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The new power relations between the United States and China suggest
an increasing possibility of conflict due to the U.S. re-engagement policy
and China’s vigorous rise. From the perspective of the Korean peninsula,
this historical transitional period occurs ironically alongside a huge
transformation in North Korea, with the death of Kim Jong-il and the
emergence of the new Kim Jong-un regime. If North Korea attempts to
expand its economic relations with China, improve relations with the
United States and the international community, and capture the momentum
to transform its relations with South Korea, all these things linked
together may provide momentum for an ultimate, albeit unintended,
transformation of the entire North Korean society. The diplomatic
environment of the G2 relationship may possibly give North Korea a
vague hope for the future and lead it to heighten the brinkmanship
diplomacy inherited from the previous leadership. Against this backdrop,
South Korea must strive to ensure that the only option for North Korea
is to embrace the transforming environment in which the United States
and China seek increased influence on the Korean peninsula, and
accept the momentum for transformation.
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Introduction

The sudden death of Kim Jong-il signifies both continuity and disconti-
nuity of the security order on the Korean peninsula which has persisted
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since the end of the Cold War. On the one hand, Kim’s death will 
certainly cause a transformation of the North Korean regime that has
remained firmly in place through the past two decades, and if the
international community, including South Korea and the United
States, utilizes this momentum, it may have an opportunity to cause
the structural collapse of the Korean peninsula security structure. On
the other hand, if Kim Jong-un feels the weakness of his grip on power
after his father’s sudden death and turns to much more aggressive
foreign policies, his North Korean regime may well continue to drive
the peninsula’s security order in the same vicious cycle as it has seen
in the past. Kim Jong-un is the second successor to inherit the regime’s
hereditary power; his succession implies an inevitable change in the
future of North Korea, and whether this change is positive or negative,
it may lead to a fundamental transformation of the Korean peninsula’s
security order.1

Diplomatic relations are determined basically by various combi-
nations of “the structural environment” and “the nature of the issues
at stake.” In the post-Kim Jong-il era, North Korea’s foreign relations
will be shaped by combinations of the structural environment (namely
the Northeast Asian security order) and the nature of the issue (North
Korea’s diplomatic policy, which mainly involves the nuclear issue).
The year 2012 augurs a considerable transformation for East Asian
security, as it marks the passage of two decades since the end of the
Cold War. Meanwhile, the “structural conditions” of the future diplo-
matic environment in North Korea and the “nature of nuclear diplo-
macy” that has long been pursued by North Korea are both expected
to undergo transformations as well. Kim Jong-il’s unexpected death
ironically coincided with a major transition in the security order of
Northeast Asia. Will the post-Kim Jong-il leadership’s reaction to the
new Northeast Asian diplomatic environment lead to a historical
contingency that may change the fundamental security structure of
the Korean peninsula? While exploring this question, this paper will
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focus on the strategic stance South Korea should take in order to
ensure that the new North Korean leadership captures the positive
diplomatic momentum from the transforming East Asian security
environment, defined by “the rise of China” and “the U.S. re-engage-
ment policy.”2

In the current state of international politics at the beginning of
the G2 era, what are the specific implications of the transforming
power relationship, and what changes does it bring to the world
order and the Northeast Asian security order that have been centered
on the United States for the past twenty years since the Cold War?
The United States’ declaration of its “re-engagement in Asia” from
the year 2011 and “the rise of China” have drawn the world’s attention
to the future of Northeast Asian diplomatic environment. Amidst
these circumstances, North Korea has signaled the beginning of a
new leadership. In other words, North Korea’s foreign relations in the
post-Kim Jong-il era will take place within a region where “the rise of
China” and “the U.S. re-engagement in Asia” converge. From this
point of view, this paper will first analyze how the current interna-
tional security environment standing of the new U.S.-China power
relationship resembles and differs from other “great power politics”
in history. It will then explain the significance of new U.S.-China
power relationship in the global order and the Northeast Asian security
structure. Finally, it will analyze North Korea’s future nuclear strategy
from the view of the rise of China and the new U.S. policy toward
East Asia and explore South Korea’s strategic options to ultimately
ensure that the new North Korean leadership finds a way to transform
itself amid the new diplomatic structure of Northeast Asia.
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The Transformation of U.S.-China Relations 
and the Significance of Northeast Asia

The Significance of the G2 Era and the New U.S.-China Relationship

The following is a brief examination of the significance of the G2 era
and the type of relationship that is being formed between the United
States and China, based on previous observations of the new structural
environment of international politics and the nature of the issue of
U.S.-China relations.3

First, as the world has grown increasingly centered on the U.S.-
China relationship the Asian region has risen as a global hub. As can be
seen from the fact that China’s share of the world’s GDP is speculated
to reach 24 percent by the year 2030, Asia stands to become the center
of the world order. As the economic growth during the Cold War 
in the last century signified a world order evolving around Western
Europe, the U.S.-China era may see a world order that revolves around
Asia with its China-centric development and growth. Since the begin-
ning of the modern international order in the 17th century, the world
order has tended to progress toward Western civilization, but the G2
era implies that Asia will stand at the center of international politics.

