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N o r t h Korea's a p p r o a c h 1 to the U n i t e d States i s arguably o n e of the few 

success stories emana t ing from Pyongyang. W h i l e the story is still unfo ld 

ing, wha t has transpired thus far has clearly benefi ted N o r t h Korea in b o t h 

tangib le a n d in tangib le ways. By contrast, N o r t h Korea's approach to J a p a n 

has p roduced bu t meager results thus far. Potentially, however, the 

D e m o c r a t i c People 's Republ ic o f Korea ( D P R K ) stands to profit i m m e n s e 

ly s h o u l d its quest for d ip loma t i c no rmal i za t ion wi th J a p a n bear fruit. 

T h e D P R K ' s stakes in its approaches to the U . S . and Japan, therefore, are very 

h igh . To unders tand w h y the approaches have not been equal ly productive, 

o n e needs to compare their tactical and situational characteristics. To beg in 

wi th an overview, we m a y first note several similarities in the two cases. 

First, in b o t h cases significant change has occurred dur ing the past six or 

seven years, wi th the Democra t i c People 's Republ ic of Korea ( D P R K ) 

reassessing the role of b o t h Wash ing ton and Tokyo in its strategic frame

work. Second , m o r e than any other factor, a sharp deterioration in 

Pyongyang ' s security env i ronment appears to have contr ibuted to such a 

reassessment. Third, i t was change in the pol ic ies of the U n i t e d States a n d 

J a p a n that enab led the D P R K to m a k e headway in its new approaches to 

the two. C h a n g e in Washing ton ' s a n d Tokyo 's policies, however, h a d been 

triggered by change in the Republ ic of Korea ( R O K ) ' s policy. Fourth a n d 

last, N o r t h Korea needed bargain ing ch ips to score a real breakthrough or, 

in the case of its approach to Japan, to at tempt a breakthrough. 

Ecl ips ing these similarities, however, are a n u m b e r of crucial differences, 

w h i c h h e l p to expla in the divergent ou t comes of the two cases. First, 

whereas N o r t h Korea possessed potent bargain ing chips dur ing its h igh -

level talks wi th the U . S . , i t d id no t have any w h e n i t he ld normal iza t ion talks 

wi th Japan . Pyongyang h a d used its ch ips in order to induce Tokyo to c o m e 

to a negot ia t ing table. Second , whereas the D P R K resorted to b r inkmansh ip 

in its negot ia t ions wi th the U . S . , always m a k i n g pragmatic adjustment a t the 

last minute , i t staked h i g h mora l g round in its normal iza t ion talks wi th 

Japan, d isplaying a h i g h degree of rigidity and self-righteousness. Third, the 

negot iat ing behaviors of the U . S . and Japan vis-a-vis N o r t h Korea diverged, 

wi th the U . S . displaying more flexibility and perhaps, empa thy than Japan. 

N o r t h Korea's confrontat ional posture and refusal to abide by previous 

agreements led to a hardl ine response from Japan. 

North Korea's Approach to the United States 
T h e pol ic ies of the D P R K , b o t h internal and external, are driven by the 

regime's need to bolster its legitimacy, enhance its security, a n d pursue its 



e c o n o m i c agenda. These triple needs—legit imacy, security, and develop

men t—have b e e n a n d con t inue to be pivotal factors in N o r t h Korea's po l 

icy toward the U . S . as wel l . 

In terms of their relative weight, however, security appears to have been the 

foremost considera t ion in Pyongyang 's U . S . policy, wi th legi t imacy closely 

fo l lowing i t a n d deve lopmen t a distant third. T h e D P R K ' s tenacious pur

suit o f bilateral negot ia t ions wi th the U . S . s ince 1974 wi th the a i m of 

replacing the armistice agreement wi th a peace treaty was fueled by securi

ty a n d legi t imacy needs. A negative security guarantee from the U . S . that a 

peace treaty w o u l d con ta in and a poss ible wi thdrawal of or a substantial 

reduct ion in U . S . t roops a n d weapons dep loyed in the S o u t h w o u l d , i n the 

N o r t h Korean view, go a l o n g way toward al laying its sense of insecurity. 

Bilateral D P R K - U . S . negot ia t ions per se, moreover, wou ld , in Pyongyang ' s 

ca lcula t ion , symbol ica l ly bolster its legi t imacy at Seoul ' s expense. 

Ironically, however, i t was the R O K , not the U . S . , that he lped the D P R K 

achieve its long-sought goa l o f direct d ia logue wi th the U . S . H a d R O K 

President R o h Tae W o o no t given the green l ight in Ju ly 1988, change in 

U . S . po l i cy toward N o r t h Korea m i g h t no t have material ized in O c t o b e r 

1988. T h e change spawned the f i r s t - e v e r contacts 'between U . S . a n d D P R K 

d ip lomats , w h i c h began in Beij ing two m o n t h s later. 

These contacts, w h i c h b e c a m e rout inized, occurring six or seven t imes a 

year, however, fai led to measure up to N o r t h Korean expectat ions. N o t 

o n l y d i d they occur at a relatively l o w level—the embassy pol i t ica l c o u n 

selor level—but they d i d no t g o m u c h b e y o n d "contacts," a l lowing n o 

r o o m for substantive negot ia t ion . N o r t h Korea's efforts to have the c o n 

tacts upgraded , their venue changed , a n d turn t h e m in to s o m e t h i n g m o r e 

substant ive were in v a i n d u e to U . S . insistence that Pyongyang mee t a 

n u m b e r o f precondi t ions , no tab ly "real progress in the N o r t h - S o u t h dia

logue; c o n c l u s i o n a n d i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f a n I A E A [Internat ional A t o m i c 

Energy A g e n c y ] safeguard agreement; credible assurances o p p o s i n g terror

i sm; conf idence -bu i ld ing measures; a n d a regular process of returning 

Korean War r ema ins . " 2 

T h e s igning of two inter-Korean agreements in D e c e m b e r 1991—one deal

ing wi th "reconcil iat ion, nonaggress ion, and e c o n o m i c exchanges a n d 

coopera t ion" (known as the Nor th -Sou th basic agreement) a n d the other 

dea l ing wi th denuclear iza t ion of the Korean pen insu la—and the conc lu 

s ion of negot ia t ions between the D P R K a n d the I A E A for a safeguard agree

m e n t he lped to set the stage for a temporary upgrading of D P R K - U . S . con

tacts. On 22 January 1992, a N o r t h Korean delegat ion headed by K i m Y o n g 



S u n , the secretary of the Workers ' Party of Korea ( W P K ) in charge of inter

na t iona l affairs, and a U . S . de legat ion led by A r n o l d Kanter, the undersec

retary of state for pol i t ical affairs, he ld talks in N e w York. Accord ing to 

Nodong Shinmun [Labor News] , the da i ly organ of the W P K , "the two sides 

exchanged views on nuclear weapons on the Korean peninsula , improve

m e n t o f [Nor th] Korea -U.S . relations, a n d other issues o f m u t u a l interest." 

