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Introduction

On 17 September 2002, Japanese Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi and North Korean General Secretary Kim Jong Il held a one-day summit in Pyongyang. At the conclusion of their meeting, the two leaders signed the Pyongyang Declaration, a bilateral agreement that marked a major diplomatic triumph for Japan. Among the passages in the declaration, Paragraph 2 states that Japan will provide economic cooperation as compensation for all past reparations claims, Paragraph 3 stipulates that measures will be taken to resolve the problem of North Korean abduction of Japanese nationals, and Paragraph 4 relates to maintaining peace and stability in Northeast Asia, especially with respect to finding “an overall resolution of the nuclear issues on the Korean Peninsula.“
 Koizumi’s visit to North Korea was a welcome attempt to reverse the untenable political situation on the peninsula. In addition, it signaled that Japan was searching for a way to take an independent route in international affairs. Thus, the Koizumi trip can be seen as the first step by Japan to change the nature of a half-century of subservience in its foreign relations with the United States. 
Washington, which at best takes an ambivalent view of any independent foreign policy moves by Japan, reacted quite unfavorably to Koizumi’s opening to North Korea.
 Why does the United States take a hostile view of an independent diplomatic initiative by Japan towards North Korea? First, this paper examines how the Japan-North Korea summit has strained US-Japan relations. Second, it takes a retrospective view of the Cold War to highlight some of the roots of US foreign policy toward East Asia. Third, it surveys the structure of post-Cold War US strategy toward East Asia. Washington exaggerates the threats issuing from East Asia in order to exercise a controlling hand in the region. Finally, the paper reviews some specific aspects of US policy toward North Korea.

Japan-US Relations and the Challenge Presented by Japan-North Korean Talks
On 27 August, shortly before going to North Korea, Koizumi met with US Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage and US Ambassador to Japan Howard Baker. At the meeting, Koizumi explained his intention to make a mid-September visit to North Korea. Armitage’s response was that the United States had well-grounded suspicions that North Korea was developing nuclear weapons and strongly hinted to Koizumi that Japan should not establish a close relationship with North Korea.
 Moreover, speaking the next day at a press conference in Tokyo, Armitage noted that United States and North Korea were squaring off over a critical problem: the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). He implicitly warned the Japanese government not to take any independent action that might violate the framework of Japan-US cooperation.
   
Japan publicly announced Koizumi’s intention to visit North Korea on 30 August. On 5 September, Armitage commented during a press interview while expounding the US diplomatic view that the US State Department was ready to send James Kelly, US Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, to Pyongyang, but added that the problems that existed between the United States and North Korea were not so simple that Koizumi’s one-time visit to North Korea could fix them.
 Ambassador Baker praised Koizumi’s courageous decision to go to North Korea, but warned that there were political risks as well if Japan failed to consult and closely coordinate its actions with the United States.
 On 16 September, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld said at a press conference, “We know they're a country that has been aggressively developing nuclear weapons and has nuclear weapons,” referring to North Korea. The view of the US government prior to Rumsfeld’s comment was that North Korea had extracted enough plutonium to manufacture one or two nuclear weapons. But Rumsfeld went a step further, by declaring that North Korea actually had nuclear weapons.
 

On 20 September, the Bush administration publicized its “National Security Strategy of the United States of America,” a document that described in detail the Bush team’s plan for conducting US security policy.
 The document named and criticized North Korea for becoming “the world’s principal purveyor of ballistic missiles.” It also asserted the right of the United States to take any pre-emptive action that might be necessary to “stop rogue states and their terrorist clients before they are able to threaten or use weapons of mass destruction.” On 16 October, Washington announced that during talks in Pyongyang between North Korean officials and a delegation from the US State Department, the North Korean side allegedly admitted that it had a nuclear weapons uranium-enrichment program. 

