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This study indicated that four factors, namely centralized power, economic
stability, racial identity between the subjects and objects of military
government, and the level of social division, were commonly important
elements. The most critical factor among them was the power structure
of the target country of stabilization.
To make strategies succeed even in an extremely chaotic situation of North
Korea, a wide range of strategies encompassing military, foreign affairs,
and administration is needed. This study diagnosed the possibility of
success and failure of stabilization strategies undertaken through military
governance focusing on four variables. Besides these variables, minute
additional elements can influence the outcomes of success or failure in
complex ways.
The analysis herein confirmed that stabilization can succeed when the
control of central power is assured and the intervention of foreign power
is deterred through military governance.
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Introduction

Should the contingency of regime collapse occur in North Korea,
power shifts on the Korean Peninsula and in Northeast Asia will be
inevitable. Upheavals in the North Korean political system will have
significant impact on a Korean society that has longed for reunifica-
tion for the last seventy years. To ensure peace and stability on the
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Peninsula in the event of a sudden change, it is essential to establish an
executive stabilization strategy that effectively responds to a turbulent
situation within North Korea in its early stages. Various aspects of
this stabilization strategy, including the military, foreign affairs, and
governmental administration, need to be addressed in order to increase
the chances of success even in an extremely chaotic situation. To achieve
the minimal level of stabilization necessary for the government to
take effective control, it is essential to implement a transitional military
governance in the initial political vacuum.1

Military rule may be necessary to provide urgent humanitarian
assistance and facilitate a smooth transition to civilian government 
in circumstances in which state institutions cannot properly perform
day-to-day functions. First, there should be fundamental measures to
shore up the governing authorities and maintain rule of law when it
would be very difficult to expect social stability. The police forces may
not be enough to effectively contain with a crisis situation like contin-
gency. Securing social order is paramount, preceding other priorities.

Second, military rule allows for more effective stabilization opera-
tions. Stabilization operations are efforts to restore order and stability
when many essential political, economic, and human elements that
are critical to general security are absent.2 Stabilization operations
should be executed in close coordination with public administration
as it concerns the society at large.

Third, there needs to be more comprehensive measures, such as
state reconstruction. After a contingency in North Korea, many North
Korean residents want to see the establishment of a new, democratic
government rather than the continuation of an oppressive regime. As
more fundamental changes are demanded, there will be limitations to
the extent of fully utilizing existing state apparatuses. Moreover,
there might emerge strong resistance from the stakeholders of the old
regime, particularly when they can mobilize their own military force.
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Accordingly, military rule should be considered as a viable
option to ensure successful stabilization operations. The military rule
will be transferred to civilian rule as soon as certain conditions such
as reconstruction and establishing democratic principles are met.
Therefore, it is critical to understand the factors that contribute to the
success and failure of stabilization strategies undertaken by previous
military governments. Granted, stabilization efforts have produced
different outcomes depending on each country’s political, social and
economic contexts and circumstances. For a North Korean contingency,
its political and societal particularities also should be considered when
devising a strategy for its stabilization. It is important to identify the
different determinants of stabilization according to various contexts
and circumstances drawn from the analysis of previous stabilization
strategies of military governance. This research aims to draw useful
policy implications for the Republic of Korea’s response to a North
Korean contingency by conducting a comparative structural analysis
of different military governments since World War II and identifying
key factors that determined the successes and/or failures of their
respective stabilization policies.

Research review and method

A review of existing literature identified the following criteria for dis-
cussion: the characteristics of political change in Third World coun-
tries;3 the causes and outcomes of failed states that are potentially
applicable to North Korea;4 reconstruction cases following American
interventions;5 the causes of failure in the stabilization of Iraq;6 and
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circumstantial outlooks of North Korean contingency.7 Accordingly,
this study lists a variety of factors related to stabilization addressed
in previous research, and describes particular features of these factors
through causality analysis. This study further examines selected factors
to investigate their significance. Also, the study conducts a comparative
analysis of different cases to verify the major determinants of stabiliza-
tion.8 This analysis is limited to military governments, civil-military
affairs, and stabilization strategies implemented in the reconstruction
process of four cases: the military governments of Germany, Japan,
and Korea after World War II and the Coalition Provisional Authority
(CPA) in Iraq which was established after the fall of Saddam Hussein
in 2003.

Important factors in the stabilization of a country include the
maintenance of public security, human security, economic and infra-
structural development, rule and maintenance of order, and other
societal relationships.9 The collapse and preservation of the state sys-
tem are determined by the political, economic and societal factors,
international relationships, and political ideologies of a particular
nation-state.10 In the case of North Korea, contingency or “sudden
change” is based on the theory of state system collapse whereby a
socialist regime transforms into democratic one. In particular, the
leadership of the head of state, underlying ideologies, and the central-
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ized state organizations are keys to the preservation of the system.11 If
these mechanisms fail, the state’s durability will suffer.12

The Iraq War is another example following the United States’
shift towards reconstruction efforts over battlefield success. The mili-
tary victory was not sufficient to secure war-torn Iraq as the political
power vacuum quickly created chaos and instability across the nation.
The aftermath of the Iraq War highlighted the importance of successful
military rule and stabilization efforts.13 This builds a strong case for
the necessity of quick restoration of the North Korean government’s
day-to-day functions after the contingency. Accordingly, there should
be reconstruction efforts in North Korea similar to what took place in
post-war Germany and Japan. However, this article bases its findings
on the assumption that the ROK government extends its governing
authority in restored areas after North Korea contingency rather than
the establishment of a new government in North Korea.

