was pushed aside to the margins of the political process around Korea.42
With the start of the second nuclear crisis in 2002, Moscow offered an
idea of peace and security guarantees to North Korea in exchange for its
agreement to stop the development of the nuclear weapons (named “package
deal”) on a multilateral basis. Russia took the initiative of suggesting it to
North Korea in January 2003, and Kim Jong Il said that about 60% of the
suggestions could be used – it in fact provided the basis for the six-party
talks that started in August 2003.43
The Chinese experts suggested a collective security mechanism – a
comprehensive cooperative common and sustainable security system, which
is inclusive and open to other stakeholders, and addresses both political and
economic issues. Such a system may be multifaceted and provides security
assurances not only for North Korea, but also for other countries (Australia,
Canada, Mongolia, and ASEAN states), which may have the status of observers.
The Chinese experts suggest that the negotiations should be a combination of
bilateral and multilateral processes, based on such principles as understanding
and considering bilateral demands; adhering to basic principles – step-by-step,
not all at once; keeping the equality spirit of dialogue (no accuser vs. defendant
model); and nurturing the culture of compromise and mutual support. Other
parties should have a role in the support and generating proposals.
After meeting with Kim Jong Un in April 2019, Putin stressed: “I don’t
know whether it is necessary to resume this [six-party] format right now,
but I am deeply convinced that if we get to a situation where we need to
develop some guarantees from one of the parties, in this case, guarantees of
the security of the DPRK, then we cannot do without international guarantees.”44
It should be noted that the example of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action

42 Georgy Toloraya et al., Troubled Neighborhood. Problems of the Korean Peninsula
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MGIMO-University, 2015).
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in Iran shows that even if the US (or another party) withdraws from a deal,
the participation of other countries can keep the agreement alive and prevent
the situation from sliding into catastrophe.
The only possible way to build a new security regime, either temporary
or permanent, lies in a synchronized phased tension reduction combined
with arms control and limitation. The arms control should be based on the
concept of “CRID – conditional, reciprocal, incremental denuclearization”
(introduced by the Chinese researcher Xin Qiang45. The possible goals should
be set as curtailing the North Korean capability to threaten the United States
and removal of such rationale for Pyongyang by the creation of a new system
of security by peaceful means. In the course of such a synchronized process,
North Korea may reduce its nuclear programs phase by phase, first by not
developing new weapons, removing the danger of proliferation, then set in
place a control system for arms limitations and later possible reductions,
and at some point would only be left with a small existing nuclear arsenal
just to be on the safe side (or even achieve the “Israeli status,” when existence
of nuclear deterrent is not publicly recognized).
And here comes into play the almost forgotten six-party format. Yes,
at the beginning of this century, it did not succeed – simply because in fact
no one sought a negotiated solution. The United States only tried to continue
the “controlled chaos” in the hope that this way it will be possible to control
and weaken the DPRK (also bearing in mind the importance of maintaining
a military fist on the borders with China), and Pyongyang only probed the
ground for possible future concessions.
Nevertheless, several positive lessons could be extracted from the six-party
diplomatic process experience. First, it should be noted that the six-party
talks kept stability on the Korean Peninsula for several years and despite
setbacks, resulted in several instances of North Korea freezing and even

45 Xin Qiang is the Deputy Director of the Center for American Studies at Fudan

University. He introduced the concept of CRID at the conference “The Ways to
Peace and Prosperity in Northeast Asia” held in Seoul, South Korea on November
28, 2018, hosted by the Sejong Institute and the Jeju Peace Institute.
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dismantling its nuclear program. If it were not for these talks, North Korea
might have passed the threshold in nuclear development several years earlier
and might be further down the road to operational nuclear capacity today.
Second, the impossibility to provide security for the DPRK (as well as to meet
the interests of other actors) on a bilateral US-DPRK basis obviously proves
these goals could only be attainable, if at all, in the multiparty format. Naturally,
such a format should include China and Russia as well as international
organizations―anchors of the international law.
It should be clearly stated that peace-building and denuclearization are
separate tracks: they complement but do not determine each other. Thus,
all the roadmaps suggested so far are important in terms of synchronizing
the steps, leading to reduction of conflict potential and the development of
a nuclear program. But it should be understood that none of these goals
would probably ever be reached in full. That means, cynically, that the process
of negotiations and mutual concessions is more vital than the envisaged results.
And experience shows that the security-building steps must precede the nuclear
program-related concessions required to initiate them.
This was obvious in the Russia-Chinese proposal of July 4, 2017.46 It
included three stages:
1) Suspension for suspension – a moratorium on the DPRK nuclear and missile
tests, in return for the US and the ROK suspension of military exercises.
2) Signing of bilateral documents among the DPRK, the US, the ROK, and
maybe Japan, stipulating the generally accepted principles of relations.
3) The six-party talks dedicated to the creation of the Northeast Asia security
system to solve such issues as denuclearization, sanctions, military threats
and confidence-building.

46 “Joint Statement by the Russian and Chinese Foreign Ministries on the Korean

Peninsula’s Problems,” Russian Federation, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, July 4, 2017,
www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content
/id/2807662.
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This plan, however, was criticized and largely ignored by the US, Japan,
and South Korea, although some experts did support the idea of a “double
freeze.”47 In fact, however, the events of 2018 in many ways followed this
scenario.
In 2019 Russia and China promoted a new initiative – an “action plan”
for the comprehensive settlement of the problems of the Korean Peninsula,
which lists all the steps that the countries involved must take together and
individually to achieve progress not only in the military, but also in the political,
economic, and humanitarian dimensions.48 In December 2019, Russia and
China suggested measures of multilateral support to promote the diplomatic
process on the Korean Peninsula by easing the UN sanctions to accommodate
the position of the DPRK.49

The suggested steps included:

On the DPRK side:
Continuing test and launch moratorium and reducing the tests of
short-range missiles, not developing new types of such weapons;
Closure with the view to the dismantlement of the Yongbyong complex,
including production, reprocessing, reactors and storage facilities;
Declaration and implementation of the suspension of weapons-grade
fissile materials production; addressing one-by-one disclosure of other
nuclear facilities and their verification;

On the US side: “corresponding measures” may include:

47 “A Strategy for Dealing with North Korea,” The Asia Pacific Journal, April 15,

2017, https://apjjf.org/2017/15/Sigal.html.

48 “Russia Has Developed a New Plan for a Settlement on the Korean Peninsula,”

RIA NOVOSTY, September 27, 2019, https://ria.ru/20190927/1559201513.html.
49 “UN Security Council at odds over North Korea,” NHK, April 2, 2020,
https://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/en/news/20200402_15/.
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Keeping moratorium on military exercises;
End-of-war declaration or statement; establishment of quasi-diplomatic
relations;
Lifting of certain UN Security Council sanctions to allow the resumption
of humanitarian assistance and inter-Korean projects and exemptions
on other vital economic projects (coordinated with the closure of fissile
material production facilities) – especially on vital imports and relief
on labor exports;
Both sides can try to introduce the CBMs (increased transparency of
military drills in the DPRK and the ROK; abolishment of drills within
a certain swath of territory along the DMZ and coastline; the invitation
of observers; withdrawal of heavy weapons above 100mm caliber and
multiple launch rocket systems within the agreed distance of the DMZ;
exchange of information about the composition of armed forces and
location of deployments within a certain distance of the DMZ).50
Some ideas of the multilateral approach to peace-building and arms
limitation, discussed in Russian academic circles,51 suggest how a multilateral
process may address concerns of all the parties.
First, the main concern of the United States, as declared, is the
denuclearization of the DPRK. The six-party talks will allow for discussing
its modalities, stages and deadlines (as mentioned above-becoming a channel
for creating a regional arms control system). It is possible to agree on a
multilateral basis and verification mechanism. The main outcome even at
the early stages would be that the DPRK will be forced to abandon or seriously
restrict the development of WMD programs during the negotiations. Such
a mechanism could be used to limit and eventually free the Korean Peninsula
from all Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD). The meaningful stages in
50 Author’s archive.
51 Georgy Toloraya, “Peace on the Korean Peninsula and Security in East Asia:
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this way may include confidence-building measures, reducing military
confrontation and the North-South national reconciliation.
Secondly, the priority of all participants (albeit to varying degrees) is
to preserve peace and security in the region. The negotiation process would
avert the threat of a military conflict and allow the resumption of a dialogue
on security cooperation, including in the field of conventional weapons. It
is possible to develop confidence-building measures and other time-tested
mechanisms in other regions that would cover all of Northeast Asia.
Third, the pursuit of economic and social development goals can be
discussed to agree on the gradual lifting of sanctions against the DPRK in
exchange for significant steps on its part, and to facilitate its return to the
international financial and economic system to help restore its ties on a
verifiable basis with the world economy. This could contribute to the
marketization of the economy, and on this basis – a certain liberalization
and evolution of society. In addition, within the framework of the six-party
process, it is possible to single out the track for regional economic cooperation.
It would be possible to revive previously started multilateral projects (railway,
gas, electric power) and explore new ones.
As each party participating in the six-party talks has its own national
interests and national strategies, which are characterized by growing
contradictions, 6PT is a convenient platform to adjust the evaluation of regional
processes and to compare notes.
If one would have an ambitious goal of creating a “concert of powers”
mechanism, which is already actually operating in the mode of bilateral
diplomatic consultations, this would allow us to harmonize interests. It is
even possible that in the long run the needs of the permanent diplomatic
process, using the advantages of the online era, will make it necessary to
create a kind of permanent Secretariat. It is true, that too much in the global
order must change for this to happen. However, the six-party format in Northeast
Asia (where there have never been such regional organizations) can become
a field for an experiment in creating a new type of power center relations.
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Thus, there are many advantages in the multilateral negotiation process,
but only one serious disadvantage – the tacit recognition of the de facto nuclear
status of the DPRK. However, this will also happen under any other kind
of scenario other than a military solution. DPRK does not need anyone's
recognition to maintain this status, and in the absence of dialogue, it has
a free hand to further strengthen it.
Is it possible to overcome idiosyncrasy in the name of a concrete
result―reducing the military threat and preventing the growth of the DPRK’s
nuclear potential?
One idea to address this issue may be to “separate” two tracks: one on
denuclearization, another on “corresponding measures.”
The technical and practical issue of how to deal with the Korean nuclear
program should be dealt with in the “3+1 format”: relevant nuclear weapon
states (the US, China, Russia and the DPRK). It should be reminded that in
accordance with Article 2 of the NPT, non-nuclear weapons states are prohibited
from any access to nuclear weapons technology and thus cannot be a part
of discussions.
Another aspect of the “3+1” format should be centered on discussion
of the modalities of “security guarantees,” normalization of relations, “bright
economic future” for North Korea, etc. It should bring together the countries
on which the solution of these issues depends – the US, the ROK, Japan,
plus the DPRK.
All these processes may run in parallel. Eventually, when both of these
formats lay the groundwork and prepare the relevant blueprints, in the endgame
they would merge into the 6-party format that would be in a position to find
a comprehensive solution to the Korean problem.52

52 Georgy Bulychev, “How to Put Korean Peace-Building Right: A View from Russia,”

Global Asia, June 25, 2019,
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These ideas may be discussed first in the format of a former six-party
talks working group on establishing a peace and security mechanism in
Northeast Asia, first with the participation of officials in the private capacity
and then proceed to official track.
On the official track, a Heads of States Joint Statement may kick-start a
diplomatic process once the bilateral understandings are reached. The six
heads of state may conduct it, for example, at the sidelines of the UN General
Assembly, also with the participation of the Secretary-General of the UN.
At the final stage, the six parties could adopt a politically and legally
binding multilateral treaty “On Security and Cooperation in NEA.” It can be
combined with legally-binding deals between the former adversaries of the
Korean war.
Another option or maybe the continuation of the process after a multilateral
declaration or agreement, named in #2, is a set of bilateral legally binding
treaties between each member of the six-party talks, which would regulate
the relations between them in the part concerning the Korean issue.
Such agreements should be an addition to the existing bilateral (and
multilateral) pacts. For example, such a new agreement between the US and
the ROK should be based on their basic alliance treaty and later bilateral
documents and not contradict them, unless some amendments would be
needed.
While some bilateral agreements would come by harder than others,
there will be no need to wait – other agreements should enter in force
immediately after signing (a form, not requiring ratification, should be used).
All these treaties also can be deposited in the UN and circulated by it.
To be sustainable, these agreements would need supervision and
guarantees for implementation, which can be provided by other members
of the six-party format and may involve monitoring by the UN. That means
a monitoring mechanism (such as the UN committee or a six-party “secretariat”
or both) would watch how the arrangements are kept and report accordingly
to the UN and other institutions and to the leadership of all the countries.
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In this process, the Northeast Asia Security and Cooperation Organization
(NEASCO) may emerge. At a later stage, it may become a venue charting
the plans for multilateral and bilateral cooperation and integration.53
In conclusion, we would like to stress again an opinion that in
peace-building in Korea, the process is more important than the result. A
protracted negotiation process is beneficial for all. Even in the absence of
an immediate breakthrough, it can achieve much:
It would cap North Korea’s nuclear and missile development programs,
at least the ones that can be observed;
It would ease tensions on the Korean Peninsula;
It would help build trust and enable confidence-building measures;
It would provide room for North Korean marketization and cooperation,
and eventually the easing of political regime pressure, as North Koreans actually
want to be “like others.”
Understandably, all of the above seem to be too far-fetched a scenario
to be ever realized under the existing global realities, and it would probably
take decades, so no one now can predict how the world will look by that
time. But it is in interests of all the actors to try this approach, as no other
one is working.

53 Georgy Toloraya, “Towards Peace and Security in Korea - A Russian View,” CIRD,
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Ⅵ. Conclusion
The forthcoming administration change in Washington may trigger North
Korean attempts to raise tensions. The brinkmanship may resume, as now
North Korea has a military edge it did not have 4 years ago, including ICBMs
and thermonuclear charges. Also, the support of DPRK by China and Russia,
locked in a confrontation with the USA, has increased. North Korea was quite
cautious in reacting to Biden’s taking power in order to understand how the
US position might change under the Democrats and what of the Republican
legacy may be sustained. At the same time, North Korea ignores the South
Korean role considering Seoul cannot do much in changing the basic
Washington approaches (although support of ROK might be welcomed for
resuming dialogue). Other actors, including Russia, are not happy with the
possibility of another crisis in their neighborhood and are designing measures
to prevent it. The multilateral approach gives a chance to avoid conflict with
USA and its allies and maintain confrontational stability, now prevailing in
Korea. This is a far better option than a new crisis and gives all the parties
an opportunity to work for decreasing tensions and arms control on the road
to a new peace regime on the Korean Peninsula.
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security, livelihood, and dignity. Given the impact of COVID-19 on
human development, hunger, and health, there is a need for South Korea
to establish a new model for inter-Korean cooperation to alleviate the
humanitarian situation in North Korea.
Keywords: Non-traditional security, human security, COVID-19, North
Korea, inter-Korean cooperation
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I. Introduction
Since the inauguration of the Moon Jae-in administration in May 2017,
there has been a shift from extreme tensions to dialogues between the two
Koreas, increasing expectations for peaceful coexistence and inter-Korean
cooperation on the Korean Peninsula. As a result of three inter-Korean summits
in 2018, the ‘Panmunjom Declaration for Peace, Prosperity and Unification on
the Korean Peninsula’ was adopted on April 27, as well as the ‘Pyongyang Joint
Declaration’ on September 19. Through this, the ‘complete denuclearization’
of the Korean Peninsula was confirmed and the basic framework for the
development of inter-Korean relations was established. However, North Korea-U.S.
summit held in Hanoi, Vietnam in February 2019 ended without agreement,
resulting in the North Korean nuclear negotiations hitting a deadlock. Hereupon,
the momentum of dialogue for the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula
and the development of inter-Korean relations has weakened. In this situation,
the outbreak of COVID-19 is creating a new environment for peaceful coexistence
and international cooperation on the Korean Peninsula. The 2020 coronavirus
pandemic goes beyond the problem of the mass spread of the disease and threat
to human health; there are signs of a great transformation with its threat to natural
security and safety, and changes to the order of the international community.1
The prolonged coronavirus pandemic will have a significant impact on
inter-Korean relations because of its potential to change the priority of national
security and policy resources. This is because human-to-human transmission of
the virus transcends borders, which is bringing limitations on human contact and
the exchange of material resources. In particular, the Moon Jae-in administration’s
policy goal of deepening inter-Korean exchanges and corporation and resolving
humanitarian issues is directly under the influence of the pandemic. Thus, COVID-19
is highly likely to become an important external variable in the progress of the
peace process on the Korean Peninsula through denuclearization and a permanent
peace establishment.

1

Henry Kissinger, “The Coronavirus Pandemic Will Forever Alter the World Order,”
The Wall Street Journal, April 3, 2020.
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Lately, the demand for inter-Korean cooperation in non-traditional security
fields such as human and livestock infectious diseases, disaster and climate
change is increasing. In addition, it is worth paying attention to the fact that
North Korea has expressed its willingness to actively participate in the
implementation of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Against
this background, this article examines the importance of the non-traditional
security agenda that is affecting the recent security situation on the Korean
Peninsula and examines the changes in North Korea’s external environment
and prospects for inter-Korean cooperation as a result of the spread of COVID-19.

II. Non-traditional Security and New Security Crisis
2.1 Emerging Discourse on Non-traditional Security
Recently, in existing traditional security agendas, areas that pose new
threats to the survival and prosperity of the country such as hygiene, health,
environment, energy, etc. have gained attention, increasing the need for
research and interest in non-traditional security. During the Cold War,
traditional national security was focused on preserving the territory of sovereign
states and securing military deterrence against external threats. In line with
the theory of Realism, the national security of a state was regarded as a primary
concern to ensure the protection of its vital interests and the deterrence of
attacks by other states.2 For this reason, the military capability has been the
main requirement for a state confronting a harsh international environment.
A state’s principal concern has been external military threats and the way
to defend and build up its deterrent.
However, as the threat factors of modern security advance from inter-state
war or militarized conflict to economic vulnerabilities and environmental
and social problems, there has been an expansion in the scope of security
discourse. Non-traditional security agendas such as civil war, state failure,

2

David Baldwin, “Security Studies and The End of the Cold War,” World Politics,
vol. 48, no. 1 (1995): 120.
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environmental destruction, HIV/AIDS etc. are becoming new security threats
at a global level beyond what affects individual countries. Since the early
2000s terrorism and cyber-attack have also begun to be considered a serious
security problem for countries and the world. In this sense, the threat to
the modern state arising from internal conflict, transnational crime, disease,
poverty, environmental pollution, and virus infection requires a new awareness
of international security. Theoretically, the widening approach of security
or emerging security challenges have been articulated by securitization theory
which highlights the process by which a new object becomes a security issue.3
Securitization, as constituted through political actions and choices, illuminates
how “the issue is represented and accepted” as a security threat, and why
some security issues are ignored.4 At the end of the Cold War, the supporters
for expanding the concept of security paid attention to new threats such as
human security and environmental security.5
This phenomenon shows that the traditional concept of national security
– deterring an ‘external’ military threat – is insufficient to meet the conditions
for the safety and well-being of a country.6 The discussion on non-traditional
security focuses on two aspects: 1) the object of security is not only the state
but also the individual or humans collectively;7 and 2) threat to security should
not be limited to statist and military challenges but should be expanded to
include socio-economic and environmental challenges.8 In this context, the
prevalence of chronic poverty, disease and oppression, and the issues regarding
3
4

Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver and Jaap de Wilde, Security: A New Framework for
Analysis (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1998).
Jonna Nyman, “Securitization,” in Security Studies: An Introduction, eds. Paul D
Williams and Matt McDonald (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2018), 107.

5

Ibid., 101.

6

Edward Newman, “Human Security,” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of International
Studies, December 22, 2017, accessed October 13, 2020,
https://oxfordre.com/internationalstudies/view/10.1093/acrefore/978019084662
6.001.0001/acrefore-9780190846626-e-215.
Ken Booth, “Beyond Critical Security Studies,” in Critical Security Studies and
World Politics, ed. Ken Booth (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 2005), 268.
Alan Collins, “Introduction: What is Security Studies?” in Contemporary Security
Studies, ed. Alan Collins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 9.

7
8
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protection from daily personal fears, sudden disasters, and injury received
more attention as non-traditional threats in security analysis.
Human security is people-centered, referring to “safety from the constant
threats of hunger, disease, crime and repression,” and “protection from sudden
and hurtful disruptions in the pattern of our daily lives.”9 What is important
for human security is to recognize that human beings should be the referent
objective of security. This view argues that the traditional concept of security,
which is based on state-centricity and military orientation, falls short of
preserving the security of people and of dealing with political, social, economic
and environmental issues.10 The proponents of human security argue that
“the concept of national security is too narrow and too static,” and there are
natural disasters, persistent poverty, epidemics, and massive death and
destruction occurring outside of inter-state conflict.11 In the early 1990s scholars
such as Booth and Tickners described security in terms of “a holistic character
and non-statist approach,” and argued that it should reflect the multiple
insecurities posed by ecological destruction, unjust social relations, poverty,
structural violence.12 On the policy side, the 1994 Human Development Report
(HDR) highlighted that “for too long, the concept of security has been shaped
by the potential for conflict between states. For too long, security has been
equated with the threats to a country’s borders. For too long, nations have
sought arms to protect their security.”13 In this sense, the 1994 HDR emphasized
that (human) security should address twofold freedom: ‘freedom from want
and freedom from fear.’14 Although there is no agreed definition of, or approach
to, human security, most scholars claim the necessity of incorporating the

UNDP, Human Development Report: New Dimensions of Human Security (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 3.
10 UNESCO, Human Security: Approaches and Challenges (Paris: UNICEF, 2008), 4.
11 Randolph Persaud, “Human Security, in Contemporary Security Studies, ed.
Alan Collins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 145.
12 Ken Booth, “Security and Emancipation,” Review of International Studies, vol. 17,
no. 4 (1991): 317; J. Ann Tickner, Gender and International Relations: Feminist
Perspectives on Achieving Security (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992), 53.
13 UNDP, Human Development Report: New Dimensions of Human Security, 3.
9

14 Ibid., 3.
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developmental and human rights aspects into the concept of security instead
of focusing only on violent conflict or territorial protection.
This broadening of the concept of security directly concerns physical
security, protecting individuals and communities from threats posed by danger,
natural disasters, and diseases. For some, this means that there is no security
without prevention in all forms of physical threats. Persistent poverty, poor
nutrition, and global diseases such as HIV/AIDS, malaria, and tuberculosis
not only deteriorate individuals’ lives but also destroy entire communities
crossing national borders. In this sense, ‘health security’ that aims to protect
people and the community from all kinds of food and health threats has
increased in importance in human survival and well-being.15 According to
the 2020 state of food security and nutrition report, 690 million people, which
equates to 8.9 percent of the world population, are estimated to have been
undernourished in 2019, and the negative effects of COVID-19 that cause sudden
deterioration of food security may add an additional 83 to 132 million people
to that figure in 2020.16 Millions of people and young children die from infectious
diseases including severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), avian flu, swine
flu, and Ebola. In particular, least developed countries (LDCs), which lack
public health infrastructures and essential medicines, are vulnerable in dealing
with the rapid spread of virus infections. In the twenty-first century, people
cannot discuss human security without considering the links between health
and security. Along with infectious diseases including HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis,
and malaria, new emerging diseases such as SARS, Middle East Respiratory
Syndrome (MERS), and avian influenza put a considerable burden on many
developing countries.17 Since the spread of infectious disease can affect food
insecurity and sudden increases in food insecurity leads to malnutrition, a
range of health issues, particularly lethal and contagious ones, not only pose
15 The 1994 Human Development Report outlines food security and health

security respectively, and each term has its own definition, but this paper
uses health security in a broad sense that embraces food security.
16 FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO, The State of Food Security and Nutrition
in the World 2020 (Rome: FAO, 2020), xviii-xix.
17 Stefan Elbe, “Health and Security,” in Contemporary Security Studies, ed. Alan
Collins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 371.
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a direct threat to individuals, households and society, but also represent direct
threats to their security.18
At the same time, environmental degradation is of course linked to human
security components. During the industrialization period, ecological issues
such as deforestation, soil erosion, pollution of air and oceans were merely
recognized as developmental or political issues in many countries. However,
the loss of forests, the expansion of deserts, the exploitation of land and forests,
and water scarcity not only have had a negative impact on global ecosystems,
but have also resulted in the vulnerability of individuals and communities.19
In particular, due to the effect of greenhouse gases on global warming, climate
change has resulted in a rise in temperature and sea level, posing an existential
threat to people and states and creating human insecurity. Considering that
the lack of environmental security can threaten peace, Robert Kaplan points
out that “population pressure, environmental degradation, and scarcity of
resources can lead to societal collapse.”20 Namely, ‘environmental security’
based on the realization that changes in the environment are a great threat
to human well-being has transpired as an emerging security area.
Traditionally, extreme poverty, the issues of HIV/AIDS, environmental
degradation, and internal conflict have seriously affected the poorest and most
vulnerable populations, causing a major concern for nations and international
organizations. Yet, as the impact of these non-traditional agendas on people
and nations has become even clearer and more comprehensive, the attention
to the needs for specific individuals and communities has expanded the
promotion of human rights, consideration of sustainable development, and
advancement of safety and security at the regional and international levels.
Today’s threats posed by the pandemic and climate change clearly transcends

18 Ibid., 374; Steve Wiggins and Rachel Slater, “Food Security,” in The Routledge

Handbook of New Security Studies, ed. J. Peter Burgess (Abingdon, Oxon:
Routledge, 2010), 133.
19 Anna Lanoszka, International Development: Socio-Economic Theories, Legacies,
and Strategies (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2018), 193.
20 Ibid., 198; Robert D. Kaplan, The Coming Anarchy-Shattering the Dreams of
the Post-Cold War (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 2001), 19-20.
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national borders. In this sense, since the 1990s, the discourses on human security
and environmental security have become substantially increased in academia
and international organizations.

2.2 Non-traditional Security and International Cooperation
Crises arising from a non-traditional security agenda are not limited to
individual countries but often bring transnational repercussions. Accordingly,
international solidarity and cooperation to promote human security, health
security, and environmental security are extremely important as nontraditional security crises exceed the capabilities of individual countries to
respond adequately. The expansion of the discourse of human security and
environmental security is also linked to the criticism that the state-centric
concept of traditional security has shown limitations in responding to the
modern national crisis. After the Cold War, international organizations and
multilateral cooperation bodies have played an important role in the expansion
of the concept and logic of non-traditional security. In the 1994 HDR, the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) emphasized that increasing
the prosperity of human life goes beyond economic wealth, and presented
seven areas of human security: economy, food, health, environment,
individuals, communities, and politics. Considering the significance of human
security, Amartya Sen argued that “development is not only about the growth
of GNP per head, but also about the expansion of human freedom and dignity.”21
The UN Charter also appreciated the value of a human-centered approach
by linking social, humanitarian and economic issues.22 In line with this, the
Commission on Human Security (CHS), which was established in 2001, also
called for “freedom from want” and “free from fear” to address the emerging
security agendas such as terrorist attacks, ethnic violence, and epidemics.23
21 Amartya Sen, “Why Human Security?” (presentation, International Symposium on

Human Security, Tokyo, July 28, 2000).

22 Shahin Malik, “Human Security,” in International Security Studies: Theory and

Practice, eds. Peter Hough, Shahin Malik, Andrew Moran and Bruce Pilbeam
(Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2015), 59.
23 Commission on Human Security, Human Security Now (New York: Commission
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As for the discourse on environmental security, international conferences
and multilateral agreements on environmental issues began in full swing after
1970. At the first global summit regarding an environmental agenda, the UN
Conference on the Human Environment (UNCHE) was held in Stockholm in
1972, and the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) was established through
this Stockholm Conference. The UN Conference on Environment and Development
(UNCED) held in Rio de Janeiro in 1972 and the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC) adopted there were important starting points for
this effort. In particular, “Our Common Future,” published by the World Committee
on Environment and Development (WCED) in 1987, contributed to expanding
discussions on economic growth, the environment, and mutual relations on
development. Sustainable development is here defined as “development that
meets the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability
of future generations to meet their needs,”24 and this prompted a transition
from a focus on economic growth to a discourse on sustainable development
that considers the three axes of the economy, society and environment. This
means that three components―human development, economic advancement,
and the environment―lie on an interdependent path and should be pursued
in concert with each other.
Although the importance of establishing global governance and multilateral
cooperation for responding to the non-traditional security agenda is growing,
sovereign states centered on national interests have indeed shown a passive
or inconsistent attitude toward solidarity and cooperation for the common
interest. Although climate change and its adverse effects are a common concern
for humanity, the US withdrew from the Kyoto Protocol in 2001 and officially
notified their withdrawal from the Paris Agreement in 2019. The recent
accusations of blame between the U.S. and China over the COVID-19 incident,
and the lack of initial response by the World Health Organization (WHO),
served as an opportunity to once again explore the limitations of international
cooperation for health and security. It can be said that this shows the status
on Human Security, 2003), iv.
24 UN, “Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development:

‘Our Common Future’,” August 4, 1987. A/42/427, 54.
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of the realpolitik of the great powers and the limitations of non-traditional
security. However, it is also true that the discourse on human security and
environmental security can curb the monopoly of the security discourse that
the major powers put emphasis on traditional security concerns and demand
a shared responsibility for a non-traditional security agenda.25
Importantly, there has been a gradual increase in the number of crises
caused by the non-traditional security agenda on the Korean Peninsula, and
a new level of response is becoming more important. Recent cases of the
spread of infectious diseases through livestock, such as wild boars and migratory
birds within the Korean Peninsula have revealed the need for concrete
inter-Korean cooperation plans and systems to effectively respond to the new
security crisis.

III. The COVID-19 Pandemic and International Cooperation:
Between the Need for Solidarity and National Priority
3.1 COVID-19: Going Beyond a Health Emergency to a Systemic Crisis
The recent COVID-19 situation has shown that the spread of the virus
can go beyond the crisis of individual countries and become a factor of
a transnational security crisis. From the perspective of non-traditional security,
the COVID-19 crisis requires new perceptions and responses regarding the
following three points.
First, COVID-19 is not only a health emergency revealing problems such
as the outbreak and rapid spread of a virus and need for response, but it
is also creating a political and economic crisis in the country. The coronavirus
pandemic has shown that the threat of viral infectious diseases is not limited
to the health and health emergency of the country, but that it is a political

25 Bo-Hyuk Suh, “The Role of State for Human Security: An Exploration of Implication

for the Inter-Korean Relations,” The Journal of Northeast Asia Research, vol. 27,
no. 2 (2012): 77.
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and economic problem that causes political instability and vulnerability of
the national system.26 The UN has stated that COVID-19 is the most serious
test it has faced since its founding.27 The pandemic goes beyond being a health
emergency to a systemic crisis that directly affects societies and economies
in many countries.28 In particular, this phenomenon is more pronounced in
the least developed countries where emergency medical services and
infrastructure are inferior, population density is relatively high, and access
to basic healthcare services is limited.29 With its weak healthcare system, North
Korea is not an exception in this situation. Moreover, since North Korea is
suffering from economic damage due to the UN Security Council sanctions,
the impact of the coronavirus on North Korea’s regime stability cannot be
overlooked. It is difficult to manage viral infectious diseases with the traditional
concept of security, and transboundary infectious diseases can affect the entire
Korean Peninsula. Thus, as it has been confirmed that the spread of infectious
diseases and viruses through livestock and birds can pose a threat to the security
and safety of the entire Korean Peninsula across borders, it is necessary to
make appropriate preparations.
Second, the coronavirus pandemic has fortified countries’ inward-looking
tendency, giving rise to countries focusing on solving domestic problems rather
than multilateral or international cooperation. Many experts predict that even if
the coronavirus pandemic ends, nationalism will intensify, competition among
the strong powers will deepen, and there will be a relaxation of the global
international cooperation system, and a contraction of global economic
governance based on shared interests.30 The COVID-19 pandemic shows that

26 Nic Cheeseman, “The Coronavirus could Topple Governments around the World,”
27
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Foreign Policy, March 31, 2020.
UN, “UN Launches COVID-19 Plan that Could Defeat the Virus and Build a
Better World,” UN News, March 31, 2020, accessed July 15, 2020,
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/03/1060702.
UNDP, COVID-19 and Human Development: Assessing the Crisis, Envisioning
the Recovery (New York: UNDP, 2020), 4.
Robert Malley and Richard Malley, “When the Pandemic Hits the Most
Vulnerable,” Foreign Affairs, March 31, 2020.
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even hegemonic powers such as the United States or the European Union
have been inert and incapable to contain the crisis.31 In response to the
coronavirus outbreak, most countries are introducing large-scale economic
stimulus policies, expanding medical service expenditures, and pushing
for emergency financial expenditures to help the vulnerable. Under such
circumstances, it will not be easy for developed counties or donors in the
North to implement active aid policies targeting underdeveloped countries
in the South.
Third, the COVID-19 crisis shows that state sovereignty prevails over
collective action. Despite the need for global solidarity and cooperation, two
world powers, the U.S. and China, not only have been lethargic in mitigating
the impact of the coronavirus, but also clashed with each other over many
issues including the cause of the outbreak and management of the coronavirus
pandemic. Neither the U.S. nor China have shown responsible leadership in
confronting the COVID-19 pandemic. This COVID-19 is a challenge to both
democracies and authoritarians. On one hand, the health crisis exposed the
vulnerability of preparedness among Western democracies although they have
gone through outbreaks of Ebola, SARS, and MERS. On the other hand, viewing
the cases of Hungary, Rwanda, and Russia, this pandemic gives an opportunity
for authoritarians to consolidate their own power.32 While a health crisis that
transcends national borders endangers people’s lives and human development
in the world, global cooperation among countries falters, and great powers
only reveal a deeper conflict and mistrust amid the unprecedented crisis.