T h e paper added that "the talks were conduc ted in a cand id a n d construc

tive a tmosphere a n d in a satisfactory way." 3 

N o r t h Korea's h o p e that the Kim-Kante r meet ing w o u l d lead to a perma

nent upgrad ing of D P R K - U . S . contacts, however, was quickly dashed, for 

W a s h i n g t o n showed no interest in such a move, preferring instead to rely 

on the Beij ing contacts a s the m a i n channe l o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n wi th 

Pyongyang . It was o n l y after N o r t h Korea precipitated a crisis that h igh -

level talks mater ial ized again. W h a t is more, they w o u l d con t inue inter

mit tent ly for sixteen mon ths , p roduc ing a n u m b e r of documen t s to w h i c h 

the D P R K w o u l d attach e n o r m o u s importance. 

T h e crisis i n ques t ion erupted in M a r c h 1993, w h e n the D P R K a n n o u n c e d 
that i t w o u l d wi thdraw from the Treaty on the Nonpro l i fe ra t ion of Nuc lea r 
W e a p o n s ( N P T ) . 4 S ince N o r t h Korea's withdrawal f r o m the N P T w o u l d 
c o m p e l the I A E A to terminate its mon i to r ing of the Nor th ' s nuclear activi
ties, thereby facilitating Pyongyang 's suspected program to deve lop nuclear 
weapons , the U . S . , S o u t h Korea and Japan h a d a h i g h stake in preventing 
such a withdrawal . T h a n k s to a three-month not ice requirement in the 
N P T , the Nor th ' s wi thdrawal w o u l d not take effect unt i l June 12. There was 
still t ime to persuade Pyongyang to change its m i n d . 

I t was against this backdrop that wha t subsequent ly b e c a m e k n o w n as the 

first r o u n d o f U . S . - D P R K high-level talks occurred in N e w York in J u n e 

1993; the U . S . t eam was led by Robert L . Ga l lucc i , the assistant secretary of 

state for pol i t ical a n d mil i tary affairs, w h i l e the D P R K team was headed by 

Kang S o k Ju , the first vice-minister of foreign affairs. On J u n e 11, n ine days 

after the talks began a n d o n e day before N o r t h Korean withdrawal f rom the 

N P T was to take effect, the two sides reached a dramat ic agreement. 

Accord ing to their jo in t statement: T h e Democra t i c People 's Republ ic of 

Korea a n d the U n i t e d States have agreed to principles of: 

• assurances against the threat a n d use of force, inc lud ing 

nuclear weapons ; 

• peace a n d security in a nuclear-free Korean peninsula , inc lud
ing impart ia l appl ica t ion of full-scope safeguards, mu tua l respect 



for each other's sovereignty, a n d noninterference in each other's 

internal affairs; a n d 

• support for the peaceful reunificat ion of Korea. 

In this context, the two governments have agreed to con t inue d ia logue on 

an equa l a n d unpre judiced basis. In this respect, the government of the 

D e m o c r a t i c People 's Repub l i c o f Korea has dec ided unilateral ly to suspend 

as l o n g as i t considers necessary the effectuation of its withdrawal from the 

Nuc l ea r Nonpro l i f e ra t ion Treaty. 5 

A l t h o u g h all bu t o n e o f the c o m m i t m e n t s N o r t h Korea ob ta ined f rom the 

U . S . mere ly reiterated the obl iga t ions e m b o d i e d in the U n i t e d N a t i o n s 

Char ter—the sole except ion be ing the m u t u a l c o m m i t m e n t to "cont inue 

d i a logue on an equal a n d unpre judiced bas is , "—Pyongyang nonetheless 

regarded t h e m as significant ga ins . 6 

T h e high- level talks, in a n d of themselves, represented a d ip loma t i c c o u p 

of major propor t ions for N o r t h Korea. In Pyongyang 's view, the talks 

s imul taneous ly elevated the D P R K to a coequa l status w i th the U . S . a n d 

relegated the R O K to a disgruntled spectator of a high-stakes negot ia t ing 

game . S h o u l d they bear f ru i t , moreover, N o r t h Korea c o u l d reap benefits 

in the pol i t ica l a n d e c o n o m i c realm as well . A l l three strategic goa ls of the 

DPRK—secur i ty , legitimacy, and deve lopmen t—cou ld receive a boost . 

No twi th s t and ing or because of the h i g h stakes involved, however, N o r t h 

Korea adhered to a hard l ine a n d resorted to b r i n k m a n s h i p in its tactical 

behavior. W h e n its refusal to cooperate fully wi th an I A E A inspect ion t eam 

drove the U . S . - D P R K high-level talks in to an impasse, p rompt ing a m o v e to 

seek sanct ions, N o r t h Korea once again precipitated a crisis. In M a y 1994 

i t r emoved all of the 8,000 spent fuel rods from the five-megawatt experi

men ta l reactor i n Y o n g b y o n . W i t h this b o l d move , Pyongyang no t o n l y 

undercut the abil i ty of the I A E A to ascertain N o r t h Korea's past nuclear 

activity bu t also o p e n e d the d o o r to a poss ible extraction of e n o u g h 

weapons-grade p l u t o n i u m to m a k e four o r five a t o m i c b o m b s . 