Various factors have affected military governments’ stabilization
strategies. Based on previous research on systemic collapse and stabi-
lization, this study assumes that military governments produce better
outcomes in stabilization efforts with a centralized power in place.
Thus, it is also assumed that governments which historically have
decreased in structural authority may encounter severe difficulties in
stabilization efforts. Additionally, external intervention in national
politics can be considered a control variable, not an outright causal
factor, in the outcomes of stabilization.

The following lists the four factors considered in this study, and
how they are defined: First, the “political factor” specifically refers to
the degree of concentration of political power. In particular, it indicates
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how much power and administration belong to a central government.
Whether or not power belongs to this government is a major deter-
mining factor of stabilization. Second, the “economic factor” refers to
the degree of economic stability that exists during the process of state
system transformation. Third, the “race factor” indicates racial differ-
ences. The study compares U.S. military occupiers and the occupied
population by their racial differences, to see whether they coincide
with each other. Finally, this study uses the “social factor,” which
specifically aims to verify the existence and degree of social divisions.

The study divides military governments into two categories: one
which emerged in the management of defeated countries and liberated
colonial states after World War II, and the other which emerged in the
21st century. The cases of Germany, Japan, and Korea belong to the
first group, while the case of Iraq, which occurred in 2003, corresponds
to the second group. Although there exists a wide time gap between
the two groups, the review of previous research on military govern-
ments in similar cases, which occurred in extremely fragmented and
decentralized societies, revealed that there are some major factors
that determine the impact of military governments on stabilization
regardless of time periods.14

Comparative political research seeks to determine universalities,
but universal analyses can be limited by regional particularities.
Moreover, the political behaviors of Iraq and North Korea are very
different from those of democratic countries, though, granted, the
political systems of those two countries also highly differ from each
other. Nevertheless, the authors have determined that the conditions
relevant to the aims of this study can be comparable.15 In order to
explain the unique characteristics of North Korea’s state system and
political changes in Middle East, this study aims to identify diverse
factors that laid the backgrounds of political phenomena.16
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Comparison of Stabilization Strategies in Action

Germany (1945-1949)

As Hitler took power under the banner of National Socialism, the fea-
tures of a nationalism-based unitary state intensified in Germany.17

By accusing the Jewish people of being the sources of social ills in fact
created by the German defeat in World War I, Hitler maximized the
level of social division.18 One of the characteristics of a totalitarian
political regime is a monopoly of power; all political power is con-
centrated in, and is distributed from, the center.19 Occupation by the
Allied Forces was designed to eliminate Nazism and militarism, and
to prevent Germany from threatening world peace again. Thus, the
American military occupation in Germany was not for the purpose of
liberating Germany, but to rule a defeated enemy state. Furthermore,
the Allied Forces intended to hold high-ranking Nazis accountable
for war crimes committed during World War II.20 The U.S. forces
defined the concept of military government as the highest authority
that a military could exercise, and encompassed all activities of gov-
erning the population and properties in areas reclaimed from the
occupation of enemy forces. They also stipulated that the process of
occupation could be accomplished through either agreement or force,
and that occupation does not mean that the sovereignty of the occu-
pied government is entirely handed over to the occupying force, but
rather that only the right to control is handed over temporarily.21

Initially, the U.S. military government in Germany was established
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in the context of a very hostile relationship. Because of the differing
perspectives held within the Allied Forces and ongoing post-war
conflicts, the military government in Germany experienced several
difficulties. In particular, the confrontation between the West and the
Soviet Union, and the extreme economic hardship in Germany creat-
ed much friction between the occupying forces and the people of the
occupied territories. For instance, in Soviet occupied areas, the func-
tions of the military government were carried out under the guidance
of the Soviet Union leadership.22 Later, however, as the political situ-
ation of Germany changed (through the denazification movement)
and conditions for democratization improved, the U.S. military govern-
ment gradually evolved into a system that supported the establishment
of democratic government by the Germans. Germans had the capacity
and will to operate a centralized state power. The country had tradi-
tions of democracy and elections while the political party system, well
developed before 1933, could easily re-emerge after 1945. Their capacity
and will for autonomy was a critical factor in swiftly ending the U.S.
military government.

Japan (1945-1952)

The reformist forces that led the Meiji Restoration changed the state
structure of Japan into a Western system. While demolishing social
groups and establishing central government organizations, Japan
switched to a modern system in which power concentrated in the
state and its emperor.23 The centrality of the Japanese government
was accentuated during World War II as the characteristics of a wartime
state system were incorporated.24 Compared to pre-1933 Germany,
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the Japanese party system was less developed and the tradition of
democracy was more limited.