Will Look After the Coronavirus Pandemic,” Foreign Policy, March 20, 2020;
Robin Niblett, “The End of Globalization as We Know It,” in “How the World
Will Look After the Coronavirus Pandemic,” Foreign Policy, March 20, 2020.
31 The Trump administration downplayed the severity of the COVID-19 crisis

when the COVID-19 cases were reported and did not request test kits that
were available from the WHO. The European Union also delayed in testing
and implementing lockdowns. For the related discussion see, Adam Tooze,
“America Is Ailing – and Leading the World,” Foreign Policy, April 1, 2020;
Dani Rodrik, “Will COVID-19 Remake the World,” Project Syndicate, April 6, 2020.

32 Jeffrey Smith and Nic Cheeseman, “Authoritarians are Exploiting the Coronavirus.
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In the case of North Korea, the government’s tight measures to contain the
spread of the virus are inseparable from the stability and security of Kim
Jong Un’s regime.

3.2 COVID-19 and Issues of Inequality
The damage and ripple effects caused by COVID-19 are growing at an
alarming rate. In particular, negative impacts are exacerbated in low-income
countries or least developed countries, showing widespread effects across
the economy, education and health.33 The UNDP has warned that COVID-19
could push back human development for the first time since the 1990s.34
COVID-19 is negatively impacting health, income and education, which are
key articles of the Human Development Index, and the impact is expected
to be much greater in developing countries.
COVID-19 is bringing about a slowdown in global economic growth,
increasing unemployment rates, and intensifying poverty and hunger. The
UNDP predicts that the per capita gross national income will decrease by
4 percent in 2020 due to the coronavirus pandemic.35 According to the World
Bank, the global growth rate in 2020 will decrease by 5.2 percent due to COVID-19,
and if lockdowns in each country continue into the second half of 2020, it
is predicted that this could drop further to 8 percent.36 The Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) predicted that the global
economic growth rate in 2020 will be -6 percent because of COVID-19, and
in a double-hit scenario due to a second wave, it is predicted to fall -7.6
percent.37 A global economic recession unavoidably leads to a decline in
investment and employment. A decline in GDP could create an additional
33 Jeffrey D. Sachs, “How Inequality Fuels COVID-19 Deaths,” Project Syndicate,

June 29, 2020.

34 UNDP, COVID-19 and Human Development: Assessing the Crisis, Envisioning the

Recovery (UNDP: New York, 2020), 6.

35 Ibid., 6.
36 World Bank, Global Economic Prospects (Washington, D.C.: The Word Bank, 2020), 5-6.
37 OECD, OECD Economic Outlook, Volume 2020, Issue 1, No. 107 (Paris, 2020), 13.
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250,000 unemployed people worldwide, increasing the world’s poorest by one
million and doubling the number facing severe food insecurity to 265 million
by the end of 2020.38 As COVID-19 is spreading from one country to another
at a faster rate, it is shifting from a global health crisis to an economic emergency
connected with a food security emergency.39 The WFP estimated that if
international communities do not take any further actions, the number of
acutely food insecure people in low- and middle-income countries will reach
270 million people by the end of 2020. It will be an 82 percent increase compared
to the number of acutely food insecure people pre-COVID.40
The problem is that this crisis will inevitably hurt vulnerable groups
including children, women, the elderly and people in the least developed
countries. The majority of LCDs’ economies rely on external demand from
the global supply chain, so a sharp drop in global demand and a decline in
exports and income caused by the pandemic will have a serious negative impact
on their economies.41 As Stiglitz comments, faced with the sudden rise of
COVID-19 deaths, deepening economic downturn, increased unemployment,
and worsening poverty and hunger, lower-income countries have “fewer and
harder choices” compared with advanced economies.42 These countries are
more likely to have poor healthcare and social protection systems. High levels
of inequality weaken social cohesion and social trust and deepen political
polarization, which in turn, negatively affects the government’s ability and
responsiveness.43 If the economic recovery in developed countries is delayed
or the economic restraint measures are prolonged, the level of poverty and
deprivation in LCD countries is expected to increase rapidly.

38 UN DESA, Sustainable Development Outlook 2020: Achieving SDGs in the Wake

of COVID-19: Scenarios for Policymakers (New York: Department of Economic
and Social Affairs, 2020), 7.

39 WFP, “COVID-19: Potential Impact on the World’s Poorest People” (Rome, 2020), 11.
40 WFP, “WFP Global Response to COVID-19: June 2020” (Rome, 2020), 5.
41 UN DESA, “COVID-19 and the Least Developed Countries,” UN/DESA Policy Brief, no. 66

(New York, 2020).

42 Joseph E. Stiglitz, “Internationalizing the Crisis,” Project Syndicate, April 6, 2020.
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IV. North Korea’s International Cooperation in the Wake of COVID-19
4.1 North Korea’s Response to COVID-19
Although it is difficult to compare the impact of COVID-19 on the two
Koreas and their response to it, they are indeed in very different situations.
In the case of South Korea, the government’s ability to adjust quickly and
respond constructively was evaluated as an exemplary case by many countries.44
Contrarily, North Korea has revealed that there have been no confirmed cases
of COVID-19 up until the present, September 2020.45 North Korea is focusing
on preventative measures to prevent the influx and spread of the virus, but
its human, material, and institutional capabilities seem to be in a weak state.
On January 21, 2020, North Korea closed its borders to protect itself against
an influx of virus infections and completely blocked the inflow of all foreign
tourists, goods and supplies. In addition, strong containment measures are
ongoing, including quarantine measures for 40 days for all persons in contact
with entrants. North Korea convened a meeting of the political bureau of the
Central Committee of the Workers’ Party of Korea on April 11 2020, and in
response to the COVID-19 situation, the meeting adopted a joint resolution
for adopting national preventative measures for the safety of residents.46
Considering North Korea’s continued “strict top-class emergency anti-epidemic
measures” and the aftereffects of such measures on every aspect of the society
and economy, Kim Jong Un’s “corona leadership” is significant for the governance
and the maintenance of the regime.47
44 Victor Cha, “South Korea Offers a Lesson in Best Practices,” Foreign Affairs,
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46 Rodong Sinmun, April 12, 2020.
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(KINU Online Series 20-06, Korea Institute for National Unification, Seoul, 2020),
accessed October 12, 2020,
https://www.kinu.or.kr/www/jsp/prg/api/dlVE.jsp?menuIdx=645&category=
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With North Korea, there is a possibility that diagnosing and tracking
confirmed cases is not being performed properly, and the damage caused
by the virus epidemic is expected to be quite large given the lack of emergency
medical services and poor medical infrastructure. A mass spread of COVID-19
would harm the livelihood and human rights of North Koreans, who are
suffering from economic difficulties due to international sanctions and border
closures.48

4.2 Crisis in North Korea: Worsening Economy due to Trade Decline between
North Korea and China
The crisis that North Korea is facing now is not only caused by COVID-19
itself with an underdeveloped health system and a lack of testing capacities.
Rather, the impact of COVID-19 also further deepens the concern over a
continuing and worsening threat to survival and the wellbeing of civilians
caught in the regime’s nuclear power ambitions and the continued sanctions
imposed on the country. Namely, the spill-over effects of COVID-19 will further
deteriorate North Korea’s economic downturn and increase the number of
people facing acute hunger and malnutrition especially in the remote and
mountainous areas.
It is difficult to accurately estimate the damage caused by COVID-19
in North Korea. However, considering that North Korea-China trade accounts
for an absolute proportion of North Korea’s foreign trade, the closure of the
border between North Korea and Chine due to the coronavirus outbreak is
significantly impacting trade between the two countries. The ongoing economic
sanctions and spread of COVID-19 have virtually blocked the channel of
economic activity in North Korea, and this crisis is exacerbating the national
financial situation.49 Trade between North Korea and China declined sharply

72&thisPage=1&biblioId=1532203.
48 UN, Human Right Council, “Situation of Human Rights in the Democratic People’s

Republic of Korea,” May 1, 2020. A/HRC/43/58, 17.

49 Thomas Byrne, “The Coronavirus Has Pushed North Korea’s Economy to the Edge,”

Foreign Policy, April 27, 2020.
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after measures were imposed to close the border between North Korea and
China in January 2020 due to the spread of the coronavirus.
＜Figure 1＞ Trend of North Korea-China Trade
(Unit: millions of US dollars)

Sources: Chinese Customs, Korea Trade-Investment Promotion Agency, Industrial Bank of Korea.

North Korea-China trade, which declined significantly in March 2020,
rebounded in May and June. However, it is expected that the significant decline
in imports from China in the first half of this year will have harmed the
economic situation in North Korea and the lives of its residents.

4.3 Crisis in North Korea: Health Security Crisis Due to Deteriorating
Humanitarian Situation
The chronic food shortage in North Korea and the nutritional and health
problems of the vulnerable are directly related to the health security of the
entire Korean Peninsula, not just the food and health rights of the North Korean
people. According to a joint emergency food security assessment of the Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World Food Program (WFP) in
2019, 10.1 million inhabitants, or 40% of the total population, are experiencing
food insecurity, so food supply is considered urgent.50 North Korea has closed
its border and suspended cross-border trade with China as a virus prevention
measure. However, such a containment measure inevitably causes great

57

58 Gyubin Choi

difficulties in importing food, leading to a faster depletion of domestic food
stocks.51 In the case of a prolonged pandemic and the continuation of stringent
containment measures, the most serious social and economic impacts of
COVID-19 in North Korea will be felt by young women, children and nutritionally
vulnerable groups.
According to the 2020 World Food Security and Nutrition Status’ report
published by five international organizations under the United Nations,
including the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), World Food Program
(WFP), International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), UN Children’s
Fund (UNICEF), and World Health Organization (WHO), the prevalence of
undernourishment (PoU) of the total population of North Korea in 2017-2019
was 47.6%, indicating that 12.2 million North Koreans were undernourished.52
This rate was the second-highest in the surveyed countries after Haiti (48.2%),
indicating a very high level. In 2019, the rate of stunting under 5 years of
age was 19.1% and the rate of acute wasting under 5 years of age was 4.0%,
respectively.53 These results are pre-coronavirus, and the food and nutritional
state of North Korea is expected to worsen in 2020.

50 OCHA, “DPR Korea Needs and Priorities 2020” (New York, 2020), 14.
51 FAO, The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Revised Humanitarian Response

(May–December 2020): Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) (Rome, 2020).

52 FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP, and WHO, The State of Food Security and Nutrition

in the World 2020 (Rome: FAO, 2020).
53 UNICEF, Analysis of the Situation of Women and Children in the Democratic
People ’s Republic of Korea (Pyongyang: UNICEF, 2019).
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＜Table 1＞ Key Indicators of the State of Nutrition in North and South Korea
(Unit: %)

Prevalence of
Undernourishment in the
Total Population
2004-06
World
1

Eastern Asia

2017-19

Prevalence of Wasting in Prevalence of Stunting in
Children
Children
(Under 5 Years of Age)
(Under 5 Years of Age)
2016

2019

2016

2019

12.5

8.8

7.7

6.9

22.9

21.3

7.7

＜ 2.5

8.9

1.7

25.8

4.5

DPRK

33.9

47.6

4.0

4.0

27.9

19.1

ROK

2.5

＜ 2.5

1.2

1.2

2.5

n.a

1: China, Democratic People's Republic of Korea, Republic of Korea, Japan, Mongolia

Sources: FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO, The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2020

In particular, the problem of access to food for the vulnerable is a cause
of malnutrition and mortality of mothers and children in North Korea. In
2017, the rate of maternal mortality in North Korea was 89 per 100,000 births,
which has decreased somewhat since the 2000s but is eight times higher than
that of 11 in South Korea.54 In 2018, the death rate of children under the
age of 5 in North Korea was 18 per 1,000 births, six times higher than that
of 3 in South Korea.55
In terms of infectious diseases, North Korea is also vulnerable to
tuberculosis and malaria. According to WHO statistics, in 2018, the mortality
rate for TB (HIV-negative TB mortality) in North Korea was 80 per 100,000,
and 20,000 deaths were reported. These results are worse than what they
were in 2015 when the tuberculosis death rate was 61 per 100,000 with 15,000
recorded deaths. Globally, as of 2018, North Korea has been among the top
30 countries in the number of TB and MDR/RR-TB incidences.56

54 WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA, World Bank Group and UNPD, Trends in Maternal

Mortality 2000 to 2017 (Geneva: WHO, 2019).

55 UN Inter-agency Group for Child Mortality Estimation (UN IGME), Levels & Trends

in Child Mortality (New York: UNICEF, 2019).
56 WHO, Global Tuberculosis Report 2019 (Geneva: WHO, 2019), 198.
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Importantly, the deteriorating medical system and health situation in
North Korea may not only be a problem for North Korea, but also a problem
for the entire Korean Peninsula. First of all, it is necessary to focus on improving
the nutritional and health conditions of the vulnerable in North Korea, but
attention should be paid to the gap between the two Koreas on the right
to health and the potential impacts it may have, especially on diseases. Currently,
the problem is that North Korea taking strong preventive action against
COVID-19 allows very restricted access to aid workers from the United Nations
entities.57 Pyongyang also refuses Seoul’s food aid donation through WFP.58
If the North Korean authorities keep their borders on lockdown and impose
restrictions on humanitarian operations, the conditions of vulnerable
households who are already suffering from food shortage, malnutrition and
disruption in education will seriously deteriorate. The prolonged containment
measures and delayed assistance to people in need will likely have a sizable
effect on the entire Peninsula.
The South Korean government has halted food aid to the North since
2010, and the government’s humanitarian aid toward mother and child health
services in North Korea through UNICEF, WFP, and WHO is no longer provided.
The Global Fund, which played a key role in the tuberculosis project in North
Korea, also stopped providing support between February 2018 and September
2019, and North Korea’s tuberculosis management is in a considerable crisis.
It is estimated that the food and health conditions in North Korea have worsened
as borders are controlled and importing goods has become difficult in the
COVID-19 crisis. In this sense, the COVID-19 crisis has caused a huge demand
for humanitarian and developmental assistance including test kits, medical
equipment, critical WASH supplies. However, funding for support of the
government’s COVID-19 preparedness and response is challenging to obtain.
According to the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA),

57 UN, Human Rights Council, “Situation of Human Rights in the Democratic

People’s Republic of Korea,” February 24 - March 20, 2020, A/HRC/43/58.

58 In 2019 the South Korean administration decided to provide food assistance

(50,000 tons of domestic rice) to North Korea, but the delivery of food aid
was suspended as North Korean government halted its negotiation with WFP.
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in the face of the COVID-19 crisis, North Korea reportedly needs 39.7 million
US dollars, but the funding to North Korea has reached only 3.5 million US
dollars, covering 9 percent of what they need.59

＜Table 2＞ North Korea’s Intersectoral COVID Response Plan 2020
(Unit: US dollars)

Source

Destination

Field

Swiss Development
Cooperation//Swiss
Humanitarian Aid

Health COVID-19

UNICEF

Health COVID-19,
Nutrition COVID-19

Central Emergency
Response Fund

WHO

Health COVID-19

899,998

Paid Contribution

Germany

WHO

Health COVID-19

500,000

Commitment

UNICEF

400,000

Paid Contribution

Swedish Red Cross

279,665

Commitment

Switzerland

Republic of Korea
Sweden

Amount

Funding status

123,839

Commitment

1,103,753

Commitment

United Kingdom

WHO

Health COVID-19

100,000

Commitment

Canada

WHO

Health COVID-19

100,000

Paid Contribution

53,307

Paid Contribution

COVID-19
Humanitarian
Thematic Fund

UNICEF
Total

3,560,562

Sources: OCHA, FTS

59 OCHA, Financial Tracking Service (FTS), DPRK, accessed October 20, 2020,

https://fts.unocha.org.

61

62 Gyubin Choi

V. Inter-Korean Cooperation for Sustainable Development
5.1 Opportunity and Challenge in South Korea’s Policy toward North Korea
The Moon Jae-in administration is emphasizing peace on the Korean
Peninsula through peaceful means of expanding dialogue and contact. The
core strategy of the Moon Jae-in administration is ‘peace economy,’ which
emphasizes peace development through inter-Korean economic cooperation
and a virtuous cycle of peace and economic cooperation.60 One of the Moon
Jae-in government’s national tasks, the ‘New Economic Map of the Korean
Peninsula,’ is also being promoted in this context, and for this, cooperation
between North and South Korea and cooperation with the international
community are essential.
Recently, however, North Korea has increased its level of provocation
toward South Korea by publicly denouncing the sending of anti-Pyongyang
leaflets and destroying the Inter-Korean Joint Liaison Office, and so the
agreement between the two Koreas and the implementation of a peaceful
economy is expected to be rather difficult. Lately, the demand for inter-Korean
cooperation in non-traditional security fields such as human and livestock
infectious diseases, disaster and climate change is increasing. In addition,
it is worth paying attention to the fact that North Korea has expressed its
willingness to actively participate in the implementation of the UN’s SDGs.
It is likely that the coronavirus pandemic, in the first half of 2020, will have
harmed North Korea in terms of foreign trade and the general public economy,
so a new awareness and response to the changing external environment are
required.

60 Address by President Moon Jae-in on Korea’s 74th Liberation Day, August 15, 2019,
accessed September 1, 2020, https://english1.president.go.kr/Briefingspeeches/
Speeches/638.
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5.2 UN’s SDGs: An Opportunity for Inter-Korean Cooperation?61
North Korea has expressed its willingness to actively participate in the
realization and implementation of the SDGs, which the UN member states
newly agreed to achieve by 2030.62 On April 21, 2016, at the United Nations
High-level Thematic Debate on Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals,
Ri Su-yong, who is the Minister for Foreign Affairs of DPRK, stated that:
“I reaffirm the commitment of the DPRK to actively join the international
efforts towards achieving the SDGs, despite the grave situation prevailing
on the Korean Peninsula.”63 North Korea’s attitude and position towards the
UN’s SDGs has been consistently confirmed thereafter. Most recently,
addressing the United Nations General Assembly held on September 30, 2019,
DPRK ambassador Kim Song stated, “The Government and the people of the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea are now actively striving to fulfill
the 2030 Agenda and achieve the SDGs through our vigorous struggle to build
a powerful socialist country.”64
The basic premise of sustainable development is that economic development
should take into account social fairness and environmental sustainability in
a balanced way. Notably, North Korea’s commitment to and implementation
of the UN’s SDGs requires multilateral cooperation and communication with
international organizations, donors, and international NGOs, and involves sharing
61 For a more detailed discussion, see Gyubin Choi, “North Korea’s Perceptions

and Reactions to the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),” North Korean
Studies Review, vol. 24, no. 1 (2020): 93-119.

62 Su Yong Ri, “Statement by H.E. Mr. Ri Su Yong, Minister of Foreign Affairs of

the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea at the United Nations Summit for
the Adoption of the Post-2015 Development Agenda,” September 27, 2015, accessed
September 19, 2020,
https://sustaiçnabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/21023dprk.pdf.

63 “Statement by H.E. Mr. Ri Su Yong Minister for Foreign Affairs of The

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea At the United Nations High-Level
Thematic Debate on Achieving Sustainable Development Goals,” New York,
April 21, 2016, accessed September 19, 2020,
http://statements.unmeetings.org/media2/7657570/dprk.pdf.

64 United Nations, General Assembly, “Seventy-fourth session, 13th plenary meeting,”

September 30, 2019, A/74/PV.13.
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international norms and acceptance of a global development system. In this
regard, North Korea’s response and participation in the UN’s SDGs could serve
as an opportunity to expand development cooperation, diversifying inter-Korean
exchanges and cooperation, and contributing to the improvement of the lives
of North Koreans.
SGDs will also be an important agenda for the South Korean government
until 2030. The South Korean government has reported the implementation
of SDGs once to the UN in 2016 and is making efforts to implement the SDGs
by establishing K-SDGs. At the 74th Session of UN General Assembly on
September 24, 2019, President Moon Jae-in mentioned in his speech that “the
Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations and the Paris Agreement
on climate change are major tasks that we must achieve through multilateral
cooperation.”65 South Korea also has plans to more than double the proportion
of Official Development Assistance by 2030.66
North Korea’s interest in the ‘Post-2015 Development Agenda’ and the
implementation of the SDGs may be closely linked to North Korea’s economic
development, improvement of the quality of life of North Koreans, joint
cooperation between the two Koreas, and ‘sustaining peace’ on the Korean
Peninsula. Of course, without the easing of sanctions on or progress in
denuclearization, international cooperation for the implementation of North
Korea’s SDGs will prove to be very difficult. Nevertheless, efforts are needed
to derive areas in which the two Koreas can jointly pursue cooperation in
non-traditional security agendas. Considering that Kim Jong Un’s regime is
keen on reaching the SDGs, it is necessary for Seoul to support agendas which
Pyongyang prioritizes when implementing the SDGs. North Korea’s domestic
needs and strategic priorities are more likely to have to do with SDG 2 (zero
hunger), SDG 6 (clean water and sanitation), SDG 7 (clean energy), SDG 11
65 Jae-in Moon, “Address by President Moon Jae-in at 74th Session of United Nations

General Assembly,” September 15, 2019,
https://english1.president.go.kr/BriefingSpeeches/InterKoreanRelations/664.

66 Jae-in Moon, “Remarks by President Moon Jae-in as Lead Speaker at Third

Session of 14th G20 Summit,” June 29, 2019,
https://english1.president.go.kr/Briefingspeeches/Speeches/617.
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(sustainable cities and communities), and SDG 15 (life on land).67 These priority
tasks of the SDGs in North Korea are closely related to the enhancement
of human, health, and environmental security. Along with this, the South
Korean government needs to devise cooperative measures by reviewing the
contents of the Voluntary Nationality Review (VNR), in which North Korea
will report its implementation of SDGs in a 2021 High-level Political Forum
on Sustainable Development (HLPF).
North Korea recognizes that sustainable development is only possible
when it overcomes prolonged food shortage and poverty, along with resource
scarcity, environmental pollution, and the energy crisis. Therefore, South Korea
should actively support North Korea’s implementation of the SDGs by 2030
and seek diversified inter-Korean and international cooperation projects.

VI. Conclusion
The security surrounding the Korean Peninsula until now has mainly
focused on resolving the nuclear problem, deterring military conflict, and
doing the internal and external balancing. However, in recent years, the
importance of non-traditional security agendas such as hygiene, health,
environment, and energy is gradually increasing. The COVID-19 crisis clearly
shows that the widespread nature of the virus can threaten the safety of
the countries and the lives of citizens across national boundaries, revealing
the importance of understanding and responding to the new security crisis
on the Korean Peninsula.
The COVID-19 outbreak is not only aggravating problems in the economic
field, with chronic food shortages in North Korea and shrinking trade between
North Korea and China, but it is also becoming a factor that may further
isolate North Korea from the international community. To overcome this,

67 DPRK, “Presentation of the Implementation of SDGs in DPR Korea North East

Asian Multistakeholder Forum,” North-East Asian Multistakeholder Forum on
Sustainable Development Goals, Vladivostok, October 15-16, 2019.
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it is most urgent that North Korea should accept international cooperation
to cope with the prolonged coronavirus infection, to respond to urgent
healthcare needs and show a changed attitude to promote human rights within
North Korea. Tomás Ojea Quintana, the UN Special Rapporteur on human
rights in North Korea, has also recently pointed out this issue.68
There is a need for South Korea to establish a new model for international
cooperation to alleviate the humanitarian situation in North Korea. Since
the chronic food shortages and nutrition and health problems of the vulnerable
are directly related to human and health security on the Korean Peninsula,
it is necessary to establish a cooperation plan at the inter-Korean and
international level. So far, due to the tendency to limit inter-Korean exchange
and cooperation to the scope of economic exchange, humanitarian aid, and
social and cultural exchange, it is difficult to reflect North Korea’s demands
and priorities. Nor is it easy to encompass a comprehensive range of development
cooperation that can affect the entire Korean Peninsula.
In preparation for a drastic change in inter-Korean relations and the
easing of sanctions against North Korea, there needs to be a continuation
of reorganizing exchanges and cooperation at the inter-Korean level and
expanding and developing existing cooperative projects. At the same time,
it is also significant to find acceptable cooperative measures for North Korea
and to make cooperation sustainable through universal norms and principles.
In this respect, South Korea needs to develop bilateral exchange and cooperation
with North Korea at the levels of central and local governments and NGOs.
Meanwhile South Korea needs to support North Korea’s implementation of
SDGs and consider and prepare for active cooperation with the international
community.
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The Japanese Surrender and the Division of Korea in 1945:
Why Japan Delayed its Surrender Leading to the Division
of Korea
Yông-ho Ch’oe*

Throughout most of the Pacific War, Japan and the Soviet Union
remained neutral. On August 8, 1945, the Soviet Union declared war
against Japan, and on August 15, Japan surrendered. The war against
Japan was fought almost exclusively by the United States alone. For a
mere one week of the war, Russia became a belligerent power and
moved into North Korea, forcing the United States to propose the
division of Korea. By the end of 1944, the entire Japanese leadership,
including the emperor, came to the full realization that Japan lost the
war and should seek peace. With the surrender of Germany in early May
1945, even the war-hawks realized their irretrievable defeat. If Japan had
reached out to the United States for peace, the war would have ended
easily without the Soviet Union entering the war. This, Japan refused to
do. Instead, Japan tried to seek out Russian assistance to end the war, in
which Japan schemed to drive a wedge between the Soviet Union and the
United States. This delayed Japan’s surrender, allowing the Soviets to
enter into the war, which in turn resulted in the division of Korea.
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Introduction
It has been more than seven decades since the Korean Peninsula was
divided at the end of the Second World War in 1945. This division has been
an unmitigated disaster for Korea and its people. And yet, we still do not
know the full story of how and why Korea came to be divided.
This is what we do know. On August 8, 1945, the Soviet Union declared
war against Japan, and on the following day, its military troops began to move
into the Northeastern corner of Korea. When Japan surrendered on August
15, the Soviet Union was in a position to take over the entire Korean Peninsula
militarily, while the United States troops closest to Korea were in Okinawa,
some six hundred miles away. Consequently, the United Stated proposed, and
the Soviet Union agreed, to draw the 38th Parallel as a demarcation line; the
Soviet Union would disarm the Japanese troops in the North, while the United
States would do the same in the South. This is basically how Korea came
to be divided. This, however, is not the whole story. It is only the tip of the
iceberg, under which complicated schemes and strategies to end the war were
pursued by the three major powers: Japan, the Soviet Union, and the United
States. In the end, Korea became an innocent victim of the power politics
and intrigues waged by the three big powers to meet their geopolitical needs
and greed without regard for Korean interests.
What is not commonly acknowledged, however, is that the division of
Korea came about as a result of the entry of the Soviet Union into the war
against Japan. In April 1941, Japan and the Soviet Union signed a Neutrality
Pact, and the two countries scrupulously observed the neutrality during the
Pacific War until Russia declared war against Japan just one week before the
end of the war. Had Japan surrendered before August 8, there would have
been no need for Russian troops to occupy North Korea, and hence no need
to divide Korea.
By the end of 1944, most Japanese leaders, including the emperor, realized
that Japan had lost the war and peace should be sought. When Germany,
Japan’s only ally, surrendered in early May 1945, even the most hardcore
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of the war hawks realized that the war was irretrievably lost. If Japan had
reached out to the United States for peace at this time, the war would have
been easily terminated without Russian troops moving into Korea, thus averting
its tragic division. But Japan rejected the United States, and instead sought
Russian mediation in ending the war. This action delayed the surrender and
allowed the Soviet Union to enter the war and advance its troops into Korea,
resulting in the Korean partition. What were the reasons for the delay in
Japan’s surrender?
There are a number of important studies on the ending of the Pacific
War,1

but none deals with the fate of Korea, as far as I can determine. This

paper will offer a Korean perspective on why Japan delayed its surrender,
enabling the Soviet Union to move into Korea in the last days of the war.
One crucial factor that has so far eluded the attention of most scholars is
that the Japanese military leadership believed that the Soviet Union and the
United States would eventually collide with each other, in which Japan could
play the role of power balancer by negotiating with the Soviets. This scheme
delayed Japan’s surrender resulting in the tragic division of Korea.

Realization of Defeat
Following the defeat at Midway Island in June 1942, Japan suffered
continuous military setbacks. In July 1944, the United States gained control
of Saipan and the Mariana Islands, and all parts of Japan’s main islands were
exposed to virtually unlimited bombings by the United States. The situation
in Europe was no less grim as Nazi Germany was in full retreat on all fronts.
1

In particular, I benefitted from these works: Tsuyoshi Hasegawa, Racing the
Enemy: Stalin, Truman, and the Surrender of Japan (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2005); Akira Iriye, Power and Culture: The Japanese-American War,
1941–1945 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981); Robert J. C. Butow,
Japan’s Decision to Surrender (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1954); Inoue
Kiyoshi, Tennō no sensō sekinin [War Responsibilities of the Emperor] (Tokyo,
1975); and Yamada Akira and Koketsu Atsushi, Ososugita seidan: Shōwa tennōno
sensō shidō to sensō sekinin [Emperor’s decision came too late: the war
leadership and the war responsibility of Showa Emperor] (Tokyo, 1991).
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It became clear that Japan, cut off from all supplies and outside resources,
had lost the war with no hope of regaining momentum. Such a realization
came to most Japanese leaders, including key officers of the Operation
Department in the Army Headquarters (Daihon’ei).
On July 2, 1944, witnessing the fall of Saipan, Colonel Matsutani Makoto,
the chief of the Operation Section of the Army Headquarters, along with his
staff, Lieutenant Colonel Tanemura Sakō and Major Hashimoto Masakatsu,
reassessed the overall war conditions and drafted a new plan anticipating
the situation in the spring of 1945. “There is no prospect for the [Japanese]
Empire to regain operational momentum hereafter,” they concluded, “and,
moreover, the situation of Germany is likewise similar to Japan. As the situation
will slowly but steadily deteriorate, we must attempt to end the war quickly.”
The plan then called for peace negotiations, in which the only condition Japan
should insist upon is the “protection of the national polity (kokutai).” The
Matsutani plan called for dispatching a special envoy to Russia “to build a
base for diplomacy with the United States and Great Britain through the Soviet
Union.” Matsutani first showed his plan to his immediate superior, Major
General Masada Jōjirō, the chief of the First Department of Operation, who
replied that he agreed in principle but opposed printing the report. Matsutani
then presented it to Lieutenant General Hata Hikosaburō, the vice chief of
staff, who said that he was not sure it would be a good idea to forward the
report to other senior officers and the chief of staff. He then told Matsutani
not to divulge the report in view of the importance of the issue. Undeterred,
Matsutani explained his plan verbally to other higher officers, including the
chief of staff, Tōjō Hideki, who, according to Tanemura, listened with a “bitter
facial expression (kurushii kao o shite)” and said nothing. But on the following
day, Matsutani was dismissed from the Army Headquarters and reassigned
to China, with Tanemura succeeding as the new section chief. Apparently,
the Matsutani plan displeased senior officials by raising what Tanemura called a
“taboo subject of ending the war.” This, according to Tanemura, was the first
attempt made within the Army Headquarters to bring an end to the war.2
2

Tanemura Sakō, Daihon’ei kimitsu nisshi [Secret diary of the Army Headquarters]
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The Japanese Surrender and the Division of Korea in 1945

The Saipan defeat also emboldened many in the highest political circles,
as well as the royal families, to call for peace. Okada Keisuke and Konoe
Fumimaro, both former prime ministers, led a campaign to dismiss Tōjō and
replace him with a new government that would favor peace. They envisioned a
new cabinet headed by a member of the royal family—either Prince Higashikuni
or Prince Takamatsu. On June 22, 1944, Konoe met Prince Higashikuni, who
expressed his views on removing Tōjō. Higashikuni told Konoe that Tōjō had
just sent his secretary to express his wish to resign, whereupon Higashikuni
told Tōjō not to resign now—“absolutely not now.” The reason for asking
Tōjō to remain in office was so that he could bear all responsibility for the
war, allowing the royal family to evade accountability. Higashikuni told Konoe:
“It’s of no use anymore (mō dameda). We must consider the worst possible
situation.” He then said that he was prepared to accept Konoe’s idea of forming
a new cabinet headed by either himself (Higashikuni)igas or Prince Takamatsu.3
On June 26, Prince Takamatsu, a younger brother of the emperor and a
Navy officer serving at the Navy Headquarters, told Hosokawa Morisada,
Konoe’s son-in-law and secretary: “The Combined Fleet has been reduced to
powerlessness. There is no other way but to sue for peace as soon as possible.
Please ask Konoe to exert every effort toward this.”4
On July 2, Konoe delivered a letter to Kido Kōichi, the Lord Keeper of the
Privy Seal and the closest advisor of the emperor, which opens with this
statement:
Since the battle of Saipan, the Navy authorities have admitted that the
Combined Fleet has been reduced to powerlessness, and the Army authorities
are also unanimous that the war situation as a whole has absolutely no hope
for becoming favorable. In short, inevitable defeat is the conclusion both
the Army and the Navy alike have reached, and yet no one has the courage
to say it publicly.