In o n e stroke Pyongyang h a d raised the stakes of the game, leaving 

W a s h i n g t o n little cho ice bu t to shift its priority from the past to the pre

sent. After former U . S . president J i m m y Carter visi ted Pyongyang in J u n e 

1994 wi th the approval o f the C l i n t o n administrat ion, h o l d i n g two l o n g 

sessions w i th K i m I I Sung , the high-level talks resumed in Geneva , 

Switzer land. W a s h i n g t o n h a d accepted K i m I I Sung ' s offer to f reeze h is 

government ' s nuclear p rogram in exchange for the resumpt ion of the talks 



a n d assistance in replacing the Nor th ' s graphite-moderated reactors wi th 

light-water reactors (LWRs) . 

T h e third round of the U . S . - D P R K high-level talks, w h i c h were briefly sus

p e n d e d due to K i m I I Sung ' s unexpected death on 8 July 1994, cu lmina ted 

in the pub l i ca t ion o f the U . S . - D P R K Agreed Framework on 21 O c t o b e r 

1994. That , together w i th the "letter of assurance" U . S . President C l i n t o n 

sent to K i m I I Sung ' s eldest s o n a n d heir apparent, K i m J o n g II, on O c t o b e r 

20 at Pyongyang ' s request, marked the single mos t impor tant achievement 

o f the D P R K ' s d i p l o m a c y vis-a-vis the U . S . 7 

W h i l e the agreed framework entails costs and benefits for b o t h sides, ben
efits clearly ecl ipse costs for N o r t h Korea. First, the N o r t h w i l l ga in two 
L W R s w i t h a c o m b i n e d generat ing capaci ty o f 2 ,000 megawatts . N o t o n l y 
are L W R s safer a n d technica l ly superior to the graphite reactors they wi l l 
replace, b u t the a m o u n t of electricity the two new reactors w i l l generate 
w i l l be e ight t imes that o f the three reactors the N o r t h w i l l forego. T h e 
N o r t h , moreover, w i l l pay an exceedingly low price for the LWRs, w h i c h 
wi l l be f inanced by an interest-free l o a n wi th a grace per iod a n d a l o n g 
repayment schedule . 

Second , the agreed framework stipulates that the U . S . wi l l provide the 
N o r t h w i t h heavy oi l for hea t ing a n d electricity generat ion to the tune of 
500,000 tons a year. S ince this is in compensa t i on for the energy foregone 
by the N o r t h in terminat ing its current graphite-moderated reactor project, 
i t w i l l no t o n l y be free of charge but con t inue unt i l the f i r s t L W R uni t 
b e c o m e s operat ional . T h e target date for the c o m p l e t i o n of the L W R pro
ject is the year 2003. 

Third, the U . S . a n d the D P R K have p ledged in the agreed framework to: 1 ) 
"move toward full no rmal iza t ion of poli t ical a n d e c o n o m i c relations" 
between them, inc lud ing removal o f "restrictions on t e l ecommunica t ions 
services a n d financial transactions;" 2) "Each side wi l l o p e n a l ia ison office 
in the other's capital fo l lowing resolut ion of consular and other technical 
issues t h rough expert-level discussions;" and 3) "As progress is m a d e on 
issues of concern to each side," the two sides "will upgrade bilateral rela
t ions to the ambassadorial- level ." 

Fourth, a l t h o u g h the N o r t h has agreed to freeze its nuclear p rogram in 
exchange for the a forement ioned benefits, i t w i l l no t really give up its 
nuclear card in toto. It wi l l , in fact, retain the card for five years or more, 
s ince it is no t required to release the 8,000 spent fuel rods it removed from 
a f ive-megawat t reactor in mid-1994 unt i l key c o m p o n e n t s of the f i rs t L W R 



uni t are ready to be installed. S h o u l d things go wrong or s h o u l d 

Pyongyang change its m i n d , i t can resume its nuclear weapons program. 

Finally, the agreed framework m a y wel l increase the chances for the 

r e sumpt ion of the stalled D P R K - J a p a n negot ia t ions for d ip loma t i c nor

ma l i za t ion . S h o u l d that h a p p e n a n d s h o u l d the negot ia t ions succeed, the 

N o r t h wi l l reap s izable e c o n o m i c benefits. 

These benefits, of course, need to be arrayed against the costs incurred by 

the N o r t h . First, the D P R K has a b a n d o n e d its oppos i t ion to special inspec

t i on of the two undeclared sites in Y o n g b y o n . S u c h inspect ion, however, 

wi l l be delayed for five years or so a n d wi l l no t be cal led "special inspec

t ion ." Second , the N o r t h has a lso wi thdrawn its previous objec t ion to the 

removal of the spent fuel rods to a third country. As noted, the rods wi l l 

r emain in the Nor th , albeit under I A E A safeguard, for five years or so. 

Third , the N o r t h has agreed to d i smant le its five-megawatt experimental 

reactor, reprocessing p lant (which it calls a "radio-chemical laboratory") , 

a n d two reactors under construct ion. In other words, for all practical pur

poses, i t w i l l give up its abi l i ty to p roduce weapons-grade p l u t o n i u m . 

Finally, the N o r t h has g rudging ly accepted, albeit no t explicitly, the idea 

that the S o u t h wi l l supp ly the LWRs. Th i s tacit concess ion by the D P R K 

was m a d e pa la tab le by a nove l procedure: an in ternat ional consor t ium, of 

w h i c h the U . S . , the R O K , a n d J a p a n w i l l b e charter members , w i th the U . S . 

p l ay ing the l ead ing role, w i l l take charge o f the L W R project. T h e N o r t h 

none the less tried very hard to m i n i m i z e the South ' s role in the L W R pro

ject in subsequent negot ia t ions related to the i m p l e m e n t a t i o n of the 

agreed framework. 

T h e Nor th ' s b r i n k m a n s h i p he lped to produce a c o m p r o m i s e in w h i c h sub

stantive concess ions by the N o r t h were ba lanced by symbo l i c gains. T h e 

compromise , unve i led in a joint U . S . - D P R K press statement issued in 

Kuala Lumpur , Malays ia on 13 J u n e 1995, cal led for a delegat ion of the 

right to c h o o s e LWRs to the Korean Peninsula Energy D e v e l o p m e n t 

O r g a n i z a t i o n ( K E D O ) but described the LWRs to be instal led in the N o r t h 

as "the advanced version of U . S . origin, design, and t echno logy currently 

under p roduc t ion . " 8 

T h e jo int press statement also m a d e repeated references to the leading role 

of the U . S . in K E D O as wel l as in the L W R project. I t noted, for example , 

that K E D O is "under U . S . leadership," that "the U . S . wi l l serve as the prin

c ipal po in t o f contact wi th the D P R K for the L W R project," that " U . S . citi

zens wi l l lead delegat ions and teams of K E D O as required to fulfill this 



role," a n d that a U . S . f irm wi l l serve as the L W R project's "program coordi 

nator." A l l this obscures the reality that the charter member s o f K E D O h a d 

already agreed on the S o u t h Korean m o d e l o f LWRs a n d that the S o u t h wi l l 

bear the b u l k of the f inancial burden of the project and thus p lay a central 

role in it. 