On August 14, 1945, through “The Imperial Rescript Ending the
War,” the Japanese emperor warned that it would be against his will
for the people to stir up trouble or social division as a backlash of
their defeat. He asked the Japanese people not to fall behind in the
development of their state by focusing on reconstruction after the
defeat.25 Thanks to the emperor’s uniquely revered status in Japanese
society, his words were a tremendous boost to the U.S. military offi-
cials as they began to organize a military government in Japan.26 As
the place of the Japanese emperor in the postwar political setting was
secured, the normalization of the defeated country proceeded rela-
tively smoothly.27 The authority of the Supreme Commander of the
Allied Powers (SCAP) was unparalleled in the Japanese land. The
Japanese government functioned under the governing authority of
SCAP, which exercised general administrative power.28 The military
government was able to use both indirect rule, through Japanese gov-
ernment organizations, and direct rule.29 Hence, although a degree of
post-war tumult was inevitable when the U.S. military government
began, Japan restored stability relatively quickly after occupation.30 The
occupation was based on the still-functioning administration of Japan
except for the temporarily decentralized police. Also, the post-1945
Japanese political parties partly adopted the war-time party systems.
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South Korea (1945-1948)

When an American military government was established in South
Korea, there already existed a centralized political system, which had
begun before Japanese colonial governance.31 The military government
made sure that no political power among Koreans would replace the
military government.32 At first, the U.S. government prevented Korean
political leaders from holding leadership positions and also from inter-
vening in the policy-making of the military government. Furthermore,
it did not allow Korean politicians and organizations to play a specific
role in, or have extensive input on issues related to, policies that the
U.S. military authorities carried out.33 By the autumn of 1946, Koreans
assumed greater responsibility in each administrative department,
with U.S. military government providing consultation.34 In February
1947, Koreans were appointed as heads of civil administration depart-
ments, and in May, the military government was renamed as the
Korean interim government.35 The low wages of military government
employees fueled widespread corruption, and failure in price con-
trols for consumer goods led to hyper-inflation. These were failures
traceable to American military government.36 According to the U.S.
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the new government successfully
implemented the initial process of transition to democracy despite
various limitations, such as lack of experience with the parliamentary
system and power centralization within the President.37 A number of
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different standards can be used in evaluating the success or failure of
the U.S. military government.38 From the perspective of stabilization,
the role of the military government can be evaluated as positive, in
that a government that claimed to support democratic values was
established, and that it ruled the country peacefully, based on laws
and institutions. Gradual transition came successfully in spite of the
armed conflicts with the Namnodang, the communist party in 1946.

Iraq (2003-2011)

Historically, Iraq had failed to construct a solid, centralized state power.
The Ba’ath Party regime inaugurated in 1968 faced various challenges.
Internally, it needed a national integration that embraced the Kurds,
and externally, it needed to end interventions by foreign powers (e.g.,
Iran and the U.S.).39 During Hussein’s reign, the Sunnis gradually pre-
vailed to exclusively wield power, and sectarian conflicts deepened due
to the repression of Shias. In turn, the Iraqi government established
after the fall of Saddam Hussein was predominantly Shiite, while the
Sunnis, the power-holders under Saddam, were marginalized.

When the United States waged the Iraq War, it expected to
encounter serious challenges in operating a military government
even following victory on the battlefield. In October 2002, Peter Pace,
the deputy chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, noted the possibility
of ethnic and sectarian violence, the division of Iraqi territory, and the
inevitability of post-war U.S. intervention for more than a decade in a
“Parade of Horribles,” — a list of 29 disasters U.S. would encounter
during and after the invasion of Iraq. Ryan Croker, appointed U.S.
Ambassador to Iraq, warned in a memo titled “The Perfect Storm” of
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violent conflicts among different ethnic, sectarian, and racial groups,
and the social division of Iraq after the end of the Hussein regime.40

Specialized military power in sufficient volume was needed to ensure
public security within an unstable domestic political situation.41

Manpower numbering at least several tens of thousands would be
needed for border control, and another hundreds of thousands of
troops would be needed to control the entire territory of Iraq. During
the war, the U.S. dispatched a small number of troops who were
unfamiliar with the Middle East. They were neither specialized in
urban warfare nor able to effectively prevent foreign elements from
flowing in across Iraqi borders.42

Although sovereignty was handed over to the Iraqi government in
June 2004, it was not capable of establishing a functioning democracy.43

Instability and turmoil in Iraq continued because of the absence of a
democratic tradition, as well as increasing confrontations between
different ethnic groups. Sunnis violently fought back because they were
politically excluded. Young Shias also led anti-government activism
due to an unemployment crisis. Their conflict with the Kurds further
remained an issue that was politically unaddressed.44

Implications of Comparative Analysis

This analysis highlights four factors, namely centralized power, eco-
nomic stability, racial identity between the military government and
the subjects, and the level of social division, that are most important
in stabilization strategies. Chief among these was the power structure

140 Yong Han Park, Sung Wook Nam, and Yoo Suk Jung

40. SIGIR, Hard Lessons, pp. 12-13.
41. R. Royce Kneece Jr., Force Sizing for Stability Operations (IDA, 2010); Bruce W.

Bennett, Preparing for the Possibility of a North Korean Collapse (Santa Monica:
RAND, 2013); and Geunuk Lee, “Preparing for Contingency in North Korea:
A Critique to Bruce W. Bennett’s Estimates for Military Manpower Require-
ments,” Journal of National Defense Studies 57, no. 3 (September 2014)

42. Larry Diamond, “What Went Wrong and Right in Iraq,” Nation Building, pp.
174-175.

43. Geunuk Lee, The Iraq War (Paju: Hanul, 2011), p. 185.
44. Larry Diamond, “What Went Wrong and Right in Iraq,” p. 181.



of the target state under the military government. In countries that
have reasonably concentrated political power, the central government
was powerful enough to control local administration. As long as the
administrative systems of these countries were integrated, it was pos-
sible to carry out efficient governance and control of the society. In
the case of both Germany and Japan, a centralized government was in
place for a significant period before the military government, while
Korea had an integrated social structure and culture inherited from
traditional dynastic rule. Within Iraq, in contrast, the control of cen-
tralized power had been weakened after the fall of Hussein and
social conflicts among different sectors and classes intensified.