3
4
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Konoe then urged the emperor to dismiss Tōjō and to form a new cabinet
headed by a member of the royal family—preferably Prince Takamatsu. Konoe
pleaded with the emperor to issue, with this new cabinet, an imperial decree
for an immediate ceasefire.5
Kido was basically in agreement with Konoe.6 On July 8, Konoe met
Kido at the latter’s office, where Kido expressed his despair over the war,
recognizing that “the entire war situation has become nearly all but hopeless
(hotondo zetsubō da).” Kido, however, feared that Tōjō and his followers might
attempt a coup, and suggested that Prince Higashikuni would be a preferable
leader of the new cabinet because Prince Takamatsu often argued heatedly
(hijōni kenka serareru) with the emperor. Kido and Konoe also discussed the
emperor’s possible abdication, with Kido preferring Higashikuni over Takamatsu
as the regent.7 Konoe also noted in his diary that the emperor himself had
reached a point of a near nervous breakdown (sinkei suijaku) and was easily
irritated (hijōni kōfun oyabasareru) as other royal family members pressed
for peace.8 These efforts, however, were in vain. The opposition by the army
hardliners was too strong to overcome, and the emperor sided with the army.

Koiso and His Supreme War Council Recognized the Defeat
On July 22, 1944, Tōjō was forced to resign, and General Koiso Kuniaki,
the Governor-General of Korea, succeeded him as prime minister. To mollify
the peace advocates, Admiral Yonai Mitsumasa was given the post of navy
minister in the hope he would act to check the Army, thus creating the
Koiso-Yonai Coalition Cabinet.
In his memoir, Koiso wrote that he contemplated the war-situation as
he was being brought to Tokyo, and concluded that Japan had lost the war
and that he was prepared to say to the emperor that he had no confidence
5
6
7
8

Konoe
Konoe
Konoe
Konoe

Nikki,
Nikki,
Nikki,
Nikki,

32–38.
43.
48–53.
77.

The Japanese Surrender and the Division of Korea in 1945

in carrying out the war successfully. But his appointment was made without
a chance of explaining the situation.9 Tanaka Takeo had served as the vicegovernor of Korea under Koiso and had just become the chief cabinet secretary
of the Koiso cabinet, hence he knew Koiso intimately. According to Tanaka,
Koiso came to the realization that “winning the war was extremely difficult,”
and hence “believed firmly that it was absolutely necessary to find a way
for peace through the Soviet Union or a third country.”10 Not only Koiso
but also key members of his cabinet as well as the majority of his Supreme
War Council believed that the war was lost, and peace should be sought.
Known as the most vocal peace advocate within the navy, Yonai Mitsumasa,
a former navy minister and the former prime minister, on a June 30th gathering
of his fellow admirals, voiced his frustration and despair over the war: “Although
I do not know the details, the war has been lost. Lost most surely. No matter
who takes charge, nothing will work. All an elderly man can do now is to
take a nap. Ah!”11
Foreign Minister Shigemitsu Mamoru was “a confirmed liberal” and
worked for peace, according to Kase Toshikazu, who served under him.12
Shigemitsu presents a rather depressing characterization of Koiso’s leadership:
“Unfortunately, Koiso is not the right man as the prime minister, nor is he
qualified as a leader. He is no more than a cheerful politician, prone to
intrigues... His knowledge and management experiences are foolish, and he
lacks spine and common sense. That Koiso was selected as the nation’s highest
leader at the critical juncture of the war is an irreparable misfortune for
the empire.”13 Similarly, Ōdachi Shigeo, the home minister, told Konoe

9
10
11
12
13
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(Tokyo, 1977), 1: 236–37.
Takagi Sōkichi, Takagi Sōkichi nikki to jōhō, [Diary and intelligence of Takagi Sokichi]
(Tokyo, 2000), 2: 749. Hereafter, Takagi nikki.
Toshikazu Kase, Journey to the Missouri (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950),
68-70.
Shigemitsu Mamoru, Shigemitsu Mamoru shuki [Writings of Shigemitsu Mamoru]
(Tokyo, 1986), 476.

79

80 Yông-ho Ch’oe

Fumimaro on July 26: “The war has become absolutely hopeless. Moreover,
Koiso has no confidence at all. Such a cabinet should fall the sooner the
better, and a new cabinet for peace should be formed.”14
With the fall of his cabinet, Tōjō was forced to relinquish the top army
post as well, and General Umezu Yoshijirō, the commander-in-chief-of the
Kwantung Army, became the last army chief of staff of the Japanese Imperial
Army. When Umezu received a call from Tokyo about his new appointment,
he was reluctant to accept it, and consulted with his own vice-chief of staff,
Lieutenant General Ikeda Sumihisa. Umezu told Ikeda: “Because I had opposed
the war against the United States from the beginning, it is not my wish to
assume the position of the chief of staff. Moreover, the war is moving
unfavorably for us. After all these times, there is nothing more I can do as
the chief of staff, and I do not wish to assume the post. Is there any way
I can decline this?” Ikeda replied that Umezu, as a military officer, unlike
civil officials, was in no position to refuse, and Umezu agreed. As he left
for Tokyo, he told Ikeda: “It is necessary to bring this war to an end as soon
as possible, and for this, there is no other way except relying on diplomacy.”15
Thus, as the Koiso-Yonai cabinet was being launched in July 1944, of
the six members—the so-called the Big Six—who constituted the Supreme
War Council (Saikō Sensō Shidō Kaigi), the highest war policy decision organ
under the emperor,16 four (Koiso, Yonai, Shigemitsu, and Umezu) believed
that the war was lost and peace should be sought as soon as possible. And
yet, in spite of their personal beliefs, they continued to wage the war relentlessly
and ferociously for another thirteen months, sacrificing millions of innocent
lives.

14 Hosokawa nikki, Jōhō tennō ni dassezu; Hosokawa nikki [Intelligence did not

reach the emperor; Diary of Hosokawa Morisada] (Tokyo, 1963), 2: 287 Hereafter,
Hosokawa nikki.
15 Shūsen shiroku, 1: 237.
16 Hattori Takushirō, Daiheiyō sensō zenshi [Complete history of the great East Asian
war] (Tokyo, 1965), 138-43.
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Emperor Hirohito Wanted Peace
Even the emperor himself considered bringing an end to the war at
this time. On September 26, Emperor Hirohito expressed his wish for peace
to two of his closet confidants, Kido Kōichi and Shigemitsu Mamoru, which
Shigemitsu recorded: “His Majesty asked if it would be possible to make peace
on the occasion of Germany’s capitulation that would preserve our honor
without disarmament or war responsibility. Any disposition of territorial
domain would be alright.” The emperor then instructed them to keep this
talk strictly confidential.17 But, unfortunately, this idea was not explored any
further, though the terms—no disarmament and no war responsibility—would
have been unacceptable to the allied powers.
On February 14, 1945, Konoe presented his famous memorial to the
emperor, in which he told bluntly: “Defeat, regretfully, has already become
inevitable,” and Japan should seek peace immediately. Though the defeat
would tarnish “the national polity,” he said that public opinion in America
was not yet willing to alter Japan’s “national polity.” He then urged the emperor
to seek a way to bring an end to the war as soon as possible. Konoe at the
same time warned that what Japan should fear more than the defeat itself
was a possible Communist revolution that might accompany the social upheaval
of the defeat, as he believed the army was infested with potential Communist
sympathizers.18
After listening carefully, the emperor asked a few questions concerning
Konoe’s view of the memorial Umezu Yoshijirō, the army chief of staff, had
made a few days earlier on February 9. The emperor told Konoe that Umezu’s
memorial “is totally opposite to your view,” and “according to the Army
Headquarters, the American war policy is to destroy the Japanese national
polity and it will never be satisfied even after reducing Japan to total ashes.”
17 Shigemitsu Mamoru, Saikō sensō shidō kaigi kiroku [Records of the supreme
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Thus, “to negotiate peace with America is absolutely unthinkable.” The Umezu
memorial, according to Konoe’s account, then said: “As the Soviet Union,
in contrast, harbors goodwill to Japan, even though Japan’s homeland may
be reduced to ashes, we must continue to fight the United States thoroughly
and completely with the assistance of the Soviet Union.” To which, Konoe
responded: “I think there is no other way but to negotiate peace with America.
Even with an unconditional surrender, America would not go so far as to
alter the national polity and to do away with the royal family.” The emperor
replied: “I think so too.”19
In his important study of the Japanese-American war, Akira Iriye writes:
“If the Japanese had approached Washington rather than Moscow in late 1944,
they would have found the United States more than ready with a peace plan.”20
Iriye reiterates this for the situation in April and again in June 1945, as he
deplores the missed opportunities for bringing an early end to the war.21
Surely, if only Japan had reached out to the United States at this time,
the war would have been easily terminated without further bloodshed. If
the emperor had followed Konoe’s advice, with which he fully agreed, there
would have been no need to sacrifice millions of innocent lives, including
those in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and Korea would have been spared the
tragic fate of the division. But, alas, Japan rejected the United States, prolonging
the war. Why? What were the reasons?

The Yalta Agreement
The United States wanted badly for the Soviet Union to join the war
against Japan from the beginning. In September 1943, the Joint Chiefs of
Staff told John R. Deane, the commanding general of the United States Military
Mission to Moscow: “Russia’s full participation in the war against Japan after
the defeat of Germany was essential to the prompt and crushing defeat of
19 Shūsen shiroku, 2: 46–49.
20 Iriye, 225.
21 Iriye, 242 and 250.
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Japan at far less cost to the United States and Great Britain.”22 Stalin also
had a burning desire to fight Japan. In August 1942, Stalin told Averill Harriman,
the American ambassador to Moscow, that “Japan was the historic enemy
of Russia and that her eventual defeat was essential to Russia’s interests.”23
Though reluctant at an early stage of the war, Stalin was eager to attack Japan
at the time of his choice, with or without American encouragement. But Stalin
played his hand carefully to exact maximum advantages for Russia before
committing himself to fight Japan.
At the Yalta Conference in February 1945, the United States and the Soviet
Union agreed on the conditions of Russian participation in the war by signing
the “Agreement Regarding Entry of the Soviet Union Into the War Against
Japan.” The Agreement called for the Soviet Union to enter the war against
Japan within two or three months after the German capitulation, with the
following conditions: Southern Sakhalin would be returned to Russia; Dairen
would be “internationalized” with “the preeminent interests of the Soviet Union
in this port being safeguarded”; “the lease of Port Arthur [Lushun] as a naval
base of the USSR restored”; “the Chinese-Eastern Railroad and the Southern
Manchurian Railroad...shall be jointly operated by the establishment of a
joint Soviet-Chinese Company” with “the preeminent interests of the Soviet
Union...safeguarded”; and China would retain “full sovereignty in Manchuria.”24
Space does not permit us to discuss the full implications of this treaty here.
But what is important and relevant to Korea is that, based on the Yalta
Agreement, the Soviet Union had to enter the war against Japan to acquire
the vast interests it was promised. If Russia failed to enter the war before
the Japanese capitulation, the terms of the Yalta agreement would not be
applied, and the Soviet Union would not be entitled to the Manchurian interests.
As late as June 1945, Stalin told Harry Hopkins, the personal envoy of President

22 Department of Defense, Entry of the Soviet Union Into the War Against Japan,
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Truman, that “the Soviet Union would enter the war against Japan only if
and after Chiang Kai-shek concurred in the Yalta accord.”25 Therein lies the
seed for the territorial division of Korea.

Did Japan Know About the Yalta Agreement?
The Japanese Foreign Ministry has consistently maintained that it never
learned about the Yalta Agreement until after the war.26 But contrary to this
position, it has recently been made clear that information on a key point
of the Yalta Agreement—the Soviet Union would enter the war against Japan
three months after Germany’s defeat—did indeed reach the army authorities
in Tokyo, but the army concealed it without sharing it with other authorities.
Major General Onodera Makoto, the military attaché at Stockholm, known
as a wizard of intelligence, claimed that he learned in February 1945 soon
after the Yalta Conference that “the Soviets had secretly agreed to enter the
war against Japan three months after the German surrender.” Onodera Yuriko,
his wife, insisted that she personally encoded the message using a special
code that could be used only once, and transmitted it to Hata Hikosaburō,
the Army vice chief of staff in Tokyo. The source of this information was
Felix Brezeskwinsky, a Polish officer in Stockholm, who obtained it from
Poland’s government-in-exile in London. Only in 1983 did the Onoderas first
learn that Japan did not know of the Yalta Agreement during the war, and
they tried in vain to track down what had happened to this vital information
they had transmitted. They concluded that either their transmission failed
to reach Tokyo or that someone in Tokyo “deliberately concealed” it without
sharing it with others.27 Okabe Noburu of Sankei Shimbun made an exhaustive

25 Herbert Feis, Between War and Peace: The Potsdam Conference (Princeton:
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study tracking down the Onodera telegram, and concluded that it reached
the Army Headquarters, but someone in the Operation Division willfully
quashed it without letting others know—a practice not unusual during the
war, according to Okabe.28
On August 15, 2012, an NHK special documentary, “Shūsen: Naze hayaku
kimerare nakattaka (Ending the war: Why was it not decided sooner?),” was
first aired, and Yoshimi Masato, the researcher for the NHK documentary,
published his study in the following year, making it abundantly clear that
the information regarding the Soviet promise at Yalta to enter the war within
three months after German defeat did indeed reach Tokyo from multiple
sources, but this vital information was mysteriously covered up. Using the
super-secret “ULTRA” files in the British Archives in London, Yoshimi
documents that British Intelligence had intercepted multiple telegrams
dispatched by Japanese intelligence and diplomatic officials in Europe on
the Yalta Agreement and others related to the Russian decision to enter the
war. Both NHK and Yoshimi conclude convincingly that information on the
Russian promise at Yalta to enter the war against Japan reached the Army
authorities in Tokyo, but the Army did not share this vital information with
others.29
Colonel Hayashi Saburō, the chief of the Russian Section of the Army
Headquarters, stated that Japan knew about the Yalta Agreement. In 1974,
in his memoir, Hayashi writes: “Our Army Headquarters received immediately
after the [Yalta] Conference the information that he [Stalin] promised at the
Conference to enter the war against Japan three months after Germany’s
surrender.” He continues that “although there was at the time no question
that the Soviet Union would enter the war against Japan, we had a considerable
doubt on the time limit of three months,” because Japan did not believe the
Soviets would be capable of starting the war that soon after the German
surrender. Hayashi also writes that Japan knew only of the Soviet entry into
28 Okabe Noburu, Kieta Yaruta mitsuyaku kinkyūden [Disappearance of the urgent
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the war and did not know about the terms of the Agreement, which he learned
only after the war.30 Hayashi does not tell us the source of this information
or how he had obtained it.

The Soviet Union Prepares for War against Japan
From February 1945, Japan witnessed the massive buildup of Soviet military
power in Siberia. Lieutenant Colonel Sejima Ryūzō of the Operation Division
was dispatched to Moscow as a diplomatic courier, leaving Tokyo on December
25, 1944, and returning in early February. On the Trans-Siberian Railroad,
which took two weeks to cross one way, he observed a train after train loaded
with Russian troops, tanks, and equipment being shifted eastward.31 In late
February 1945, Army Headquarters in Tokyo confirmed a marked increase
in the shifting of Russian troops on the Trans-Siberian Railroad, including
anti-aircraft guns and airplanes. The number of trains actually observed from
late February to early August was between 800 and 1,000.32 On July 26, Colonel
Shiroki Suenari, the new chief of the Russian Section of the Army Headquarters,
reported that the Soviets had completed transporting 1.5 million troops, 5,400
airplanes, and 3,000 tanks to the Far East.33 By early August, according to
Hayashi Saburō, Army Headquarters estimated Soviet strength on the
Soviet-Manchuria border to be 1.6 million troops, with 6,500 airplanes and
4,500 tanks.34 Shiroki concluded that, because the Russian troops were not
equipped with winter uniforms and equipment, the Soviet Union might
commence its military operation against Japan on August 1, so as to complete
its occupation of Manchuria in the months of September and October, before
the winter sets in.35
30 Hayashi Saburō, Kantōgun to Kyokutō Sorengun [The Kwantung Army and the
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Faced with this mounting threat, Japan was utterly unprepared. Most
of the old elite units of the Kwantung Army had already been removed from
Manchuria and redeployed elsewhere in the Pacific. Between January 1943
and January 1945, thirteen Divisions from the Kwantung Army were sent
to the South Pacific, and in March 1945, seven more Divisions of the Kwantung
Army were reassigned to the Japanese homeland and the Southern region
of Korea. To replace them, some twenty-four Divisions were reorganized in
haste, recruiting mostly from retired army veterans. Their actual strength,
according to Hayashi, amounted to that of a mere eight normal Divisions,
while their weapons and equipment were even more ill-prepared.36 Itō
Masanori, a well-known military historian, dubbed it “the toothless army that
cannot bite.”37 Even the vice chief of staff of the Kwantung Army, Major
General Matsumura Tomokatsu, declared that the Kwantung Army was reduced
to “a Paper Tiger” by the end of 1944.38 Japan was totally defenseless in
Manchuria.

Seeking Soviet Mediation: Drive a Wedge Between the United States
and the Soviet Union
The war situation became even more desperate for Japan in April and
May 1945. On April 1, American troops landed on Okinawa. On May 1, Hitler
took his own life, and on May 8, Germany surrendered. Colonel Takayama
Shinobu, a member of the Operation Section of the Army Headquarters, recalls
the reaction of his colleagues in his office: “The surrender of Germany and
the urgency of the war situation shocked all members of the Operation Section
thoroughly. Although no one said anything, what all of us felt equally was
that any hope of winning the war was completely extinguished (kanzen ni

shōmetsu shita).”39
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On April 7, Koiso resigned as the prime minister, and Admiral Suzuki
Kantarō formed a new cabinet. The most urgent task for the new government
was to avert the Russian attack. On April 29, Colonel Tanemura Sakō of the
Operation Division presented an extremely important policy proposal entitled
“An Opinion in Dealing with the Soviet Union.” After emphasizing “the absolute
need” for avoiding the entry of the Soviet Union into the war, which would
effectively seal the fate of Japan, he proposed to actively find a way to drive
a wedge between the United States and the Soviet Union as follows: “In order
to fulfill our mission to fight the United States successfully to the end, we
should place our main objective to cause discord between America and England
on one hand and the Soviet Union on the other in the Chinese mainland,
and for this we should be willing to sacrifice [our interests] in the [Japanese]
empire, Manchuria, and China so as to induce Russia to our side.” Tanemura
was willing to concede to the Soviet Union these points: Manchuria (including
Liaodong Peninsula) and its railroads, recognition of the Yan’an government
in place of the Nationalists, withdrawal of the Japanese troops from China,
the Southern Sakhalin, and Korea. We should keep in mind here that the
Tanemura proposal calls for Japan to resist and fight against the United States
to the last man while negotiating with the Soviet Union.40
Soon after Tanemura’s proposal, the highest army and navy officials,
including Umezu Yoshijirō, the army chief of staff, Kawabe Torashirō, the
army vice chief of staff, and Ozawa Jisaburō, the navy vice chief of staff,
called on Foreign Minister Tōgō Shigenori one after another to plead for
finding a way to avert Russian entry into the war. They wanted not just to
avoid the Russian attack; they wished to develop discord between the United
States and the Soviet Union and then induce Russia to cooperate with Japan
against the United States.41 Thus, faced with the certain defeat, Japan decided
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not to reach out to the United States, against whom they would fight to the
last man, but to seek Soviet assistance in ending the war. (A descendant of
Korean potters through both parents, who were taken to Japan during the
Japanese invasion of Korea during the Imjin War of 1592-98, Tōgō Shigenori
and his family had kept the Korean surname of Pak until 1885.42)
Between May 12 and 14, the Supreme War Council adopted without the
presence of any subordinates a new platform called “Basic Principle for
Negotiation between Japan and the Soviet Union,” apparently based on
Tanemura’s proposal. It called for doing everything possible to prevent the
Soviet Union from joining the war, as that would “control the life or death
of the [Japanese] empire.” It wanted not simply to prevent the Soviet entry
into the war, but also to induce the Soviets to come to the negotiating table—and
not just to secure neutrality but to make Russia “an intermediary for our
advantages” in ending the war. Toward this, Japan was prepared to renounce
the Portsmouth Treaty and to concede to the Soviet Union: 1) Southern Sakhalin,
2) fishing rights, 3) the opening of the Tsugaru Strait, 4) railroad rights in
Northern Manchuria, 5) the Soviet sphere over Inner Mongolia, and 6) lease
rights over Lushun and Dairen. It wanted to make Southern Manchuria a
neutral zone under Manchukuo, Japan’s pupet regime, and “to establish in
China a common system (kōdō taisei) of the three countries of Japan, the
Soviet Union, and China” and their “solidarity (danketsu).” (These terms were
never explained.) Under this scheme, Japan wanted to maintain full control
over Korea, suggesting it regards Korea as an integral part of the Japanese
empire.43
With this platform agreed upon by the Supreme War Council, Hirota
Kōki, a former prime minister and foreign minister, was entrusted with the
task of approaching Yakov Malik, the Soviet ambassador to Tokyo, with three
objectives: 1) to secure the “amicable neutrality” of the Soviet Union; 2) to
induce the Soviet Union to cooperate with Japan in anticipation of a new
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international relations in which the Soviets would confront the United States
as an adversary, and in which Japan, the Soviet Union, and Communist China
would maintain close solidarity; and 3) to suggest Japan’s willingness to pay
for necessary rewards. In a memo to Hirota, Foreign Minister Tōgō wrote:
“Because the Soviet Union will surely confront the United States in the future,”
Hirota should expound the advantages of “solidarity of Japan, Russia, and
China against the United States.” Hirota called on Malik three times during
the month of June with no result. After the June 29 meeting, Malik refused
to meet on the pretext of illness.44
Malik, however, was under strict orders from Moscow never to negotiate.
Specifically, he was instructed: “You must not provide any reason for the
Japanese to depict your talks as negotiation.”45 With the Yalta concessions
secure in its hand, the Soviet Union could ill-afford to provoke the wrath
of the United States by negotiating with Japan behind its back. Besides, the
concessions the United States had given were far more generous than what
Japan was proposing. More importantly, the prospect of the Soviets securing
concessions in Asia would be far more certain by taking sides with the United
States than with Japan, which was on the verge of imminent collapse. Simply,
there was no way the Soviet Union would negotiate with Japan against the
United States. With the Hirota-Malik talks, Japan wasted the entire month
of June; all it did was to expose Japan’s desperation and vulnerability to Stalin,
who in turn accelerated his preparation for war against Japan before its
surrender, as the Soviet Union could secure the Yalta concessions only as
a belligerent power, not as a neutral country.
In the meantime, on June 8, the cabinet meeting with the emperor adopted
the “Basic Guide for the War,” reaffirming the rock-solid determination to
fight the United States to the very last man on the Japanese homeland, even
though various ministers at the meeting presented pessimistic reports in
continuing the war.46 The “Basic Guide,” however, alarmed Kido Kōichi, who
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made a critical step—a step that for the first time moved Japan toward seeking
seriously a way for ending the war. On the same date, Kido presented to
the emperor “A Trial Proposal to Cope with the Current Situation,” in which
he wrote: “The ability to carry on the war has in fact nearly been lost.” As
Kido reviewed the stark reality confronting Japan—ravaged by destructive
air attacks, with extreme shortages in food and clothing—he feared the possible
outbreak of social unrest. Although “the righteous way” should be for the
military to propose peace, which was “nearly impossible” under the current
situation, he wrote. To avoid the fate that had befallen Germany, and to protect
the safety of the royal family and the national polity, Kido appealed to the
emperor to render his “courageous decision” to bring peace. He then proposed
to seek mediation by the Soviet Union, rather than negotiating directly with
the United States, on the grounds that Japan would gain “more room” in
negotiating for “an honorable peace.” Kido also proposed “a unilateral
withdrawal of all military troops from those areas Japan occupied.”47 On June
22, seeing the Hirota-Malik talks going nowhere, the emperor told the Supreme
War Council to come up with “a concrete plan, uninhibited by any earlier
concepts” to terminate the war speedily.48
In the meantime, made anxious by the visit of T. V. Soong, the Chinese
prime minister, to Moscow at the beginning of July, and by the plans for
Truman, Churchill, and Stalin to meet soon at Potsdam, the Supreme War
Council decided to dispatch a special envoy to Moscow to seek the assistance
of the Soviet Union as an intermediary in bringing an end to the war. On
July 12, the emperor formally appointed Konoe Fumimaro as his personal
representative for the mission. On the same date, the Japanese foreign ministry
requested the Soviet Union to receive Konoe in Moscow with a personal message
from the emperor to bring peace as soon as possible. The Japanese request
actually did not define its objective clearly, other than to state that Japan
wanted peace through the use of the Soviet Union as an intermediary. At
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the same time, the emperor’s message made it clear that as long as the United
States insisted upon “an unconditional surrender,” Japan would resist and
fight to the last man for “honorable peace.” Also, because time was of the
essence, Japan asked Russia to provide air transportation for the mission
from the Manchu-Siberia border to Moscow.49 What an irony that Imperial
Japan turned to Joseph Stalin, of all people, to beseech his help to save its
emperor and national polity!
The Soviet Union, however, never gave any clear answer to the Japanese
request. Raising nitpicking questions, such as to whom the letter was addressed
and asking for more specific ideas for the mission, the Russian Foreign Ministry
delayed giving a clear response as to whether to accept or reject it.50
On July 18, at Potsdam, Stalin showed Truman the emperor’s letter, asking
his opinion. Truman, fully apprised of the Japanese move through the “MAGIC”
code-breaking, replied that he had “no faith” in the Japanese. Whereupon,
in what he called “a stalling maneuver,” Stalin said that he would handle
the Konoe mission in such a way as to “lull the Japanese into sleep.”51 The
Soviet Union then told Japan that it was “impossible to give any firm answer”
to the request in view of the absence of any specific proposals for the Konoe
mission.52 Thus, the Soviet Union neither accepted nor rejected the mission,
but kept it in suspense. Then, on July 26, the Potsdam Declaration—an ultimatum
calling for Japan to surrender—was proclaimed.
Cornered for a total defeat, Japan chose to seek mediation by the Soviet
Union to bring an end to the war, rather than to approach the United States
for peace. Several avenues for contacting the U.S. were available through
neutral countries and the Vatican, as well as Allen Dulles of the Office of
Strategic Services, but after deliberation, Japan decided not to follow these
routes.53 If Japan had reached out to the U.S. during June and July, or if,
49 Shūsen shiroku, 3: 159-88.
50 Shūsen shiroku, 3: 159-204.
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even though it was late, Japan had accepted the Potsdam Declaration without
delay, the war could have easily been terminated without the atomic bombing
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, or Soviet entry into the war, thus averting the
tragic division of Korea. Why did Japan reject the United States and opt instead
to seek Soviet assistance?

Contrasting Views of the United States and the Soviet Union
The Japanese decision to seek out Soviet assistance was made based
on the willful and careful calculation to avoid the United States. There may
be many reasons for this decision, but I will cite only two here: one is Japan’s
contrasting perception of the United States and the Soviet Union, and the
other, Japanese calculations of power configurations in Asia after the war.
The contrast in the Japanese military leadership’s perception and
understanding of the United States and the Soviet Union was truly remarkable.
For the Japanese military leaders, the United States was an embodiment of
an evil civilization, which was simply incompatible with “the spirit of Yamato,”
the core value embedded in the foundation of Japanese civilization and culture.
They believed that the ideas of democracy and liberalism as championed
by the United States were irreconcilable and incompatible with a Japanese
state with the emperor at its center. The United States’ worship of individualism
and materialism was seen as a sign of moral decadence and degeneration.
In September 1944, the Military Section of the Army Ministry, the powerful
bastion of war hawks, prepared a study for dealing with the worst possible
situation for a defeated Japan, in which it envisioned that the United States
would impose four points : 1) American occupation and stationing of its troops
in the Japanese homeland, 2) disarmament of the army and navy and halting
production of weapons, 3) the abolition of the emperor system and enforcement
of a democratic political system, and 4) destruction of the Yamato people
by forcing them to emigrate to China, Africa, India, New Guinea, and Australia
as slaves, along with massive in-migration of Koreans and Chinese to Japan.54
54 Shūsen kōsaku no kiroku, 1: 424–25.
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In addition, wartime propaganda depicted and caricatured Americans as
subhuman brutes, as John Dower aptly expounds.55 Under the heading of
“Human(s) have a Human Way, but Enemies are Not Humans,” for example,
Tokutomi Sohō, the doyen of the Japanese press, published a commentary
in the Asahi Shimbun depicting the Americans as “devilish brutes who should
only be exterminated” for the well-being of the Japanese. An editorial in the
Yumiuri Shimbun on January 16, 1945, characterized the American war objective
as “to conquer and rule Asia as a permanent colony for exploitation to satisfy
their insatiable desire to enslave the Asian people with the iron chains of
monetary power and material resources.”56
The Soviet Union, in contrast, shared many common interests with Japan,
in spite of ideological and political conflicts. Matsuoka Yōsuke, the foreign
minister in 1940–41 and the architect of the Japanese-Soviet Neutrality Pact,
told Stalin that “the Japanese are moral communists, and its ideal has been
inherited for milliard generations from remote antiquity,” but this moral
communism had been undermined by the Western influence of liberalism
and individualism, causing great confusion in Japan.57 Nishida Kitarō, the
founder of “the Nishida philosophy,” in which many Japanese take great pride,
stated in February 1945 that he believed that the world, including Japan, would
evolve toward the Soviet system in future, rather than American capitalism.58
Prime Minister Suzuki Kantarō had a very naïve view of Stalin; in supporting
the Konoe mission to Moscow, he said that Stalin was very much like Saigō
Takamori, the hero of the Meiji Restoration, who in the eyes of many Japanese
epitomized moral uprightness, humanity, and magnanimity.59
There is also the rather startling statement by Kido Kōichi to his banker
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friend Munakata Hisataka on March 3, 1945, which Munakata recorded in
his diary. Worried over the unfavorable war situation, Kido said that the ultimate
outcome of the war would be determined by how the Soviet Union would
act, and that any negotiation for peace with the United States was out of
the question. He then envisioned the Japanese army joining hands with the
Soviet Union to resist the United States. “As for Communism,” Kido said, “there is
no longer any need to fear it now. All the countries in the world are now under
Communism, aren’t they? Europe is likewise under it and China is likewise
under it. Only America remains an exception, doesn’t it?” Dumbfounded,
Munakata asked: What about the imperial family and the national polity under
Communism? Shouldn’t Japan negotiate with the United States, rather than
wait for Russian intervention? Kido replied: “From the standpoint of the current
situation facing Japan, it does not matter. It is better to hold hands with
Russia. There is a strong air that how can we tolerate to surrender to the
United States. Eventually, the Japanese Imperial Army will hold hands with
Communism.”60
Such were the views of the Japanese leaders toward the United States
and the Soviet Union as they rejected the United States and solicited Stalin
to mediate on behalf of Japan.