O n 1 5 D e c e m b e r 1995, K E D O and the D P R K signed a n agreement o n the 

scope o f supp ly a n d terms o f repayment i n the L W R project. N o t o n l y was 

this the first agreement be tween the two, b u t for the first t ime the R O K 

was a fu l l - f ledged par t ic ipant i n nego t i a t ions w i th the D P R K on the L W R 

project. T h e N o r t h m a d e further concess ions in the agreement , w i th 

d rawing near ly all of its ini t ia l d e m a n d s , i n c l u d i n g those for a "reim

bursemen t" of w h a t i t h a d spent on its nuclear power project a n d for the 

cons t ruc t ion of a power d is t r ibut ion system, a nuclear fuel-processing 

plant , a n d port faci l i t ies . 9 

K E D O agreed to provide on ly those facilities that are essential to the pro

ject. I t wi l l supply a reactor s imula tor to the N o r t h a n d b u i l d an "infra

structure [that is] integral to a n d exclusive for use in the cons t ruct ion of 

the reactor plants, w h i c h wi l l consist of roads w i t h i n the site boundary, 

access roads f rom the site to off-site roads, barge d o c k i n g facilities a n d a 

road f rom there to the site, a waterway a n d water ca tchment facilities 

i n c l u d i n g weirs, a n d h o u s i n g a n d related facilities for K E D O , its contrac

tors a n d subcont rac tors . " 1 0 

A l t h o u g h the N o r t h preferred a l o n g repayment per iod for the l oan i t wi l l 

get f rom K E D O for the LWRs—thir ty years inc lud ing a ten-year grace peri

od—it settled for twenty years inc lud ing a three-year grace period. T h e l o a n 

wi l l be interest-free a n d the repayment c lock wi l l beg in to t ick after the pro

v i s ion o f the first L W R un i t . 1 1 

Fol lowing the conc lus ion o f the supply agreement, K E D O a n d the D P R K 

s igned several p ro tocol agreements covering transportation, c o m m u n i c a 

t ion , privileges a n d immuni t i e s , the project site, labor a n d other issues 

related to the L W R project. An obstacle in the pa th of a s m o o t h imple 

men ta t i on of the agreements relating to the project mater ial ized in the fall 

of 1996 w h e n the submar ine incident erupted—an incident in w h i c h a 325 

t on N o r t h Korean submar ine carrying 26 crew members and c o m m a n d o s 

ran ag round off S o u t h Korea's east coast. Twenty-four N o r t h Korean infi l

trators were ki l led, eleven of t h e m apparently a t their o w n hands , a n d o n e 

was captured. Several S o u t h Korean soldiers a n d civil ians were ki l led, 

s o m e o f t h e m b y "friendly f i r e . " 



Thi s incident served to bolster a hardl ine in the K i m Y o u n g S a m govern

ment ' s po l i cy a n d an tagonize a large propor t ion of the S o u t h Korean p o p 

ulace. T h e R O K a n d its allies succeeded in hav ing the U n i t e d N a t i o n s 

Security C o u n c i l adopt a u n a n i m o u s resolut ion directing its president to 

issue a statement expressing concern over the s i tuat ion on the Korean 

pen insu la a n d ca l l ing u p o n the D P R K to abide by the Korean Armist ice 

Agreement . It is noteworthy that, depart ing from its previous practice— 

w h i c h w o u l d have dictated a n abs t en t i on—China supported this U N 

act ion . T h e relatively m i l d language of the statement, of course, played a 

key role in generat ing u n a n i m o u s support in the Security C o u n c i l . 1 2 

Perhaps m o r e d a m a g i n g to N o r t h Korea's interests, at least in the short run, 

was K E D O ' s dec is ion to pos tpone a trip to the N o r t h by a site survey team. 

Even t h o u g h K E D O w o u l d no t halt the imp lemen ta t i on o f the L W R pro

ject, former U . S . Assistant Secretary of State W i n s t o n Lord said in Seou l on 

O c t o b e r 15 that "there w o u l d be a pause in the pace of our [ K E D O ' s ] activ

ities. T h e D P R K Foreign Minis t ry responded to Lord's statement by warn

ing the U . S . against "trying to use the [submarine] incident for its sinister 

pol i t ica l purpose," saying that there m i g h t be serious consequences for the 

i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f the G e n e v a acco rds . 1 3 

T h e N o r t h Korean warn ing i s emb lema t i c of its tactic of us ing and, i f nec
essary, creating barga in ing ch ips vis-a-vis the U . S . I t r eminded the U . S . that 
the nuclear deal is by no m e a n s irreversible. The arrest of a U . S . citizen, 
Evan Car l Hunziker , on esp ionage charge on O c t o b e r 6 m a y be related to 
Pyongyang ' s h o p e to enhance its barga in ing pos i t ion vis-a-vis Wash ing ton . 
Hunziker , however, was released on N o v e m b e r 26 after U . S . C o n g r e s s m a n 
Bi l l R ichardson went to Pyongyang to negotiate his release. T h e Nor th ' s 
abort ive p l a n to test-fire a Nodong-1 Miss i l e m a y a lso have reflected its 
desire to s t rengthen its h a n d in nego t ia t ions w i th W a s h i n g t o n a n d T o k y o 
al ike. T h e miss i l e i s be l ieved to have a range of 600 mi l e s a n d thus capa
b l e o f h i t t ing targets i n m u c h o f Japan , i n c l u d i n g poss ib ly T o k y o . 1 4 If, 
as p rev ious ly noted , however, the N o r t h Korean ga ins ecl ipse its costs in 
the G e n e v a accords, t hen the N o r t h Korean tactic m a y no longe r be a s 
ef f icacious as i t o n c e was. 