The economies of each country were all very weak when military
governments assumed power. Thus, it is very difficult to distinguish
differences in the impact of economic factors on stabilization. There
were several cases in which stabilization failed despite American
intervention in the form of economic aid intervention. Germany and
Japan were special cases in which the extent of industrialization
before military government were relatively high when compared to
other countries, but this industry had been destroyed by the war.45 At
the beginning of the military government in Germany, the capacity
for food distribution was very low.46 Other factors may be more
appropriate in determining stabilization.47

The nation-building cases led by the United States indicate that
economic conditions were not the primary factor to determine the
success of stabilization effort.48 However, it does not mean that eco-
nomic conditions should be taken lightly as economic poverty incites
social unrest, undermining the political authority. American authorities
deemed it necessary to react to economic hardships when they gener-
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ated instability, as in the case of South Korea in 1946. As seen in Iraq,
even active U.S. involvement could not reverse negative outcomes.
There, resources were not efficiently distributed, and corruption
responsible for the monopoly of wealth was widespread. In a survey
in 2012, the transparency of Iraq was ranked 169th among 176 coun-
tries surveyed. Compared with previous survey in 2003, in which
Iraq ranked 113th out of 133 countries, the situation had worsened.49

This study also reveals that the level of social division was
extremely serious in the cases of Korea and Iraq. In Korea, the Joint
Soviet-American Commission and ideological confrontations aggra-
vated political confusion immediately after its independence. In Iraq,
there had been long-term disruptions among the Sunnis, Shias and
Kurds, and conflicts intensified further after Hussein’s death. In 
Germany and Japan however, internal conflicts did not increase during
the period of military government even though there were concerns
about latent conflicts with the socialists. There were racial differences
in all cases except for Germany, but no significant impact was found
in this matter.50

Table 1 summarizes the comparison of the cases. Comparing the
cases through a mixed system analysis that focuses on the variables
mentioned above indicates that there is a meaningful correlation
between stabilization and the structure and characteristics of power.
The intervention by a foreign power can be seen as a control variable.
Iraq is quite different from the other three cases in each respect. It
lacked a developed party system and democratic traditions. Thus,
internal structure and the ripple effect of foreign interference, which
were confirmed in the case of Iraq, can be regarded as determinants
of the failure in stabilization.

This research adds a number of important insights into the dis-
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cussion on structural problems and effects of foreign interventions in
Iraq. First, this article tries to examine the clash of ethnic cultures and
social conflicts as parts of structural problems in Iraq. Before the case
of Iraq emerged, Samuel Huntington noted that, based on the theory
of clashes of civilization, China and Islamic civilization would rise to
collide with the Western civilization. He presented a war of civiliza-
tions as a virtual scenario.51 In this regard, multi-layered identities in
the Middle East challenged the transplantation of a Western democra-
tic system. There are diverse variables such as tribalism, state nation-
alism and Arab nationalism, and Islamism coexisting in the region.52

Discord among tribes was not overcome, even by a strong religious
ideology. Instability is inevitable when a country is fragmented by
tribal allegiances.53 However, it cannot be asserted that differences in
civilization are necessarily the cause of this tragic outcome. It can also
be explained by the concept of multiple individual civilizations co-

North Korean Contingency and The Determinants of Its Stabilization 143

51. Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World
Order (New York: Simon & Schuster), 1996.

52. Namsik In, Study on the Application of Constructivism on the Middle East Identi-
ty Layers (Seoul: IFANS, 2011).

53. Francis Fukuyama, The Origins of Political Order (New York: Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, 2011), pp. 192-196.

Table 1. Comparative Analysis of Stabilization Strategies

Division Germany Japan Korea Iraq
Characteristics

+ –

Central 
power

+ + + – Concentrated Fragmented

Economic 
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existing in various layers.54

Second, this research looks at types of foreign interventions and
their consequences. The extremists that support anti-government
activities in Iraq had flown into the country through its porous bor-
ders with Syria and Jordan. The U.S.-led military authority in Iraq
initially judged that the opposition powers organized by the local
population could be physically controlled. The U.S. handled Iraq in
this traditional approach.55 Despite American intervention, however,
the situation in Iraq deteriorated quickly and unexpectedly.56

The Iraq’s transition to democracy is more than an internal
development in Iraq. Considering geographic proximity and cultural
similarities between Iraq and its Arab neighbors, it would have had
significant impacts on neighboring Arab states if democracy success-
fully had taken roots in Iraq. Middle Eastern countries were particu-
larly sensitive to Iraq’s political transition to democracy as they were
either authoritarian kingdoms or dictatorial republics. Therefore,
they were happy to allow insurgent fighters and material support for
insurgency flow into Iraq.