Secondly, some see the U.S.-China relationship as one way of 
balancing the powers. After more than twenty years of the post-Cold
War period, China’s remarkable economic growth, in connection with
the rise of “the rest,”4 may lead to a power transition between the
United States and China, which in turn may evoke emphasis on bilat-
eralism and the need for a thorough balancing strategy toward
China. In the latter half of the 1990s, the prevailing U.S. views of
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China were divided between China as a revisionist state and China
as a traditional state. But today, it seems the former view has inspired
calls for a more aggressive balancing strategy toward China, and 
the latter has developed into the so-called liberal stance that the U.S.
and China can share responsibilities in tackling various issues in the
globalized era.5

If G2 relations are significant in the ways mentioned above, what
is the specific type of relationship being formed between the two
states? One suggestion is a “hostile rivalry.” Competition presupposes
a wide gap between the two states’ national interests, therefore
reducing the matter to a question of whether the United States, as a
hegemonic power, can succeed in balancing China, or whether a power
transfer will occur between the two states. But in reality, China is not
equipped with the institutional leadership for a global confrontation
against the United States. Therefore, a more convincing theory than a
comprehensive balance of power would be a restricted balance of
power or a balance of threats, involving issues limited to the Asian
region. If the United States and China compete against each other
over a certain core interest, other states, particularly those located in
Asia, will experience inevitable harm to their security autonomy. But,
in contrast to the traditional sense of rivalry between states engaged in
fierce competition to put more states under their respective influence,
the United States and China have little possibility of engaging in
aggressive power balancing such as the competition between blocs 
in the Cold War, due to the gap between the practical powers of the
United States and China, the development of a networked diplomatic
environment in the 21st century, and the post-modern nature of
international political issues.

A second suggestion is “great power cooperation.” This is basically
an attempt to understand the G2 system as a sharing of leadership
between the United States and China. A cooperative system between
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two great powers is built on mutual understanding and respect for
one’s counterpart’s core interests, and such understanding can translate
into a diplomatic mechanism. To establish a cooperative system at a
global level or in a certain region, the United States and China must
be recognized as great powers distinctive from other states. To use
the example of old Europe, two states must have institutionalized
conference diplomacy for various issues and at multiple levels, and
the results from such conference diplomacy must be backed by
authorities at a very high level. But a question may arise as to whether
it is possible to hold mutually exclusive interests in clearly distin-
guished fields, considering the character of the globalized era. For
instance, territorial disputes involving China, human rights issues, and
ethnic minorities are not the sort of issues where the United States
can easily conform with China’s exclusive national interests.

The last suggestion is so-called “strategic cooperation” between the
United States and China. This type of relationship basically develops 
on the foundation of a narrow gap of interests between two states
regarding core issues or, in the case of a wide gap, China’s recognition
of the international order institutionalized by the United States. There-
fore, in this case, the United States and China would follow the logic of
a “balance of interests” in which both would gain increased common
interests on regional issues, not to mention global issues. Strategic 
cooperation between the United States and China is basically a coexis-
tence of competition and cooperation at the regional and global levels,
but it also requires communal efforts to prevent from one side gaining
excessive benefits or being burdened by excessive losses. In the reality
of international politics, where power is fluid, the problem is of course
that strategic cooperation cannot be maintained at the institutional
level. But considering that the differences between the two civilizations
are greater than we have seen in the history of “great power politics,”
and considering the complex power relations among states in the envi-
ronment of network diplomacy, strategic cooperation may have more
practicality than “hostile rivalry” or “great power cooperation.”6
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Transformation of U.S.-China Relations & Northeast Asian 
Security Structure

In the new global power relations of the U.S.-China era, two aspects
differ from the past. One is the complex nature of China’s rise, and
the other is the idea that G2 relations can be viewed as a sort of choice
made by the United States, the existing global power. To support the
first point, China has what is called “duplicity of ability,” meaning
China is a poor state with great economic power and a powerful state
with many problems. Such aspects can be explained by the complexity
of global influence that derives from China’s national identity. As can
be expected from the phrase “the age of non-polarity,” the global
influence of any state other than the United States is likely to be limited.7