To Drive a Wedge Between the United States and the Soviet Union
A more serious reason for the delay in the surrender was the Japanese
calculation of power alignments in Asia after the war. As both Akira Iriye
and Hatano Sumio point out, the Japanese military leadership came to believe
that the United States and the Soviet Union would eventually confront each
other as adversaries, which Japan could exploit to its advantage.61 Throughout
60 “Munakata Hisataka nikki” (unpublished) as quoted in Matsuura Masataka,
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the war, Japan pursued what Hosoya Chihiro calls “the diplomacy of delusion”
toward the Soviet Union in desperate efforts to keep its neutrality.62 Soon
after the Pearl Harbor attack, on January 10, 1942, the War Liaison Council,
the predecessor of the Supreme War Council, adopted a basic policy toward
the Soviet Union. First, it wanted peace and stability—“seihitsu”—on its northern
borders. Second, it called for a policy “to prevent the Soviet Union from
strengthening its cooperation with United States and England, and, going
further, to drive a wedge between them.”63 This is the plan Japan scrupulously
adhered to and actively promoted throughout the war. Until the fall of Germany,
Japan attempted seriously to forge a tripartite coalition of Japan, Germany,
and the Soviet Union against the United States. But once Germany collapsed,
Japan exerted an all-out effort to coax Russia to join its side. The underlying
assumption in these efforts was a belief that the Soviet Union would not
wish Japan to become a weak power.
In September 1944, Morishima Gorō, the minister to Russia, was summoned
to Tokyo for new instructions. At a meeting on September 17 with Umezu
Yoshijirō, the army chief of staff, Hata Hikosaburō, the army vice chief of
staff, stated: “In the future balance of power between the Soviet Union on
one hand and the United States and England on the other, a weak Japan
would be disadvantageous to the Soviet Union. Therein lies a possibility for
diplomacy to draw the Soviet Union to our side.”64 In May 1945, when the
Supreme War Council deliberated peace through mediation by a third country,
they concluded that it would require unconditional surrender, which would
be unacceptable. Whereupon, according to Tōgō Shigenori, Umezu stated that
“there is no country except the Soviet Union who could mediate for our
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advantage.” To which, Anami Korechika, the army minister, said: “As the Soviet
Union will confront the United States after the war, Russia would not wish
to have Japan weakened too much, and hence there should be some room
[for Japan to maneuver].”65 The Japanese believed that the Soviet Union and
the United States would eventually confront each other as rival powers, in
which Japan could play an important role as a power balancer. This concept
governed all of the Japanese approaches to the Soviet Union in the last months
of the war.
Ozawa Jisaburō, the navy vice chief of staff, testified after the war that
he had discussed how to end the war on several occasions after March 1945,
in which one of the ideas he raised was: “If the Japanese army were to be
completely withdrawn from the Chinese mainland to create a vacuum and
allow the Soviet army to move into the North while the Anglo-American army
takes over the South, these armies would lead to a condition of confrontation.
Such a situation would create a new international relationship, which we
could use to our advantages in ending the war.”66 On May 11, the Supreme
War Council discussed this issue, and in the end, both Anami and Umezu
gave “wholehearted support” for withdrawing troops from China to induce
the Soviet Union to confront the United States.67 On May 11–14, as we saw
above, the Supreme War Council formally adopted the “Basic Principle for
Negotiation between Japan and the Soviet Union,” calling for “the tripartite
solidarity of Japan, China, and the Soviet Union” and outlining its willingness
to relinquish Northern Manchuria, Liaodong, and other rights to the Soviets,
which then was followed by the Hirota-Malik talks in June.

Abandon Manchuria
The primary mission of the Kwantung Army was from the outset to defend
Manchuria at all cost. But as soon as Russia declared war against Japan on
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August 8, 1945, the Kwantung Army was ordered to abandon Manchuria. On
August 10, the Kwantung Army received a new operation order from the
Army Headquarters in Tokyo, which, according to Matsumura Tomokatsu,
the vice chief of staff of the Kwantung Army, consisted of just two points:
1) “The objective of the Army Headquarters is to complete successfully the
main operation against the United States, but because the Soviet Army attacked
unexpectedly, your mission is to undertake an entirely new operation to destroy
the Soviet troops in order to preserve the national polity and to defend and
secure the Imperial Land”; and 2) “The Commander-in-chief of the Kwantung
Army should direct its main operation against the Soviet and destroy the
enemy as it encounters it in order to protect and secure Korea.”68
Although it is not easy to grasp the meaning of this convoluted text,
Matsumura offers further explanation. With this order, according to
Matsumura, the Kwantung Army was given for the first time the new mission
of “defending and securing the Imperial Land.” In other words, according
to Matsumura, “the Kwantung Army was relieved of its original mission of
defending Manchuria” and was “reassigned to take part in defending and
securing the Imperial Land, for which it will bring the [Japanese] Army of
Korea under its command.” Matsumura further explains: Previously, the
Kwantung Army was prepared to die at Donghua (in Southern Manchuria),
but with the new order, “we were to fight until death defending Keijō (Seoul).”69
As soon as the Soviet Union declared war, Japan decided to abandon Manchuria,
conceding it to Russia, and to concentrate its efforts to defend the Japanese
homeland, which includes Korea. Japan had no intention to fight the Soviet
Union in Manchuria at all.

Matsutani Plan
In the meantime, in November 1944, Matsutani Makoto, who, as we saw
above, being dismissed from the Army Headquarters for raising the taboo
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subject of defeat and peace, was recalled from China to Tokyo to become
the secretary to Sugiyama Hajime, the army minister; later in April 1945,
Masutani took the same position with Prime Minister Suzuki. Matsutani writes
in his memoir that his primary duty as the secretary was to study and propose
in private how “to settle the war” on behalf of the prime minister, the army
minister, and the army chief of staff.70 He set up a small clandestine study
group, which included Mōri Hideoto of the National Planning Board and
Takemura Tadao of Keiō University, and in the end came up with the “Record
of Managing Termination of the War (Shūsen Shori no Kiroku).” This important
study is a comprehensive blueprint for how Japan should terminate the war
and cope with the military, political, economic, and cultural aspects of the
postwar situation, such as the mobilization of human and natural resources
(i.e., the Japanese terrain is unfavorable for guerilla war), the negotiations
for ceasefire and peace, the survival of its people, and the preservation of
the purity of Japanese blood, protecting women’s chastity among others. What
is significant here is its outlook in the future geopolitics between the United
States and the Soviet Union. It envisioned that the rivalry between the Soviet
Union and the United States would deteriorate to the point of confrontation
within two or three months after the end of the war in Europe—as soon as
July-August 1945. To coincide with this, it called for peace overtures to the
Soviet Union with the ultimate goal of preserving the national polity. It even
predicted the outbreak of a Third World War between the United States and
Russia in the not too distant future. It argued that the Soviet policy for minority
peoples was based on “tolerance” and “self-determination” in its efforts for
Communization, and that the Japanese polity and Communism were not
necessarily incompatible. As for the postwar reconstruction, it foresaw that
Japan would inevitably develop a socialist economy, and “a people’s government
of the Soviet-style,” rather than American democracy.71 The three top decision
makers—the prime minister, the army minister, and the army chief of
staff—were given such a study as they tried desperately to salvage the defeat
at the hands of the United States.
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But the Japanese attempt to drive a wedge between the United States
and the Soviet Union had no possibility for success at all. In fact, Stalin was
fearful that the Japanese efforts to reach out to Moscow to alienate the alliance
between the Soviet Union and the United States might make America suspect
Russia was negotiating with Japan behind the scenes. To Harry Hopkins, on
May 26–28, 1945, Stalin warned that “the Japanese try to split the allies” and
wanted “to go through with unconditional surrender and destroy once and
for all the military might and forces of Japan.”72
Tsuyosi Hasegawa, who studied the Japanese surrender more extensively
and perceptively than any others, asserts the Japanese attempt to gain Soviet
mediation as an act of delusion as follows:
There was absolutely no possibility of bringing an end to the war by
means of relying on the Soviet Union in order to protect the national polity.
But so long as it could not accept an unconditional surrender, Japan used
the Soviet Union as the last resort just as a drowning person trying desperately
to hang on to a mere straw. Truly, for the Japanese leaders, the Soviet Union
acted as “opium” that enabled them to escape the stern reality and to indulge
in the world of delusion.73
Indeed, deprived of rational thinking, the Japanese war leadership was
living in a world of delusion, as if addicted to opium, and refused to reach
out to the United States for peace, pleading instead with the Soviet Union
for mediation. This was an act of delusion that delayed the Japanese surrender,
enabling the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the tragic
imposition of the national division of Korea.
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Conclusion
The division of Korea came about as a result of the Soviet entry into
the war against Japan. Until the Soviet Union declared war on August 8, 1945,
Japan and Russia remained neutral. For a mere one week of fighting, the
Soviet Union became a belligerent power against Japan and moved into Korea,
causing its tragic division. By late 1944, nearly all the Japanese leadership,
including the emperor, concluded that the war had been lost with no hope
of recovery. The situation became even more hopeless as, on April 1, 1945,
the United States began to occupy Okinawa, and on May 8, Germany surrendered.
Japan then confirmed the massive buildup of the Russian military power along
the Manchurian border, concluding the Soviet Union would commence its
attack in early August. Japan also believed that the United States would launch
amphibious attacks against its homeland in the fall. Utterly exhausted, Japan
knew full well that it had lost the war.
What choices did Japan have? The obvious and logical option was to
approach the United States, its main enemy, to terminate the war. This Japan
rejected willfully and deliberately. As late as June 8, 1945, The Imperial
Conference with the emperor adopted the resolution to fight the United States
with firm determination to defend the Imperial Land to the last man. An
ostensible reason was that the United States wanted to impose an unconditional
surrender and to do away with the emperor and its national polity. But the
terms of surrender the United States demanded as specified in the Potsdam
Declaration were not “unconditional” at all—far from it. In fact, in the
Declaration, the United States promised to preserve the nationhood of Japan,
assuring its political and economic viability. What the United States wanted
to do away with was its militarism. Though the status of the emperor was
not mentioned specifically, the Declaration made it clear that it would permit
the Japanese people to choose the form of their future government. As the
Supreme War Council deliberated the ultimatum, Foreign Minister Tōgō and
other officials underscored repeatedly that the terms of the Potsdam Declaration
were “not unconditional” at all and were acceptable. And yet, Japan delayed
its acceptance until after the Soviet Union declared the war.
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What was Japan’s true motive for rejecting the United States? Japan wanted
to continue to maintain its hegemonic power in Asia even after the war.
This dream would be impossible as long as the United States and its power
were present in Asia. What Japan schemed was to build “a solidarity” of the
tripartite countries of Japan, the Soviet Union, and Communist China to counter
the United States. Toward this goal, Japan rejected the United States and
attempted to reach out to Russia, staking its future with the Soviet Union
and its Communist system.
The motive behind the Japanese attack against the United States at Pearl
Harbor in December 1941 was the ambition to expand and consolidate its
control and supremacy in Asia. Dazzled by the spectacular success Nazi
Germany had attained in Europe in the early phase of the Second World
War, Japan was determined “not to miss the bus” in the global scheme of
carving out the spheres of influence, in which Hitler doled out, in the form
of “the Ribbentrop Plan,” all of Asia, east of India. Intoxicated by its own
remarkable success achieved in the early stage of the Pacific War, Japan
conceived its own vision of the Great East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere in the
hope of perpetuating its dominance as the hegemonic power over Asia. Even
facing total defeat in the Pacific War, Japan never abandoned this dream.
Megalomaniac delusions prompted the Japanese militarists to provoke the
war in the Pacific, and it was these same delusions that delayed Japan’s
surrender.
Two epic tragedies resulted from the Pacific War. One was the atomic
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The other was the division of the Korean
Peninsula. These tragedies could have easily been averted but for the delusion
of Japanese militarism.
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Ⅰ. Introduction
An aggressive articulation of national interests by powerful countries
in the international system has given birth to a number of distortions often
impacting the legitimate dreams and aspirations of weaker countries.1 One
such distortion sucked a peninsular nation Korea into a bitter political contest
among the victorious powers in World War II. This interest contestation among
major powers was further aggravated by an ensuing ideological rivalry between
capitalism and communism which prompted a serious re-thinking about the
unconditional support given to the cause of liberation, separation and autonomy
of colonial possessions belonging to the defeated powers.
In the backdrop of this volatile international context, an ordinary matter
related to Korean independence became a point of distrust and confusion
among major powers. The unnecessary inclusion of the phrase ‘due course’
in the Cairo Conference (1943) further evolved into a complicated idea of
‘trusteeship’ at the Moscow Conference held in December 1945.2 Unfortunately,
when most of the other colonies were able to gain full independence, the
Korean Peninsula was singled out as one of the prime suspects infected with
communist ideology. In a quick succession of events, a sovereign country
was reduced merely to a question to be resolved by international bodies such
as the United Nations.
Facing an existential crisis, Korea looked towards prominent countries
having an independent opinion in the international system to find a way
out of the deteriorating situation. A sub-continent size country, India, recently
awoken from its long slumber of colonial subjugation, emerged in the
international scene as a new voice for marginalized nations. India supported

1

Michael Handel, Weak States in the International System (London: Frank Cass,
1981); John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York:
Norton, 2001).
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It was believed that Korea was not ready for self-government, thus the victorious
powers of WWII proposed that the country should be placed under temporary
international trusteeship in which the US, Great Britain, Soviet Russia and
China would participate.
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the ‘Third World’ project through articulating an alternative perspective in
the international system.3 Not only Korea but entire Afro-Asia looked up to
India with genuine confidence and hope. Having deep-seated historical, cultural
and emotional ties with India, the Korean Peninsula, during its turbulent
post-independent phase, naturally expected support from a country that was
at the forefront of a long anti-colonial movement.
India and Korea not only belonged to the Asian identity framework but
also shared close historical ties. Both countries were deeply connected by a
popular myth suggesting that an Indian princess from Ayodhya married a Korean
king from the Gaya Dynasty.4 Giving a further fillip to this mythical association,
the spread of Mahayana Buddhism from India to Korea nurtured a cultural
oneness that still reverberates in India’s imagination of Korea. Similarly for
Korea, India has been considered as the holy land of Buddha with unique
spiritual value.
This historical affinity further expanded by the shared colonial struggle
that made Korean people maintain a keen interest in the ebb and flow of India’s
epic struggle for freedom, especially after the historic March First Movement
(1919). The enormous significance of Gandhi’s concept of Swadeshi (goods made in
one’s own country) was not only well understood but also provided an inspiration
to launch a similar movement in Korea. The Chajakhoe, set up in December
1922, and MulsanChangyohoe, in February 1923, propagated Gandhi’s ideology
of Swadeshi in Korea.
During the anti-colonial struggle, India’s first Prime Minister Jawaharlal
Nehru wrote in a letter to his daughter on December 30, 1932: “The suppression
of the Koreans by the Japanese is a very sad and dark chapter in history.”5

3

The idea of the ‘Third World’ project flows from the ‘dependency theory’
that claims North-South cleavages as the main cause of underdevelopment
in the global south and refutes artificially imposed East-West bipolarity.

4

According to a legend depicted in a Korean history book ‘Samguk Yusa’, an Indian
princess from Ayodhya married Korea’s Gaya king, Kim Suro.
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Similarly, the Indian National Congress, in one of its resolutions in August
1942, condemned Japanese militarism-colonialism and demanded that none
of the colonies of Japan should be placed under any other colonial power.
In the post-independent phase, India showed continued engagement in the
changing peninsular situation.
Many believe that India followed a well-thought, principled policy towards
the Korean question in the UN debates. Nonetheless, a few gray areas have
emerged requiring research-based clarifications.6 India particularly needs to
explain lingering doubts among the people of Korea as to why New Delhi could
not stand up in the United Nations to safeguard the unity of their nation by
failing to firmly oppose UNTCOK’s bid to hold election only in the southern
zone. More specifically, Chairman of UNTCOK, an Indian diplomat named K.P.S.
Menon, made a U-turn that raised eyebrows on India’s approach to the Korean
Question. Ultimately, zonal elections conducted under Menon’s Chairmanship
became the precursor to a brutal and painful division of a homogenous country.
Ideas and arguments in this paper are organized in the following manner.
Section 2 discusses how complex geopolitical maneuvering by great powers
dragged the simple question of Korean independence to the UN General Assembly.
Section 3 provides a critique to the theoretical justification based on structural
realist accounts promoting the artificial idea of East-West rivalry that sucked
the Korean Peninsula into its fold. Based on the dependency paradigm and
its hypothesis of South-South cooperation, India’s promotion of ‘Third world’
identity focused on non-alignment, offering a way out from the superpower
constructed bipolar reality. Section 4 explains how India articulated a different
understanding of world politics by constructing a distinct ‘Third World’ identity
based on South-South solidarity, however, without commensurate economic
means, India’s attempts to reshape the international system dominated by the
great powers could not produce tangible results. Instead, scholars placed these
actions in the ‘deviant state behavior’ category. Section 5 confirms that India’s
‘deviant’ foreign policy behavior led to a number of crucial policy U-turns

6
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concerning the settlement of the Korean Question in the UN, particularly its
role in the UNTCOK. Section 6 concludes how the ‘United Korea’ policy that
India articulated in the UN falls flat in the face of an intense great power
rivalry.

Ⅱ. Great Power Politics and the Making of the ‘Korean Question’
The euphoria of peace and freedom generated by the conclusion of WWII
evaporated with the unfolding great power rivalry. Neo-colonial powers
demonstrated firm resolve to play a key role in the shaping of newly independent
countries. Intense political bickering on matters of national independence was
particularly aimed at colonies belonging to defeated powers. At this point, the
issue of Korean independence quickly became the focal point between the U.S.
and U.S.S.R.
Korea becoming a pawn in the great power contest was not new. Early on,
Korea was shown its place in the international system. There was no Korean
participation in the Moscow Conference or in any previous discussion by allies
about Korea. The high handedness of great power politics contributed to ensuring
that Korean representatives did not become party to any discussion on the
future of their country. Apparently ignored during the Moscow Conference,
Korean nationalists resisting Japanese colonialism were able to form ‘People’s
Committees’ all over the peninsula. The Soviet occupation government, which
controlled territory North of the 38th parallel fully incorporated these ‘People’s
Committees’ in the structures of governance, but the U.S. Army Military
Government in Korea (USAMGIK) helped to suppress these committees in the
areas South of the 38th parallel.7 This development brought sharp ideological
conflict to the Korean doorstep. In a major anti-communist sweep, Korea’s first
unified government –People’s Republic of Korea (PRK) –was forcefully dismembered.8
7

Bruce Cumings, The Origins of the Korean War: The Roaring of the Cataract
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On July 19, 1947, Yo Un-hyung, head of the PRK, was assassinated in Seoul.9
Under the shadow of an ensuing great power ideological rivalry, agreements
made during the Moscow Conference could not stand the test of the unfolding
ground reality. By the summer of 1947, a bilateral joint commission agreed
upon at Moscow was making no substantial progress towards the formation
of a provisional government in Korea. In the meantime, peninsular politics
was increasingly dominated by the rising popularity of the left-leaning ‘People’s
Committees.’ In the face of Korea’s decisive tilt towards communism, the US
State Department decided to drag the issue of Korean independence to the
UN General Assembly. In any case, by 1947, the US State Department planning
included involving the UN in elections to establish a separate provisional
government in its zone.10 The active involvement of the UN in deciding the
future course of Korea happened despite agreement among the major powers
that any question arising due to the peace treaties concluded at the end of
WWII should not be placed before the UN.
Acting in haste to contain the spread of communist ideology, the US dragged
the issue of Korean independence to the UN General Assembly. The US genuinely
feared that taking the Korean issue to the UN Security Council could face
a Soviet veto. Sensing the implicit ‘containment of communism’ behind the
US strategy, the USSR voiced its concern and challenged the US move by citing
the relevant clauses in the Moscow Agreement. As per the provisions of the
Moscow Agreement, the USSR stressed that the Korean Question was a product
of WWII and thus it should be appropriately addressed only by the parties
involved in the Moscow Agreement (1945). The Soviet Union contested the
US proposal at the Joint-Commission as well at the UN General Assembly.
While ignoring Soviet efforts, the US suggested that by the beginning
of 1948, both sides should move their troops out of the peninsula to facilitate
the establishment of a national government.11 A survey conducted at that

A 19-year-old man named Han Chigeun, a recent refugee from North Korea and
an active member of a nationalist right-wing group, assassinated Yo Un-hyung.
For details, see Adrian Buzo, The Making of Modern Korea (London: Routledge, 2002).
10 Cumings, The Origins of the Korean War, 65-66.
9
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time reveals that 57 percent of Koreans living in the US zone supported the
Soviet proposal.12 Showing great disregard for Korea’s popular public opinion,
which was increasingly coming under the grip of left-leaning ideologies, the
US decided to involve the UN before giving any thought to removing its troops
from the peninsula.
Despite serious objections raised by the Soviet Union, the UN General
Assembly went ahead to place the issue of Korean independence on its agenda.
The USSR though rejected the legitimacy of the General Assembly debating
the Korean Question, but at the same time, submitted its proposals for
consideration by the Assembly. The USSR was very vocal in defending the
right to self-determination by the Korean people and demanded the
participation of Korea in the UN debates related to their national independence.
The US however played subtle politics and proposed amendments to the USSR’s
proposal requiring Korean participation. Instead of agreeing to Korean
participation, the US proposed a commission sent to Korea. The USSR supported
the idea of sending such a commission but insisted that such action must
be decided only by the Security Council. Based on the USSR draft recognizing
the “rightful claims of the people of Korea to independence,” the UN General
Assembly passed a resolution.13
With the General Assembly resolution passed, the entire focus now shifted
to the US amendment requiring the establishment of UNTCOK (United Nations
Temporary Commission on Korea).14 The USSR rejected the legitimacy of
the process involving the formation of UNTCOK and clarified its intention
not to cooperate with it. Many other countries also expressed initial reservations
to the idea of UNTCOK. Ukraine outright rejected the establishment of UNTCOK.

11 Leon Gordenker, The United Nations and the Peaceful Unification of Korea:
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Responsibility (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1967), 174.
13 “General Assembly Resolution 112 (II),” New York, November 14, 1947, http://www.
un.org/documents/ga/res/2/ares2.htm.
14 In order to facilitate the participation of representatives of the Korean people, the
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Canada initially showed reluctance to accept UNTCOK but eventually sent
a participant. Here, the US used its influence to persuade countries to accept
the UNTCOK.
Finally, the US proposal prevailed. The UN General Assembly sent the
UNTCOK to Korea with the mandate to facilitate the attainment of national
independence and to streamline the withdrawal of occupying forces. Under
the leadership of Victor Hugo, a formal official of the Chinese nationalist
government having close ties with the right-wing elements in Korea, a secretariat
of UNTCOK was organized. From the very beginning, the UNTCOK had two
key obstacles; 1) USSR rejection of the legitimacy of UNTCOK and thus limiting
its observers only to the US zone; and 2) Socioeconomic turmoil restricting
the UNTCOK not to consult with many left-leaning parties and individuals.
In fact, the US already outlawed the Korean Communist Party in May 1946.
Facing numerous bottlenecks, the UNTCOK concluded that it was unable
to observe a national election in the entire peninsula and reported back the
same to the Interim Committee of the General Assembly. The US was able
to mange the deadlock faced by UNTOCK due to its alleviated moral authority
which it earned by firmly opposing colonialism, Nazism and fascism, and
its world-wide support for democracy. Negotiating from a very high moral
ground, the US government was able to mold international opinion in favor
of the so-called ‘free world’ and against communist ideology. The USSR strongly
objected to attempts aimed at diminishing the UN Security Council’s primacy
and characterized the US move as “an illegal commission seeking instructions
from an illegal committee.”15
Not only the USSR but a number of other countries, particularly India,
Canada and Australia opposed the direction that the US wanted to follow.
The US decision to go with a zonal election was considered as the first stage
in the formation of a separate South Korea.16 Zonal elections were seen as
the division of the peninsula.17 It is intriguing why the US military government
15 Soon Sung Cho, Korea in World Politics 1940-1950: An Evaluation of American
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in the southern part of Korea showed such a hurry even before the UNTCOK
held a formal meeting, announcing that there would be an election on May 9,
1948. Moreover, commissioners’ opinion over this announcement was divided;
particularly the Canadian commissioner believed that if holding elections
only in the southern zone contributes nothing to the unity of the Korean nation,
then the Commission has no right to participate in such an election process.
Indian and Australian commissioners too supported observations made by
the Canadian commissioner. Taking a step further, the Indian commissioner
stressed that conducting elections only in the US zone was not legally sound.
In order to defuse growing international dissatisfaction, the US suggested
that the Interim Committee had made a political decision, not a legal one.
Despite grave doubts, the Indian Commissioner was under instructions from
his government to proceed with supporting the idea of election. It’s not yet
clear under what pressure the Indian government acceded to the zonal elections.
Here, Nehru’s ‘hybrid idealism,’18 which often tied his hands and led him
to accept what the great powers dictated, was in display. Turning a blind
eye, the French commissioner also took the same position. It is obvious that
India failed to firmly oppose the election process which was limited to the
US zone itself. More so, Indian diplomat, KPS Menon, accepted the proposal
to chair the election process exclusively in the Southern zone, raising certain
questions that could be detrimental to the credibility of the country’s foreign
policy establishment.
Having total control over the entire election process, the US military
government appointed a majority of members from Syngman Rhee’s group
and its conservative affiliate, the Korean Democratic Party (KDP) in the National
Election Commission. Facing strong public resistance, it was difficult for the
UNTCOK to function smoothly. According to Jay Hauben, the UNTCOK was
able to make short inspection visits merely to 2 percent of the polling places.19

17 Cho, Korea in World Politics 1940-1950, 174.
18 Nehruvian idealism, which oscillated between and among nationalism,
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Korean officials and the US military personnel were always accompanying
and guiding commissioners whenever they needed to make visits outside Seoul.
The signs of highhandedness exercised by the US and right-wing groups
connected to Syngman Rhee were visible in run-up to elections: “A survey
conducted in Seoul found that almost 80 percent of eligible voters had registered
to vote but many indicated they had been forced to register or not receive
an election stamp on their ration card or by other threats.”20 Most of the
Korean politicians and their political parties in the southern zone communicated
to the visiting commissioners that they were opposed to elections.
Sensing the adverse impact of elections happening only in one part of
Korea, widespread strikes, demonstrations and protests erupted. This open
public outrage was brutally suppressed by using formal police and constabulary
as well as informal right-wing youth groups. According to Gordenker’s ‘Field
Observations,’ in the ten days before the election, 323 persons, including 32
Korean policemen, were killed in riots and raids.21 Bruce Cumings wrote
that “on the island of Jeju 50 miles southwest of the Korean Peninsula, there
was an open rebellion in opposition to rightwing terrorism and to the election
which would create a separate South Korea. …Over the next year, between
30,000 and 80,000 Jeju people were killed during the suppression of the
rebellion.”22
After expressing its support for the election only in the American zone,
the UNTCOK ignored any attempt by Korean political groups to form a national
government. A high-profile North-South political conference did take place
in Pyongyang in late-April 1948, but till this time the UNTCOK already moved
ahead with its plans to conduct elections in the US zone.23 Anticipating

Today?” (presentation, Political Science and International Relations Academic
Community Conference, Beijing, July 14-15, 2012).
20 Hauben, Is the UN Role in Korea 1945-1953 the Model Being Repeated Today?, 6.
21 Gordenker, Field Observations, 106. See also, Bruce Cumings, The Origins of the
Korean War: The Roaring of the Cataract 1947-1950 (Volume II) (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1990), 72-78.
22 Bruce Cumings, The Korean War: A History (New York, Modern Library Press, 2010),
124-125.
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disturbances, military authorities quickly organized a right-wing youth group
under the banner of “Community Protective Corps.” This group helped military
authorities in supervising the election held on May 10, 1948. In the midst
of continuing anti-election and anti-opposition violence and a boycott call
given by many center and left parties, an election was conducted in Korea.
The US military government data reveals that almost 7,500,000 Koreans
voted out of a population of over 20 million, a little more than one third.24
Ignoring charges against control of the election process by the US military
government and the right-wing party, the UNTCOK sent its report to the General
Assembly: “The result of the ballot was a valid expression of the free will
of the electorate of those parts of Korea which were accessible to the Commission
and in which the inhabitants constituted approximately two-thirds of the people
of all Korea.”25 The UNTCOK took more than a month after the election to
write its report. The US government and the UN both brushed aside the
extremely limited and compromised role of the UNTCOK in the election process
and documented the election as “sanctioned’ or “supervised” by the United
Nations.
While the General Assembly debated the “Korean Question” in December
1948, the Soviet Union and its allies argued tirelessly for an invitation to the
DPRK to participate in the debate. The Soviet side was vehemently against
accepting UNTCOK’s endorsement of the May 10th 1948 election. The Soviet
Union cited UNTCOK’s interim reports documenting a number of obstacles
to a ‘fair’ election. Under US influence, the majority rejected these arguments
and documentation provided by USSR. As a result, on 12, December 1948,
the UN General Assembly Resolution195 (III) was passed stating: “…that there
has been established a lawful government (the Government of the Republic

23 Lester B. Pearson, Memoirs (Toronto: University of Toronto press, 1973), 320,

as quoted in John Price, “The ‘Cat’s Paw’: Canada and the United Nations Temporary
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since 1945 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1973), 12.
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of Korea) …over the part of Korea where the Temporary Commission was
able to observe …based on elections which were the valid expression of the
free will of the electorate …and that this is the only such Government of Korea.”26
The December 12, 1948 resolution also created a United Nations Commission
on Korea (UNCOK) to replace the temporary UNTCOK. The resolution though
did not call the ROK a national government nor recommend its recognition
by UN member states, but by using subtle diplomatic maneuvering, the US
supported ROK’s entitlement to UN membership representing the entire
peninsula.
The above developments confirm the deepening crisis of world politics
which represent a monumental failure of what appeared to be the original
General Assembly intent – end of the zonal occupation, no to the division
of the Korean Peninsula and facilitation of a national Korean state. The tenor
and tone of the increasingly fragmented world polity more or less set the
things in the peninsula – the creation of ROK (Republic of Korea) in the
US zone was followed by the creation of DPRK (Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea) in the Soviet zone. The foreign policy establishment in the US carefully
shifted the entire blame of dividing a nation on to the UNTCOK, which in
turn was created by it. India’s role in the UN-mandated election process forms
the very basis on which the division of Korea was premised. This raises certain
questions related to the Indian state’s ‘deviant’ foreign policy behavior,
particularly the issue of acceptance by its diplomat KPS Menon to chair the
election process only in the southern zone.