Origins of US Foreign Policy Toward East Asia During the Cold War

After the end of World War II, a structural confrontation between the East and the West (the Cold War structure) quickly settled into place that became an important factor in international relations for almost the next half a century. The structure basically consisted of a bipolar world of superpower antagonism between the United States and the Soviet Union. The main objective of traditional studies of post-war international relations is to show how this structure was the primary determinant of international relations (the Cold War perspective of history). Indeed, the Cold War was an important element in post-war international relations, but the origin of the Cold War was a struggle between the two superpowers over how to resolve the post-war situation in Germany. This struggle soon encompassed all of Europe, which became the stage on which the competing systems of western capitalism and Soviet-style socialism locked horns. With Europe, and especially a divided Germany, serving as the main arena of conflict, the history of post-war international relations during the Cold War era demanded that events be viewed primarily through the prism of European-US interactions. 

As for East Asia, Washington was taking a deep interest in the political conditions in the region by the end of 1945, despite having had little interest prior to World War II. Scholars who have studied the post-war history of the region mistakenly assume that East Asia was merely an extension of the Cold War conditions that were centered in Europe.
 As a result, all during the Cold War and even up to now, the study of the sui generis historical development of East Asia within the context of international relations has suffered because of an excessive reliance on a Europe-US-centric Cold War perspective. A view of the history of international relations that fails to take into account the autonomous and unique conditions of East Asia, at least in broad terms, and the smaller political microcosm of East Asia, especially the two Koreas and Japan, in more detailed terms, is in danger of becoming too one-dimensional. Applying a conceptual framework of hegemonic action instead leads to a more precise and fruitful understanding of the global political structure.
A definition of hegemony starts with one state having the preeminent power to prevent other states from becoming strong by blocking them from acquiring a full spectrum of economic resources, namely, manufacturing, science/technology and finance. This is possible mainly or largely because the state that is the hegemonic power has military superiority and an uncontestable ability to define international political and legal norms.
 Moreover, using its consolidated powers, the hegemonic state acts in its own state interest while performing the task of applying its own notion of order in the global system. In the post-war period, the newly emergent hegemon, the United States, went beyond its long-standing concern with events in Europe to become aggressively involved in regions where it historically had little interest, such as the Middle and Near East, and East Asia. The main post-war goal of the United States was to construct a stable global system premised on a multilateralist approach to the global division of labor and trade. Based on this objective, the United States, consciously aware of the benefits it could obtain from the international system, assumed the role of a hegemonic state, which meant assigning itself certain global responsibilities. 

Over the course of the post-war period, the Western bloc was confronted by a serious crisis. It had to cope first with economic frictions that emerged out of contradictions in the capitalist system, and second with a battle between two opposing views within the countries in the Western bloc: whether to become independent advanced states largely free of US influence or to consciously seek closer ties with the United States. How to get those holding the first view—which were those western countries that in effect wanted to pursue their own brand of western European capitalism and liberalism—to huddle under the umbrella of US leadership became an important as well as complex problem for Washington. The fact that the analysis of the conflict between East and West is at the core of the Cold War-period international relations studies has generally left little room for alternative examinations unrelated (or only loosely related) to both the East-West clash of the forces and the political interests that drove, in the case of the Western bloc, the United States to force Western bloc countries to accept certain policies . 

Applying a hegemony perspective involves studying not only the East-West clash as a sui generis topic but also how conflicts between allies within each bloc are managed. In other words, a study that aims to illuminate hegemonic interests would concentrate on both the horizontal confrontation (the East-West conflict) and the vertical confrontation (conflicts among allies within the same bloc). Constantly dangling the threatening “other,” the Soviet Union, the superpower dominating events in the Eastern bloc, in everyone’s face was an effective device for achieving a US-desired form of unity in the Western bloc. The existence of the East-West conflict in and of itself essentially guaranteed this unity, giving the United States the opportunity to realize its hegemonic ambitions. Reviewing US post-war policies toward East Asia from a hegemonic perspective reveals a different and more textured picture of US-East Asia relations.