In regard to the second point, the Concert of Europe and the U.S.-
Soviet bipolar system can hardly be viewed as the result of one side’s
choice. The global influence of the Soviet Union was not a result of
the U.S.’ strategic choice (though the revisionists’ contribution is 
recognized in the opposite way). On the other hand, in the case of G2
relations, although it has no choice but to accept China’s rise, the
United States still has several strategic options including manage-
ment of China through the U.S.-Japan alliance and a full-scale power
balancing strategy.

The transformation of the world order with the coming of the
U.S.-China era is a vital issue to South Korea because this transforma-
tion will develop most prominently in the Northeast Asian region
and will have an enormous influence on South Korea’s reunification
strategy. During the post-Cold War period, as in the Cold War period,
the United States has constantly gained benefits in the Northeast
Asian region through reinforcement of relations with existing allies, a
diplomatic partnership with China, an extensive security network in
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the Pacific including Australia and New Zealand, and participation
in the East Asian regional discussion through APEC (Asia-Pacific
Economic Cooperation). The United States has proceeded to build
“America’s East Asia” at three overall levels. First, the United States
has made strategic use of the absence of multilateral security mecha-
nism in East Asia by continuously promoting the logic that East Asia
needs the presence of the United States. Especially in the post-Cold
War period, the United States has established a new, loose, multilateral
security cooperation system that adds to the previous security alliance
structure, building future-oriented security cohesion between the
United States and East Asia. Second, the United States expects that
steady economic growth and economic integration in East Asia will
strengthen the region’s multilateral diplomatic relations, and as a
result, lead the region to observe international norms and accept
American ideologies and values. Intensified economic integration in
the East Asian region will heighten the need for economic openness,
liberalism, and fair trade, and such transformations are expected to
ultimately lead East Asia to accept the global standards promoted by
the United States with more enthusiasm. Third, the United States is
promoting “transformational diplomacy” to maintain its unipolar
status which has continued since the end of the Cold War and to create
a new global leadership. The U.S.’ transformational diplomacy, based
on public diplomacy, non-governmental diplomacy, and reinforcement
of the knowledge basis for foreign relations, is expected to actively
contribute to focusing the East Asian order on the Unites States.8

To sum up, U.S. interests in East Asia consist of the security and
economic benefits it has acquired during the Cold War era and the 
continuance of its role as the active “regional balancer” has been seen in
the post-Cold war period. Specifically, the general interests promoted
by United States include “management of proliferation of weapons of
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mass destruction,” “deterrence of emergence of a regional hegemonic
power,” “maintenance of stability among great powers in Eurasia,”
“securing peace in the Middle East and influence on the region,” “U.S.-
centered economic growth,” and “propagation of democracy and liber-
alism.”9 To translate these interests into East Asian terms, they can be
described as “steady management of China’s growth,” “reinforcement
of relations with regional allies including Japan and South Korea,”
“steady role of the United States as the heart of the world economy,”
and “active propagation of democracy in the region.” These interests
show certain distinctions from U.S. interests in other regions, reflecting
the geopolitical nature of the Northeast Asian region.

Although this may be a simplification, the great power politics
surrounding the U.S.-China relationship involve a basic operating
principle consistently found in Northeast Asia. More specifically, the
core actor in the major power relations of Northeast Asia is the United
States. This observation may be viewed as obvious considering that
the U.S. has enjoyed hegemonic status in the world order since World
War II, but it is not unusual for the security order of a region to differ
from the global security order. For instance, in the case of the regional
security order in the Middle East, it is hard to say the U.S.’ status as a
great power has helped it dominate over Israel or other Arab states
as a decisive actor. Also, the relations among Japan, China and the
United States have continuously exhibited an asymmetrical tendency
in the form of “United States and Japan versus China.” Of course, it
is not easy to conclude that U.S.-Japan adhesion is the result of choices
made by either side. Simply in terms of the political and economic
systems of Japan and China and their historical animosity, the diffi-
culty of a China-Japan adhesion is convincing, but considering the
hostility and confrontation between the United States and Japan during
World War II, there is no easy explanation for the successful manage-
ment of U.S.-Japan alliance.10
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Meanwhile, there are two perspectives to consider when specu-
lating about the new U.S.-China relationship that will develop in the
Northeast Asian or the East Asian region. One involves a logic known
as “balance of power within the region” in theories of international
politics. In the case of Europe, the growth and rise of Germany was
naturally balanced by developments of a geopolitical nature and
curbing efforts by neighboring states, but in the case of East Asia,
according to the theory, there is no power capable of keeping rising
China in check.11 As a result, from the end of WWII until now, U.S.
strategy has constantly been the most important factor at work in
Northeast Asian regional security, with the goal of deterring China.
Eventually, this has come to mean that to cause a fundamental trans-
formation in the U.S.-centered Northeast Asian security structure, a
state must emerge that can counter-balance U.S. power, but such
counter-balancing requires participation by China and a group of states
that can be transferred to Chinese leadership. However, in theories of
international politics, the degree of power gap between a superpower
state and a second-ranked state is very important. Considering the
serious military power gap between the United States and China and
the geopolitical structure consisting of Russia, India, Japan, and Central
Asia, there seem to be few Asian states willing to participate in a China-
led attempt to counter-balance the United States. Therefore, it is highly
likely that the United States will not easily give up its role as a power
balancer in East Asia.