Table 2 provides a comparison of policies promoted during the
period of military government, which in each case indicates that their
objectives and contents were similar. However, strategies for stabi-
lization failed only in Iraq. Germany and Japan had successful stabi-
lization efforts with no violent opposition. South Korea had favorable
results after violent conflict with the Namnodang. This research com-
pares different variables and tests the hypothesis that stabilization
depends on the level of concentration of power and that stabilization
can be influenced by interference from neighboring countries. Despite
similarities among stabilization strategies, the results of stabilization
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were different depending on contexts for the policy; in other words,
the properties of political power.

Korean Unification and Stabilization Strategies

Types of Unification and Contingency

Among different types of unification, this paper is only concerned
with the scenario of sudden change that could occur due to the col-
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Table 2. Case Study on Military Government and Assessment of Stabiliza-
tion Strategies

Centralization 
of power & 

Country Intervention Main policy Result
of neighboring 

countries

System transition 
Establishment of Germany

Concentrated 
(Democratization),

democratic government,
central power

Replacement of 
Political and social 

Japan privileged class 
stability

(limited)

System transition 
Establishment of 

(establishment of 
democratic government,

Concentrated 
government),

Construction of 
Korea

central power
Humanitarian support

public services
Replacement of 

Political and social 
privileged class 

stability
(limited)

Fragmentation 
System transition Establishment of 

of power,
(democratization), democratic government,

Iraq Neighboring 
Humanitarian support, Corruption and weak 

countries’ 
Replacement of distribution structure,

intervention
privileged class Occupation of land by 

(complete) anti-government powers 



lapse of North Korea’s political system. It cannot be ascertained that
the current, unstable elements of the North Korean system will catalyze
a contingency, such as the fall of Kim Jung-Un, mass escape from
North Korea, or a coup d’état any time in the near future. Further-
more, a realistic analysis should be limited in estimating the potential
of a collapse.57 The international trend of conflicts in the 21st century
suggests that military clashes are very frequent, while large-scale
wars between countries are relatively rare. Similarly, the majority of
the wars that occurred during the Cold War were civil wars that took
place during the process of decolonization.58

The origin of the concepts of political contingency is not clearly
defined; nor is there a related definition agreed upon among scholars.59

By taking into account the situation in North Korea and relationship
between North and South Korea, it is defined here as “a series of
processes related to unexpected circumstances, except for war, in
North Korea, such as accidents involving the person in highest power,
coup d’état, power struggle, or people’s uprising, including extreme
situations where the current political power and system break down.”60

However, if South Korean military intervention occurs before a full
regime collapse, it may escalate the conflict as in the case of Syria,
Libya and partly Iraq. Both a delayed and a premature intervention
might be problematic. Thus, should sudden change occur, there must
be a timely execution of the correct stabilization strategy, to prepare
for a massive outflow of refugees from North Korea, violent insur-
gency, and large-scale social upheaval.
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Circumstances for Stabilization

During the period of military rule under the Soviet Union in the northern
part of the Korean Peninsula above the 38th parallel, the consolida-
tion of political power intensified in North Korea. In particular, deifi-
cation of Kim Il-Sung strengthened the monopoly on power, and a
sole dominant system was established in 1956.61 The control structure
of Kim Jong-Un’s reign further solidifies the totalitarian regime based
on one-man leadership. When sudden changes occur, it is highly likely
that the ideology and values of the North Korean people will cause
conflicts, as their background deeply rooted in the formation of
socialism and the special social structure of North Korea will collide
with trends of reform and social change. Therefore, it is necessary to
maintain the existing power structure in North Korea. Furthermore,
if a military government is established in the northern half of the
peninsula, some elements of the central administrative structure of
North Korea can be useful for governance in the initial stabilization
effort. If the centralized political system plays a positive role in the
ruling military government in this process, the goal of stabilization
will be achieved early.

The chronic economic crisis of North Korea can hardly improve
without a fundamental reform of the state system, because it is inher-
ent to the economic structure. If economic crisis is exacerbated during
a period of sudden changes, social divisions within North Korea and
between North and South Korea can deepen and widen. This study
hypothesizes that the South Korean forces would lead the military
government in the northern area, while American forces intervene
only in air and maritime support operations and other limited areas.
U.S. military involvement is likely to generate North Korean or Chinese
opposition because of the memory of Korean War and geopolitical
rivalry between the U.S. and China. Given the racial factor, if South
Korean forces run the military government in North Korea after the
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collapse, race-related conflict would not occur as long as the U.S.
forces do not directly participate. To achieve complete unification,
however, the severe disparity between the South and the North that
has developed over the past 70 years, despite the fact that North and
South Koreans share the same ethnicity, should be addressed, and
national homogeneity should be recovered through various policies
that Germany adopted after their reunification in 1990. If the unifica-
tion is limited simply to the territory itself, the division between the
two countries could increase, because of class conflicts between
North and South Koreans. Therefore, the military government should
enact integration plans in a manner to boost cultural homogeneity.