S o m e o f w h a t the N o r t h has already ga ined , however, m a y n o t b e 

reversible. I f the D P R K ' s overarching object ive in its app roach to the U . S . 

ha s b e e n to ensure its security, wha t has already transpired c a n n o t be 

m i n i m i z e d . I t i s p l a in that the U . S . - D P R K high- leve l talks have e n h a n c e d 

P y o n g y a n g ' s sense of security. T h e jo in t s ta tement of 11 J u n e 1993 was 

par t icular ly reassuring to the D P R K : i t con ta ins an explici t c o m m i t m e n t 

by the U . S . to respect the D P R K ' s sovereignty, no t to interfere in internal 



affairs, a n d no t to use force, i nc lud ing nuclear weapons . T h e reiteration of 

the foregoing in the subsequent documents , i nc lud ing the O c t o b e r 1994 

agreed framework m a y have g o n e a l o n g way toward allaying, i f no t total ly 

banish ing , N o r t h Korean apprehensions about threats to its security. 

, A major deve lopmen t that preceded the high-level talks but to w h i c h N o r t h 

Korean tactical behav io r—of delaying the s igning of a full-scope safeguards 

agreement wi th the IAEA—cont r ibu ted was the removal o f all U . S . nuclear 

w e a p o n s from the Sou th . In a substantive sense, that m a y wel l be rated as 

Pyongyang ' s mos t no tab le ga in insofar as its security needs are concerned. 

A n o t h e r goa l the D P R K has officially articulated i s to persuade the U . S . to 

e n d the latter's "hostile pol icy" toward the former. T h e deve lopments 

no ted above leave no doub t that this goa l has been attained to a striking 

degree. T h e conduc t of the high-level talks, the increasing f requency wi th 

w h i c h d ip loma t s a n d other officials visit each other, the phased removal of 

"barriers to trade a n d investment, inc lud ing restrictions on t e l e c o m m u n i 

ca t ions" in accordance wi th the G e n e v a accords, the d o n a t i o n by the U . S . 

o f a total o f $8 m i l l i o n t o the UN Wor ld F o o d P rog ramme for relief o f 

N o r t h Korea's f l ood vict ims, and Washington ' s dec is ion to lift restrictions 

on human i t a r i an aid to Pyongyang—al l these prove that U . S . po l i cy toward 

the D P R K can no longer be characterized a s "hos t i l e . " 1 5 

T h e D P R K m a y arguably have m a d e s o m e headway in its pursuit o f a latent 

g o a l — u n d e r m i n i n g the leg i t imacy o f the R O K a n d caus ing friction 

between S e o u l a n d Wash ing ton . I f Pyongyang has not really succeeded in 

undercut t ing the K i m Y o u n g S a m government ' s legitimacy, i t has clearly 

caused pol i t ical p rob lems for the latter at h o m e . Being totally exc luded 

f rom the U . S . - D P R K high-level talks was a source not o n l y of f rust ra t ion for 

the K i m government but also o f criticism from oppos i t i on pol i t ic ians a n d 

the press alike. 

T h e unprecedented p u b l i c crit icism b y K i m Y o u n g S a m o f the C l i n t o n 

adminis t ra t ion 's conduc t of negot ia t ions wi th N o r t h Korea on 7 O c t o b e r 

1994, two weeks before the pub l ica t ion of the Geneva Accords , showed 

that Pyongyang ' s goa l was be ing at tained to s o m e degree . 1 6 In the f i rs t few 

m o n t h s of 1996 Seou l a n d Wash ing ton were a t odds over the issue of pro

v id ing a id to the Nor th ; Seoul ' s con t inu ing hardline, w h i c h inc luded rejec

t ion of Pyongyang ' s overtures for the resumpt ion of talks, also caused dis

m a y in Wash ing ton . T h e latter's h o p e that Seou l w o u l d adopt a more c o n 

cil iatory posture after the Apr i l 11 parl iamentary election, however, was 

dashed by the erupt ion o f the submar ine i nc iden t . 1 7 



North Korea's Approach to Japan 
T h e s a m e three goals that undergird N o r t h Korea's U . S . po l i cy are equa l ly 

ge rmane to N o r t h Korea's approach to Japan , even t h o u g h e c o n o m i c needs 

m a y outweigh the other two considerat ions. T h e efficacy o f the D P R K ' s 

approach , however, h inges on , a m o n g other things, Japan 's po l i cy toward 

the Nor th , w h i c h remained more or less constant unt i l the late 1980s— 

namely, separating poli t ics f rom e c o n o m i c s (seikei bunri). C h a n g e in 

Seoul ' s po l i cy toward the Nor th , s ignaled by President R o h Tae W o o ' s 7 Ju ly 

1988 declarat ion ou t l in ing the key c o m p o n e n t s o f Nordpo l i t i k (northern 

po l i cy ) , however, provided an impetus for change in Tokyo 's policy, just as 

it acted as a catalyst for a new U . S . po l i cy toward the Nor th . 

T h e f i r s t clear-cut s ign o f change in Japanese po l icy appeared in January 
1989. On January 20, the Japanese Foreign Minis t ry issued a statement 
ou t l in ing Japan 's po l i cy toward the Korean peninsula . I t stressed that 
"Japan does no t ma in t a in a host i le po l i cy toward N o r t h Korea, a n d we rec
ogn ize that it w i l l be appropriate . . . for us to m o v e posit ively toward 
improved relat ions between Japan a n d N o r t h Korea, w i th all d u e regard for 
m a i n t a i n i n g the internat ional pol i t ical ba lance as i t affects the Korean 
Peninsula , i f N o r t h Korea so desires." T h e statement a lso expressed h o p e 
that "a so lu t ion can be f o u n d s o o n to the Da i -18 Fujisan M a r u p r o b l e m 
. . . we are prepared to enter in to discussions o f any type wi th N o r t h Korea 
on the entire range o f p e n d i n g issues wi th no precondi t ions whatever ." 1 8 

T h e D a i - 1 8 Fujisan M a r u p r o b l e m refers to the de tent ion of two Japanese 

c i t izens—the capta in a n d the engineer, respectively, of a Japanese cargo 

sh ip—by N o r t h Korea. They were arrested and charged wi th esp ionage by 

the N o r t h after their sh ip re-entered C h o n g j i n harbor on 15 N o v e m b e r 

1983 to p ick up fresh cargo. N i n e days earlier, the sh ip h a d inadvertently 

carried a N o r t h Korean soldier to Japan, w h o , u p o n arriving in J a p a n as a 

stowaway, requested pol i t ical asylum. Japan subsequent ly rejected the 

Nor th ' s d e m a n d for his immed ia t e repatriation on humani t a r i an grounds . 