Another perspective involves the issue of whether the East Asian
security structure provided by the United States is a more peaceful
choice than any other alternative. If the states in the East Asian
region recognize such a security structure as a way to prevent wars
by preemptively blocking competition among major powers and 
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providing a means to maintain diplomatic relations among compet-
ing powers at a certain level of tension, then a transformation in the
security structure caused by the rise of China may not be deemed
serious. Certainly, U.S. strategy has been gradually shifting from
direct intervention to offshore balancing, and the conventional structure
of its bilateral alliances is expected to undergo a fundamental transfor-
mation to prevent excessive spending and advancement of diplomatic
resources;12 still, the United States’ role as a security balancer is not
likely to be assumed by China.

The Post-Kim Jong-il Era and the Northeast Asian 
Security Structure

The Nature of North Korea’s Nuclear Diplomacy & 
the Post-Kim Jong-il Era

At this point in time, the new development of U.S.-China power 
relations holds a special significance for South Korea because Kim
Jong-un’s new leadership in North Korea comes at a time of critical
transformation in the regional order in Northeast Asia—or East Asia,
in a broader sense. How will North Korea’s foreign relations be affected
by the convergence of Kim’s new leadership and the new era of U.S.-
China relations that is about to begin? To answer this question, it is
important to understand the character of the “nuclear diplomacy”
that North Korea has pursued for the past two decades in the post-
Cold War period and North Korea’s national interests in regard to its
diplomacy.

The North Korean nuclear issue has become the most essential
matter in North Korea-U.S. relations since the end of the Cold War. In
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regard to this issue, there are two preconditions at work. One is
North Korea’s will to promote its most core value, “the survival of
North Korea,” through the diplomatic means of nuclear weapons
development even at the risk of its other national interests. The other
is the United States’ most important core value of the post-Cold War
international security, which is the stable management and control of
nuclear weapons. The United States and North Korea have distinct
national interests. Why is it that the core North Korean problem of
the nuclear issue has remained unresolved for the past twenty years?

In this regard, two points may be suggested. One is the funda-
mental difference between North Korea and the international com-
munity in perception of nuclear development strategies. After posing
the nuclear issue, North Korea has seen neither an improvement in
economic conditions nor international society’s commitment to North
Korea’s sovereignty and security, yet North Korea still has not with-
drawn its nuclear strategy. In short, it clings to continuous develop-
ment of nuclear weapons even though there seems to be no benefit to
it. The reason is that the North Korean definition of national security
completely differs from that of a normal member of the international
community.13 North Korea equates “leadership security” and “regime
security” with “national security.” Therefore, if Kim Jong-un, the 
successor to Kim Jong-il’s regime, believes that nuclear weapons are
the most effective means of securing the safety of power elites, with
himself in the center, and concludes that such a stance will maintain
the national security of the whole North Korean society, then he will
remain determined to pursue nuclear diplomacy. This point of view
is in stark contrast with the universal understanding of the interna-
tional community, which considers national security to be the result
of a process of “securitization” based on social consensus and the
total sum of national interests.14
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The other point is that in order for the U.S. engagement strategy
toward North Korea to produce a meaningful outcome for the denu-
clearization of the Korean peninsula, there must be policy coordina-
tion between key players in international society. In addition to the
cooperation system among South Korea, Japan, and the United States,
it is imperative to draw cooperation from China, the chief benefactor
of the North Korea problem.15 But conventionally China has provided
the North Korean economy with comprehensive support including
energy supplies, and the Chinese government’s economic aid has
considerably offset the effectiveness of U.S. policies toward North
Korea. Under the circumstances, assuming that the views of the United
States and North Korea fundamentally differ, neither side has much
chance of achieving a diplomatic victory. Furthermore, while inheriting
Kim Il Sung’s “ideological power” and Kim Jong-il’s “military power,”
Kim Jong-un has set “economic power” as a key national goal, which
will lead to more vigorous economic exchanges between North Korea
and China.16 Moreover, North Korea will attempt to take the lead on
the East Asian security issues until the rise of China acquires a larger
influence in East Asian regional security order.