In studies of post-war international relations, third-world countries are often placed in a Cold War context and treated as proxy battlegrounds for the United States and the Soviet Union. However, the hegemonic perspective emphasizes not only the confrontation between the two superpowers but also instances of “cooperation.” In Europe, where both the United States and the Soviet Union had crucial security and economic interests, the two countries waged a deadly mutual struggle. In East Asia, however, neither the United States nor the Soviet Union had vital interests, excepting the US relationship with Japan. Rather than a contest between competing interests, what the two superpowers shared in common in East Asia was a desire to contain rising nationalism, which led to US-Soviet “cooperation” as the foundation for superpower relations with East Asian countries. This cooperation failed to last, however, because the lack of a clear understanding of Soviet intentions by the United States caused it to eventually became extremely alarmed by the Soviet influence in East Asia. In response to an upsurge in interest in communism among the countries of East Asia and general instability in the region, anti-communist ideology in the United States grew stronger. 

Thus, fairly early in the post-war period, East Asia found itself to be a new locus of issues troubling the international political system. The region became another venue for the East-War conflict (the United States vying not only with the Soviet Union, but now also with China) and an extension of efforts to achieve unity in the Western bloc (the United States waged a determined campaign to bring Japan and South Korea into the western camp). This raised the question of how to treat third-world countries, as US policymakers viewed the rise of nationalism in East Asian countries as a problem. Furthermore, the United States, by virtue of its status as a global hegemon, exercised considerable influence over East Asia. But because it had historical traditions and a political ideology that were quite different from those of East Asian countries, the mostly US-centric framework of international relations became in many ways ineffective in its application to East Asia during the post-war period.

Americans, tormented by their fear of the Soviet Union, embraced an anti-Soviet and anti-communist outlook. The historical development of American society may partly account for what became mostly a psychological crisis in the United States. In the latter half of the 18th century, in the wake of the failed experiment in republicanism, which had assumed the citizenry was capable of exhibiting public virtue, Americans became convinced that only market values and the equality of opportunity presented by economic growth would integrate all the disparate elements of a liberal society. Americans did not experience feudalism; instead, America began in the modern age. Because Americans have only experienced liberal society, they tend to consider it to be an absolute universal good. Consequently, it was difficult for them to appreciate the diverse routes that could lead to social development. American society, unable to accept the differing worldviews represented by feudalism, absolutism and socialism, disdained those belief systems, treating them as objects that only deserved rejection. The American view of communism was that it disavowed the market economy and promoted authoritarian forms of state social control, two principles considered to be directly opposed to American core values. In refusing to accept the idea that different social systems could co-exist, it was necessary for Americans to demonstrate the absolute universality of their self-conceived idea of a free society by rebuffing communism. Anti-communism was a fortunate device that they could use to reaffirm the legitimacy of their own society.

Americans feared that communism would spread like bacteria to vulnerable parts of the globe. Worried Washington policymakers viewed East Asia as one of the most unstable regions in the world, a place where communism could easily make inroads. The United States, founded as a modern state, held a condescending view of the “pre-modern society” of East Asia, viewing the region as a passive entity that needed instruction from the United States. The United States decided therefore to assign itself the task of leading East Asia out of its stage of late development. Americans, secure in the knowledge of their own superiority, embarked on yet another campaign, one of many in US history, to demonstrate the correctness of their own liberal capitalist society. At the same time, however, US decision makers were prejudiced toward Asians, believing that it was impossible for liberal democracy, market principles and other rational modes of thinking to suddenly spring forth in East Asian countries that were under the weight of centuries of Asian traditions. In the myopic view of Washington, “Asian traditions” boiled down to a respect for power, authority, and prestige. Accordingly, Americans did not trust that Asians would or could willingly adopt liberal capitalism. Even the pro-US inclinations among post-war Japanese people were eyed with suspicion by many in the United States who took the view that this seemingly friendly Japanese attitude was a fickle quantity in light of that country’s long history of authoritarianism. 