When political contingency occurs in North Korea, social disrup-
tion will be grave, regardless of the existence of central power. How-
ever, as confirmed through the case study, deepening social division
does not necessarily lead to failure in stabilization. Two aspects should
be taken into account if social division becomes severe. First, severe
social divisions can either weaken the control of the central govern-
ment or prompt specific interest groups to provoke social fragmenta-
tion, thus causing instability throughout the society. Second, foreign
forces sometimes intervene to disrupt the convergence of power or to
support insurgents, thus aggravating social confusion. Like the case
of Iraq, intervention by foreign forces may intensify instability. This is
valid for both Chinese and ROK intervention if it happens before a
full regime collapse. Thus, it is also necessary to review the possibility
of foreign forces intervening in the Korean Peninsula during a period
of sudden change.

Sudden changes in North Korea will have significant ripple
effects on the international political situation surrounding the Korean
Peninsula. Hence, a stabilization policy should accommodate the
interests of its surrounding countries. Especially in Northeast Asia, a
balance of power is critical with the strengthened confrontation of
four major powers and their respective alliances, the U.S., Japan,
China, and Russia. Uncertainty and complexity of international situa-
tions are increasing, as shown in worldwide financial crisis, China
emerging as a “G2 (Group of Two)” power, international demand for
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democracy, the instability of North Korean politics, and acceleration
of efforts to develop WMD’s in North Korea.62 These anxiety drivers
are likely to continue, because of the structural characteristics of
international politics in Northeast Asia. This suggests that the inter-
vention of international power can be a critical variable to determine
the stabilization of North Korea.

The power that intervenes in North Korea’s contingency, other
than South Korea, can be referred to as the “third party,” “neighbor-
ing country” or “foreign power.” Multiple definitions of such powers
are possible, depending on alliance or other special relationships. In
this paper, however, it is defined as all countries other than South
Korea.

First, this discussion addresses China, which is the closest among
the countries that may intervene in issues in the Korean Peninsula.
For China, North Korea has continuously played a pivotal role as 
a security buffer zone. China, which considers the stability of the
peninsula to be paramount, is concerned about the potential fall of
North Korea and will intend to prevent instability in its northeastern
border regions and the influx of North Korean refugees into China in
advance, by active involvement in North Korea.63 Thus, North Korea’s
collapse may have a large impact on the Chinese calculation of
national interests. As China and North Korea share a border of more
than 1,000 kilometers, China, as the most directly affected country, is
expected to promptly engage in their own stabilization strategies.64

Second, if China intervenes, Russia, which traditionally has a
relationship with North Korea, may bring its military forces into
Hamgyung Province. Moreover, Japan may bring its Self-Defense
Forces onto the Korean Peninsula to support the U.S. operation, based
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on the country’s right to collective self-defense.65

Third, as a part of ROK-U.S. alliance, the United States will exe-
cute various operational plans in close coordination with its ROK
partner. Accordingly, it is likely that there will be combined military
efforts in North Korea as the ROK and United States jointly advance
into the North.

This article does not include other types of contingencies in North
Korea nor the potential case of joint intervention by ROK and U.S. in
the event of North Korean contingency. These issues demand more
discussion through future studies to clarify the thinking surrounding
them.

Table 3 provides a comparison of stabilization factors. Two different
outlooks can be predicted for the future of North Korea if sudden
changes occur. In Scenario A, the unified political system of the coun-
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Table 3. Comparative Analysis of Central Power Concentration among the
Stabilization Factors in North Korea and Iraq

North Korea
Characteristics

(Future contingency)

Classification
Iraq

Unification Fragmentation (Fragmentation)
scenario scenario + –

(A) (B)

Central 
power

– + – Concentrated Fragmented

Economic 

Variable stability
– – – Stable Unstable

Race – + + Same Different

Social 
division

– – – Integrated Disintegrated

Effect Stabilization – + – Success Failure 

65. Cheolho Jeong, ROK’s Security Strategy for Chinese Military Intervention in
North Korean Contingency (Seongnam: Sejong Institute, 2014).



try is maintained, as the central concentration of power continues
even after drastic change. In this case, control by central power is still
valid, and thus, its integrated structure and administrative function
are also valid or recoverable, even when factors that threaten the
security of the system emerge. In Scenario B, the control of the central
power dissolves, leading to the fragmentation of the existing struc-
ture. In this case, a number of competitive powers emerge, and the
system of public administration and social safety net is destroyed.
Stabilization succeeds in scenario A, but not in B. The scenario to be
realized will depend on the early success or failure of stabilization
strategies.

Contingency in North Korea and Stabilization Strategies

The comparison of stabilization’s success and failure cases shows two
differences. First, in Germany, Japan, and Korea (where the Japanese
military was originally present), defeated countries were completely
disarmed after the war under U.S. leadership. In Iraq however, the
U.S. military and new Iraqi government were unable to suppress the
Sunni-led insurgency, and arms and supporting powers entered the
country through its borders. Second, the population in Germany,
Japan and Korea actively collaborated with the systemic transitions
that unfolded after the occupation by the U.S. forces because the
majority of them had suffered under totalitarian regimes and colonial
occupation. In Iraq by contrast, the power relationship between the
dominant group and subordinate group changed in the political sys-
tem transition process, leading to serious resistance from the former
power.