The so-called “why question,” first posed at the beginning of
North Korea’s attempt to develop nuclear weapons, no longer seems
a mystery. The main purpose of North Korea’s nuclear development
doesn’t seem to “use as a diplomatic tool,” but to “acquire the status
of a nuclear power.” Kim Jong-un, the heir to his father’s diplomatic
strategy of “attaining nuclear power status,” is likely to also be tempted
by the national benefits that nuclear weapons can bring. Perhaps his
nuclear diplomacy will go one step beyond that of his father and
demand that international society, including the United States and

A Historical Contingency?      87

in Alan Collins (ed.), Contemporary Security Studies (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2010).

15. Ihn-hwi Park, “Korea-U.S. Alliance under the Obama Administration: On the
Perspective of Alliance Strategy and North Korea Problem,” IFANS Review,
Vol. 16, No. 2 (February 2009), pp. 1-22.

16. Marc McDonald, “In North Korea, Same as the Old Bosses,” International
Herald Tribune, February 26, 2012.

본문(21-1_2012)  2012.6.28 5:28 AM  페이지87   삼광프린팅 



South Korea, specifically respond as follows.
First, it is anticipated that North Korea will attempt to identify

itself as a new type of nuclear state. As is well known, North Korea
argues that it has never once leaked any nuclear-related technology
or material outside of the Korean peninsula, even after two nuclear
tests.17 Also, despite the logical contradiction, North Korea repeatedly
stresses that the denuclearization of the Korean peninsula was one of
Kim Il Sung’s final injunctions.18 This means that up to now North
Korea has constantly nuclear power status, restricting its strategic
significance to Northeast Asia. In other words, North Korea demands
U.S. approval of its nuclear weapons, while restricting their strategic
significance to Northeast Asia for a certain period. In return, North
Korea would agree not to disrupt the global security interests of the
United States. If the U.S.-China confrontation grows more pronounced
in the Northeast Asian region as China continues its international
political and economic growth, North Korea may well strengthen its
diplomatic stance, and it will never give up its nuclear weapons unless
its survival and stability are guaranteed permanently.

Furthermore, these strategic demands from North Korea will in
the end lead to an increase in the cost of regional stability in Northeast
Asia. North Korea may claim that it respects the symbolic aspects of
global security and the global economy, but in order for the economic
growth dynamic to continue, neighboring states must pay the “peace-
keeping costs” of maintaining the North Korean system. As seen
from South Korea’s appeasement policy toward North Korea, which
was viewed as certain peacekeeping cost for stability in Northeast
Asia and on the Korean peninsula, the logic of North Korea’s demand
for peacekeeping costs will become more elaborate and seemingly
legitimate as Northeast Asia’s stability becomes even more important
to the G2 states as their policies for Asia develop. Ultimately, North
Korea will define its existence as an essential prerequisite for the
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hereafter this position could be changed.

본문(21-1_2012)  2012.6.28 5:28 AM  페이지88   삼광프린팅 



maintenance of peace in Northeast Asia, and whether intended or
not, if such logic persists, the road to peaceful reunification will only
grow longer.

North Korea, the Rise of China, and the U.S. Re-engagement Policy

What are the specific details of the rise of China and U.S. re-engagement
policies toward Asia, and what impact will they have on North Korean
issues in the post-Kim Jong-il era? These days, U.S. political leaders
assert that if the 20th Century U.S. diplomacy has evolved around its
investment and interest in Europe, in the 21st Century the diplomatic
focus will shift toward Asia. Secretary of State Clinton has specified
how the United States plans to utilize the Asian growth engine of the
21st Century and thus Asian geopolitical dynamics will be vital to the
future U.S. economy and security.19 In regard to South Korea, Clinton
also stressed the importance of enhancing the South Korea-U.S. bilateral
security alliance along with the U.S.’ partnership with Japan, Australia,
Thailand and the Philippines. In the Defense Strategy Review released
in January 2012, President Obama made clear that U.S. military power
around the globe would be reduced effectively. However, highlighting
the increased strategic significance of the Asian region, he clarified
that the existing U.S. military force in the region would remain, and
furthermore, be qualitatively reinforced in the future.20 This is a key
example confirming the importance of Asia in terms of security, a
core area of U.S. national interest. Most of all, considering the strategic
value of China as a rising political and military power in Asia, U.S.
security interests in Asia cannot be overemphasized.