The US foreign policy establishment assumed that Asians respected only visible forms of overwhelming force, such as economic and military power, and would submit to strong leaders. In forming their policies for East Asia, US policymakers esteemed several psychological factors: authority, powerful leadership, and dignity. Accordingly, the United States projected an image of leadership backed by uncontested power to convince East Asian countries that siding with it would be to their advantage. Washington thought that it had to provide East Asia with not only material assistance but also with a sense of psychological security. At the same time that Washington thought it understood the “Oriental mind,” it was totally indifferent to the fact that the countries of East Asia were capable of leading autonomous existences of one degree or another. Instead, US officials were convinced they could harness the enormous power possessed by their country in the post-war period to redesign the region, believing that the results would be mutually beneficial. Unable to recognize the limits of its own power to transform centuries of political and social customs in East Asia, and operating under the illusion that it shared the same interests with East Asian countries, the United States plunged up to its neck in post-war East Asian affairs.

The Structure of Post-Cold War US Strategy Toward East Asia
In December 1989, US President George Bush and Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev met on the island of Malta for talks that closed the book on the Cold War. It was at this point that the United States undertook a complete review of its strategy toward East Asia. In April 1990, in response to a request from the US Congress, the Bush administration issued its strategy for East Asia (“A Strategic Framework for the Asian Pacific Rim: Looking Toward the 21st Century”), a document that laid out the main points of the administration’s view of the post-Cold War situation.
 The report stated that the 1990s would probably mark a turning point for political conditions in the Asia-Pacific region. Meanwhile, members of the US Congress, which saw the end of the Cold War as a reason to cut unnecessary defense spending, began stating demands for a reduction of US military forces in East Asia. To meet these demands, the Bush administration unveiled a 10-year plan (to run from 1990 to 2000) for making a three-stage adjustment to US military strength. The plan called for reducing troop levels by 135,000 over a short time period, with the first-stage envisioned as a cut of 14,000-15,000 troops over 1-3 years. In 1992, the White House announced a second strategy document for East Asia that reaffirmed the plan for gradual troop reductions that was decided in 1990. The new document called for troop cuts of 15,250 by the end of 1992 and a further cut of 7,200 by the end of 1995.

In February 1993, however, a dramatic turn of events occurred: North Korea turned down a request from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) that agency inspectors be permitted to examine nuclear waste-related sites near Yongbyon. North Korea’s refusal instantly aroused suspicions around the world that it was engaging in nuclear weapons development. Suspicions about the possible existence of a nuclear weapons development program reached their peak in March, when North Korea announced its intention to withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). This prompted the United States and Japan to separately reexamine the strategic role of the US-Japan Alliance in East Asia.
Between August 1994 and February 1995 the United States and Japan began to jointly search for a way to redefine the US-Japan alliance. The two countries assumed that conditions of instability would persist in the Asia-Pacific region despite the end of the Cold War. Alongside their concerns about stability and various other problems was a recognition that the Asia-Pacific region had the greatest economic growth potential of any region in the world. Both countries were convinced that a US military presence would be indispensable in order to assure regional security. Their joint analysis went so far as to conclude that the basing of US military forces in Japan was a critical factor in maintaining the US posture of global military preparedness and quick response, based on using a flexible array of options to react to developments in international hot spots. They concluded that the US-Japan alliance would continue to make critical contribution to the maintenance of stability in the Asia-Pacific region. On its side, the United States emphasized the view that this alliance was important for maintaining forward-deployed forces and a regional balance of power in East Asia, and for defusing new local threats that had emerged. Consequently, Japan was now expected to play an active role with respect to regional security matters within the context of its alliance with the United States.