T h e two Japanese cit izens in N o r t h Korean captivity w o u l d p lay a pivotal 

role in the evo lu t ion of Tokyo-Pyongyang relations in the 1990s. 

Tokyo sent another signal to Pyongyang in March 1989. In a Budget 
C o m m i t t e e hearing in the H o u s e of Representatives o f the Japanese Die t on 
March 30, Pr ime Minister Takeshita N o b o r u expressed his "remorse and 
regret" (hansei to ikan no i) to "all the people" of the Korean peninsula for the 
past Japanese actions inflicting great suffering and damage on them. He 
voiced the h o p e that Japan and the D P R K w o u l d be able to improve their 
relations, reiterating Japan's previously expressed desire for uncondi t iona l 
talks wi th N o r t h Korea on all bilateral i ssues . 1 9 



This was the first t ime that a Japanese pr ime minister or any government 

official h a d referred to the D P R K by its official name . By us ing the phrase 

"all the p e o p l e " of the Korean peninsula , moreover, Takeshita h a d left no 

d o u b t that h i s "remorse a n d regret" were extended to the N o r t h Korean 

people . Th i s set the stage for a new approach by Pyongyang toward Tokyo . 

After conduc t i ng two rounds o f secret negot ia t ions wi th J a p a n on the D a i -

18 Fujisan M a r u p rob lem, N o r t h Korea indicated an interest in receiving a 

de lega t ion of Japan 's rul ing party, the Libera l -Democrat ic Party ( L D P ) , 

headed by a " m a n of real inf luence." This paved the way for a visit to the 

D P R K in September 1990 by two Japanese delegations, an L D P delegat ion 

led by Kanemaru S h i n , former deputy p r ime minister a n d leader o f the 

largest fact ion in the L D P , a n d a Soc ia l Democra t i c Party of J apan ( S D P J ) 

de lega t ion headed by its vice cha i rman Tanabe M a k o t o . 2 0 

D u r i n g prel iminary negot ia t ions preceding the Kanemaru-Tanabe visit, the 
N o r t h m a d e p la in wha t i t was after: c o m p e n s a t i o n f rom Japan . W h e n Ishii 
Ha j ime , a n L D P d ie tman , to ld h is N o r t h Korean counterpart, K i m Y o n g 
S u n , the W P K secretary in charge of internat ional affairs, that d ip loma t i c 
no rma l i za t i on was prerequisite to any compensa t ion , K i m insisted that 
no rma l i z ing relations wi th a country that h a d already established d ip lo 
mat ic relat ions wi th S o u t h Korea w o u l d be t an tamount to a recogni t ion of 
"two Koreas," w h i c h was unacceptable to the Nor th . An abrupt change in 
Pyongyang ' s pos i t ion on this issue after the two Japanese delegat ions land
ed in Pyongyang on September 24 appeared to reflect Pyongyang 's need to 
compensa te for the normal iza t ion of relations between the Soviet U n i o n , 
its ma jor al ly and pr incipal trading partner, a n d the R O K , its arch rival, 
w h i c h t o o k effect on 1 September 1990 . 2 1 

O n e aspect o f N o r t h Korea's tactical behavior dur ing the visit o f the 
Japanese delegat ions was the conduc t o f one -on-one negot ia t ions between 
K i m I I S u n g a n d Kanemaru . Even t h o u g h Tanabe, a s head o f the S D P J del
egat ion, no t o n l y h a d the same status as Kanemaru bu t also h a d been 
ins t rumental in br inging Kanemaru to the Nor th , he was not inc luded in 
the tete-a-tete that t o o k place in K im ' s v i l la on the scenic M y o h a y a n g 
M o u n t a i n o n Sep tember 2 5 a n d 26. K i m a n d Kanemaru mus t have 
reached an unders tanding on a quid pro quo. In exchange for the release of 
the two Fujisan M a r u crew members , Kanemaru w o u l d support the pro
posa l for negot ia t ions for d ip loma t i c n o r m a l i z a t i o n . 2 2 

A l t h o u g h the two Japanese cit izens were no t released unt i l October , 
K a n e m a r u nonetheless h a d achieved his pr incipal objective. K i m I I Sung ' s 
reward was a three-party declaration, s igned on September 28, that c o n 
ta ined no t o n l y their c o m m i t m e n t to urge their respective governments to 



start negot ia t ions for d ip loma t i c no rmal i za t ion but a lso the clause that 

J a p a n o w e d c o m p e n s a t i o n to the D P R K for co lon ia l rule as well as for 

forty-five years of host i l i ty to the N o r t h dur ing the postwar period. I t was 

K a n e m a r u w h o overruled the object ions to the latter clause raised by 

Japanese Foreign Minis t ry officials w h o h a d a c c o m p a n i e d the L D P a n d 

S D P J delegat ions t o the N o r t h . 2 3 

If this deve lopmen t s ignaled a breakthrough for the Nor th , i t owed pri

mar i ly to the Nor th ' s possession of bargain ing chips, namely, the two 

Fujisan M a r u crew m e m b e r s in captivity, a n d Japan 's wi l l ingness to pay a 

price for their release a n d return. O n c e negot ia t ions for d ip loma t i c nor

ma l i za t i on began , however, the N o r t h lacked any real bargain ing chips. 

D u r i n g the no rma l i za t ion talks spann ing two years—preliminary talks in 

Bei j ing in N o v e m b e r a n d D e c e m b e r 1990; eight rounds o f full-fledged 

talks in Pyongyang, Tokyo , a n d Beij ing from January 1991 to N o v e m b e r 

1992—the D P R K adhered to a hardline, d isplaying little flexibility. 