Controlling the North Korean forces effectively will be a challeng-
ing task. For efficient management, the majority of active soldiers can
be labelled as “grey” (potential threats) and high-ranking officers as
“black” (threatening elements).66 An analysis of the military integra-
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tion between East and West Germany should inform the design of a
strategic approach tailored specifically for North Korea (indeed,
North and South Yemen, which had armed conflict starting in 1994,
may offer a better analogy.67 Additionally, humanitarian issues that
rise during initial confusion should be promptly addressed by enhanc-
ing relief activities.

When South Korean military forces intervene in the event of sud-
den changes in North Korea, legal and normative boundaries must
be considered, such as the Korean Constitution, treaties, international
laws and codes, and the statements, announcements, and agreements
signed between North and South Korea.68 These laws and norms
sometimes conflict with each other, and there are gaps between justi-
fication and benefits, and between theory and practice. Moreover,
national interests and the interests of international society or neigh-
boring countries do not always coincide. Thus, in preparing for
North Korea’s sudden changes, such legal problems and issues of
international relationships should be reviewed and defined in terms
of national laws of South Korea. At the same time, this approach
should be accompanied by active diplomatic endeavors. For instance,
discussing those problems and issues with international society and
neighboring countries in depth is necessary.69

Stabilization strategies can be established with two goals in mind.
First, intervention by neighboring countries should be deterred, and
collaboration between the military government and the occupied
country’s political and administrative system should be maximized.
Second, public security in North Korea should be assured early in the
stabilization strategies, and humanitarian support should be enhanced.
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Initially, territorial unification should certainly be established; later,
conditions for integration should be established.70 To achieve these
two goals, stabilization strategies in North Korea should be made
concrete. Although counterstrategies by different types of sudden
changes should be secured, this paper presents strategies at the level
of conceptual planning. Table 4 summarizes the case study of Mili-
tary Government and Stabilization Strategies.

North Korean Contingency and The Determinants of Its Stabilization 153

Table 4. Case Study of Military Government and Tailored Stabilization
Strategies in North Korea

Factors for success/
Environment of Tailored 

Target
failure

Transition stabilization 
(Contingency) strategies

Democratization Lack of experience 
Democratization 

Germany of totalitarianism with democracy and 
and marketization

system market economy

Collaboration of 
Agitation and 

Harmony between 
Japan

dominating groups
desertion of 

old and new powers
dominating groups

Intervention of Potential of the Establishment of 
neighboring intervention of international 

countries; neighboring countries, collaboration;
Resistance to including China; Minimization of 

Iraq international Internalized anti- American Forces’ 
intervention; American sentiment; intervention;
Shortage of Simultaneous need Specialization of 

knowledge in for forceful stabilization 
peacekeeping maintenance of peace operation

Humanitarian Shortage of food 
Emergency relief;

Korea
support; and resources;

Restoration of 
Construction of Disintegration of 

public services
public services public services 
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Table 5 summarizes past tailored stabilization strategies. It iden-
tifies the determinants of success in stabilization through a compara-
tive study and draws lessons accordingly. It further presents a tai-
lored stabilization strategy for North Korean contingency, taking into
account the different circumstantial contexts of North Korea from
other case studies.

First, in this light, border control and early assurance of public
security are the most important and urgent tasks in the event of sud-
den changes in North Korea. As confirmed in the case of Iraq, border
control is vital in order to prevent the fragmentation of power and
deter intervention by foreign elements. The Iraqi government, which
continued to be unstable even after democratization, recovered its
capacity to lead only recently.71 As it directs military operations inde-
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Table 5. Latent Environment of North Korea and Tailored Stabilization
Strategies

Main policy Environment of Tailored 
Target for North Korea stabilization 

stabilization (Contingency) strategies

Enhancing 
Lack of experience with Democratization 

power of 
democracy and market and marketization;

National
central 

economy; Harmony between 

authority
Agitation and desertion old and new 

of the privileged powers

Disintegration of public Restoration of 
services; public services;

Shortage of food and Emergency relief;
resources; Specialization 

Common Restraining Simultaneous need for of stability 
neighboring forcing and maintaining operations units;

countries’ peace; Minimization of 
intervention Internalized anti-American the U.S. force’s 

sentiment intervention

Potential for the intervention Formation of 
International by other countries, international 

including China collaboration 



pendently, it begins to emerge from its past subordination to U.S. mil-
itary forces.72 Arriving at this took a significantly long time because
of initial failures in stabilization. Additionally, preventing internal
unrest efficiently is also needed to allow for the early provision of
humanitarian support.73

Second, both national and international elements need to be
accounted for in setting up stabilization strategies, because of overlap
between certain national elements with international ones. For exam-
ple, neighboring countries may intervene in the name of humanitarian
support, and foment internal instability. Consequently, intervention
by neighboring countries may interfere with stabilization by reducing
the control of the central power of the country. Thus, complex stabi-
lization strategies that consider both national and international char-
acteristics are required.