The way in which the US-Japan alliance was to be redefined was spelled out in February 1995, when the US Defense Department released its third East Asia strategy review (the so-called Nye report).
 The Nye report underscored the importance of security in the Asia-Pacific region and proclaimed that the United States intended to keep a military force of 100,000 in the region. It reconfirmed the Japan-US relationship as the necessary foundation for both US security policy in the Asia-Pacific region and the overall US global strategy. As stated in the report, “security is like oxygen: you do not tend to notice it until you begin to lose it.” With respect to the forward deployment of US forces, the report said: “The American security presence has helped provide this ‘oxygen’ for East Asian development.” In other words, the assumption embedded here was that growth in East Asia became possible only because the United States supplied the oxygen—the oxygen of security—to an otherwise arid region that, in the view of Washington, had previous to its arrival been devoid of this absolutely vital life-supporting ingredient. The thinking of US policymakers was that the most important and decisive way that peace and stability could be achieved in East Asia was via a large-scale US military presence. In their minds, the region would quickly plunge into chaos if America were to disengage, which, in passing, made any earlier Cold War-related justifications for the US presence irrelevant. This kind of belief is a vivid illustration of the condescending view of East Asia extant at the top levels of US government.
In April 1996, President William Clinton and Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto signed the “Japan-US Joint Declaration on Security: Alliance for the 21st Century.”
 The declaration stated that “the Asia-Pacific region has become the most dynamic area of the globe,” but it also contained the assertion that “instability and uncertainty persist in the region.” Therefore, the two countries repeated the by now familiar refrain that a “continued US military presence is also essential for preserving peace and stability in the Asia-Pacific region.” Not surprisingly, new US-Japan guidelines for defense cooperation issued in 1997 said: “Although the Cold War has ended, the potential for instability and uncertainty persists in the Asia-Pacific region,” followed by the usual conclusion: “Accordingly, the maintenance of peace and stability in this region has assumed greater importance for the security of Japan.”
According to their own way of thinking, US policy makers believe that winning the confidence of East Asians depends on maintaining the prestige of US military forces in the East Asian region and elsewhere. In July 1997, US Secretary of Defense William Cohen announced the release of the “US Security Strategy for the East Asia Pacific Region,”
 which contained a statement that “a visible US force presence in East Asia demonstrates firm determination to defend US, allied and friendly interests in this critical region.” In other words, Washington felt that it had to maintain a display of US power in East Asia. The report continues: “[The] US military presence in East Asia serves to shape the security environment to prevent challenges from developing at all. US force presence mitigates the impact of historical regional tensions and allows the United States to anticipate problems, manage potential threats and encourage peaceful resolution of disputes.” While totally ignoring the ability (and the right) of East Asian countries to prevent or resolve military quarrels or address other security concerns in their own backyard, the United States flattered itself by drawing the conclusion that the very presence of US forces is the sine qua non for avoiding chaos in East Asia.
Another aspect of US thinking is that a key reason for having a US military presence in East Asia is to increase the acceptability of democracy as the political norm for the region. And by promoting democracy, the US military can help establish a safe environment conducive to achieving prosperity in the region. In the Asia-Pacific region, no collective security organization comparable to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) exists; instead, the United States believes that the foundation for safety and stability in the region is active US participation in bilateral military alliances with Japan, Korea, Australia and other countries, along with maintenance of a US force structure of 100,000 troops in this region and adequate logistical backup for these troops in such locations as Guam, Hawaii and the US west coast. In other words, US policy makers firmly believe that only the military protection that comes with active US engagement in East Asia brings stability to what is viewed in Washington as an inherently unstable and disorderly region. Underlying this US belief that East Asia is incapable of managing its own affairs is a tremendous amount of condescension. Apparently, the only logic that East Asians understand is the logic of power. This leads US policymakers to conclude that failure by the United States to make a local display of its military power would undermine East Asian acceptance of its leadership role in the region. In short, the working hypothesis that sits at the heart of US policymaking is that without the presence of the United States as guardian protector, East Asian countries acting on their own would be incapable of maintaining stability and order in their own region.