T h e Nor th ' s negot ia t ing posture m a y have reflected its genu ine convic t ion 

that as an aggressor a n d wrong-doer, J apan was du ty -bound to take mea

sures to a tone for its cr imes a n d compensa te its vic t ims. T h e issue of "com

fort w o m e n " — K o r e a n w o m e n a n d girls w h o h a d been forced to serve as 

sex slaves for the Japanese Imperia l A r m y dur ing Wor ld War I I—gave the 

N o r t h a n inexhaust ib le supp ly o f a m m u n i t i o n wi th w h i c h t o c o n d e m n 

Japan . W h e n the N o r t h tried to justify its d e m a n d for reparations, in addi 

t ion to compensa t ion , on grounds that Korea h a d fought a guerrilla war 

against J a p a n under the leadership o f K i m I I Sung, J apan po in ted ly remind

ed the N o r t h that K i m ' s guerrilla force h a d been but a "unit of the 

Nor theas t People 's Revolut ionary A r m y under the C h i n e s e C o m m u n i s t 

party." Th i s was a shock ing response, w h i c h unde rmined the basis of K i m 

I I Sung ' s legit imacy. A l l the N o r t h c o u l d do was to dismiss the Japanese 

a rgument as unwor thy of discussion on the g round that i t was based on 

f l imsy e v i d e n c e . 2 4 

The Nor th repeatedly criticized Japan for introducing issues not directly relat

ed to normalization. Japan had linked progress in the talks to progress in 

inter-Korean relations and the resolution of the nuclear problem. S o m e of the 

condit ions Japan had set were met while the normalization talks were under 

way; the North 's decision to seek admission to the UN as a separate member, 

the conclus ion of two inter-Korean agreements, and the North's signing of a 

nuclear safeguards agreement with the IAEA belonged to this category. 

T h e issue that proved to be mos t divisive was the so-called " Y i Un H y e " 

issue—an al leged k i d n a p p i n g by the N o r t h o f a Japanese w o m a n w h o was 



said to have served as a tutor to K i m H y o n H u i , the former N o r t h Korean 

agent w h o b lew up a Korean Air passenger p lane wi th 115 persons on 

board in mid-air near Burma in N o v e m b e r 1987. After the two sides 

worked out a c o m p r o m i s e under w h i c h the issue w o u l d be discussed in a 

separate "working-level" session ahead of regular negot ia t ing sessions, the 

N o r t h refused to h o n o r its c o m m i t m e n t . I t was this breach that led to the 

b reakdown o f the talks i n N o v e m b e r 1 9 9 2 . 2 5 

T h e s ign ing of the G e n e v a accords in O c t o b e r 1994, however, raised the 

h o p e that b o t h the D P R K a n d Japan m i g h t have f r e sh incentive to resume 

negot ia t ions . In M a r c h 1995, the three pol i t ical parties part icipating in 

Japan 's coa l i t ion government—the LDP, the S D P J , a n d Sh in to Sakigake [the 

N e w Party Forerunner]—visited Pyongyang a n d s igned a four-party agree

m e n t wi th the W P K . I t p ledged that the four parties w o u l d strive to achieve 

a r e sumpt ion of the D P R K - J a p a n normal izat ion ' talks, stressing that the 

talks mus t no t have any precondi t ions and mus t be conduc ted on a strict

l y independen t a n d a u t o n o m o u s b a s i s . 2 6 

T h e references to precondi t ions a n d independence were concess ions m a d e 

by the Nor th , w h i c h wan ted to prevent a recurrence of wha t i t regarded as 

bitter experience dur ing the 1991-1992 negot iat ions. J a p a n h a d at tached 

precondi t ions that for the mos t part reflected the pol icies of the U . S . a n d 

the R O K . T h e Nor th ' s at tempt to inc lude a clause affirming the val idi ty a n d 

b i n d i n g effects of the 1990 three-party declaration, however, failed d u e to 

Japanese oppos i t ion . 

Shor t ly after the s igning of the four-party agreement, the N o r t h approached 

J a p a n wi th a request for assistance. Pyongyang asked for substantial 

a m o u n t s of rice in order to deal wi th a serious f o o d shortage. At Seoul ' s 

request, however, Tokyo told Pyongyang that the latter shou ld seek Seoul 's 

he lp first. An inter-Korean agreement on the issue, under wh ich the Sou th 

w o u l d provide 150,000 tons of rice free of charge to the Nor th , was fol lowed 

immedia te ly by a J a p a n - D P R K agreement providing for a supply of 300,000 

tons of rice, of wh ich ha l f wou ld be free and the remainder w o u l d be on a 

deferred payment basis. W h e n torrential rains wiped out most of the North 's 

agricultural crops in July a n d August, the Nor th approached Japan again for 

further assistance. W i t h Japan's agreement to supply 200,000 addi t ional 

tons of r ice on a deferred payment basis, the total a m o u n t of Japan's r ice a id 

to the N o r t h reached 500,000 tons, more than three t imes the South 's a i d . 2 7 

Japan subsequently decided to donate about $6 mi l l i on to the Wor ld F o o d 

Programme (WFP) to alleviate the sufferings of the North 's f lood vict ims. 

T h e U . S . donated about $8 mi l l i on to the W F P on two occasions, and S o u t h 

Korea decided to donate $2 mi l l i on to the same organization. 



Conclusion 
Four sets o f variables he lp to expla in the divergent ou t comes of N o r t h 

Korea's approaches to the U . S . a n d Japan: (1) N o r t h Korea's goals , needs, 

tactics, a n d resources; (2) U . S . po l icy a n d behavior; (3) Japanese po l i cy a n d 

behavior; a n d (4) S o u t h Korea's abil i ty to inf luence the preceding two. 

N o r t h Korea 's goa ls a n d needs can be s u m m e d up in three words: security, 

legitimacy, a n d development . W i t h a sharp deterioration in its e c o n o m i c 

si tuat ion, c o u p l e d wi th changes in its external envi ronment , the very sur

vival o f the D P R K has emerged as the overarching priority. Th is has c o m 

pe l led Pyongyang to undertake an agon iz ing reassessment of its strategic 

or ientat ion, l ead ing to the conc lus ion that the U . S . needs to be treated no t 

as a threat bu t a l ifeline to the D P R K ' s security. T h e pr incipal resource—or 

"card"—the N o r t h w o u l d ut i l ize in its approach to the U . S . w o u l d be its 

nuclear w e a p o n s program, whether real or imag ined . S ince Japan, too , 

c o u l d serve as a lifeline, the N o r t h w o u l d seek d ip loma t i c no rmal i za t ion 

wi th it. T h e "card" the N o r t h h a d vis-a-vis Japan, however, was nowhere as 

potent as the nuclear card; what is more, once i t was used, the N o r t h w o u l d 

have very little leverage over Tokyo. No twi ths t and ing such a p r o n o u n c e d 

asymmetry in negot ia t ing power, the N o r t h failed to display a sufficient 

degree of p ragmat i sm in the no rma l i za t ion talks. 