Third, depending on the strategies of the ROK-U.S. Combined
Forces in preparation for sudden changes in North Korea, U.S. Force
may be able to enter into North Korea.74 However, in the process of
performing stabilization operations in North Korea, the role of the
U.S. forces and the areas of the operation should be minimized.
Reducing intervention by American forces is needed to deter the
expansion of third party intervention and internal social divisions in
North Korea. The intervention of U.S. forces should be designed to be
minimal, especially when anti-American sentiment, the history of the
rejection of foreign intervention, and national sentiment in North
Korea are taken into account.75

Fourth is the existence of an organization with specialized capac-
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ity to perform civil military operations (CMO).76 Peace keeping capa-
bilities to maintain and manage peace effectively are a necessary con-
dition for the next stage — state reconstruction.77 Civil control can be
made possible in a stabilized context. Until a full-scale government is
set up, the role of military organizations in maintaining public security
is critical. However, military peacekeeping operations are far from
simple. Maintaining and enforcing peace require a different approach
to military operations and engagement rules. Thus, both cannot be
accomplished perfectly. Comparing the characteristics of the Canadian
and U.S. Armies, Francis Fukuyama pointed out that using a military
that is performing combat duty for the purpose of peacekeeping is
inappropriate.78 It is therefore important to organize armies in multi-
layered and multi-role structures to meet strategic need through appro-
priate operations or tactics. This structure becomes more complex if
international organs, such as the UN, intervene.79

Fifth, if the existing dominating elite class is efficiently replaced
with new power in North Korea, and such new power is well sup-
ported, North Korea’s early stabilization can be achieved. The replace-
ment of dominant elite targets both the ruling class and the public.
Fear of the collapse of the system should be minimized through
proper coordination between old and new powers.80 If the North
Korean forces are dismantled early or abolished in controlled areas,
they are likely to grow to become a threatening power within the
North or towards South Korea.
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Conclusion

Countries in which the controlling power of the central government
was, or is being, lost are classified as fragmented countries. If govern-
ment-guaranteed social welfare becomes wholly insufficient or
chronic civil war continues in these countries, they are likely to
become failed states even if state power still exerts control within
their borders, and the concentration of central power will gradually
diminish.81 The concept of fragmentation is useful in explaining situ-
ations in which the central governing authority’s power weakens.
However, different variables, such as the concentration of power,
capacity for government control, and decentralization, need detailed
consideration. This study focuses on four variables to diagnose the
possibility of success and failure of stabilization strategies undertaken
through military governance. In addition to these variables, minute
additional elements can influence outcomes in complex ways.

First, because of the anti-American sentiments that emerged during
the Korean War, it is very likely that North Korean forces and other
fragmented power groups will continuously threaten the authority of
the military government, perhaps working in collaboration with
China and other countries. During the Korean War, the United States
all but razed North Korea to the ground through carpet-bombing
operations by its overwhelmingly superior air force. It sowed terror
through the inhumane threat of fiery death through the use of napalm
bombs, killing many non-combatants in this manner.82 North Korea
described it as “brutal bombing.”83 North Korea’s anti-American senti-
ment was created through the experience of the Korean War, and it
deepened due to the post-war siege-mentality. A situation where the
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U.S. is actively involved in military governance in North Korea is
very likely to prompt significant resistance.

The hostility towards foreign intervention is not confined to the
United States alone. China and Russia, which supported North Korea
during the early days of North Korea and the Korean War, are not
immune from the backlash against foreign intervention. The U.S.,
China, and Russia inflicted heavy losses on North Korean residents
as they sent troops to North Korea during the course of the Korean
War. Any intervention from China will be met with a great level of
skepticism and scorn due to China’s numerous invasions of the Korean
peninsula historically. Japanese involvement in military operations
around the Korean peninsula might also generate strong resentment
and anger in both Koreas as the Japanese occupation of Korea is still
bitterly remembered. It should be noted that the Iraqi memory of
Western colonialism was also a key factor in generating widespread
insurgency in wake of U.S. invasion.

Therefore, South Korean forces should lead the military govern-
ment at the front, whereas the U.S. should participate in the system
by providing collaborative support in the backend during the initial
stages.

Second, to operate successful military governance in a society
where a sole totalitarian system has been active as the fundamental
power for more than 70 years, democracy and the merits of a market
economy should be effectively established. In particular, addressing
economic poverty through providing basic necessities in the begin-
ning of military governance is essential to win North Korean support
for the process of stabilization. Furthermore, it is possible that China,
which is very likely to intervene in the Korean peninsula because of
their geographical proximity and previous military alliance, could
incapacitate any effort towards military governance. From this, we
can draw the conclusion that international diplomacy should precede
the implementation of military governance in order to manage the
China factor efficiently.84 Thus in North Korea, the four variables will

158 Yong Han Park, Sung Wook Nam, and Yoo Suk Jung

84. For further information on the strategy cooperation for contingency, refer to 



unfold very differently when compared to the military governments
in Germany, Japan and Iraq in the past.

Therefore, if drastic changes occur in North Korea, the results of
the comparative analysis in this paper may be used to predict the
determinants of stabilization. The analysis herein confirms that stabi-
lization can succeed when the control of central power is assured and
the intervention of ‘unwanted’ foreign elements is deterred through
effective military governance. The case of North Korea includes both
relative advantages and disadvantages compared to the case of Iraq.
Potential interventions by neighboring countries (e.g. China) and
stubborn North Korean forces are negative factors for stabilization.
On the other hand, centralized power and cultural conditions are
advantageous factors. The potential for the success of stabilization in
North Korean contingency increases when disadvantageous factors
are minimized, while advantageous factors are maximized. To maxi-
mize the potential for success, it is necessary to plan for these various
possible contingent scenarios and design respective countermeasures.
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