US Policy Toward the Korean Peninsula During the Cold War
Suspicions about North Korea’s nuclear weapon and missile development programs have been the main drivers of US policy toward the Korean peninsula, but there have also been times when policy has been affected by displays of independence by its South Korean ally, such as that country’s interest from the 1960s in pursuing development of a nuclear weapons capability. In 1974, in response to this nuclear pursuit, the United States applied pressure by threatening to suspend trade and immediately withdraw its troops if South Korea did not abandon its nuclear weapons development program, which South Korea in due course did. Thus, Washington opposed the possession of nuclear weapons not only by North Korea but also by its South Korean ally. It would not, however, leave its South Korean ally without a nuclear deterrent. In June 1976, US Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger said that in case of a North Korean attack on South Korea, the United States would consider using nuclear weapons to protect its ally, thereby demonstrating to the South Koreans that it was unnecessary for them to produce their own nuclear weapons. Moreover, under a bilateral missile agreement reached by the United States and South Korea in 1980, possession of long-range missiles by South Korea was ruled out. Whether by force or negotiation, the United States plainly indicated that it would take charge of protecting South Korea, leaving the country with no independent capacity for self-defense.

The important power relationships that have historically existed in the East Asian region were generally obscured during the Cold War period. Today, however, these relationships are clearer than ever before. Thus, in the case of the Korean peninsula, the problems in this geographic locale have a historical context. During the Cold War, North Korea was already displaying an interest in developing nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles. In the 1980s, North Korea received financial assistance from Iran and other countries to develop Scud-B missiles. By the latter half of this decade, North Korea was exporting Scuds abroad. By 1989 (but possibly much earlier), analysis of photographic evidence gathered by US intelligence clearly showed that North Korea had established domestic facilities to handle the reprocessing of nuclear fuel for use in developing nuclear weapons. Although this evidence pointed to the possibility of North Korea joining the club of nuclear weapons-possessing countries, nothing was done by the United States nor anyone else to bring this threat to the attention of the world. Hence, though it was already evident at the time of the Cold War that North Korea was engaged in highly dangerous activities, the issue was submerged by the US-Soviet Union conflict.
 The North Korean problem received hardly any attention from the United States.  

During the 1980s, North Korea was not a serious issue for US foreign policy makers. Washington’s nonchalance continued even when North Korea had become the object of international criticism, which started with the discovery that North Korean agents had carried out acts of state-sponsored terrorism, such as assassinating members of South Korea President Chun Doo Hwan’s entourage in Burma (Myanmar) in October 1983 (the Rangoon incident) and blowing up a South Korean airliner in November 1987. North Korea was responsible for other terrorist attacks in the 1980s, but from about 1990 onward, the country has apparently been able to curb its terrorist activities. Aside from continuing to give shelter to members of the Yodo gang (Japanese nationals who hijacked a Japanese domestic flight to North Korea more than 30 years ago), the US State Department today acknowledges that North Korea has not had any direct or indirect involvement in terrorist activity. Nevertheless, during the 1990s, the United States began a search for enemies that could take the place of the former Soviet Union now that the Cold War had ended. North Korea was chosen as one suitable replacement.
 Among the reasons for its selection was that North Korea’s isolation from the international community made it difficult for the world to follow domestic events in the country, thus making it easy for the United States to control the flow of information. Also, because North Korea is a militarily and economically weak country, it will never be feared by the United States no matter how serious any confrontation may seem. Furthermore, given its geographic location, any crisis manufactured by the United States that centers on North Korea can potentially be used to make South Korea or Japan more compliant in the face of any moves by the United States to promote its own interests in East Asia.
The United States does not take a favorable view of diplomatic activity that might lead to a non-aggression pact with North Korea. Ever since the end of the Korean War, the goals of the United States with respect to the Korean peninsula have been first to ensure that the political situation neither reaches the boiling point nor becomes too relaxed, and second to maintain a balance of power between North and South Korea while at the same time keeping South Korea as a close US ally.
 By artificially making North Korea an imminent threat, the United States is able to justify the presence of 100,000 troops in the Asia-Pacific region, based mainly in South Korea and Japan.
 Maintaining an environment in which the outbreak of war seems imminent provides the reason that justifies their continued presence.