H a d the U . S . no t elevated non-prol i ferat ion to a t op priority foreign po l i cy 

goa l , N o r t h Korea's tactics w o u l d no t have been as product ive as they 

turned out to be. T h e wi l l ingness o f the U . S . to m a k e concessions, b o t h 

large a n d sma l l a n d substantive a n d symbol ic , a lso played a major role in 

the U . S . - D P R K high-level talks. 

Unfor tuna te ly for N o r t h Korea, d ip loma t i c normal i za t ion was no t really a 

h i g h priority goa l on Japan 's foreign po l i cy agenda. W h i l e i t w o u l d a l low 

J a p a n to settle o n e of the two unresolved p rob lems in the postwar per iod 

a n d w o u l d contr ibute to the s tabi l izat ion of Northeast Asia , i t was no t 

C o m p a r e d to wha t i t has ga ined f rom the U . S . , the D P R K ' s achievements 

in its approach to Japan thus far are meager. Pyongyang 's m a i n objective 

o f d ip loma t i c no rma l i za t ion has proved to be elusive. W h a t Pyongyang 

h o p e d to get was an infus ion of s izable Japanese funds in to its t roubled 

e c o n o m y in the form of " economic coopera t ion," a term that i s mos t l ike

ly to be used to characterize what the N o r t h wi l l consider compensa t ion . 

As of this writing, the probabi l i ty that the no rmal i za t ion talks wi l l resume 

sooner or later appeared h i g h . Whether i t wi l l be sooner or later, however, 

is hard to predict. 



s o m e t h i n g Japan needed to accompl i sh a t great cost. Th is does no t m e a n 

that J a p a n was, a n d is, no t wi l l ing to pay the requisite price; just as i t h a d 

pa id a price, albeit, in the v iew of the S o u t h Korean people , an exceeding

ly l ow price, for no rma l i z ing relations w i th the R O K in 1965, J a p a n is pre

pared to provide an appropriate a m o u n t o f " economic coopera t ion" to the 

D P R K . A l t h o u g h , contrary to wide ly he ld impressions, no specific a m o u n t 

was m e n t i o n e d dur ing the 1991-1992 normal i za t ion talks, the a m o u n t is 

mos t l ikely to be in the b i l l ions of dollars (or their equivalents in Japanese 

yen)—most p robab ly in the l ow single digits. N o r t h Korea also displayed 

its lack of unders tanding of the Japanese pol i t ical system by equat ing the 

three-party declarat ion wi th a b i n d i n g c o m m i t m e n t by the Japanese gov

ernment . T h e de facto part icipat ion of Japanese government officials in the 

negot ia t ions leading up to the declarat ion notwithstanding, the signatories 

to the d o c u m e n t were party leaders, no t government officials. 

Finally, S o u t h Korea was a n d cont inues to be a major factor in the equa
t ion . Even though , to its chagrin, the K i m Y o u n g S a m government was 
exc luded f rom the G e n e v a negotiat ions, i t was nonetheless consul ted con
t inuously. Trilateral consul ta t ions a m o n g the U . S . , the R O K , a n d Japan, i n 
fact, b e c a m e rout inized dur ing the negot ia t ions a n d m a y wel l prove to be 
o n e of the mos t significant by-products of the nuclear crisis precipitated by 
the D P R K . To be sure, Seou l somet imes went a long wi th W a s h i n g t o n 
grudgingly, ' bu t on key issues Seou l clearly h a d the power of veto. F r o m a 
strictly substantive s tandpoint , the G e n e v a accords a n d the m a n n e r in 
w h i c h i t is be ing i m p l e m e n t e d are w h o l l y consistent wi th Seoul ' s interests. 
On balance, S e o u l has ga ined a n d wi l l ga in more than i t wi l l lose. 

I t i s p l a i n that the R O K factor was a major e lement in J a p a n - D P R K negoti
at ions. N o t o n l y d i d J a p a n repeatedly raise the precondi t ions favoring 
Seoul , bu t the rock o n w h i c h the negot ia t ions foundered—the Y i U n H y e 
issue—was provided by the Sou th . F r o m Japan 's perspective, S o u t h Korea 
is far m o r e va luab le than anyth ing N o r t h Korea wi l l ever offer; hence J a p a n 
has taken pa ins to heed Seoul ' s requests in dea l ing wi th Pyongyang. W h a t 
i s more , c lose a n d frequent consul ta t ions have occurred a n d wi l l con t inue 
to occur on any no tab le moves in Japan 's N o r t h Korea policy. 

In sum, whether N o r t h Korea's approaches to the U . S . and Japan wi l l prove 
to be efficacious wi l l h inge, to a striking degree, on the pol ic ies a n d behav
iors o f the U . S . , Japan, a n d S o u t h Korea. Pyongyang 's o w n rhetoric a n d 
behavior, however, wi l l be the single mos t impor tan t variable in the equa
t ion, for i t w i l l he lp determine whether a n d to what extent Wash ing ton , 
Tokyo , a n d S e o u l wi l l a c c o m m o d a t e Pyongyang 's needs a n d requests. 



notes for chapter five 

1. T h e word "approach" can be construed in a dua l sense: whereas in its 

b road m e a n i n g i t is s y n o n y m o u s wi th "policy," in a narrow sense i t con 

notes an act of drawing closer to an object. I t i s wi th this dua l m e a n i n g in 

m i n d that I use the term in this paper. 

2 . U . S . In format ion Service, "House S u b c o m m i t t e e H o l d s Hear ings o n 

Korean Peninsu la (Transcript: Excerpts f rom Solarz Hear ing ," 26 Ju ly 

1990): p . 5 . Dis t r ibuted by the U S I S in Seou l , Korea. 
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