26 “General Assembly Resolution 195 (III),” New York, 1948,
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Ⅲ. Theoretical Perspectives on the ‘Korean Question’
The factors responsible for India’s stated position and associated policy
U-turns on the question of the Korean peninsula at the UN have origins in
the sharply differing theoretical understanding of world politics. During that
time, twin paradigms explaining unfolding realities of world politics came
into prominence; one, structural realism that saw the world divided into rival
East-West camps dominated by superpowers which sucked the Korean
Peninsula into its fold, and the other, based on the dependency paradigm
and its hypothesis of South-South cooperation that envisioned a non-aligned
constituency led by the ‘Third World’ as a way out from superpower constructed
bipolarity.
India’s search for securing a wider space for itself and other underdeveloped
countries resulted in the active promotion of solidarity among the newly
decolonized countries. By promoting ideals like Afro-Asian unity, Asian solidarity
and non-alignment, Indian leadership in the post-independent phase mounted
a vigorous contest to ideas supporting superpower-imposed East-West bipolarity.
In doing so, India started to move beyond the set limits of its under-developed
economy, which was riddled with chronic poverty and thus tied to middle
power status.27 Seeing a discrepancy between India’s capabilities and its foreign
policy behavior, some even concluded that the country was swayed by 1930s
European-style idealism as it largely turned its back on strategic thinking.28
The two prominent instances supporting claims regarding India’s
attempted great power behavior have been identified. One, India’s domination
of the foreign and security policies of its Himalayan neighbors based on unequal
treaties with Nepal, Bhutan and Sikkim; and two, India’s ‘big brother’ role

27 J.D. Sethi, “India as Middle Power,” India Quarterly, vol. 25, no. 2 (April-June 1969):
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28 For Nehru’s idealist foreign policy account, see Jyotindra Nath Dixit, Across borders:

fifty years of India's foreign policy (New Delhi: Picus Books, 1998); Jaswant Singh,
Defending India (New York: Macmillan, 1999); Bimal Prasad, The Origins of India’s
Foreign Policy: The Indian National Congress and World Affairs, 1885-1947, 2nd ed.
(Calcutta: Bookland, 1962).
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in guaranteeing security to Burma and Laos. More so, India’s policies led
Ceylon (Sri Lanka) to fear its absorption into India, thereby compelling the
nation to enter into a defense agreement with the United Kingdom in 1951.29
Based on these claims, the US State Department concluded in the 1950s that
India could become Japan’s successor in Asiatic imperialism.30 The New York
Times in 1953 made the observation that Nehru wanted Indian dominance
in Asia, the Near East, and Africa as well.31 Not only did the West view India’s
action with suspicion, but the Chinese also believed Nehru’s core ambition
was to establish a ‘Greater Indian Empire’ within the realm of the old British
Empire.32 Once in a while, Nehru himself wondered whether India was living
in an artificial atmosphere of its own making.
Indeed, during 1947-1962, India clearly demonstrated a glaring mismatch
between its capabilities and foreign policy conduct, thereby qualifying its
behavior as being ‘deviant.’33 While possessing middle power capabilities,
India behaved like a great power or actually sought a great power status.34
The dominant narrative in the scholarship focused on the study of Indian
foreign policy concludes that India was a middle power under Nehru, but
the country was unusually committed to international causes. “Indian foreign
policy has suffered heavily from an inordinate time lag in her adjustment

29 Shelton U. Kodikara, Foreign Policy of Sri Lanka: A Third World Perspective

(Delhi: Chanakya Publications, 1982), 84-85.
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Japan in the second-half of the 19th century was a classic example of a country
convinced that it too deserved equal status with European powers. Similarly,
after independence, in the period between 1947-1962, Indian foreign policy actions
gave the impression that the country was actively pursuing a great power status.
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to changing realities. She still clings to the concept of absolute security or
superpower détente.”35
Fully consumed in harboring a great power self-image in tune with its
post-colonial euphoria, India could not align itself with the dominant structural
realist account based on the bipolarity between East & West. Rather, India’s
own experiences of humiliation under colonial subjugation deeply impacted
its views regarding world politics. India’s overt tilt towards the North-South
dichotomy promoted by the dependency paradigm and the resultant idea
of non-alignment with none of the great powers represents its own historical
subjugation under centuries of colonial rule. Moving along with the ‘Bandung
spirit,’ Nehru actively sought to break the status quo unduly favoring
colonial-neocolonial interests. According to Odd Arne Westad: “In a historical
sense – and especially as seen from South – the Cold War was a continuation
of colonialism through slightly different means.”36
The Korean Peninsula, dominated by great power interest articulation,
could not see the reality beyond structural realist accounts and was compelled
to understand world politics only from the dominant bipolarity framework.
Indeed, Korean leadership, particularly in the US zone, was propped-up by
keeping hegemonic interests in mind, not to safeguard Korean national interests.
A standard narrative of the Cold War based on ‘structural realism’ became
an accepted norm in the peninsula. The ‘Acheson line,’ stretching from the
Aleutian Islands to the Philippines in the Pacific to Japan and Okinawa in
the North excluded Korea and Taiwan formed the US “defense perimeter,”
but Washington soon realized the peninsula’s strategic value in the bipolar
setting. Thus, in a self-correction mode, the United States quickly signed a
mutual defense and aid treaty with Seoul on January 26, 1950.

35 J.D. Sethi, “India as Middle Power,” India Quarterly, vol. 25, no. 2 (April-June
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3.1 Bipolarity, Neutralism and the Great Power Politics
The bipolar account of structural realism functioned as a conservative
force in world politics that carefully legitimized as well as reinforced the
structures of the Cold War. It seems that structural realism has a normative
commitment to Cold War politics and maintains that states would be better-off
to work within the existing world order.37 It is important to note that structural
realism concentrates on the operation of interstate competition, but the theory
is oblivious to the fact that the dominant states have a common interest in
maintaining international structures that enable the exploitation of the weak.
For instance, both the US and USSR had common interest not only in maintaining
bipolarity but also in accomplishing equilibrium through a well-thought
‘balance of power’ hypothesis.38 In fact, structural realism provided a framework
to understand the Cold War, but at the same time, it reinforced the Cold War.
Structural realist accounts tend to frame the two superpowers almost
as the victims of the Cold War. These accounts argue that superpowers were
virtually forced into their hegemonic roles by structurally induced forces.
However, in reality, as US Secretary of State Dean Acheson warned, “neutralism”
was “a short-cut to suicide.”39 John Foster Dulles said neutralism was “immoral.”40
The oft repeated warnings against ‘neutralism’ reflect the imposition of the
Cold War framework.

37 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 1979).
38 Tim Dunne and Brian C. Schmidt, “Realism,” in The Globalization of World

Politics: An Introduction to International Relations, eds. John Baylis, Steve Smith
and Patricia Owens (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 90-106.
39 Quoted in Richard P. Dauer, A North-South Mind in an East-West World: Chester
Bowles and the Making of United States Cold War Foreign Policy, 1951-1969
(Westport, 2005), 35-36.
40 Quoted in Immanuel Wallerstein, “What Cold War in Asia? An Interpretative
Essay,” in The Cold War in Asia: The Battle for Hearts and Mind, eds. Zheng
Yangwen, Hong Liu and Michael Szonyi (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 15-24.
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3.2 Institutionalizing Bipolarity in the Korean Peninsula
The most important symbol of bipolarity emerged in the Korean Peninsula
when both the South and the North were forced to take sides. According
to Michael Yahuda, the inter-Korean War resulted in further institutionalizing
the Cold War order on the peninsula as the US offered bilateral pacts with
Japan, Korea, Philippines and Thailand.41 The 38th parallel, which was
introduced only as an imaginary line, quickly became convenient to both
super-powers and thus without any debate and discussion, this line became
Korea’s fait accompli. Not only the US, but the USSR surprisingly accepted
the 38th parallel without any delay.
‘Neutrality’ became unacceptable to both super-powers as East-West
bipolarity effectively legitimized the Cold War order on the Korean Peninsula.
Immanuel Wallerstein has pointed out that the Cold War order was a hegemonic
structure.42 The domination of structural realist accounts clouded Korea’s
chances of national unity. The ideological contest that the US-USSR played
to promote their interests swiftly expanded its iron grip over the peninsula.
Indian foreign policy based on the idealism of the anti-colonial movement
failed to see the structural constraints imposed by Cold War-era bipolarity
on a small country.
It is still intriguing to know how such ideological fault lines became
acceptable to the Korean people. Answering this query takes us deeper into
the country’s pre-colonial history, which carefully protected the interests of
an agrarian elite, known as Yangban. With the sudden end of Japanese
colonialism, Korea’s highly organized ‘people’s committees’ vigorously sought
the redistribution of land controlled by the Yangban class. A new bitter class
contest was then played between the impoverished majority inspired by
Communism and the elite Yangban minority increasingly aligned with
right-wing activism in the capitalist framework. This bitter class divide and
41 Michael Yahuda, The International Politics of the Asia-Pacific (London: Routledge, 2011).
42 Immanuel Wallerstein, “What Cold War in Asia? An Interpretative Essay,”

in The Cold War in Asia: The Battle for Hearts and Mind, eds. Zheng Yangwen,
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its struggles were used as an effective policy instrument by rival superpowers
to fragment and polarize Korean society for their own benefits. Indeed, domestic
ideological polarization on the peninsula made the superpowers’ jobs much
easier.

3.3 India and the Alternative Account of Bipolarity on the Korean Peninsula
India, seeking a wider and more respectful space for itself and the other
newly decolonized countries, vigorously contested the imposition of bipolarity
in world politics. By embracing the ideas from the dependency theory, the
Indian foreign policy establishment put forward a brave face to replace
bipolarity with non-alignment.43 The stated position of India at the UN on
the question of Korean independence has been a systematic articulation of
its world view, which clearly negated the superpowers’ unwritten consent
to impose East-West bipolarity.
However, India’s persistent underdevelopment robbed its capacity to
deconstruct the great power hegemony operationalized through dominant
knowledge systems and associated theoretical assertions. It has been argued
that India’s foreign policy articulation confirmed a ‘deviant state behavior’
as the country did demonstrate great power behavior in spite of possessing
middle power capabilities.44 India’s infatuation with non-alignment has its
own merit, but on the face of dominant structural realist accounts, the majority
of newly decolonized countries increasingly started to move away from the
narrative of non-alignment. Korea was no exception to this general trend
towards aligning with one of the great powers. The structural realist account
articulated by both super-powers as well as acknowledged by both North
and South Korea contradicted India’s search for a greater role in world politics.

43 India’s credentials of non-alignment witnessed a significant change when

it signed the Treaty of Friendship with the Soviet Union in 1971.
44 Roy, A Study of Deviant State Behavior, 2011.
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Ⅳ. India’s Foreign Policy Behavior, United Nations and the Korean
Peninsula
Indian leadership in the post-independent phase clearly articulated its
idealist worldview. A victim of colonial exploitation, India boldly pleaded
for continuous de-colonization of the world and worked tirelessly to establish
a democratic and equitable world order. This was a tall order for a country
that suffered under centuries of colonial as well as feudal exploitation. In
a world rallying behind two rival superpower camps, India’s principled policy
of non-alignment was interpreted by the great powers as the creation of a
third power bloc rivaling existing superpowers. However, in the absence of
matching economic means, scholars have interpreted India’s aspiration to
lead the ‘Third World’ as a ‘deviant state behavior’. The real test of India’s
idealist foreign policy pronouncements came soon after independence when
it needed to contest the ensuing bipolarity blatantly imposed by the two rival
superpowers. A prominent case of forceful imposition of bipolarity came
to the Korean Peninsula when a simple question of its independence from
Japanese colonialism became a complex international problem. Having a
superficial understanding of the ‘binding constraints’ imposed on its ability
to contest great power interests in the peninsula, India tried to take a principled
stand supporting the unity and sovereignty of the Korean nation. However,
going forward, these binding constraints forced India to take major policy
U-turns, including its support of the election, which was more or less certain
to be limited to only one zone. By overseeing the process of the UN-mandated
election on a zonal basis, India became a party to sowing the seeds of Korea’s
eventual division.
How could a democratic India not support the popular demand of the
Korean people who bitterly opposed election in only one part of the country?
An answer to this query seems to be wrapped in Nehru’s mysteriously crafted
‘hybrid idealism’ that simultaneously incorporated nationalism, socialism and
realism in its fold. It seems that Nehru’s own class character hindered him
from taking sides with the increasingly left-leaning popular Korean public
sentiment. Nehru himself talked positively about socialism but in reality kept
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open a vital escape-route for capitalism to flourish in India.45 On top of his
blurred ideological vision, Nehru’s hidden desire to play a leadership role
in the international system compelled him to move one step forward and
two steps backward on crucial issues. Nehru’s suppressed desire to act as
a world leader was exploited by diplomats like KPS Menon who gave priority
to his diplomatic career at the cost of Korea’s legitimate national interest.
In his book “India: Many Worlds” (1965), Menon himself accepted that deciding
on the election in Korea was the first time in his life when his heart hindered
his mind.46 These foreign policy compromises weakened the Korean people’s
determination to stand against great power designs aimed at dividing their
country.
It should be noted that both India and Korea, though, fought their own
freedom struggles contesting colonial powers despite having virtually no
contact between their nationalist leaders.47 This missing Pan-Asian nationalist
solidarity carefully distorted by the colonial-neocolonial administrations and
theoretically managed by structural realism lies at the core of the fragmented
nationalist assertion in the region. It is true that cultural, intellectual and
religious contacts between India and Korea date back to the 48 A.D, but in
modern times, these ancient contracts were lost under the subordination
of foreign powers. Apart from a few marginal policy statements, there is
no tangible evidence suggesting India’s serious interest in Korea till the outbreak

45 While talking about socialism, Nehru allowed former kings and feudal lords

to dominate the Indian parliament, who then diluted the country’s fight with
its grossly polarized socioeconomic past.
46 K.P.S. Menon, India: Many Worlds: An Autobiography (Bombay: Oxford University
Press, 1965). The renowned Korea scholar, Bipan Chandra, writes in a book
review that “Menon barely disguises his warm relations with this beloved
Korean poet Mo Yunsuk (Marion Moh), who also happened to be a booster
‘agent’ in the eyes of Syngman Rhee, a rightist if you will, who eventually
came to head the new Republic of Korea in the South on August 15, 1948.”
Retrieved on November 30 2020, https://pacificaffairs.ubc.ca/book-reviews/thepartition-of-korea-after-world-war-ii-a-global-history-by-jongsoo-james-lee/.
47 Though Korean nationalist leaders met Indian poet Rabindra Nath Tagore

in Japan where he poetically described Korea as the ‘Lamp of the East,’ there
are no other instances of bilateral interaction.

Making of the ‘Korean Question’

of the Korean War.48
These gaps in the bilateral contacts between India and Korea left a crucial
space open for certain undue compromises in the management of vital foreign
policy issues. Adding to this, neo-colonialism carefully pitched nationalism
against genuine grass-root movements in Asia. These movements demanding
economic equity and justice were often branded as communist movements.
Sensing leftist inclination in these movements, the US military government
in Korea took stern action against them. Nehru’s own belief, that nationalism
is much more potent than communism, made him maintain a safe distance
from the left-leaning movements in Korea. Nehru himself was combating
leftist movements in India, thus the scope of his sympathies and support
to similar movements in Korea was very limited. As a result, Indian foreign
policy toward the Korean Peninsula started to lose its direction.

4.1 India’s Attitude towards the Korean Question
Carefully embedded in its ‘hybrid liberalism,’ India’s significant reaction
to the Korean problem came when a homogenous nation was tragically divided
into two parts. In view of India’s own traumatic experience of a partition,
the whole nation felt unhappy about the division of the Korean Peninsula.
India even withheld recognition of both North and South Korea on the grounds
that the division of the Korean Peninsula was artificial. Indian Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru told the country’s parliament that India declined to recognize
either government in Korea officially because “… we felt that the division
between North and South Korea could not last. It was artificial.”49
In the United Nations, India tried to make the two superpowers move
towards a legitimate solution that would be acceptable to both North and
South. The views expressed by Vijay Lakshmi Pandit, leader of the Indian

48 India’s deeper familiarity with the Korean Peninsula begins with the Cairo

Conference of December 1943 and expands during KPS Menon’s chairing of UNTCOK.
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49 India, Parliamentary Debates, vol. 5 of 1950, pt. 2, August 3, 1950, col. 222.
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delegation to the UN, on 19 September 1947, provide a glimpse of the Indian
attitude to the Korean question when she said: “Looming ominously over
the whole situation is the fact that the Great Powers, instead of coming closer
together, are drifting farther apart. We, in India, on our part, are aware of no
compulsion to identify ourselves wholly, or to associate ourselves systematically,
with either or any of the different groups.”50
A shallow understanding of western liberalism appears to have guided
India’s policy towards Korea. This half-hearted embrace of idealism created
a wide gulf between real and imagined worlds. The realism hidden behind
Nehruvian idealism was exposed due to aggressive interest articulation by
the great powers. Sensing the emerging complexities, India concentrated its
efforts on the task of enabling the United Nations to give a definite shape
to the realization of the freedom of the Korean people. However, despite
fierce opposition from the Korean people, India could not stop supporting
the UN when the US used its influence to impose zonal elections on the
Korean people. Indeed, a lack of direct political and economic interest in
the Korean Peninsula made India maintain a principally consistent policy
aimed at realizing peaceful reunification, but in reality, this policy went against
the wishes of the Korean people. It is obvious that India helped the UN,
but the UN did not help Korea.

4.2 India’s Efforts at the United Nations
India was keen on promoting a workable solution to the Korean question,
thus when it was placed on the agenda of the General Assembly, India took
a position that was at variance with the Soviet Union. On 30 October 1947,
in the first committee, Indian delegate B.R. Sen maintained that “article 107,
which has been cited by the Soviet Union in support of its contention that
the Korean question could not be admitted in the General Assembly, was
not mandatory. India opposed the suggestion to postpone a discussion of

50 “United Nations, General Assembly Official Records (GAOR)” (New York, session 2,

plen. Mtgs., vol. 1), 134 and 137-138.
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the Korean question for an indefinite period.”51 It did not support the USSR
draft resolution regarding the immediate withdrawal of occupation forces,
rather arguing that such a step would, in the absence of the Korean government,
create confusion in the country.52
Here, India’s stand supporting discussion on Korea in the UN General
Assembly strengthened the US position as it had enormous clout in the General
Assembly. If the Korean question would have been brought to the UN Security
Council, chances were that the USSR would have vetoed it.53 By opposing
the immediate withdrawal of foreign forces, India in fact supported the prime
objective of US foreign policy aimed at stopping Korea from falling to
Communism. Moreover, India held the position that the American proposal,
which said that the National Government, when constituted, should form
its own national security forces and then arrange for the simultaneous
withdrawal of the occupation forces, was also quite vague.
As a compromise, India suggested, on 30 October 1947, the following procedure:
1) general election should be held not on a zonal basis but under the supervision
and control of the United Nations Temporary Commission; 2) elections should
be held on the basis of adult suffrage without any political discrimination and
by secret ballot; 3) the Korean Assembly should meet immediately after it had
been elected to form a national government; 4) immediately upon its formation,
the National Government should constitute its own national security forces and
dissolve all military and semi-military formations not included therein; and, 5)
a definite time limit should be fixed for the withdrawal of the occupation forces.54

51 “GAOR” (New York, session 2, 1st Cttee), 285.
52 India, Parliamentary Debates, vol. 5 of 1950, pt. 2, August 3, 1950, col. 223.
53 B. C. Koh, “The United Nations and the Politics of Korean Reunification,”
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India’s position was actuated by its desire to reconcile the interests of
the two parties with the aim to protect the basic interests of the Korean people.
The US broadly accepted India’s approach though it was not willing to accept
the idea of a general election on a national scale. At this juncture, it was
crucial that India should have supported the aspiration of the Korean people
and firmly opposed elections happening only in one zone. In order to make
India deviate from its stated position, the US suggested that India should
be made one of the members of the United Nations Temporary Commission
on Korea (UNTCOK).55 Nehru’s burning desire to fall for recognition as a
leader made India accept the US suggestion.
Ultimately, the US views prevailed, and a resolution was passed in the
committee on November 4, 1947 by 46 votes to none, with four abstentions.56
The American resolution was later accepted by the General Assembly too.
The Soviet Union opposed it and refused to participate in the voting. The
Soviet view was that no discussion on Korea should take place in the absence
of representatives of Korea at the meeting. However, ignoring the Soviet
objection, the UN General Assembly, in accordance with the resolution, laid
down a detailed program for Korea.
Despite maintaining an idealist position on Korea, India failed to convince
the United States and the Soviet Union to conduct a peninsula-wide general
election. India’s policy U-turn imposed an unbearable burden on the Korean
people. Rather than firmly opposing elections on the zonal basis, India’s KPS
Menon chairing the UNTCOK allowed elections to happen only in the southern
zone. Korea’s long-cherished aspiration of sovereignty and independence was
crushed under a totally botched election process. The acceptance of the idea
that elections can be held on the zonal basis had its own politics, and India
became party to that.

55 India’s search for recognition and craving for a leadership role once again

led to a serious foreign policy compromise.

56 “GAOR” (New York, session 2, 1st Cttee, Annex 16c), 605-606.
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4.3 India’s Role in the UNTCOK
The General Assembly created the United Nations Temporary Commission
on Korea. And, as a reward for making certain compromises, K.P.S. Menon
of India was unanimously elected permanent chairman of the UNTCOK on
February 4, 1948. In fact, India was tasked to manage the political fallout
of the great power tussle in Korea. India’s acceptance to chair the UNTCOK
was a clear demonstration of its ‘deviant’ foreign policy behavior as its great
power aspirations made the country fall for a leadership role rather than
securing the territorial integrity of Korea. From its inception, the UNTCOK
faced determined opposition from the authorities of North Korea which
adversely impacted the commission’s ability to discharge its assigned duties.
In a statement to the Interim Committee, Menon explained how the UNTCOK
was feeling handicapped in its work on account of the non-cooperation from
the Soviet Union and North Korea.
India at that time possibly could not understand the implicit US design
to forcefully stop Korea from becoming a communist country. Nevertheless,
India’s efforts aimed at reconciliation between the two superpowers bore
no fruits. On the surface, this was due to the failure of UNTCOK to hold
general elections in both zones, but underlying politics already set the stage
for elections only at zonal levels. Menon expressed his sense of frustration
on 12 February 1948 in Seoul: “In this task we have met with a major hurdle...38th
parallel is still there, a blot on your map, a sword rending a living organism
into two and making it bleed.”57
Some members of the UNTCOK felt that a Government established on
the basis of a general election held only in one part of Korea could not be
called the National Government of Korea. India was one of the countries
which shared this view.58 Nonetheless, in a rare compromising act, India
was willing to go ahead with the general election in the southern zone provided
it could be held in a free atmosphere. On May 10, 1948, the UNTCOK organized
57 “UN Doc. A/523” (New York, 9 February 1948), 7.
58 Richard John Pilliter, “The Evolution of the U.S. Containment Policy in Asia”
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general elections only in the southern zone. There were marked differences
among the members of the UNTCOK regarding the fairness of the election
process.
On the basis of the findings and reports of the UNTCOK, India conveyed
its partial acceptance of the general election held in South Korea. India still
maintained that its primary aim was, as always, to unite the two Koreas.
It, therefore, urged the UNTCOK to request the government of the Republic
of Korea to consult with the government of North Korea and work towards
the unification of the peninsula. But, these were only words. The situation
on the ground was rather hostile to entertain any such idealist point of view.
On December 7, 1948, India’s delegate at the UN, Setalvad, regretted that
his country’s objective remained unfulfilled. India refused to accord recognition
to the Government of South Korea as the National Government of Korea and
to authorize it to take over the functions of the administration as envisaged
in paragraph 4 of the resolution of 14 November 1948. India’s objective was
not to obstruct the progress of the work but to promote the unification of
the country. At the same time, India refused to accept the argument that
the general election was fraudulent. It was too late; the US was successful
in implementing its strategic objectives on the peninsula. Pan-Korean attempts
by the ‘people’s committees’ to form a united People’s Republic of Korea
could not get any support from the United States. Rather, it became a silent
observer or a tacit approver of a brutal campaign against left-leaning groups
or individuals in the Southern part.
India’s last minute efforts failed to carry others on the reconciliation
path. The UN General Assembly passed the resolution on December 21, 1948,
by 48 to 6, with one abstention, declaring that “there has been established
a lawful government (the Government of the Republic of Korea) having effective
control and jurisdiction” over that part of Korea where the UNTCOK has been
given access.59 The UNTCOK was replaced by the United Nations Commission

59 Department of State, “The Record of Korean Unification 1943-1960” (Washington

DC., 1960), 11.
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on Korea (UNCOK). The United States extended its recognition to the Republic
of Korea on January 1, 1949. Similarly, the authorities of North Korea also
held elections in their region for the Supreme People’s Assembly. A government
named the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea was established under the
leadership of Kim Il Sung in May 1948. The Soviet Union soon accorded
diplomatic recognition to the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK).

4.4 India’s Policy on the Outbreak of the Korean War
When hostilities broke out between North and South Korea in June
1950, Indian Prime Minister Nehru declared in clear terms in the Indian
Parliament that an “aggression has taken place by North Korea over South
Korea. That is a wrong act that has to be condemned, that has to be resisted.”60
India supported the Security Council resolutions of 25 June and 27 June 1950.
India did not wish to gloss over an act of wanton aggression by one state
against another. However, India’s involvement in the Korean conflict under
the UN framework entailed the enormous political cost that Nehru was unwilling
to commit.61 While considering reaction from a powerful socialist bloc within
the Congress Party and the cost of overseas military involvement for a newly
independent country, Nehru did not commit anything further against North
Korean aggression.
The Indian cabinet, which met on June 29, 1950, gave its full support
to Nehru’s stand and approved India’s decision to support the two Security
Council resolutions.62 But, India opted to abstain from the vote on the Security
Council resolution of July 7, 1950. By this resolution, the Security Council
asked the Members of the United Nations “to furnish such assistance to the
Republic of Korea as may be necessary to repel the armed attacks…and to
make such forces and other assistance available to a unified command under
60 India, Parliamentary Debates, vol. 5 of 1950, pt. 2, August 3, 1950, col. 236.
61 The Congress Socialist Party (CSP) operated like a caucus within the Indian

National Congress, which compelled Nehru not to dispatch combatant troops
against a communist country.

62 For details, see the newspaper The Hindu (Madras), July 1, 1950.
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the United Nations.”63 As India was forthcoming in supporting the earlier
resolutions of the Security Council, its withdrawal from military commitments
appeared to suggest that it was being hypocritical. Consequently, the West
felt disenchanted with India’s deviant behavior.64 In reality, India hesitated
to involve itself in a military commitment against an Asian country.65 By
not involving itself militarily in the Korean conflict, which many considered
as a proxy great power conflict, India attempted to create an independent
direction in its foreign policy. Though, on humanitarian grounds, India made
the decision on July 29th to send a medical unit to the Korean Peninsula.66
Despite no military involvement, India, along with other countries, tried
to prevent the advance of UN forces beyond the 38th parallel. It argued that
since North Korea provoked the war by crossing the 38th parallel, the offensive
should be stopped after those forces had been pushed back beyond that line.
Moreover, India also did not like the resolutions approved by the Political
Committee of the General Assembly on October 7, 1950. In its view, it was
futile to make any attempt to solve the Korean issue by excluding China.
Towards the end of November 1950, when the Chinese forces were fully engaged
in driving UN forces back, India again attempted to stop the war through
mediation by a group of neutral powers. On December 5, 1950, jointly with
10 other states, India made an appeal to China and North Korea not to cross

63 For the text of the resolution, see “UN Doc. S/INF/4” (New York, February 1, 1951), 6-7.
64 It was difficult for the Western countries to fully comprehend ‘binding constraints’

on a country like India which has to manage a number of princely estates
unwilling to join the Union of India, wide-spread illiteracy and a large population
of unemployed youth.

65 Nehru’s hesitant position to agree on a military commitment to Korea was

largely due to his strong belief that war in Korea may not only be limited
to the peninsula. For details, see Biswamohan Misra, “The Indian U.N. Policy
during the Korean Crisis,” Indian Journal of Political Science, vol. 25, no. 3/4
(July-September-December 1964): 148, https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/41854025.
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66 The 60th Indian (para) Field Ambulance Unit of the Army Medical Corps arrived

in Korea on November 20, 1950 under the command of Lt. Col. A. G. Rangaraj.
For details, see Ministry of National Defense, “History of UN Forces in Korean
War, Vol. II” (Seoul, 1973), 468.
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the 38th parallel. But India’s efforts met with a rebuff from the communist
bloc as well.

4.5 Armistice Agreement and India
It was quite some time before the United States and the communist
authorities found their way to peace in Korea. The Indian proposal in the
General Assembly on December 21, 1952 regarding the repatriation of prisoners
of war presented an opportunity to the two parties to reiterate their demands.67
The United States and its allies remodeled India’s proposal to suit their own
purpose, but the USSR and China out rightly rejected it. India, thus, found
itself sandwiched between the two power blocs. It is however significant that
both the communists and the non-communist blocs supported India’s
membership of the Neutral Nations Repatriation Commission (NNRC) though
South Korea was not happy about it. India agreed to perform what turned
out to be a difficult and thankless task of acting as Chairman of NNRC. Nehru
told the Indian parliament as early as May 1952 that India was reluctant to
assume any ‘distant’ responsibility.68
Syngman Rhee was opposed to the armistice negotiations.69 His only
ambition was to secure political unification of Korea, and to his mind, there
was only one way to do this. Rhee wanted the United Nations to mount a
general offensive, liquidating once and for all the entire North Korean regime.
When Rhee’s plea for an all-out offensive went unheeded, he threatened to
withdraw from the negotiations altogether. In order to defuse mounting tension,
the US agreed to a mutual security pact with South Korea and provided economic

67 The proposal made by India in the General Assembly on December 21, 1952.

For details, see “Ministry of External Affairs, Report 1953-54,” Retrieved on
October 21, 2019, 17-18, https://mealib.nic.in/?pdf2480?000.

68 B. Shiva Rao, “Nehru and the UN Security Council on Korea,” (Extracts of Letters

Exchanged between Nehru and B.N. Rau) The Statesman (New Delhi), December 6, 1965.

69 For the role of the US in Korea and President Rhee Syngman’s refusal to sign

the truce agreement, see R. T. Oliver, Syngman Rhee and American Involvement
in Korea, 1942-1960 (Seoul: Panmun Book Co., 1978).
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aid. On July 27, 1953, the Armistice Agreement was signed by General Harrison
for the United Nations Command and by General Nam Il for the communist
command. With this, the long war came to a close, though under a threat
that the breach of the armistice would bring an extension of war beyond Korea.
Nevertheless, a divide created by the inter-Korean War and supported
by ensuing ideological confrontation could not be resolved by the Armistice
Agreement. It was only an attempt to acknowledge the emergence of global
ideological discord. This ideological divide further postponed any possible
resolution of the Korean question. In the absence of a peace treaty, both
Koreas have been compelled to keep hostile posturing to face any war-like
situation. India’s foreign policy during those times though suffered from a
number of policy U-turns but considering country’s deeper involvement in
the resolution of Korean Question, its experiences and proximity to North
Korea can be utilized to formally ending the Korean War by a peace treaty.
Only a formal peace treaty can be the precursor of a wide-ranging reconciliation
between North and South Korea, which can possibly pave the way for ‘one
country, two systems.’