Moreover, the United States thoroughly acknowledges the impor-
tance of Asia as the world economy’s growth engine, accounting for
more than half of total global production. To cite an example, in 2010,
annual U.S. trade with the Asia-Pacific region reached 1.1 trillion dollars,
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almost twice the amount of its trade with Europe (670 billion dollars).
Therefore, the new market in Asia and increasing investment and
trade with the region are expected to play the most important role in
the U.S. economy. The Korea-U.S. Free Trade Agreement, ratified in 2011
with parliamentary approval from both South Korea and the United
States, and the Trans-Pacific Partnership both reflect U.S. economic
interests. Additionally, the development of U.S. economic exchanges
with India, Vietnam, and Malaysia clearly demonstrates how U.S.
economic-strategic interests encompass the whole Asian region.

Lately, the United States has promoted its “Asia First Policy,”
which interestingly is starting as the United States puts an end to the
extensive war on terrorism that has continued for the past decade.21

The United States has announced it plans to complete the withdrawal
of its troops from Afghanistan by 2014. As it ends two massive wars
in the Middle East (Iraq and Afghanistan), the United States seems to
be concentrating its available resources in Asia. To use a journalistic
expression, this foreign policy of the United States can be called a “re-
engagement policy” toward the Asian region. As is widely known,
Asia has risen to the core of U.S. diplomacy because of China. As
analyzed in the first half of this paper, the G2 power relationship has
caused the United States to concentrate its power in Asia, and the
purpose of this paper’s focus on the North Korean nuclear issue is to
understand the security of the Korean peninsula in a more compre-
hensive sense amid the increasingly conflicting U.S.-China diplomatic
relationship.

How is Kim Jong-un, the new leader of North Korea, adapting to
the current changes in the Northeast Asian diplomatic environment
coinciding with his regime’s emergence? As observed previously, 
the fundamental goals of North Korea’s nuclear diplomacy are to
eliminate threats against its regime and to become a normal member
of the Northeast Asian region, as defined by its economic growth and
dynamics. Paradoxically, any kind of international effort to pursue
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peaceful reunification of the Korean peninsula will be viewed as a
threat by Kim’s North Korea. In that case, taking into account the
U.S. re-engagement policy to Asia and the rise of China, Kim has
only one strategic option. As the United States emphasizes Asia’s
continued stability and advancement, North Korea can use the
nuclear card to threaten the Northeast Asian order, increase its own
strategic value, and ultimately force the United States to accept the
permanence of the North Korean regime. Meanwhile, North Korea
continues to emphasize the importance of its existing diplomatic 
relations with China in order to develop reciprocal economic gains.
While recognizing that China has a certain influence on North Korean
issues, North Korea will try to maintain its traditional alliance partner-
ship with China to prevent the Unites States from wielding excessive
influence on the peninsula. Therefore, it is possible to speculate that
in the G2 era, Kim Jong-un’s foreign policies may grow more unpre-
dictable and difficult to tackle than his father’s.

Also, it must be pointed out that the North Korean nuclear issue
has specific implications that can only be interpreted in terms of the
Northeast Asian security mechanism. Most importantly, North Korea
knows better than anyone else about the “Northeast Asian signifi-
cance” of its nuclear strategy. North Korea knows well that its distinct
nuclear strategy acquires diplomatic power only when the game
unfolds at the level of the Northeast Asian region, and for this reason,
the more important Asia becomes to the United States and China, the
more effective North Korea’s nuclear game becomes in the restricted
region of Northeast Asia. This reckoning leads South Korea and the
international society to suspect that North Korea may be looking for a
U.S. guarantee of a peace regime so as to participate in the stability
and economic growth of Northeast Asia, and that perhaps North
Korea is willing to establish normal international relations with the
international community as well.
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A Historical Contingency?: South Korea’s Strategic Concerns

In this final section, this paper will focus on South Korea’s strategic
options for peaceful reunification of the Korean peninsula. If Asia’s
strategic value grows considerably as a result of the new power 
relationship between the United States and China, North Korea’s
post-Kim Jong-il regime may ramp up the severity of North Korean
issues by reinforcing its peculiar brinkmanship strategy in order to
promote North Korea’s continuous survival, and further undermine
South Korea’s strategy for peaceful reunification. However, if South
Korea makes strategic use of the momentum for change in North
Korean society, which will come in one form or another even if it 
is unintended, it could make a meaningful contribution to peaceful
reunification. What must be done to achieve this strategic goal?

First, as two decades of experiences have shown, dividing the
issues of inter-Korean relations between “the North Korean nuclear
issue” and “non-nuclear issues” is not helpful. Paradoxically, one of
the unintended but critical consequences of Kim Jong-il’s past
nuclear diplomacy is that every approach made by South Korea and
the international community toward North Korea divided the nuclear
issue and other issues. What is needed to solve the North Korean
nuclear issue is a negotiation strategy that rises above the nuclear
issue, but South Korea’s public sentiment tends to view North Korea
as either “a state with nuclear weapons” or “a target of the Sunshine
Policy,” which does not help to improve inter-Korean relations.22

Therefore, South Korea needs to plan a more careful strategy toward
Kim Jong-un’s North Korea, one that divides the agenda of the inter-
Korean relations into various areas and issues. Looking back at past
experience, it is not helpful for the relations between the two Koreas
to be strained by emphasis solely on the nuclear issue, nor is it wise
to expose South Korea to condemnation for providing North Korea
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with excessive aid due to the focus on “overall improvement of rela-
tions” to the neglect of the nuclear issue.

Furthermore, it is possible to say that the former Kim Jong-il
used the nuclear issue as a means to expand the security situation on
the Korean peninsula into a global matter, justifying intervention by
international players such as the U.S. and China. On reflection, North
Korea eventually partially succeeded in strengthening its international
influence in the process of addressing Korean peninsula issues and in
maintaining the traditional confrontational relationship between the
two Koreas in the form of “North Korea versus the United States” or
“North Korea versus the international community.” Thus, South
Korea and the international community must work together to build
a strategy that incorporates a diverse agenda, keeping contacts within
North Korea and preparing for any possible change of Kim Jong-un’s
leadership.

Second, in regard to carrying on policies toward the North, South
Korea must maintain a strategic balance between “inter-Korean factors”
and “international factors.” If the United States and China’s political
will to exercise influence on the peninsula grows stronger due to the
U.S. re-engagement policy and the rise of China, maintaining a balance
between these two sets of factors becomes even more difficult. In 
retrospect, South Korea has lost some of its balance and leaned toward
Korean peninsula factors during the ten-year period it was governed
by the two progressive governments of Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moo-
hyun. Whereas during the Lee Myung-bak administration it leaned
more toward international factors, essentially making the same error.
The North Korean issue has two aspects: one is “the management
aspect,” i.e., safely managing the security situation on the Korean
peninsula, and the “North Korean transformation aspect,” i.e., pursuing
the ultimate transformation of North Korean society.23

In the process of approaching North Korea, we must maintain a
balance between “Korean peninsula factors,” centered on South and
North Korea, and “international factors,” centered on the United
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States, China, and the international community. But in reality, this is
extremely difficult. Especially, as mentioned previously, if Kim Jong-
un’s North Korea increases its dependence on China and aggressively
promotes bilateral talks, South Korea will experience more difficul-
ties balancing the Korean peninsula approach and the international
approach when implementing its policies toward North Korea. There-
fore, taking these aspects into account, it is more urgent than ever for
South Korea to avoid splitting public sentiment, appropriately distribute
its diplomatic resources for North Korea policy, and balance its diplo-
matic position between the United States and China. In addition, the
South Korean government should not waste its energy on domestic
disputes over the possibility of North Korea temporarily abandoning
its relations with the South and attempting direct negotiations with
the United States.24

Third, bringing peace to the Korean peninsula depends on whether
the U.S.-led moderates can maintain the momentum for diplomatic
dialogue and peaceful approaches in negotiations with North Korea.
In other words, it is important to establish a structural international
cooperative system and at the same time, maintain long-term, logical
and emotional bonds among South Korea, North Korea, and moderates
groups within China.25 In the era of Kim Jong-il, hard-liners and com-
pliant groups have always maintained balance inside North Korea,
working as a domestic political factor within North Korea. In the era
of Kim Jong-un, South Korea and the international community must
provide more aggressive support to overcome the soft-liners’ limitations
and strengthen their position. For instance, as long as North Korea
shows any meaningful signals to participate in negotiation talks on
nuclear issue, the U.S. and South Korea need to respect the previous
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resolutions such as the September 19 Joint Statement of 2005.
Of course, in the process of diplomatic political decision-making,