Ⅴ. Assessment of India’s Position on the ‘Korean Question’
One of the original members of the UN, India took a principled stand
and tried its best to vigorously support Korea’s sovereignty and territorial integrity.
Nevertheless, its attempted idealism displayed at the UN could not deter the
great powers from fragmenting Korean territorial integrity. As a result, the
Korean Peninsula witnessed a painful national division, one of the bloodiest
wars and suffered hugely under continued mutual antagonism. This misery
and suffering of the divided families is embodied in the heart-breaking cries
at the 38th parallel.
India’s commitment to the non-alignment movement (NAM)70 and the

70 NAM stands to “create an independent path in world politics that would not

result in member States becoming pawns in the struggles between the major
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country’s wider civilizational ethos of non-violence were perfectly in line with
Nehruvian idea of Asian solidarity.71 Nonetheless, real-world compulsions
made Indian foreign policy to oscillate between idealism and realism. Suffering
enormously under Anglo-French rivalry, post-independent leadership in
India was firmly opposed to any recurrence of a world dominated by rival
superpowers, but the country did not possess commensurate economic means
to live with its own idealist world view. It was this idealism that made India
firmly oppose a number of proposals initiated by both the US and USSR at
the world body. From the very beginning, India was opposed to the idea of
the 38th Parallel. India’s unequivocal support for the sovereignty and territorial
integrity of a newly de-colonized Korea often went against the interests of
both the US & USSR, and at times, it also annoyed both South and North
Korea.
India, largely engrossed in the doctrine of non-alignment, could not see
the underlying maneuvering of realpolitik. Though, India earnestly tried to
maintain an arm’s length distance from artificially imposed bipolarity which
gave birth to diagonally opposing identities of North and South Korea, but
in reality, its policies at the UN remained contradictory. It is still shrouded
in mystery as to why India agreed to head the UNTCOK and then agreed
to elections only in one zone. Caught in its own web of compromises, India’s
response came in the form of reluctance to accord diplomatic recognition
to any of the divided parts of the peninsula. It took a while for India to
accept the harsh new reality that fragmented a small nation. Only in 1973,
did India simultaneously establish diplomatic relations with both North and
South Korea.

powers.” See, The Principles of Non-Alignment. The Non-aligned Countries in
the Eighties-Results and Perspectives, ed. Hans Kochler (London: Third World
Centre, 1982).
71 ‘Third World Project’ attempted to transform the structures of the neocolonial

world-system based on East-West bipolarity and argued for ‘neutrality’ in world
politics.
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Ⅵ. Conclusion
This study confirms that India’s principled policy towards the Korean
Peninsula has been guided by its idealist vision of world politics. Having
suffered disastrous consequences under Anglo-French rivalry, political
leadership in India realized the true intent of great powers and tried hard
to oppose it. Leaders of the post-colonial era like Nehru believed in the
decolonization of Asia and the return of freedom and dignity to its people.
These concerns made India seemingly act beyond its means which many
considered as a ‘deviant’ foreign policy behavior. Deviant as it may appear,
India clearly saw superpowers imposing bipolarity as the continuation of
colonialism in disguise. Highly dissatisfied by the hollowness of structural
realist accounts and its associated ideas of bipolarity that caused havoc in
Korea, India invoked the dependency theory and its manifestation in the form
of South-South cooperation to counter the great powers’ hegemonic contest.
Indeed, Indian idealism lacked the political economic means to mount
a prolonged contest to the great powers’ intentions. Therefore, at times, India
was forced to make U-turns in its foreign policy practices. Based on the
philosophy of non-alignment, India’s foreign policy was, in fact, an attempt
to claim its stake in world leadership, but at the same time it intended to
unite the powerless against the powerful. Nonetheless, South-South solidarity,
which India vigorously promoted, could not develop any institutional
competence to make any effective intervention in the international system.
Despite India’s persistent attempts at the United Nations, Korea suffered heavily
under the dictates of rival interest articulation by the great powers. India’s
policy flip-flops amounting to ‘deviant’ state behavior had origins in its
aspiration to lead the world but at the same time a stark domestic reality
forced the country to seek economic as well as food aid. This alarming gap
between aspiration and reality compelled India to make a number of difficult
compromises. Some of these foreign policy compromises have contributed
to reducing a sovereign country like Korea into a big question which still
waits for a legitimate answer from the world.
■ Article Received: 10/23 ■ Reviewed: 11/26 ■ Revised: 12/3 ■ Accepted: 12/3

Making of the ‘Korean Question’

Bibliography

Books
Berkes, Ross N. and Mohinder S. Bedi. The Diplomacy of India: Indian Foreign Policy
in the United Nations. London: Oxford University Press, 1958.
Buzo, Adrian. The Making of Modern Korea. London: Routledge, 2002.
Chaudhuri, Asim Kumar. Socialist Movement in India: The Congress Socialist Party,
1934-1947. Calcutta: Progressive Publishers, 1980.
Cho, Soon Sung. Korea in World Politics 1940-1950: An Evaluation of American
Responsibility. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1967.
Cumings, Bruce. Korea's Place in the Sun: A Modern History. New York: W. W. Norton
& Company, 2005.
Cumings, Bruce. The Origins of the Korean War: The Roaring of the Cataract 1947-1950
(Volume II). Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990.
Cumings, Bruce. The Korean War: A History. New York: Modern Library Press, 2010.
Dauer, Richard P. A North-South Mind in an East-West World: Chester Bowles and the
Making of United States Cold War Foreign Policy, 1951-1969. Westport CT: Praeger,
2005.
Dayal, Shiv. India's Role in the Korean Question: A Study in the Settlement of International
Disputes under the United Nations. Delhi: S. Chand & Co., 1959.
Dixit, Jyotindra Nath. Across Borders: Fifty Years of India's Foreign Policy. New Delhi:
Picus Books, 1998.
Dunne, Tim and Brian C. Schmidt. “Realism.” In The Globalization of World Politics:
An Introduction to International Relations. Edited by John Baylis, Steve Smith and
Patricia Owens, 90-106. New York: Oxford University Press, 2008.
Gandhi, Sonia. Two Alone, Two Together: Letters between Indira Gandhi and Jawaharlal
Nehru 1922-1964. New Delhi: Penguin Books, 2005.
Garver, John W. Protracted Contest: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Twentieth Century.
Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001.
Goodrich, Leland, M. Korea: A Study of U.S. Policy in the United Nations. New York:
Council on Foreign Relations, Inc., 1956.

139

140 Jitendra Uttam

Gordenker, Leon. The United Nations and the Peaceful Unification of Korea: The Politics
of Field Operations, 1947-1950. The Hague: Matinus Nijhoff, 1959.
Handel, Michael. Weak States in the International System. London: Frank Cass, 1981.
Hye Cho’s Diary, A Memoir of the Pilgrimage to the Five Regions of India. Edited and
translated by Yang Han-Sung, Jan Yun-Hua, Iida Shotaro and Laurence W.
Preston: Asian Humanities Press, 1984.

Kodikara, Shelton U. Foreign Policy of Sri Lanka: A Third World Perspective. Delhi:
Chanakya Publications, 1982.
Mearsheimer, John J. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. New York: Norton, 2001.
Menon, K.P.S. India: Many Worlds: An Autobiography. Bombay: Oxford University
Press, 1965.
Ministry of National Defense. The History of the United Nations Forces in Korea War.
vol. II. Seoul: Ministry of National Defense, 1973.
Nayar, Baldev Raj and T.V. Paul. India in the World Order: Searching for Major Power
Status. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003.
Oliver, Robert Tarbell. Syngman Rhee and American Involvement in Korea, 1942-1960.
Seoul: Panmun Book Co., 1978.
Pearson, Lester B. Memoirs. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1973.
Prasad, Bimal. The Origins of India ’s Foreign Policy: The Indian National Congress and
World Affairs, 1885-1947, 2nd ed. Calcutta: Bookland, 1962.
Reid, Escott. Envoy to Nehru. New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1981.
SamgukYusa: Legends and History of the Three Kingdoms of Ancient Korea. Compiled
by Ilyon. Edited by Grafton Mintz. Translated by Tae-Hung Ha. Seoul: Silk
Pagoda, 2008.

Singh, Jaswant. Defending India. New York: Macmillan, 1999.
The Principles of Non-Alignment. The Non-aligned Countries in the Eighties – Results and
Perspectives. Edited by Hans Kochler: Third World Centre, 1982.

US Department of State. The Record on Korean Unification, 1943-1960. Washington
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1960.
Waltz, Kenneth N. Theory of International Politics. Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press.
1979.

Making of the ‘Korean Question’

Wallerstein, Immanuel. “What Cold War in Asia? An Interpretative Essay.” In
The Cold War in Asia: The Battle for Hearts and Minds. Edited by Zheng Yangwen,
Hong Liu and Michael Szonyi, 15-24. Leiden: Brill, 2010.
Westad, Odd Arne. The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of
Our Times. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005.
Without Parallel: The American-Korean Relationship since 1945. Edited by Frank
Baldwin. New York: Pantheon Books, 1973.

Yahuda, Michael. The International Politics of the Asia-Pacific. London: Routledge, 2011.

Journals
Barnes, Robert. “Between the Blocs: India, the United Nations, and Ending the
Korean War.” Journal of Korean Studies, vol. 18, no. 2 (Fall 2013): 263-286.
Koh, Byung Chul. “The United Nations and the Politics of Korean Reunification.”
Journal of Korean Affairs, vol. 3, no. 4 (January 1974): 37-56.
Misra, Biswamohan. “The Indian U.N. Policy during the Korean Crisis.” Indian
Journal of Political Science, vol. 25, no. 3/4 (July-September-December 1964):
145-151.
Price, John. “The ‘Cat’s Paw’: Canada and the United Nations Temporary Commission
on Korea.” The Canadian History Review, vol. 85, no. 2 (June 2004): 297-324.
Sethi, J.D. “India as Middle Power.” India Quarterly, vol. 25, no. 2 (April-June 1969):
107-121.

Etc.
Hauben, Jay. 2012. “Is the UN Role in Korea 1945-1953 the Model Being Repeated
Today?” Paper presented at Political Science and International Relations Academic
Community Conference, Beijing, July 14-15, 2012.
http://www.columbia.edu/~hauben/UN-Role-in-Korea.doc.
Pilliter, Richard John. “The Evolution of the U.S. Containment Policy in Asia.” Ph.D.
diss., University of Windsor, Ontario, 1969. https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/etd/6582.
Rao, B. Shiva. “Nehru and the UN Security Council on Korea.” Extracts of Letters
Exchanged between Nehru and B.N. Rau. The Statesman (New Delhi), December
6, 1965.

141

142 Jitendra Uttam

Roy, Nabarun. “A Study of Deviant State Behavior: Indian Foreign Policy, 1947-62.”
Ph.D. diss., Ontario Carleton University, Ottawa, 2011.

https://doi.org/10.33728/ijkus.2020.29.2.005

International Journal of Korean Unification Studies
Vol. 29, No. 2, 2020, 143~173.

Russian Far East on Korean Unification:
Perspectives of Non-state Actors
Alex Soohoon Lee*

The role of non-state actors is becoming more important in achieving,
or paving the way for, Korean unification. Based on interviews conducted
in Vladivostok in 2017, this research assesses a perspective of non-state
actors on Korean unification. Vladivostok is both geographically and
strategically significant to the Korean Peninsula. It is the closest European
city to the Peninsula and is the place where Russia’s New East Policy and
South Korea’s New Northern Policy concurrently occur. Needless to say,
understanding how local experts assess Korean unification is essential. In
this research, ‘experts’ refer to non-state actors, in the field of Korean
unification, which consist of an academic, a journalist, a representative of
a non-governmental organization and an expatriate residing in Vladivostok.
Based on interviews, this research presents analyses on Russia’s role, the
US role, and South and North Korean perception on Korean unification,
followed by a timely policy implication.
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I. Introduction
Over the past years, the inter-Korean summits and US-DPRK (Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea) summits have presented a new landscape for
the Korean Peninsula. As these summits have made Korean unification a
major security issue in Northeast Asia, the nations that are surrounding the
peninsula, the US, China, Japan and Russia, have become important players
capable of exerting influence on the agenda of Korean unification. Thus,
understanding their views on Korean unification has become essential. To
this end, the article presents an analysis of expert interviews regarding Korean
unification,1 conducted in Vladivostok, Russia.
The puzzles that motivated this research are the following. What are the
perceptions and prospects of the experts in Vladivostok on Korean unification?
What are their positions and interests on unification? Before seeking answers
to these questions, the two following questions must be answered. What are
the rationales for choosing Vladivostok as the case study? What are the values
of assessing the perspectives of experts in Vladivostok? In order to answer
them, it is important to discuss how Vladivostok is geopolitically similar to
Singapore where the first US-DPRK summit took place.
While several places have been considered for the historical summit
between the US and DRPK, Singapore was chosen based on several reasons.
The primary reason concerns safety. Singapore is known as one of the safest
nations in Asia where “security and intelligence services are first-rate.”2 The
summit took place in the heavily guarded Capella Hotel on Sentosa Island
where twenty million dollars were spent just for security.3 The second reason
1

‘Experts,’ in this article, refer to non-state actors (specialize or work in the
field of Korean unification and Korean studies but with no affiliation to the
Kremlin) composed of an academic, a journalist, an NGO (non-governmental
organization) representative and expatriates residing in Vladivostok, Russia.

2

Charlie Campbell, “Why Singapore? 6 Reasons the Asian City-State Is Perfect
for the Trump-Kim Summit,” Time, June 8, 2018, accessed December 20, 2018,
http://time.com/5305717/singapore-perfect-kim-jong-un-donald-trump-summit/.

3

Lestor Holt, “Trump and Kim Jong-un Shake Hands Ahead of Historic Summit,”
NBC News, June 11, 2018, accessed September 20, 2018, https://www.nbcnews.com/
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is the Singaporean government’s vast experience in hosting summits. It was
the place where the first summit between China and Taiwan took place in
2015. With its wealth of experience over the past years in hosting worldwide
events such as the annual Shangri-La Dialogue,4 Singapore, needless to say,
was the most adequate place to be chosen for the first US-DPRK summit.
Also, Singapore’s political neutrality and relations with both nations were
additional rationales for hosting the summit. Hanoi, the place where the second
US-DPRK denuclearization talk was held, also embraced the similar locational
merits presented by Singapore.
Vladivostok also meets some of the criteria mentioned above. First,
Vladivostok, translated as the ‘ruler of the East,’5 is located in the Far Eastern
tip of the Eurasian continent which is only about 120 kilometers away from
the Tumen,6 the river located in the northeastern tip of the Korean Peninsula
between North Korea and Russia. In terms of accessibility and proximity,
Vladivostok is the place where North Korea would prefer to hold a summit
over any other cities. Secondly, Vladivostok is the place where the two Koreas
coexist. Both sea routes and railroads are in operation between Vladivostok
and North Korea, facilitating trade between the two regions and allowing
an influx of North Korean workers into the city.7 Such conditions also exist
between South Korea and Vladivostok.
Third, Vladivostok is one of the few places on earth where both diplomatic
missions of ROK (Republic of Korea) and DPRK are in operation. Finally,

nightly-news/video/trump-and-kim-jong-un-shake-hands-ahead-of-historicsummit-1253464643879.
4

Campbell (2018).

5

Dmitriy Frolovskiy, “Vladivostok: The Many Lives of Russia's Far Eastern Capital,”
The Diplomat, September 3, 2016, accessed July 29, 2018, https://thediplomat.com/
2016/09/vladivostok-the-many-lives-of-russias-far-eastern-capital/.

6

Definition of Tumen in Webster Dictionary: “River 324 miles (521 kilometers)
long in Eastern Asia on the Border between North Korea, China, and Russia
Flowing Northeast and Southeast into the East Sea.”

7

Andrew Higgins, “North Koreans in Russia Work ‘Basically in the Situation of
Slaves’,” The New York Times, July 11, 2017, accessed July 18, 2018, https://www.nytimes.
com/2017/07/11/world/europe/north-korea-russia-migrants.html.
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Vladivostok is a city where the common interests of Russia and ROK collide.
It is the pivotal location of the Moon government’s New Northern Policy,
and President Putin’s New East Policy.8 In light of President Vladimir Putin’s
strong drive for the New East policy, Vladivostok hosted the APEC (Asia-Pacific
Economic Cooperation) Russia in 2012 and Eastern Economic Forum in 2017.
Vladivostok is not only geographically close but also is a strategically significant
place where a considerable number of inter-Korean related matters can be
met and settled.
Against this backdrop, without properly understanding what local experts,
specializing in Korean politics, relations, or unification, think about Korean
unification, the aforementioned rationales would be meaningless. Why is it
important to consider local experts’ views on Korean unification? The realist
school of international relations considers the state actor as the only legitimate
agent in international politics. However, schools of constructivism and foreign
policy had opened this black box and addressed the important roles played
by non-state actors in international politics.9
This research employs the constructivist approach, the life cycle of norms
created by Finnemore and Sikkink.10 In this model, Finnemore and Sikkink
emphasized the importance of non-state actors in creating, spreading, and
internalizing a norm. This model illustrates how a norm is created by one
and implemented by another. According to the model, a norm is created in
one part of the world, in the process called a norm emergence, and spread
in the international society through the process called a norm cascade, and

8

9

Timothy Stanley, “The Growing Russia-South Korea Partnership,” The Diplomat,
May 24, 2018, accessed June 24, 2018, https://thediplomat.com/2018/05/the-growi
ng-russia-south-korea-partnership/.
Valerie Hudson. In Foreign Policy Analysis: Classic and Contemporary Theory.
Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham: 2007. According to Kenneth Waltz’s neorealism,
states are black boxes whose interests are based on power distribution of
(within) the structure. On the contrary, Alexander Wendt, a constructivist,
considers a state’s interests based on its own ideas. In this regard, foreign
policy analysis (analysts) argues that only human beings have ideas.

10 Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink, “International Norm Dynamics and

Political Change,” International Organization, vol. 52 (1998): 887-917.
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finally is adopted by the other part of the world by a norm internalization.
Democracy, market economy, and human rights are prime examples of the
norm cycle.
With this theoretical framework, the research establishes the empirical
notion that examining non-state experts in the Vladivostok creates a norm
concerning the view regarding Korean unification. Simply put, a norm, a certain
view on Korean unification, which emerges in Vladivostok could be applied
to other nations and may later be internalized by North Korea. In this regard,
although the Russian government’s stance and non-state experts’ ideas may
vary, it is still important to understand how these experts think.
The Russian government’s official stance on Korean unification may be
different from the various perspectives observed in Vladivostok. Although the
Chinese and Russian governments, over the many years, have officially
announced their supportive stance on Korean unification, they have also been
critical about the excessive role played by the US on the Korean Peninsula.
The bottom line is that they do not welcome the US’s continued influence
in regional politics. However, the Russian government poses a slightly different
stance from China regarding Korean unification. Russia believes larger economic
cooperation can be achieved through a unified Korea. This would mean a
competition between Russia and China in their bilateral relations with North
Korea on one hand and implies creation of joint response deterring US influence
in the peninsula under contingency on another.11
However, a non-state actor’s perspective regarding Korean unification is different
from the government because it often takes the cosmopolitan stance, quite the
opposite of the nationalist stance, which is usually engaged by the government.
Thus, non-state actors’ perspectives are usually different from the government,
especially in Russian society, where non-government organizations are often
categorized as spy agencies. However, recent studies have illustrated how non-state
actors can be effective concerning North Korean issues and Korean unification.
11 Duckjoon Chang, “Positions of China and Russia on Changes in North Korea/

Korean Unification and the Prospects for Their Bilateral Relations,” Guk bang
Yeon Gu, vol. 55, no. 4 (2012): 53-76.
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In dealing with North Korea’s human rights12 and the capacity-building
of the unification of Korea,13 non-state actors, namely the United Nations,
non-governmental organizations, and inter-governmental organizations, have
brought about significant changes to the security environment on the Korean
Peninsula. Therefore, although differences remain between state and non-state
actors’ views, it is still important to analyze the works and perspectives of
non-state actors concerning Korean unification. In this regard, the research
analyzes various perspectives of individuals and groups in Vladivostok.
The research mainly provides an analysis of local experts’ views regarding
the Korean Peninsula. The experts participating in these interviews were
composed of an academic, a journalist, an NGO (non-governmental organization)
representative and expatriates who are non-state actors with no affiliation
to the Kremlin. Through this analysis, the research claims that non-state actors,
namely NGOs and IOs (International Organization) in this research, and their
roles have become tremendously important in Korean unification.14
After the natural disaster in 1995, North Korea turned to the international
society for assistance. In response, UNDP (United Nations Development
Programme), UNICEF (United Nations Children’s Fund), WFP (World Food
Programme) and WHO (World Health Organization) established their country
offices in Pyongyang.15 Since then, international society has been heavily

12 Alex Soohoon Lee, “The Effectiveness of South Korean NGOs in Dealing with

North Korean Human Rights: Contribution on Enacting North Korean Human
Rights Act 2016,” The Korean Journal of Area Studies, vol. 35, no. 3 (2018): 45-69.

13 Sung-han Kim, Alex Soohoon Lee and Soo-hwan Hwang, “Aid to North Korea

for Capacity Building of the Unification of Korea,” Journal of International
Politics, vol. 23, no. 1 (2018): 5-43, https://doi.org/10.18031/jip.2018.06.23.1.5.
14 John Baylis, Steve Smith, and Patricia Owens, The Globalization of World Politics:
an Introduction to International Relations (New York : Oxford, 2014); Hanseung Cho
and A-young Park, “UNFPA’s Support for Census in North Korea: Its Necessity
and Implications for Korean Unification,” Dispute Resolution Studies Review,
vol. 16, no. 1 (2018): 81-112, https://doi.org/10.16958/drsr.2018.16.1.81.; Kim,
Lee, Hwang (2018); Kyoungyon Moon, Ji-youn Park and Young-hoon Song,
“North Korea - Searching for a New Paradigm through Critical Review,” Journal
of International Politics, vol. 23, no. 1 (2018): 103-126, https://doi.org/10.18031/jip.201
8.06.23.1.103.
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engaged in aiding North Korea through these UN agencies. Likewise, the
significance of non-governmental actors also has followed the phenomena
exemplified by international organizations. The roles of NGOs, such as World
Vision, have been essential in aiding North Korea.16 As the roles of non-state
actors, regarding issues on the Korean Peninsula, expanded, analyzing their
views and work has also become increasingly essential.
In this light, Vladivostok may not only be the venue for discussing Korean
unification but also the place where the two Koreas may work together and
engage in confidence-building measures. Following this introduction, the next
section reviews the literature that has assessed the Russian perspective on
Korean unification followed by a section that examines the convergence of
the New Northern Policy of ROK and the New East Policy of Russia. The
fourth section analyzes and explains the interview results of the experts, and
finally, the last section presents the implications found in the interviews.

II. Review of the Literature: The Evolving Russian Stance on the
Korean Peninsula
It is extremely rare to take on research that specifically focuses on the
perspectives of non-governmental affiliated experts in the area of Korean
unification, especially ones residing in Vladivostok. Kim Jung-ki’s article,
“Perception and Implication of the Experts Russia Regarding the Security of
the Korean Peninsula,”17 presented a similar line of research. Kim argues that
Korean unification perceived by Russian experts has been a positive factor
for Russian economic development. By analyzing perspectives of the Russian
experts who work in Russian think tanks, Kim presents a diverse view of the

15 Kim, Lee, Hwang (2018).
16 According to the “World Vision’s Work in the DPRK,” World Vision began their

operation in DPRK since 1994. For more details, see the reference, “World Vision
North Korea.”

17 Jung-ki Kim, “Perception and Implication of the Experts Russia Regarding the

Security of Korean Peninsula,” Sino-Soviet Affairs, vol. 38, no. 2 (2014): 163-199.
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experts on Korean unification. He argues that assessing their views is essential
since they are the ones who would be playing the bridging role in Korean-Russian
relations and possibly in Korean unification. This research has been conducted
on a similar notion.
While there are several studies assessing Russian policies on the Korean
Peninsula, there has not been much research dealing specifically with the
view of the Russian Far East on the Korean Peninsula. After the Cold War,
Russian foreign policies have mainly focused on Europe. It is only recently
that Russia began to gradually shift its strategic interest to East Asia. In this
regard, this literature review focuses on reviewing previous research on Russian
foreign policy, rather than the views of Vladivostok, regarding the Korean
Peninsula after the Cold War. Thus, it will present how Russia has experienced
dramatic changes and, over the course of such changes, why the Russian Far
East became a geo-strategically important spot.
In the early 1990s, the collapse of the Soviet Union brought tremendous
changes and challenges for Russia in foreign policy-making. After the collapse,
Russia was no longer a superpower that was capable of exerting much influence
on the Korean Peninsula. The Russian Federation wanted a democratically
unified Korea potentially balancing China and Japan in the region.18 This
illustrates two dramatic shifts in the early 1990s, on one hand Russia’s political
stance in the world devolving from superpower to regional power, on the
other hand, Russia’s policy stance on Korean unification shifting from opponent
to proponent.
Such a positive current from the Russian government towards the Korean
Peninsula accelerated in the late 1990s. 1996 marks the year that Russia
transformed into a free market economy19 which began to seek strategic
cooperation with ROK. Kremlin anticipated capital inflows from South Korea.
It was the essential timing for ROK-Russia strategic relations since Russia,

18 Seung-ho Joo, “Russian Policy on Korean Unification in the Post-Cold War Era,”

Pacific Affairs, vol. 69, no. 1 (1996): 32-48, https://doi. org/10.2307/2760872.
19 Vasily V. Mikheev, “Russian Policy towards Korean Peninsula after Yeltin’s Re-election
as President,” The Journal of East Asian Affairs, vol. 11, no. 2 (1997): 348-377.

Russian Far East on Korean Unification

while seeking economic cooperation from ROK, was unable to assist DPRK
due to its own crippled economy. Severely hit by the Asian Financial Crisis,
both nations, South Korea and Russia, sought each other for economic
partnership. It was the economic motive that had drawn Russia’s attention
to the peninsula in the late 1990s.
After the war on terror created a power vacuum in Northeast Asia, the
US’s pivot to Asia filled the gap again. In this regard, Toloraya thought that
the Obama administration should have cut a grand bargain with North Korea
in exchange for them giving up nuclear development.20 He believed that if
current relations between the US and Russia were smoother, thus, they could
have cooperated on a common goal which was the denuclearization of DPRK.
While the Obama administration’s pivot to Asia was in process, Lo and Hill21
clarified that Russia was moving from Europe to Asia. According to them,
Russia’s motivation to engage the east was based on the recent trend of the
balance of power shifting towards the east and on the Korean Peninsula as
well.
In the research that dealt with Russia’s Northeast Asia policy and its
prospect on Korean unification,22 Lukin claims how Russia’s policy on Korea
is closely related to its Asian strategy. He argues that Russia’s policy on East
Asia concerns its internal issue of developing the Far East regions. Nonetheless,
in his view, Russia will support, regardless of the US’s stance in the Peninsula,
the peaceful denuclearization of North Korea and Korean unification.
According to Lukin, for the Russian government, the Korean issue is a part
of Russia’s east Asia policy, and they definitely support unification.

20 Georgy Toloraya, “Russian Policy in Korea in a Time of Change,” Korean Journal

of Defense Analysis, vol. 21, no. 1 (2009): 67-84, https://doi.org/10.1080/101632709
02745695.

21 Bobo Lo and Fiona Hill, “Putin’s Pivot: Why Russia is looking East,” Brookings,

accessed August 30, 2018, https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/putins-pivotwhy-russia-is-looking-east/.

22 Alexander Lukin, “Russia’s Policy in Northeast Asia and the Prospects for Korean

Unification,” International Journal of Korean Unification Studies. vol. 26, no. 1 (2017): 1-19.
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Kim Sung-han introduces some of the pluses that Russia would find after
Korean unification. Among many pluses, Kim argues that economic cooperation,
such as connecting the Trans-Siberian Railroad and Trans Korean Railroad,
will be the primary one followed by the “development of the Far East and
Siberia.”23 Furthermore, Lee Sang Joon points out the importance in the
“Development of the Russian Far East and a Triangular Economic Cooperation
between ROK-KNDR-RF.”24 Lee argues that the economic cooperation created
among South Korea, North Korea and Russia may lead to prosperity on the
Korean Peninsula and eventually become the foundation for achieving Korean
unification.
As explained in the previous research, Russia’s stance on the Korean
Peninsula has changed over time under varying rationales. The initial rationale
regards politics in the early 1990s after the Cold War; the second rationale
concerns the economy in the late 1990s during the Asian Financial Crisis;
the third rationale relates geopolitics around 2009 during the US pivot to
Asia; and the last rationale involves both geopolitics and economy until
nowadays. In respect to the last rationale, the following chapter discusses
the recent policy intersection between South Korea and Russia, namely the
New Northern Policy and the New East Policy respectively.

23 Sung-han Kim, “The Day After: ROK–U.S. Cooperation for Korean Unification,”

The Washington Quarterly, vol. 38, no. 3 (2015): 37-58, https://doi.org/10.1080/01636
60X.2015.1099024.

24 Sang Joon Lee, “Development of the Russian Far East and a Triangular Economic

Cooperation between ROK-KNDR-RF,” Russia Research, vol. 25, no. 2 (2015): 229-252.
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III. Convergence of the New Northern Policy and the New East Policy
Recently, President Putin’s New East Policy and President Moon’s New
Northern Policy both pointed to the Far East. In a speech during the 3rd Eastern
Economic Forum held in Vladivostok on September 9, 2017, President Moon
Jae-in described the Russian Far East as “full of potentials.”25 He also added
that a successful Far East development through the cooperation of Northeast
Asian nations could be a breakthrough for resolving the North Korean nuclear
issue because North Korea will eventually realize that joining the cooperation
would only be a net gain.26
In the Forum, President Moon held summit meetings with President
Putin and Prime Minister Abe. In the ROK-Japan Summit, both leaders agreed
on strengthening the ROK-US-Japan cooperation for resisting recent North
Korean nuclear and missile tests. For the ROK-Russian summit, the two leaders
“shared an understanding that resolving the North Korean nuclear issue is
a top priority for development in East Asia.”27 It is important to notice that,
even in this ‘Economic Forum’ setting, the leaders still discussed the North
Korean nuclear issue.
Introducing the New Northern Policy initiative in the forum, the ROK
government proposed the nine bridges program between the two nations. The
nine bridges are “natural gas, railroads, seaports, electricity, Arctic shipping
routes, shipbuilding, labor, agriculture and fisheries.”28 The initiative is aimed
at building a new engine for growth that would connect South Korean and
Russian economies while laying out the framework for peace and prosperity

25 Cheong Wa Dae, “Address by President Moon Jae-in at the 3rd Eastern Economic

Forum in Vladivostok, Russia,” Seoul, accessed June 30, 2017, http://www.korea.
net/Government/Briefing-Room/Presidential-Speeches/view?articleId=149834.

26 Ibid.
27 Reuters staff. “South Korea’s Moon Says He and Putin Share Understanding

on North Korea,” Reuters, September 6, 2017, accessed August 6, 2018, https://www.
reuters.com/article/us-northkorea-missiles-southkorea-moon/south-koreasmoon-says-he-and-putin-share-understanding-on-north-korea-idUSKCN1BH0PO.

28 Cheong Wa Dae.
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in the region. By following the example of the European Coal and Steel
Community after World War II, President Moon’s new initiative aimed to defuse
“tensions on the Korean Peninsula through economic cooperation among nations
and attaining mutual growth.”29
The ROK government’s engagement in the New Northern Policy initiative
implies that the Russian Far East may one day become a platform for regional
economic cooperation and peace-building. In this regard, discussions on
ROK-Russian cooperation were held on multiple levels. Russia’s Deputy Prime
Minister, Yuri Trutnev, who also was the Presidential Envoy to the Far Eastern
Federal District, visited Seoul to attend a Joint Committee on Economic, Scientific
and Technological Cooperation. In this committee meeting, the then South
Korean Prime Minister Lee Nak-yon emphasized that the cooperation between
the two countries “will also contribute to the prosperity of the two Koreas.”30
The joint committee meeting between the two nations had agreed upon
three actions; consolidation, innovation and advancement. The consolidation
implies strengthening economic ties between the two nations by establishing
a comprehensive plan for the nine bridges. The innovation refers to the
preparation for the fourth industrial revolution by collaborating on enhancing
information and communications technology. The advancement, lastly, is about
enhancing the quality of lives of both nations through exchanges of medical
systems, culture and sports.31 Most of all, as Prime Minister Kim commented,
cooperation would bring mutual prosperity only if North Korea joins in such
an endeavor.
In light of the ROK’s New Northern Policy and Russia’s New East Policy
converging in the Far East, President Moon and President Putin agreed that
29 Ibid.
30 “PM Expresses Hope For Greater Cooperation With Russia's Far Eastern District,”

Yonhap News Agency, June 7, 2018, accessed June 10, 2018, https://en.yna.co.kr/view/
AEN20180607010000315.
31 Kyoung-won Kim, “ROK-Russia, Beginning ‘Economic Cooperation’ in 3 Areas.
Seeking Prosperity of South & North Korea and Russia,” Newsis, June 7, 2018,
accessed August 7, 2018, http://www.newsis.com/view/?id=NISX20180607_000032
9807&cID=10401&pID=10 400. [In Korean]
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regional peace and economic prosperity would only be met under one condition,
North Korea’s involvement. While neither the Cheongwadae nor the Kremlin
hitherto initiated any solid project on the ground yet, it is important to assess
how the convergence of the two policies has been acknowledged by the local
experts regarding the issues of the Korean Peninsula. In this light, the next
chapter deals with the expert interviews conducted in Vladivostok during the
summer of 2017 shows how non-state actors are important and valuable players
in the process of Korean Unification.

IV. Analysis of Experts’ View on Korean Unification
4.1 Structure of the Interview
The following structured interviews were designed to assess experts’ views
on Korean unification. Group interviews, composed of experts on Korean issues
in the Russian Far East, were conducted during July 3-7, 2017 in Vladivostok.
One-to-one standardized interviews, given by anonymous experts―an academic,
an expatriate, a journalist and a non-governmental organization representative
in Vladivostok―were conducted. Academics were experts in the field of political
science and international relations who specialize in Korean issues. The
expatriates were Korean descendants in Vladivostok who have work that is
relevant to North Korea. The journalist was from one of the major newspapers
in Vladivostok, which has been covering various issues on the Korean Peninsula.
The NGO representative visits North Korea on a regular basis due to their
respective businesses in Wonsan and Pyongyang.
Interviewers answered the following questions listed in table 1. The
interview questions were composed of four parts. The first part considered
their knowledge of Korean issues. The second part assessed their views on
the prospective roles of the US in the Korean unification. The third part dealt
with their views on the Korean unification. The last part questioned their
understanding of Russia’s role in the Korean unification. The result of the
interviews is analyzed to explain common perceptions and prospects of the
experts regarding Korean issues.
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＜Table 1＞ Questionnaire for an Expert Interview on Assessing Korean Unification
Expert Interview on Assessing Korean Unification
Interviewees

Experts in Korean Issues (academics, expatriates, journalist and NGO representative)

Location

Vladivostok

Date

July 3-7, 2017

Questionnaire
1

How do you assess inter-Korean relations?

2

How much do you know about the current situation in North Korea?

3

How do you foresee President Trump’s policy on North Korea?

4

Do you expect any changes in Russia-US relations in the next 4 years?

5

What do you think is the most important factor for Korean unification?

6

What do you think is the biggest stumbling block for Korean unification?

7

How much does Russian media cover inter-Korean relations?

8

Do Russian people give much attention to inter-Korean relations?

9

What do you think is President Putin’s policy on North Korea?

10

Do you think Russia will play a significant role in Korean unification?

Source: The table is created by the author.

The results of the six interviews are bundled into several sub-topics in
the following analysis and divided into five parts. First, NGOs’ status and
roles in Russia have been clearly articulated during the interviews. How NGOs
have been categorized by Russian law is explained in this part. The second
part deals with how experts see Russia’s prospective role in Korean Unification.
The third part explains experts’ views on the US’s prospective role in Korean
unification. The following part assesses experts’ perceptions on North and
South Korea regarding Korean unification. The last part sums up experts’
views on Korean unification.
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4.2 NGO Status and Roles in Russia - Foreign Agent
One of the common findings from most of the interviews was that, in
Russia, non-governmental organizations concerned with human rights and
human security cannot exist, at least on the surface. The Russian law labels
NGOs as foreign agents32 who must report their activities to the government.
This is largely due to the previous democratic movement(s) in Ukraine and
Georgia, according to one anonymous interviewee.33 NGOs have played important
roles in the process of democratization in both Ukraine and Georgia and, in
this regard, the Russian government enacted a law that restricts the activities
of NGOs. NGOs, especially the ones that had worked secretively on North Korean
human rights, have kept themselves low key so that they are never revealed.
In Russia, against this backdrop, international NGOs, based in different
parts of the world “with a broad geographical reach,”34 are known to be more
capable in handling issues concerning North Korea. Most of the NGOs dealing
with North Korean issues consist of overseas Koreans who reside in countries
and regions like the US, Japan and Europe. Holding eligible passports to enter
North Korea, these internationally based NGOs run various programs and
businesses on North Korean soil. On the contrary, difficulties arise for
Korean-based NGOs. Korean-based NGOs are known to have difficulties accessing
North Korea due to their mandatory report to the ROK Ministry of Unification
following assistance to North Korea.35 According to this anonymous individual

32 According to the Justice Ministry of Russia, under the 2012 law, foreign agents

are groups which “receive even a minimal amount of funding from any foreign
sources, governmental or private, and engage in ‘political activity’.” See Human
Rights Watch, “Russia: Government vs. Rights Groups,” https://www.hrw.org/
russia-government-against-rights-groups-battle-chronicle.

33 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts [expatriate] in Vladivostok by

the author, July 4, 2017.

34 General consultative status is reserved for large international NGOs whose

area of work covers most of the issues on the agenda of ECOSOC and its
subsidiary bodies. These tend to be fairly large, established international
NGOs with a broad geographical reach. For more information, see The United
Nations, “Consultative Status with ECOSOC,” http://www.un.org/esa/coordination/
ngo/about.htm.
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in the unidentified NGO, North Koreans do not want such assistance and aid
to go public. In the end, North Koreans worry about their image where they
do not want themselves to be portrayed as poor people.36
The bottom line is that the ones who are free from mandatory reports
and affiliation are adequate NGO entities doing work in North Korea. Whether
they are based in Russia or South Korea, as long as they have obligations to
report to their respective governments, they face restrictions in operating
assistance or business in North Korea. The Foreign Agent Law of Russia, aimed
at NGOs, “is used to make life difficult for them. Many of the organizations
targeted under the law have had to shut down because of harassment and
steep fines.”37 This naturally downsizes the candidates to only a few entities
who are basically low key, operating secretively, and financially capable.

4.3 Russia’s Prospective Role for Korean Unification - Apolitical to Strategic
As one of the powers surrounding the Korean Peninsula, Russia’s
perspective on Korean unification has roundly altered over the last couple
of decades. The dramatic changes following the collapse of the Soviet Union,
which signaled the end of the Cold War, reshaped Russia’s foreign policy
agenda. The Soviet Union, one of the two most powerful nations in the world
during the Cold War, had worldwide outreach through foreign policy during
this era of great power politics. Dissolved in 1992, however, Russia’s sphere
of influence compared to its good old days has tremendously decreased under
the dominant US-led liberal international order. Against this backdrop, Russia’s

35 The interviewee had worked for transferring North Korean defectors to South

Korea via the Tumen River during the 1990s. Back then, he worked for an NGO
in Yon-byun. Currently, he works for an unidentified NGO based in Vladivostok
which operates businesses in transportation, soybean and bread in the area
of Hamkyung-bukdo.

36 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts [NGO] in Vladivostok by the author,

July 5, 2017.

37 Helen Simpson, “Russia’s Foreign Agent Law: An HPR Explainer,” Harvard

Political Review, November 30, 2017, accessed August 20, 2019, http://harvard
politics.com/world/russias-foreign-agent-law-an-hpr-explainer/.

Russian Far East on Korean Unification

general stance on the Korean Peninsula can be explained based on three
accounts; socialist nature, identity, and team play.
Although Russia is transforming into a more advanced and modern nation,
the vestiges of its socialist nature are still traceable. While tremendous efforts
have been paid by the young generation for escaping “the indoctrination and
habituation by the communist system,”38 the generation from the ‘old empire’
cannot let go of the vestiges from the USSR. The conservative-minded people,
fueled by their nationalism, have an imperative to go back to the glorious
days of the Soviet Union. These old guards in Moscow are in favor of North
Korea, which puts Korean unification in line with this ideology. According
to the interview, these people are appointed as high-ranking public officials
in the Russian government, especially to the posts that are relevant to North
Korea. The old guards are known to endeavor to preserve old values where
they consider South Korea and North Korea in the same context, implying
their ignorance of liberal democracy.39
In this regard, it is worth observing the Valdai Discussion Club in Moscow.
The Valdai Discussion Club is, in its external form, the Russian equivalent
to the Davos Forum which consists of eminent scholars, bureaucrats, and
media. Its objective is to “promote the dialogue of Russian and international
intellectual elites and to deliver independent an objective scholarly analysis
of political, economic, and social developments in Russia and the world.”40
Having close relations with the Russian government and its President, the
Valdai Club has been representing Russian elites’ perspective on international
relations. The interview given by its president, Andrey Bystritskiy, during
his visit to Seoul, clearly illustrated the Valdai Club’s perspective on the Korean
Peninsula. He insisted on minimizing the ROK-US military exercises in response

38 Stefan Paun, “The Vestiges of Communism and the Transformation of Party

Systems in Post-Communist States,” Management and Financial Markets, vol. 30,
no. 1 (2009): 231-235.

39 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts [expatriate] in Vladivostok by the

author, July 4, 2017.

40 See Valdai Club Foundation, “About Valdai Club Foundation,” accessed May

20, 2018, http://valdaiclub.com/about/valdai/.
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to North Korea’s giving up of their nuclear missile development.41 This
undoubtedly represents the Russian elites’ stance on the Korean Peninsula.
Another enlightening fact found from the experts’ interviews in
Vladivostok was that Russians consider themselves Europeans. Even in a brief
interview, it was not difficult to catch this sense of European identity that
is embedded in their hearts and minds. While 77 percent of the Russian
territory is part of Asia, the “vast majority of the population lives in the European
portion.”42 Although the city Vladivostok is in the East end of Russia, surrounded
by the Asian continent, it is still considered geographically and culturally
part of greater Europe. In other words, Russians identify themselves as
Europeans and with its massive land bordering several Northern and Eastern
European countries, Russian foreign affairs have mostly been concentrated
on Europe instead of Asia. Russians, in the past, wanted the Korean Peninsula
to stay in peace because they simply prefer a peaceful neighbor over a troubled
one.43 However, such foreign policy attention has been sensibly relocated
to Asia, especially towards China and the Korean Peninsula. With President
Putin’s initiative on the development of the Russian Far East and the
establishment of the Eastern Economic Forum, Russia’s strategic interests
on the Korean Peninsula have undoubtedly intensified.
This phenomenon, the pendulum of Russian foreign policy swinging to
the Far East, has been partly due to China’s growing influence in the region.
According to the experts, this is called a Russian-Chinese team play. The
team play of Russia and China is organized into; “Eastern Europe for Russia,
the South China Sea for China and Central Asia for both.”44 This is also confirmed
41 Min-joon Seo, “Chairman of Valdai Club Foundation, There is No Reason for

ROK to Give Up Nuclear Plant (Wonjeon),” Seoul Gyungjae, November 27, 2017, accessed
August 27, 2017, http://www.sedaily.com/NewsView/1ONQREJ1WM. [In Korean]
42 Natalya Nosova, “Is Russia European or Asian?” Russia Beyond, January 19,
2018, accessed June 19, 2018, https://www.rbth.com/arts/327309-is-russia-europeor-asia.
43 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts [expatriate] in Vladivostok by the

author, July 5, 2017.

44 Paul Strongski, “China and Russia’s Uneasy Partnership in Central Asia,” Carnegie

Endowment for International Peace, March 29, 2018, accessed June 20, 2018.
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by one of the experts in Vladivostok. According to him, for European issues,
Russia stands in the forefront with support from China, whereas for Asian
issues, China leads the team with Russian support.45 This not only indicates
a strong bond between the two nations, but also suggests that Russian policy
on the Korean Peninsula will be contingent upon China. Recently President
Putin and President Xi met at the SCO (Shanghai Cooperation Organization)
summit meeting where they mutually agreed upon working together for the
stabilization of the Korean Peninsula and the Northeast Asian region.46
The analysis of these experts’ view on Russia’s attitude towards Korea’s
unification left much to be desired. However, two conclusions can be drawn
at this point based on media and the experts in the field. First, President
Putin’s initiatives in the Far East have placed the Korean Peninsula as a very
high-stakes matter. Regardless of the stumbling-blocks, namely the vestiges
of a socialist nature and the concentration of foreign policies on Europe,
the Russian government decided to put their economic and strategic interests
on the Far East which is extremely relevant to the Korean Peninsula. This
implies that the Korean Peninsula has become strategically valuable for
President Putin. Second, this momentum created by President Putin would
likely be largely influenced by the Chinese foreign policy direction. Regarding
Korean unification, Russia’s apolitical stance in the past has become more
strategically engaging nowadays.

45 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts [expatriate] in Vladivostok by the

author, July 4, 2017.

46 Byoung-han Park, “Putin-Xi, Discussing Korean Issues and Declaration of the

End of War,” YTN, June 9, 2018, accessed July 9, 2018, http://www.ytn.co.kr/_ln/0104
_201806090602024077.
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4.4 US Role in Korean Unification
The experts’ view on the US’s prospective role in Korean unification was
twofold. Some experts viewed the US’s position in Korean unification as
extremely disturbing while some held a cautiously optimistic view. Irrespective
of who is in the White House, Russian foreign policies on both North and
South Korea remain status-quo,47 and this is due to the fact that Russia, by
nature, seldom changes its foreign policy.48 In their views, the aim of US
foreign policies such as ‘pivot to Asia’ and ‘strategic patience’ during the Obama
administration was to focus on Asia before they lose their strategic advantage
due to their preoccupation with the war on terror.
However, some experts agreed on several accounts that Russia-US relations
may remain in tension for the foreseeable future. They fundamentally believe
that Russia and the US never agree, or that the US never understands Russia,
on issues regarding the Korean Peninsula. A classic, albeit ongoing debate
on the legitimacy and necessity of the USFK (United States Forces in Korea)
has been voiced by several experts.49 The opponents of the USFK stationing
in South Korea argue that the only reason for the US having their troops
on the Korean Peninsula is for their own strategic interests which would
never be beneficial to Korean unification. Moreover, the US has no interests
in Korean unification because once the peninsula is unified, the US will lose
its strategic interests both on the Korean Peninsula and the Northeast Asian
region.50 Against this backdrop, they considered the US as a stumbling block
for the unification of the Korean Peninsula.

47 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [all] Vladivostok by the author,

July 4-7, 2017.

48 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [expatriate] Vladivostok by the

author, July 4, 2017.

49 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [media] Vladivostok by the

author, July 4, 2017.

50 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [media] Vladivostok by the

author, July 4, 2017.

Russian Far East on Korean Unification

Nevertheless, some experts see the US’s role in Korean unification as
cautiously optimistic. Yet, this is only possible under the condition that
Russia-US relations are normalized and such conditions can only be met under
a shared goal between the two nations, deterring China.51 The experts were
well aware of the fact that President Trump will have to settle the ongoing
domestic investigation regarding “Assessing Russian Activities and Intentions
in Recent US Elections.”52 If the US, partnering with Russia, deters China,
the normalization between the two nations would be realized and will possibly
create some creative and harmonious policies on the Korean Peninsula.53
Yet, this argument stated by an anonymous academic may be too ideal
considering the current honeymoon relations between Russia and China. The
experts’ view on the US’s prospective role in Korean unification diverges into
two sides, and the clear distinction found based on interviews was that, even
within such an expert group, academics tend to be more optimistic than
journalists in their views concerning Korean unification.

4.5 Perception on North and South Korea regarding Korean Unification
The experts’ opinions diverge on various accounts except for one issue:
both Koreas want unification to be realized.54 That is to say, not only in an
emotional sense but on the strategic end, both desire for unification of the
peninsula. However, their objectives and means for unification are different.
Most experts said North Korea is not going to give up its nuclear development.
One of them said that North Korea will not “give up nuclear weapons unless
they get the security guarantees from the US.”55 Even in the midst of ongoing

51 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [academic] Vladivostok by the

author, July 6, 2017.

52 See the reference, Intelligence Community Assessment, “Assessing Russian

Activities and Intentions in Recent US Elections,” accessed September 6, 2018,
https://www.dni.gov/files/documents/ICA_2017_01.pdf.

53 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [academic] Vladivostok by the

author, July 4, 2017.

54 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [all] Vladivostok by the author,

July 4-7, 2017.
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economic sanctions, the Kim Jong-un regime will not give up its nuclear arms,
which are its lifeline. Only the security guarantee by the US would extend
the lifeline of the Kim regime. If nuclear and security guarantees are
exchangeable, then denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula can be achieved
which would mean a step closer to achieving Korean unification. This
perspective of the expert denotes that Korean unification cannot be achieved
solely by the two Koreas. Instead, involvement from the surrounding powers
is necessary.
Others argued that the possibility of North Korea giving up their nuclear
development, even with sufficient exchanges with the US, is slightly less likely
than what the previously mentioned expert believed. These experts anticipated
Russia and China to step in as mediators convincing North Korea to give
up their nuclear development.56 They expected Russian engagement to be
the major driving force, among surrounding powers, for Korean unification.
If the Kim regime will never give up its nuclear program, Russia and China
may step in. In the end, since North Korea does not have incentives to give up
its nuclear program upon Russian and Chinese demand, the experts argue,
then North Korea’s nuclear armaments will eventually bring a bleak future to
the Korean Peninsula.57 The same experts further argued that, in this case,
the collapse of the Kim regime will be the only remaining outcome. Then, the
stakeholders may as well pay great attention to North Korean internal affairs.
The experts’ perception on South Korea regarding Korean unification
is rather optimistic aside from the US factor. Russians do not like THAAD
(Terminal High Altitude Area Defense) deployed in South Korea. There are
two reasons for this. First, Russians do not like the fact that THAAD’s sights
are aimed northward, including Russian territory. Even though there is a
maximum parameter that the X-band radar of THAAD can cover, Russians
55 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [academic] Vladivostok by the

author, July 4, 2017.

56 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [academic] Vladivostok by the

author, July 6, 2017.

57 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [academic] Vladivostok by the

author, July 6, 2017.
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are still disturbed.58 Second, one of the experts mentioned the possibility
of Taiwan adopting THAAD based on the case of South Korea. According
to him, this would certainly be a challenge to the nations with strategic missile
units in the region, namely Russia and China. From his point of view, the
deployment of THAAD in South Korea has set precedent for other countries in
the region, creating a domino effect, although this has not been the case yet.
Most of the experts have a good image of President Moon.59 Akin to
his predecessors Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun, President Moon’s North
Korea policy is believed to be dovish in its nature. In this regard, the experts
anticipated President Moon to influence the views of the Russians who have
anti-South Korea sentiment and turn their views into pro-South Korea. In
general, all of the experts in the group believed President Moon would be
a good facilitator in carrying out the unification agenda. Most of the interviewees
considered South Korean prospective economic endeavors in the Russian Far
East to be a great asset to Russia and a solid foundation for unification. As
South Korea engages deeper in the development and prosperity of the Far
East, both Russia and China will be more committed to the issue of Korean
unification. In this case, the Russian Far East will eventually be a prime location
for the two Koreas to meet and trade. In other words, with repeated meetings
and trade, the barrier between the two Koreas will be lowered and the 38th
Parallel will eventually be torn away.

4.6 Experts’ View on Korean Unification
Limiting actors into just two Koreas, the experts expected Korean
unification to be achieved sooner or later. Among multiple reasons supporting
the claim, the two variables, common language and sense of brotherhood,
are the core motivators for unification.60 Sharing the same language, according

58 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [academic] Vladivostok by the

author, July 4, 2017; Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [academic]
Vladivostok by the author, July 6, 2017.

59 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [all] Vladivostok by the author,

July 4-7, 2017.

165

166 Alex Soohoon Lee

to the NGO representative, will be the foundation of Korean unification. A
common language not only makes the two Koreas more intimate neighbors;
it could also make the whole process of unification easier. In this light, the
experts, in one voice, addressed the common language factor as a building
block for Korean unification. Experts, moreover, anticipated brotherhood
between the two Koreas to be a significant factor in achieving unification.61
This NGO expert described North and South Korean relations as the
brotherhood. In his explanation, since North Korea is the poor, younger brother,
and South Korea is the bigger and rich brother, he must take care of his
younger one. Put simply, South Korea helping the North will shorten the
unification process.
In this globalized world, however, Korean unification is no longer an
issue of two Koreas alone. A complex matrix has been formed by surrounding
nations. This is largely due to the strategic interests they seek in each other
as well as on the Korean Peninsula. In this regard, the view from Vladivostok
on Korean unification can be summarized into three aspects: Russia’s limited
position, the US’s excessive position, and unified Korea as a threat.
First, whether in a passive or an active form, Russia’s role regarding
Korean unification will be limited. Simply put, from Russian’s view, Korean
unification is a ‘problem’ for the Korean people, not for Russians.62 Again,
most of Russia’s foreign interests are still on the western border. China will
conduct proxy diplomacy on the Korean Peninsula. This explains why Russian
media, in general, seldom covers Korean issues on a daily basis. Notwithstanding
the Kremlin’s official position on the Korean Peninsula, the experts’ overall
prospect on the Korean Peninsula is that Russia will play a limited role in
it. As one of the experts noted, under the circumstance of North Korea being

60 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [NGO] Vladivostok by the author,

July 5-6, 2017.

61 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [NGO] Vladivostok by the author,
July 5-6, 2017.
62 Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [academic] Vladivostok by
the author, July 6, 2017; Anonymous, interview with Korean experts in [all]
Vladivostok by the author, July 4-7, 2017.
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annexed by South Korea, Russia can send troops to the border, yet hoping
that Russian-US relations will not deteriorate. Recent inter-Korean and
US-DPRK summit meetings may influence Russian foreign policy. It should
be noted that Russia, however, rarely changes its foreign policy stance. Overall,
the point is that without sufficient national interests from Korean unification,
Russia’s limited position on Korean unification may not change. As one expert
recalled, “it would be abnormal for Russians to talk about Korean unification.”63
Another prospect noted by the experts is that the US is playing an
unnecessarily excessive role in Korean unification. As some of the experts
stated, unification should be carried out by the two Koreas since it is their
issue. The US interfering in the deal would be neither welcomed nor helpful
for Korean unification. The US would want to preserve the status-quo on
the Peninsula because they “do not want to lose their foothold on the
Peninsula.”64 Thus, for Korean unification, only a limited role by the US would
be adequate, the experts argued. An interesting observation was that even
though Russia has minimal interest in the Peninsula, according to most experts,
Russia is the one that wants Korean unification the most because of its pure
interests.65 In other words, surrounding nations—the US, China and Japan—are
not interested in unification. Among them, Japan will be the one that opposes
unification the most since a unified Korea may become a powerful rival to
Japan.66 It is only Russia that purely wants Korean unification to be achieved,
according to this expert from academia.
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V. Conclusion and Implication
The analyses on the experts’ perspective on Korean unification have drawn
two meaningful points: a perspective on Russia’s stance on Korean unification
and the strategic importance of Vladivostok for future talks regarding Korean
unification. First, Russia’s stance on Korean unification will remain the same
unless some significant follow-up actions are taken after the talks between
the US and South and North Korea. Rigidity of Russia’s foreign policy is based
on its heritage and nationalism. As long as Russians are nostalgic for the
Soviet empire, its foreign policy will remain focused on Europe.
There is a saying that “Russia without Ukraine is a country, Russia with
Ukraine is an empire.”67 Russia would consider its foreign policy options
based on the good old days. This is what Nobel Laureate Svetlana Alexievich
referred to as “collective Putin” which is, according to her, “the deep sense
of wounded national pride and contempt for liberal values that now runs
so deep in both Russia and Belarus.”68 Without major changes on the Korean
Peninsula, Russia will not be deeply committed to unification issues.
But this city in the Far East may become a cornerstone for Korean
unification. Several reasons support this contention. First, its proximity to
the Korean Peninsula attracts non-governmental organizations setting up their
liaison offices. Regardless of the ‘Foreign Agent’ law prohibiting NGOs activities,
these liaison offices are valuable as long as they remain clandestine. Second,
President Putin’s New East Policy and its Eastern Economic Forum are ongoing
agendas that would likely be buttressed by surrounding nations.

67 Mas Fisher, “9 Questions About Ukraine You Were Too Embarrassed to Ask,”

The Washington Post, June 30, 2017, accessed July 30 2018, https://www.washing
tonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/01/30/9-questions-about-ukraineyou-were-too-embarrassed-to-ask/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.123726e93ebe.
68 Guy Chazan “Nobel Laureate Svetlana Alexievich on Her Fears for Russia’s
‘Collective Putin’,” Financial Times, June 16, 2017, accessed June 18 2018, https://www.
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In this light, Vladivostok is slowly becoming a strategic place for sharing
thoughts on the future of the Korean Peninsula. In fact, Vladivostok is already
an extremely important city for Korean unification. It is one of the few places
in the world where students from both South and North Korea study
international relations together.69 It is a place where many Koryo people
live.70 By all means, the fact that Koryo people still live in this area certainly
plays as the last, but not the least, the rationale for categorizing Vladivostok
as a strategic place for Korean unification.
As President Moon previously spoke in the Lower House of the Russian
Parliament, “when a peace regime is established on the Korean Peninsula,
economic cooperation between the South and North Korea will take off and
will be expanded to three-way cooperation with Russia.”71 The best way to
draw Russia’s attention to the Korean Peninsula is by promoting economic
cooperation. In this light, the ROK government’s consistent effort in enhancing
relations with Russia seems inevitable.
What the ROK government could immediately do is to initiate public
diplomacy with the abovementioned experts residing in Vladivostok. As these
experts are up-to-date with the economic and social status of North Korea
from their frequent visits to the country, building relations with them may
be a productive way of understanding North Korea. If the network of experts
regarding Korean unification operates in a proper manner through public
diplomacy, it may become the backbone of Korean unification.
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An Analysis of the Trans-Korean Railway (TKR) and
Trans-Siberian Railway (TSR) Linkage:
International Cooperation and Constraints
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The Moon Jae-in government has promoted diverse cooperative
projects with the Northern region, including China, Russia and Eurasia
to derive ripple effects in economics and security both the diversification
of political diplomacy and the denuclearization of North Korea. The East
Asian Railway Community in particular, with a focus on the New Northern
Diplomacy, has been proposed as a means to achieve greater effectiveness.
Even in the face of many challenges to embody this conception, a variety
of international cooperation efforts have been pursued to accomplish
co-prosperity with Russia and Eurasian countries. This is part of the plan
to complete the Iron Silk Road as an important model for Northeast Asia
Multilateral Cooperation, which connects Northeast Asia and Eurasia
through the connection of the continental railways with the Trans-Korean
Railway (TKR), Trans-Siberian Railway (TSR) and Trans- China Railway
(TCR) to achieve the modern version of the Silk Road, which has been one
of the ambitious plans since the Kim Dae-jung government. Thus, railway
cooperation with Russia is becoming more important to attract the
expansion of the domestic market and opening of North Korea, and also
to build an everlasting Peace Regime in the Korean Peninsula through the
overland route eventually connecting the continent via a TKR-TSR linkage
in the future. In this context, the main purpose of this paper is to explore
the international cooperation efforts and constraints required for a
linkage of the TKR and the TSR by the medium of the inter-Korean railway
connection on the basis of the functionalist theory, which is a symbol of
peace and economic cooperation.
Keywords: Functionalist Theory, Trans-Korean Railway (TKR), TransSiberian Railway (TSR), International Cooperation, North Korea’s
Denuclearization
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I. Introduction
The South Korean Moon Jae-in government has been pushing ahead
with various cooperative initiatives with countries in its northern area, including
Russia and the Eurasia region, in order to maximize the possibility of North
Korean denuclearization and its ripple effect on the economy. This policy
is in line with the policies toward the Northern region carried out by former
South Korean governments which put continuous emphasis on cooperation
with the region. These include the Nordpolitik initiated by the former Roh
Tae-woo government, the Iron Silk Road of the Kim Dae-jung government,
resource diplomacy of the Lee Myung-bak government, and the Eurasia
Initiative of the Park Geun-hye government.
In particular, in order to achieve the effectiveness of the policy, the
government announced the comprehensive idea of a ‘new economic map
of the Korean Peninsula’ centered on the New Northern Policy and proposed
the ‘H-line’ and the ‘East Asian Railway Community’ on the premise of
reconnecting the inter-Korean railway. The plan is aimed at realizing a vision
of common prosperity with northern countries such as Russia and countries
in Central Asia by expanding the Korean Peninsula to the Eurasian region
by connecting and integrating its continent policy.1 This includes the plan
to complete the Iron Silk Road as an important model of Northeast Asian
multilateral cooperation between Northeast Asia and Eurasia through the
connection of the Trans-Korean Railway (TKR), Trans-Siberian Railway (TSR),
and Trans-China Railway (TCR). This will then realize a modern Silk Road,
a long-cherished project that seeks to advance economic channels and establish
new growth engines. Railway transportation will drastically reduce costs,
distance and time compared to sea transport, providing it with a new vitality
to the epochal change of the transportation paradigm in Northeast Asia and
the development of energy and resources in the Far East. Although the biggest
key will be whether the denuclearization negotiations between the U.S. and

1

Jiwon Yun, “An Analysis of the Implementation of the Moon Jae-in Administration’s
New Northern Policy and South Korea-Russia Economic Cooperation,” The Korean
Journal of Security Affairs, vol. 22, no. 2 (2017): 6-22.
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North Korea would proceed, railway cooperation with Russia will also be
very significant for the expansion of the domestic market, enabling North
Korea to open up and establish a permanent peace regime on the Korean
Peninsula by connecting land routes via the TKR-TSR.2
Triangle economic cooperation between the two Koreas and Russia is
essential for the revitalization of the New Northern Policy based on the railway
connection in the Eurasian region in the future. Despite the deadlock in
inter-Korean relations, many studies and seminars have recently been conducted
and held at the government and private levels following the efforts to establish
a peace regime on the Korean Peninsula. These include the connection of
the TKR to the TSR, and the revitalization of the government’s New Northern
Policy. Looking at the preceding studies, most of the research has been on
the political and economic aspects of the connection of the continental railways,
including the reconnection of the inter-Korean railway and the Eurasian railway,
and the economic ripple effects of North-South Russia linked to the New Northern
Policy. For example, Kang, Bongkoo (2003), Kim, Songjook (2018), Yun, Jiwon
& Lee, Donghyun (2015), and Woo, Junemo (2018) studied the connection between
the TKR, the Eurasian and continental railways from a political and security
perspective,3 Yi, Seongwoo et al., (2016), Kim, Hyosun (2018), Kang, Myungsoo
(2018), Yang, Haeun (2018), Lee Hyuntai et al., (2018), and Kim, Jaejin (2018)

2

Sunghun Won, “Eurasian Rail Connection Is Our ‘Future,’” accessed December 05,
2019, http://blog.daum.net/chong123/15872401.
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‘New Security’ System of the Korean Peninsula: Focusing on Strategic Cooperation
and Constraints among North Korea, South Korea, and Russia,” Journal of Military
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analyzed the economic effects of the TKR, TSR, and TCR focusing on the New
Northern Policy,4 and so on.
On the other hand, this article will focus on the prerequisites, international
cooperation, and the challenges presented in the search for the establishment
of an institutional system linking the TKR, a symbol of peace and economic
cooperation on the Korean Peninsula, to the TSR which connects to Eurasia.
Since the start of the Moon Jae-in administration, various functionalist
approaches have been attempted to resume inter-Korean dialogue and advance
the Korean Peninsula peace process following the 4.27 Panmunjom Declaration
and the 9.19 Pyongyang Military Agreement in 2018. From a functionalist
perspective, this paper seeks to examine the implications of inter-Korean
railway connections and further transportation cooperation between Korea
and Russia, and the subsequent challenges to overcome.
The remaining part of the article examines the following: the current
status and ripple effects of the inter-Korean railway connection in chapter
II, which is suggested as a prerequisite for the connection of international
railways; the establishment of institutionalization through the Organization
for Cooperation of Railways (OSJD) and the international cooperation of the
New Rajin-Khasan Project in chapter III; and the constraint and implications
of the reconnection of railways among the two Koreas and Russia in chapter
IV.
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Ⅱ. Functionalist Theory and Effects of Inter-Korean Railway
Connection
2.1 Functionalist Approach and Inter-Korean Railway Connections
In order to discuss the importance and continuity of inter-Korean
exchanges, it is proposed that an approach based on the functionalist theory
be adopted. The basic proposition of functionalism is that economic cooperation
brings about integration and peace. From a functionalist perspective, the
enhancement of exchange and cooperation projects in non-political spheres
not only promotes the sharing of the benefits, but also causes a spill-over
effect that extends availability for international cooperation to various
non-political spheres. If this effect persists, it leads to cooperation in the political
sphere through empirical learning, creates peace, and ultimately enables
integration. In other words, the core of the functionalist theory is that the
expansion of exchanges in non-political spheres such as the economy can,
in turn, lead to cooperation in politics and military affairs.5
The Sunshine Policy introduced by the Kim Dae-jung administration and
the Peace and Prosperity Policy of the Roh Moo-hyun administration are in
line with the theory of traditional functionalism. Based on the principle of
the separation of economic and political matters, the two governments were
committed to expanding inter-Korean cooperation through economic cooperation
projects. This led to the expansion of exchanges in various fields such as society,
culture, and sports. It also helped to lay the foundation for friendly political
and military relations between the two Koreas. Furthermore, inter-Korean
relations, which had been deadlocked for a long time due to ‘political reasons’
after the division of Korea, have been gradually improved with the expansion
of exchanges into non-political spheres.
However, despite the necessity of integration at the functional level, if
the political authority continues to resist, many years of endeavor will come
to nothing, and inter-Korean relations will have to start from the ground

5

David Mitrany, A Working Peace System (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1966).
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up.6 Since the May 24 measures imposed in 2010, the functionalist approach
to North Korea has faced difficulties because the solution of political and
military issues was a precondition for progress in inter-Korean relations and
economic cooperation. After the 5.24 economic sanctions, inter-Korean exchange
and cooperation projects were driven by linkages between politics and economics
rather than the separation of economic and political measures. And North
Korean provocations, including nuclear tests and missile launches under the
Kim Jong-un regime after Kim Il-sung’s death, caused international society
to adopt hard-line policies toward North Korea.
The functionalist theory suggests that exchanges and cooperation between
countries affect the improvement of the political and military environment
indirectly rather than directly, and exert influence in the long term rather
than in the short term. That is, from a long term perspective, the gradual
evaluation of exchange projects is not a sufficient condition for solving the
peace problem, but it can be at least a necessary condition.7 In this context,
the South Korean governments’ unification formulae are based on a step by
step consensual unification process led by mutual exchange and cooperation.
Above all else, exchange is a prerequisite to implementing the unification
formulae. Given that the political approach is not easy from the perspective
of inter-Korean integration, the South Korean government’s functionalist
approach to North Korea is of significant importance.
At the first and second inter-Korean ministerial talks held after the
inter-Korean summit in June 2000, the two Koreas agreed to connect the
Gyeongui Railway (Seoul-Shinuiju) and the road (Munsan-Kaesung). The
restoration section of the Gyeongui Line was 27.3 kilometers between Munsan
and Kaesong. The inter-Korean railway connection was regarded as an
important project in that it provided the symbolism of connecting the divided
territories and laying the foundation for inter-Korean economic cooperation.