a certain degree of competition and coexistence between hard-liners
and soft-liners is inevitable, which means that the diplomatic tactics of
dialogue and coercion must coexist even in the negotiation process with
North Korea. Also, among international moderates it is impossible to
find complete homogeneity in the political or ideological sense. How-
ever, the use of force should not be tolerated on the Korean peninsula,
and the argument that the North Korean nuclear issue must be solved
by peaceful means to ultimately bring North Korea into international
society remains legitimate. Once Kim Jong-un’s North Korea starts to
communicate with the international community, the important thing
is to maintain and reproduce that momentum. Viewed in this light,
the pre-existing institution of the Six-Party Talks must be resumed;
while retaining the framework of the Six-Party Talks, perhaps we
should promote the aspect of direct negotiation between the United
States and North Korea.

Finally, because of the weak and unstable leadership, Kim Jong-
un’s North Korea will be overwhelmed with anxiety and security
threats much more daunting than that which was experienced during
his father’s reign. Therefore, South Korea’s future policies toward
North Korea must be developed in the form of “combination” or
“winning-over” strategies to relieve North Korea of fundamental
anxiety, and at the same time give structural influence to the North
Korean system. It is widely known that it is difficult to seize the
momentum to resolve the North Korean nuclear issue due to the 
distinct character of the Northeast Asian security structure and U.S.-
China relations. But since Kim Jong-un’s main goal lies in improving
North Korea’s economic status, it can be anticipated that in the near
future, external support and influence will grow more significant in
North Korea, creating momentum for North Korea’s transformation
one way or another.26 In order to strategically capture that momentum,

A Historical Contingency?      95

26. “Young Heir Faces Uncertain Transition in North Korea,” The New York Times,
December 20, 2011.

본문(21-1_2012)  2012.6.28 5:28 AM  페이지95   삼광프린팅 



peace on a small scale must be continuously accumulated via progress
on a variety of issues, and the United States will be a very valuable
cooperative partner in accumulating this “small peace.” In order to
achieve this, as mentioned previously, the North Korean soft-liners
must be provided with an environment in which they can constantly
stand out and take action. Also, a critical task of the U.S. moderates
will be to continuously carry the momentum in dialogue with North
Korea.

Conclusion

Not all powers can secure global hegemonic status. Conventionally,
the elements of hegemonic power consist of advanced military power,
economic power, cultural power, and the ability to realize these powers
at institutional levels. Seen in this light, many problems may arise if
China is to achieve the status of a hegemonic power. But China’s vast
territory, overwhelming population size, long history, continuous
high growth, and the factors comprising China’s national identity
overlap with the aging of the U.S. global presence, which seems to
allow the United States and China to share some global responsibili-
ties. International politics, which has more of a repetitive character
than any other field, helps us to speculate about historical repetition
and new phenomena that may arise in the U.S.-China era, based on
the Concert of Europe in the 19th century and the bipolar system 
during the Cold War in the 20th century. Especially in terms of the
great power politics of the past, the fact that each individual power
has promoted distinct interests has many implications for South Korea,
because if the Korean peninsula and North Korean issues are included
among China’s interests, this will inevitably present challenges for
South Korea’s strategic concerns.

The new power relationship between the United States and China
suggests an increasing possibility of conflict due to the U.S. re-engage-
ment policy and China’s vigorous rise. Viewed from the Korean
peninsula perspective, this historical transitional period has ironically
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coincided with a considerable transformation within North Korea –
the death of Kim Jong-il and the emergence of the Kim Jong-un regime.
As has been observed throughout this paper, the diplomatic environ-
ment known as the “G2” may possibly give North Korea a vague hope
for the future and cause it to ramp up the brinkmanship diplomacy
inherited from the previous leadership. Nonetheless, the primary goal
of Kim Jong-un, who inherited his grandfather’s ideology and father’s
military power, seems to lie in solving the economic problems.27 If
North Korea attempts to expand its economic relations with China,
improve relations with the United States and the international com-
munity, and capture the momentum to transform its relations with
South Korea, it may end up unintentionally lending momentum to
the ultimate transformation of the entire North Korean society. Against
this backdrop, South Korea must strive to ensure that the only option
for North Korea is to embrace the changing environment in which
the United States and China aim to increase their influence on the
Korean peninsula, and accept the momentum for transformation.
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