6

Donggeun Jeong, Korean Unification Theory (Seoul: Daeyeong Publishing House,
1997), 38.

7

Yeonchul Kim, “Korea Peace Economics: The Virtuous Cycle between Peace and
Economic Cooperation,” North Korean Studies Review, vol. 10, no. 1 (2006): 56.
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The project to restore the Gyeongui Line was established as part of a pilot
project with North Korea in a tentative agreement on basic inter-Korean
relations in January 1982. Following the progress of inter-Korean relations,
the two Koreas agreed that North Korea and South Korea were to restore
disconnected railways and roads and open sea routes in the Inter-Korean
Basic Agreement that went into effect in February 1992.8
There are a total of four routes that can be connected between the two
Koreas, including the Gyeongui Line, an immediate serviceable section, the
Gyeong Won Line (26.5km between Baekmagoji and Pyeonggang), the
Geumgangsan Line (116.6km between Cheorwon and Naegeumgang), and the
Donghae Line (110.2km between Gangneung and Jejin), which are disconnected
sections. The South Korean government has carried out maintenance on the
sections that belong to it. Since the 1990s, the initiative for new construction
and making double tracks on a South Korean Donghae Line has been raised.
Along with the Gyeongui Line connection, the Donghae Bukbu Line was planned
to be connected as a part of the project to establish North-South railways
after inter-Korean ministerial talks in July following the inter-Korean summit
in 2000. The North-South Donghae Line connection has been constructed
from Kumgang Chongnyon station in North Korea to Jejin station in South

8

For the details of the railway connection between the two Koreas, Yeongmi
Yun, Diplomacy and Security in East Asia (Seoul: Doonam, 2010); In August
2018, the Korea Transport Institute said the connection of the Gyeongui railway
will generate about 150 trillion won (KRW) in profit over the next 30 years.
From this, it is expected that the benefits of tourist satisfaction will be 20.6
trillion won, the reduction in transportation costs due to tourism convenience
will be 66.8 trillion won, and the substitution effects for imports of steel,
zinc, and anthracite will be 61 trillion won. It is also estimated that the number
of tourists to Sinuiju, Myohyangsan, Pyongyang and Kaesong in North Korea
will increase to an average of 2.28 million per year. To that end, it proposed
reciprocal cooperative investment between the two Koreas. This is an
investment method that can prevent the transfer of North Korea’s right to
develop resources to other countries and reduce costs nationally in the form
of a win-win investment of South Korea’s capital and technology in exchange
for North Korea’s resources. The Korea Transport Institute, “The Gyeongui
Railway Connection and Peace and Prosperity on the Korean Peninsula”
(presentation, international conference, August 21, 2018).
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Korea around the Military Demarcation Line (MDL). The Busan-Ulsan
double-track subway project began construction on some sections in 2003.
The Jejin-MDL Line was completed in December 2005. Although a North Korean
train ran to the South in May 2007 as part of a test run, strained inter-Korean
relations have prevented any further development.
As the South Korean government set up ‘the Third National Rail Network
Establishment Plan’ in June 2016, the Donghae Bukbu Line was renamed the
Donghae Line and a section was opened (104.6km) between Gangneung and
Jejin. The Donghae Line, starting in Busan, can be connected to Russia and
Europe through North Korea when the section (104.6km) between Gangneung
and Jejin is connected. When this disconnected section is connected, it can
also be connected to 800km of North Korea’s railway and 9,297km of the
TSR. When the TKR and the TSR pass through the Korean Peninsula and
are connected, the Iron Silk Road will open the Korean Peninsula to the European
continent, reducing logistics costs and shortening the transportation period.
The route from Busan, through Pohang and Gangneung, through North Korea,
China and Russia, to Europe, including Berlin and London, will be completed.
The route will link South Korea’s Busan port, North Korea’s Rajin port, China’s
Hunchun, Russia’s Khasan, and eventually to Europe via the TSR. The route
will also be able to connect to the Manchurian Railway (TMR) and the
Trans-China Railway (TCR). It will serve as an opportunity to achieve logistics
and industrial development in Northeast Asia through cooperation with China,
Japan and Russia through the inter-Korean economic community.9

2.2. The Challenges and Ripple Effects of Inter-Korean Railway Connection
The project for inter-Korean transportation network connections and
modernization is a key task for the South Korean government to carry out
so as to realize a new economic map of the Korean Peninsula. The New

9

Jaejin Kim (May 8, 2018), 6; the Gyeongwon Line connecting between Seoul
and Cheorwon and Wonsan (223.7km), and the Mt. Kumgang Line connecting
Cheorwon and Naekumgang River (1116.6 km) was disconnected after the
Korean War. This section requires restoration.
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Northern Policy that is being implemented by the South Korean government
as the integrated development strategy in the Demilitarized Zone on the east
and west coasts is part of this. For the inter-Korean railway infrastructure,
the length of South Korea’s railway is about 4,197km. On the other hand,
North Korea’s is about 5,456km, roughly 30 percent more than South Korea
<See Table 1>.
There are no high-speed trains in North Korea, but there are many more
freight trains and passenger trains than there are in South Korea. In fact,
most of North Korean cargo is made up of rail transportation. In terms of
electrification, South Korea stands at about 70 percent, while North Korea
stands at nearly 80 percent. Such a rate of electrification in North Korea
is a negative factor in the operation of rail transportation. It takes about
48 hours from Pyongyang to Rajin: a very long time. This is because the
power supply is not sufficient at each of the major hubs, with trains standing
still for four to five hours. Given the poor power supply, the high rate of
electrification acts as an adverse factor for railway operation. More specifically,
between the gauges, concrete ties are usually maintained at 60cm, as in South
Korea, and about 70cm for wooden ties. However, there are often two meters
of ties due to continued deterioration over time.
This is a factor that undermines the speed of North Korean trains. The
poor conditions of the North Korean railway cost a lot in maintenance. While
the double track rate of the railways was nearly 63 percent in South Korea,
it is very low at around 3 percent in North Korea. The Pyongui Line is connected
from Pyongyang to Sinuiju and operates two to four international trains a
week from Sinuiju through Dandong and Shenyang in China to Beijing. Some
sections of this line are double-track. The cities chosen by most of the North’s
economic development zones are almost identical to those that pass through
the main lines of the North’s railways pass. This is why modernization of
railways should be the top priority in order to have a growth engine for the
reconstruction of the North Korean economy, including a food production
base, industrial complexes and social and economic development. Most cities
chosen as North Korea’s economic development zones are almost identical
to those that pass through the main lines of the railways. This is why the
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modernization of railways should be the top priority in order to have a growth
engine for the reconstruction of the North Korean economy, including food
production base, industrial complexes and socio-economic development.
＜Table 1＞ Railway Comparison between the Two Koreas
Division
Facility

South Korea
Line length (km)

North Korea

4,197

5,456

Electrification sections (km, rate)

3,086(73.62%)

4,3164(80.6%)

double track sections (km, rate)

1,903(48.8%)

163(3%)

At the same time, it is of great importance to build a high-speed railway
on the North Korean railway for long-distance service that must be considered
when connecting the railways of the Korean Peninsula to the Northeast Asian
railway network. For logistics transportation, it is necessary to have an average
speed of 60 to 80 km/h and 40 to 80 cars per train to ensure efficient linkage
transportation and efficiency with China and Russia. In addition, it is necessary
to establish a wide-area complex logistics base that can accommodate bulk,
consumer goods and warehouses in North Korea. The candidate locations
for these generally include Kaesong, Pyongyang, Sinuiju, Wonsan, Hamheung,
Chongjin, and Rajin.10
The stalled inter-Korean railway connection project is a follow-up to the
April 27 Panmunjom Declaration and the 9/19 Pyongyang Joint Declaration
in 2018. Discussions have resumed as the task of connecting and modernizing
inter-Korean railways and roads to realize the resumption of new economic
initiative. First of all, the North-South joint inspection was carried out over
18 days from Gyeongui Line to Donghae Line. A joint inspection was done
for a total of 2,600km railways in North Korea (Sinuiju – Pyongyang – Wonsan
sections including 412km Gyeongui Line and 781km Donghae Line). Through
the joint inspection on North Korea’s railways, the reality of North Korea’s
railway facilities was identified, used as basic data for modernization, and
after the joint inspection, basic plans were established. Further inspections
10 Songjuk Kim (2019), 42-43.
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and designs were then conducted. Even though the ground breaking ceremony
for the inter-Korean railway connection was held in late December 2018, the
actual construction will be carried out depending on the progress of North
Korea’s denuclearization.
Since the Pyongyang Joint Declaration of September 2018, the project
to connect the two Koreas’ railways has been carried out in earnest. The
South Korean railway joint inspection team consisted of 28 members and
investigated about 400km of the Kaesong-Gyeongui Line between November
30 and December 5 of the same year while staying on the train with North
Korean members for five nights and six days. Since then, about 800km of
the Donghae Line from Mt. Geumgang to the Tumen River was inspected
from December 8. This is the second joint inspection for the North Korean
section of the Gyeongui Line since the first was conducted in December 2007.
During the investigation, the train ran at about 20 to 60 km/h. It was a little
slower in the Kaesong-Pyongyang section, while the route from Pyongyang
to Sinuiju to the north was rather faster. The northern section of Pyongyang
is a section where international trains run up to Beijing. A total of 11 cars
were mobilized for the joint investigation, including six from Seoul and five
from Pyongyang. It is the first time that South Korean train cars have operated
in the Northern section of the Donghae Line since the division of Korea into
the North and South.11
According to the report by the Korea Institute for International Economic
Policy (KIEP) in December 2017, “Establishment of Economic Integration
Analysis Model and the Effect of Growth on the South and North Korea,”
North Korea is estimated to have a significant economic growth effect of
92.6 trillion won due to the reconnection of inter-Korean railways and roads.
The South Korean government expected the economic effects of inter-Korean
economic cooperation to reach at least 170 trillion won, with the resumption
of the Kaesong Industrial Complex and Mt. Kumgang tours, which were the

11 The freight train that used the Munsan Station and the Kaesong Industrial

Complex, suspended due to strained inter-Korean relations, carried out a
round trip once a weekday from December 11, 2007 to November 28, 2008.
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two major pillars of inter-Korean economic cooperation, and the North’s project
to develop some of its underground resources. According to KIEP, “given
the comparative advantage of South and North Korea, the production factor
that has the greatest impact on South Korea’s economic growth is the labor
force supplied by the North. The North Korean labor force has the effect
of increasing the South’s real labor force, thus offsetting the decreasing
investment resources caused by economic cooperation.” The biggest economic
growth effect from cooperation for South Korea is the Kaesong Industrial
Complex, which is estimated to have a cumulative economic growth effect
of 159.2 trillion won over 30 years. It was followed by the Mt. Geumgang
tour (4.12 trillion won), the development of underground resources (4.08 trillion
won), the shipbuilding cooperation complex (2.6 trillion won), and the
reconnection of inter-Korean railways and roads (1.6 trillion won). The report
analyzed that “inter-Korean economic cooperation in the form of an industrial
complex, such as the Kaesong Industrial Complex, has the greatest growth
effect on both Koreas and at the same time contributes the most to easing
the economic gap between the two Koreas” <See Table 2>.12
＜Table 2＞ Ripple Effect of the Inter-Korean Railway Connection
Positive factors

Negative factors

• Promotion of North Korea’s tourism industry and • Raising sensitive political and military issues in
resource development
line with changes in inter-Korean relations
• Expanding human, social and cultural exchanges • Continued uncertainty over the resolution of the
between South and North Korea
North Korean nuclear issue
• Increase in logistics between South and North Korea • Possibility of huge amounts of government spending
and acceleration of the economic opening of North due to the inability to prove economic effectiveness.
Korea
• Expanding jobs, new businesses, and unification
awareness
Source: KIEP, Report on the Establishment of Economic Integration Analysis Model and the Effect of Growth on South and
North Korea, 2017. 12.

12 Report on the Establishment of Economic Integration Analysis Model and

the Effect of Growth on South and North Korea, KIEP, December 2017.
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Ⅲ. International Cooperation in Connecting TKR-TSR Railways
3.1 Connecting and Institutionalizing Continental Railways
On August 25, 2017, the Moon government established the Presidential
Committee on Northern Economic Cooperation (hereinafter referred to as
the CNEC) to strengthen international cooperation with Russia and Central
Asia and to actively implement the New Northern Policy. The CNEC is a
presidential body that reviews and coordinates policies to create cooperative
relations with countries in Eurasia, including China and Russia, and to
strengthen links with them such as transportation, logistics and energy. It
is taking the initiative in promoting various northern projects such as the
exploration of the Arctic route, the connection of the TKR and TSR, the
connection of gas pipes between South Korea and Russia, and the Northeast
Asian Super Grid.
Since its establishment, the CNEC has actively promoted joining the
International Organization for Railway Cooperation (OSJD)13 as part of its
plan to shape the ‘nine bridges’ for northern economic cooperation, including
railways, shipbuilding, ports, Arctic routes, gas, electricity, jobs, agriculture
and fisheries. On June 7, 2018, South Korea joined the OSJD as a regular
member, which is a consultative body of the countries that have trans-Eurasia
railways and an international organization founded for the operation of
international railways between Europe and Asia. Joining the OSJD is essential
for South Korea to participate in the operation of continental railways linking
the TSR and TCR as it prepares a unified protocol of railway traffic signals,
standard technology, tolls, and methods of operation in the region. There
are seven observer countries and 44 affiliates that can attend and exchange
activities at OSJD meetings; however, full membership of the OSJD is essential

13 It is a railway-related consultative body composed mainly of socialist countries

and Eastern European countries under the former Soviet regime, such as
Russia (the Soviet Union at the time), China, Kazakhstan, and North Korea
in June 1956. The headquarters are in Warsaw, Poland. The OSJD has a full
membership of 28 countries, including North Korea, Russia, China, Poland,
Slovakia, Albania and Kazakhstan.
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to participate in the 280,000-kilometer international route, including the TCR
and the TSR. Clearly Joining the OSJD should be unanimously approved by
all existing members. Since 2015, South Korea has sought to join the OSJD
every year to increase the link with the Eurasia continental railway network
but failed due to opposition from North Korea. However, member countries
approved South Korea’s full membership at the 46th OSJD ministerial meeting
in Kyrgyzstan. After two inter-Korean summits in 2018, North Korea finally
voted in favor.
Korea had indirectly participated in the OSJD using Korail as a membership
partner. As an OSJD member, South Korea will be subject to important agreements
under the control of the OSJD, such as the Agreement on International Freight
Transport by Rail (SMGS) and the Agreement on International Passenger
Transport by Rail (SMPS). OSJD full member countries can transport passengers
and freight without having to enter into individual agreements with countries
passing through railway routes. If denuclearization agreements are reached
and international economic sanctions against North Korea are lifted based on
the outcome of the U.S.-North Korea summit, economic cooperation, including
the reconnection of inter-Korean railways, will gain momentum. In addition,
this entry is to have the same effect as other member countries signed important
agreements on the use of Eurasian railways, including the SMGS and SMPS,
which are under the control of OSJD. In addition, members will be given
preferential treatment in the customs clearance process for freight transportation.
If inter-Korean economic cooperation is revitalized in the future, it will be possible
to connect the TKR with the TSR, TCR and TMGR.
In addition to joining the OSJD, the opening of the North Korea-Russia
border area is also important to achieve tangible results in the reconnection of
the inter-Korean and continental railways. In particular, it was the ‘Rajin-Khasan
project’ that had been conducted under the Lee Myung-bak and Park Geun-hye
governments as the core model for economic cooperation between Seoul,
Pyongyang, and Moscow to break down the limitations of the existing North
Korean policies.14 The next ‘New Rajin-Khasan project’ should be implemented
14 Hyosun Kim (August 8, 2018): 1-2.
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to realize the New Northern Policy that aims to expand economic exchanges
between South Korea and Eurasian countries through the Far East, including
the Russian Maritime Territory and areas located within that covered by the
New Economic Map of the Korean Peninsula of the Moon government. The
most important area in the process of the project leading to the TKR and
TSR connection project in the future is North Korea’s Rajin and Russian Khasan
areas in the Tumen River estuary. The area was first opened by North Korea
in 1991 when it designated it as a special economic zone.

3.2 South Korea-North Korea-Russia Railway Cooperation and the
New Rajin-Khasan Project
Since the establishment of the Rason Kon Transin July 2008, a joint venture
between the Russian Railway Corporation and the North Korean Ministry of
Railways, the project to renovate the railway between Rajin in North Korea
and Khasanin Russia and modernize the port of Rajin has been carried out
in earnest. The renovation project of the Khasan-Rajin railway planned to
open a track with a Russian-style broad gauge (1,520 mm) and a Korean-style
(1,435 mm) side by side in the 54-kilometer-long Rajin-Hasan section, and to
build a modern cargo terminal at the third pier of Rajin Port leased by Russia.
The construction cost was 5.5 billion rubles (1.7 billion US dollars) for the
renovation of the railroad between Rajin and Khasan, and 3.5 billion rubles
(1.1 billion US dollars) for the modernization of Rajin Port. Russia paid all
of these costs. On September 22, 2011, a railway reopening ceremony was
held in the special economic zone linking Khasan and Rajin Port.15 “The project
was successful, though not smooth, and the railway will be the shortest route
linking Europe and Asia,” said Yakunin, president of the Russian Railways
(RZD), who attended the ceremony.16
15 After the agreement on the TKR-TSR connection project between the leaders

of South Korea, North Korea and Russia at each summit in 2001, President
Putin and North Korean leader Kim Jong-il initiated the project to renovate
the Khasan-Rajin railway.

16 The railway ceremony was attended by the president of RZD Yakunin from

Russia, Jeon Gilsu, a railway minister, and Oh Ryongchul, a trade deputy-
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After transporting Russian bituminous coal on a 54-km railway, the pilot
complex logistics transportation project between South and North Korea and
Russia was carried out three times in November 2014 as well as in April, May,
and November 2015 to bring it to South Korean ports by moving it from the
port of Rajin. However, following North Korea’s fourth nuclear test in January
2016 and long-range rocket launch in February 2016, the transportation was
suspended in March of the same year due to maritime sanctions that prohibited
foreign ships from entering South Korea within 180 days of their stop at any
North Korean ports. As railway infrastructure and port facilities in the
Rajin-Khasan area are well-maintained, moving goods, unloading, and economic
creation through ports in addition to coal transportation will make it possible
to generate profits for interested parties in the future.17
There are different ways for the new Rajin-Khasan project to overcome
the limitations of the existing projects in the future. Firstly, the resumption
of the project requires the U.S. and the U.N. to lift the economic sanctions
against North Korea, depending on progress in inter-Korean and U.S.-North
Korea relations. South Korean lawmaker Song Young-gil of the Democratic
Party of Korea, who attended the Eastern Economic Forum in Russia on
September 11, 2018 after a two-day visit to the port of Rajin from July 13,
2018, proposed, “The transfer of Russian coal through the Rajin-Khasan project
is not subject to U.N. sanctions. It is important for the U.S. and South Korea
to lift related sanctions and restore the Rajin-Khasan project.”18

minister from North Korea, Joong AngIlbo, October 11, 2004; For a more detailed
discussion, see Myungsoo Kang (October 15, 2018): 1-3.
17 The population of Rajin is about 200,000, and about 3,000 foreigners live there.

It is said that about 30,000 tourists from Russia, China, and other countries
visit it each year. Rajin Port Pier No. 3, developed by Russia, was shipped
2 million tons of coal from Russia in 2017 and transported to Shanghai, China.
The water depth of Rajin Port is 12.5m, and 17m only 200m away, so it is
in very good condition. It is also good because the Socho Island and Daecho
Island in front of it serve as a breakwater, so the waves are kept below 1m.
JTBC News, July 16, 2018.

18 Jiwon Yun, “Korea-Russia Cooperation, the Cornerstone of the Korean Peninsula

and Eurasian Co-prosperity,” National Defense Daily, June 24, 2018; YTN, July 12,
2018.

An Analysis of the Trans-Korean Railway (TKR) and
Trans-Siberian Railway (TSR) Linkage

Secondly, the Rajin-Khasan section is a hub for entering the Eurasian
market and a starting point for TKR-TSR’s railway connection. It is an area
that can lead to the establishment of a foundation for the formation of a Northeast
Asian economic community and a Northeast Asian Supergrid by linking China’s
One Belt, One Road, and Mongolia’s Prairie Road Program. The South Korean
government might be able to lead and support the attraction of investments
from the AIIB to cover the huge costs with economic cooperation from China,
Russia, and Mongolia also linking international capital. Thirdly, investment
in the operation and development of Rajin Port by train ferries can be considered
part of the construction of the port-inland railway complex logistics network
in the future. Train ferries have the advantage of being able to transport cargo
directly from the freight train without having to load it separately on the wharf.
The operation of the train ferry system can reduce existing unloading time
by more than one-third, resulting in a cost reduction of 10 to 15 percent in
terms of time and economy. Considering the future establishment of peace
on the Korean Peninsula, the denuclearization of North Korea, and the increase
of shipments in Northeast Asia, it would be the best choice to respond to
increasing logistics in Northeast Asia by simplifying the packaging and
expanding the operation of train ferries, which have advantages in transporting
large cargo.19
The railway industry is very important in Russia. The share of rail
transportation in Russia’s transportation system is about 26 percent for passengers
and 45 percent for cargo; this is quite high for freight. Railways are the most
suitable means of transportation rather than roads or aircraft due to Russia’s
vast landmass and topographical characteristics. The total length of the TSR,
which runs from Vladivostok to Moscow, is 9,288km by trunk line. A total of
12 branch lines are connected to neighboring cities and ports, which are also
connected to China, Japan, Mongolia and North Korea. According to the Russian
Railways, TSR’s annual cargo traffic is around 120 million tons, and is scheduled
to expand to 180 million tons by 2024.20
19 Hyuntai Lee et al., (2018): 157-178.
20 For a more detailed discussion of the current state of railway development

in Russia, see Bongkoo Kang (2003): 217-240; Segye Ilbo, May 27, 2015.
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＜Table 3＞ Economic Benefits of TKR-TSR Connection Project by Country
Country

Main Points

South Korea

• Constructing the Northeast Asia Logistics Hub
• Reorganizing logistics system that relies solely on marine transportation
• Realizing the Expansion of the East Asian railway community

Russia

• Developing the underdeveloped Far East and Siberia
• Improving logistics saturation in the Far East ports such as Vostochny port
• Realizing Eurasian transportation network establishment

North Korea

• Potential for expansion of opening
• Accelerating foreign investment in North Korea, including Russia and China

Korean companies are also actively using the TSR. The cargo shipped from
Busan and other ports has been transshipped from Vladivostok and Vostocini and
exported to various parts of Russia using the TSR. As many experts have mentioned,
the future reconnection of railways between North and South Korea and Russia
will enable the rapid shipment of cargo by rail, resulting in greatly reduced logistics
costs and securing competitiveness. In response, the Putin government is actively
seeking to advance into the Asia-Pacific region, including the development of
the Russian Far East <See Table 3>.

Ⅳ. Constraints and Implications of the TKR-TSR Railway Connection
Since its launch, the Moon administration has expanded international
cooperation with China and Russia, such as rail, energy, and logistics cooperation.
It has also included the New Berlin Initiatives, the New Northern Policy and
cooperative North Korean policies based on dialogue for its denuclearization
and economic cooperation.21 As many experts have already mentioned,
strengthening political solidarity for Seoul-Pyongyang-Moscow cooperation and
rail links will greatly contribute to the opening-up and development of North
Korea and the creation of an international environment that leads to deterring
armed provocations and promoting the process of denuclearization.

21 For a more detailed discussion of the Moon administration’s New Northern Policy,

see Junemo Woo, (2018): 105-129.
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Several challenges should be specifically addressed first in order to connect
and activate the TKR-TSR. Firstly, the ambiguous progress of North Korea’s
denuclearization is the biggest obstacle, despite the three inter-Korean summits
in 2018 and the first and second U.S.-North Korea summits. A ground-breaking
ceremony for the reconnection of inter-Korean railways is underway, but lifting
sanctions against North Korea must be carried out in order to realize the Northeast
Asian railway community that connects Russian railways. If the Final and Fully
Verifiable Denuclearization (FFVD) required by the U.S. and the international
community is not accomplished, it will be difficult to lift international sanctions
against North Korea. Although the joint inspection, ground-breaking ceremony,
and discussions on the connection of railways between the two Koreas are
not directly in violation of sanctions against North Korea, the issue is what
supplies will be handed over.
Secondly, it has still not been confirmed that South Korea’s unconnected
Donghae Line will be connected. The biggest reason is that it is hard for the
Donghae Line to ensure economic feasibility. Currently, it is difficult to secure
the economic feasibility of the railway restoration project even if it reflects
the demand for transportation and logistics from the potential normalization
of inter-Korean relations. Contrary to the evaluation of current cost-effectiveness,
however, in the future, it should not be ignored that the Gangneung-Jejin section
restoration has the potential to make possible the connection of the only
disconnected section (104.6km of Gangneung-Jejin section), North Korean
railways, and further TSR. The Donghae Line can lay the foundation for expanding
South Korea’s economic area up to the northern economies under the Moon
government as it pushes ahead with the New Northern Economy policy.
For example, according to a report on “Solutions to establish a regional
transportation and logistics system in Gangwon Province,” when shipping one
freight container from Busan to Rotterdam using the Donghae Line-North Korean
railways-TSR, it can reduce shipping time by approximately 23 days and fares
by $ 744/TEU. In particular, assuming that inter-Korean exchanges are boosted
in the future, demand for the Donghae Line rail transportation with freight
volumes is expected to reach approximately 572,000 TEU annually. Japan alone
is estimated to contribute 170,000 TEU for the volume. In order for the restoration
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project to be carried out as a national finance project, preliminary feasibility
studies must be conducted in accordance with the standards of the current
National Finance Act. Given the fact that it is an essential project to promote
inter-Korean exchanges and international exchange cooperation in the northern
economic era, it is necessary to have a policy of exempting the feasibility
study at the national level.22
Thirdly, it is necessary to renovate and modernize North Korean railways
in order to vitalize the TKR-TSR connection. It needs to ensure a way of dealing
with the huge costs. Currently, the roadbed conditions of North Korean railways
and facilities on power lines are quite deteriorated. In addition, in order to
connect the TKR-TSR that pass through the Korean Peninsula, North Korean
railways should be reopened through improved relations with the North, and
modernization of them should proceed quickly. North Korean railways should
be improved to the level of South Korea’s in terms of safety, timeliness, and
substructure infrastructure such as roadbeds. Therefore, legal and institutional
frameworks for direct investment in North Korea are needed. According to
the Korea Transport Institute, providing that North Korea offers labor and
land, construction costs for roads and railways will be reduced by 50 to 60
percent. Since most of the existing inter-Korean cooperation funds are used
for humanitarian projects, and because it is difficult for them to be allocated
for infrastructure investment, it is necessary to newly open an account for
investment in transportation infrastructure between the two Koreas. For
example, the so-called “Inter-Korean Transportation Logistics Infrastructure
Investment Account” should be opened and the distribution ratio should be
set at 3 to 5 percent. A measure to add revenue to the special account for
transportation facilities should also be considered.23

22 According to the National Finance Act, preliminary feasibility studies are exempted

for projects related to inter-Korean exchanges and cooperation or promoted under
cooperation and treaties between countries. As in the past cases of railroad projects
in the ‘Baekma Highland-Woljeongri’ section of the Gyeongwon Line, a plan to use
the “South-North Economic Cooperation Fund” can be considered to push ahead
with the construction costs in the early stages of the project.

23 The Korea Transport Institute, “The Gyeongui Railway Connection and Peace and

Prosperity on the Korean Peninsula” (presentation, international conference, August 8, 2018).
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Fourthly, it is necessary to establish organizations systematically responsible
for connecting the inter-Korean railways and continental railways such as the
TSR and TCR. Moreover, efficient investment and management should be made
through the establishment of basic laws and support centers to resolve conflicts
between the two Koreas. As already argued by many experts, a dedicated
organization called the Inter-Korean Economic Cooperation Investment Support
Center should be established to devise an investment plan, draw up a road
map, select targets for investment, and decide how to invest, and enact related
laws such as the Framework Act on Investment in Inter-Korean Economic
Cooperation for deliberation, approval, creation of investment funds, and
regulations on compensation for damages.

Ⅴ. Conclusion
As seen earlier, the revitalization of inter-Korean railway connections
and exchanges means the reconnection of a divided nation, the easing of tension
and establishing of peace, and the expansion of political and diplomatic
cooperation with neighboring countries, namely building peace on the Korean
Peninsula. The concentration of South Korea’s technology and North Korea’s
labor force for the reconnection of the inter-Korean railway will create new
momentum and synergy. Furthermore, in order to realize the modern 21st
century Silk Road through the reconnection of railways between the two Koreas
and Russia, the South Korean government should actively encourage North
Korea to denuclearize, open up and focus on international cooperation, thus
paving the way for the peaceful reunification of the Korean Peninsula. If the
process of North Korea’s denuclearization goes smoothly, the TSR and TKR
projects, symbolic projects that herald an era of new economic cooperation,
will begin in earnest. The expansion of economic cooperation through the
inter-Korean railway is a driving force for the promotion of human, cultural, and
material exchanges and can indirectly encourage North Korea’s denuclearization.
For Russia, a rail connection, along with energy, is a key component of
forming regional development policies in the Siberian Far East; however, it
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is closely linked to energy development issues. From the Korean government’s
point of view, China’s three northeastern provinces, North Korea, and Russia’s
Far East are now considered very important areas in terms of China’s One
Belt One Road.24 Therefore, it is essential to promote the integrated infrastructure
of the Korean Peninsula through the reconnection of inter-Korean railways
while encouraging North Korea to reform and open up, and to vitalize the
New Northern Economic Policy – this can help to realize North Korea’ role
as a link between the One Belt One Road and the Arctic route. With the full
implementation of the One Belt One Road initiative, efforts to enhance South
Korea’s strategic value are absolutely necessary for the dual structure of
‘geographical’ competition and cooperation that China and Russia will develop
in the future.25
With the new resumption of the Rajin-Khasan project proposed earlier,
it is necessary to seek ways to develop relations such as expanding inter-Korean
and Russian economic cooperation, promoting strategic communication and
economic cooperation with Russia, and seeking the signing of a South
Korea-Russia Free Trade Agreement. Political and diplomatic cooperation
through inter-Korean and Russian railways should be strengthened in expanding
South Korea’s relations with Eurasia and in creating a security environment
linking the continent and the ocean. Close communication and cooperation
should be systematically established through a link between the New Northern
Policy by South Korea and the New East Policy being pursued by Russian
President Putin. Therefore, the South Korean government should focus on
finding strategic industrial cooperation targets among Eurasian countries by
establishing a network of links with the northern regions through the New
Northern Policy, developing areas bordering the two Koreas, and enhancing
Korea’s strategic status.
Unlike other economic cooperation projects, cooperation and the role

24 Jiwon Yun, “New Northern Policy and ‘New Sea Route’ Arctic Route,” National

Defense Daily, December 12, 2017.
25 Hyunsup Byeon, “Achievements and Challenges of the Korea-Russia Summit,”
Russia-Eurasia Focus, no. 483, (July 7, 2018): 1.
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played between governments are both important and crucial in the inter-Korean
railway connection and the inter-Korean and Russia railway connection projects
from the functionalist perspective as mentioned earlier. As inter-Korean
relations continue to grow during the Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-hyun
administrations, the inter-Korean and Russia railway connection project was
actively pursued. However, as political and military approaches took priority
over economic approaches due to North Korea’s military provocations,
inter-Korean relations were again deadlocked. Since the launch of the Moon
Jae-in administration and the 4.27 Panmunjom Declaration following North
Korea’s sixth nuclear test, a New Northern Policy has been actively promoted.
In this manner, the resumption of dialogue between the U.S. and North Korea
and discussions about North Korea’s denuclearization are the most urgent
tasks to revitalize economic cooperation through inter-Korean and Russia
railway connections, and to achieve the tangible results of the Moon Jae-in
administration’s New Northern Policy. In reality, various restrictions are
expected as the Biden administration assumes power in the U.S. However,
various efforts need to be made to achieve continued cooperation for the
promotion of a connection project for the unconnected section in the South
required for the inter-Korean and Russia railway connections, and to further
promote railroad cooperation with Russia.
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