A Wildly Exaggerated Threat
Because the collapse of the Soviet Union meant a loss of food, material and military support, North Korea began to look for ways to reconnect to the international community.
 However, its lack of a competitive domestic economy and its refusal to allow the IAEA to inspect its nuclear program cut those efforts short. In 1993, US military authorities stated that in the event hostilities broke out on the Korean peninsula, the US-South Korean military alliance was certain to be victorious, but that massive devastation would result during the minimum six-month period it would probably take to defeat and gain military control over North Korea. If a second Korean war was fought US Army General Gary Luck, former chief of US forces in South Korea, foresees a million casualties, including 80-100,000 dead US soldiers, more than $100 billion in costs to the United States and a trillion dollars in economic damage and lost business.

In October 1994, the United States and North Korea signed the “Agreed Framework” (the Geneva Agreement), which contained a US promise to construct two light-water nuclear reactors for North Korea in exchange for North Korea’s commitment to suspend its nuclear weapons development activities. The Korean Peninsula Energy Development Organization (KEDO) was created in 1995 to help fund the construction of the reactors. The United States was in charge of the diplomacy that led up to KEDO, but South Korea and Japan were asked to finance actual reactor construction and KEDO operations. 

The Agreed Framework now showed a way forward, but before the new light-water reactors could ever be built, the United States was convinced that North Korea would first suffer an internal collapse. Thus, the 2003 deadline for completion of reactor construction as called for in the Agreed Framework was never taken seriously by the United States.
 In July 1997, then Secretary of Defense William Cohen publicly announced that even after the cessation of North Korean threats, the US-South Korea Alliance and the presence of US troops on the Korean Peninsula would contribute to the stability of the whole region.
 Testifying at a US Senate hearing in September 1998, US Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Kurt Campbell stated that the United States had a role to play in creating a climate in East Asia that was conducive to economic growth. Campbell stressed that even though the North Korean threat might someday disappear, maintaining the strong bilateral relationship between the United States and South Korea was indispensable for assuring the security of the Korean Peninsula and East Asia as a whole.

Despite recurring famine and an increase in the number of people leaving the country, North Korea did not collapse in on itself. Consequently, the United States was forced to reassess what it hoped to gain from the Agreed Framework. In March 1998, a study of the North Korean situation directed by Richard Armitage and published in the National Defense University’s Strategic Forum concluded that US policy toward North Korea needed to be revised.
 The study regarded the 1994 Agreed Framework “as the beginning of a policy toward North Korea, not as the end of the problem.” It argued that because current US policy toward North Korea was “fragmented” and that “each component of policy . . . operates largely on its own track without any larger strategy or focus on how the separate pieces fit together,” a “comprehensive approach” was necessary. If this comprehensive approach, which should include diplomacy to resolve outstanding issues, failed to work, the study advised that the United States would have to consider two alternative options: “strengthened deterrence and containment” or “preemption”.

The Perry report constituted a second such policy review requested by the president following the North Korean missile launch over Japan and pressure from the US Congress. President Clinton chose his former Secretary of Defense, William Perry, to take on this task. Perry conducted an energetic inquiry, which included paying a visit to North Korea in May 1999 to examine conditions in the country firsthand, before releasing his report in October 1999.
 Because the outbreak of a new war on the Korean peninsula would be certain to result in immense destruction, finding a peaceful resolution to the North Korean conflict was absolutely critical. Accordingly, the report stressed the importance of building on the 1994 Agreed Framework rather than discarding it. But if dialogue with North Korea did not lead to a peaceful resolution, the report offered a familiar conclusion: the necessity of deterrence. While the Perry report seems to give priority to finding a peaceful solution through dialogue, the alternative path it offered shows that the logic of military force is never far away from US thinking. Given this view of how the military option should be wielded, the Perry report, which on the surface seemed to present an original formula for resolving the North Korean conflict, in fact reaches conclusions that are qualitatively similar to those provided in the March 1998 Armitage report.

Even the June 2000 summit that the leaders of North and South Korea held in Pyongyang failed to arouse a favorable reaction by the United States, whose response was tepid at best. As soon as the announcement of the upcoming summit became public in April 2000, Secretary of Defense Cohen proclaimed that the United States welcomed a meeting between the two leaders, but that the presence of US troops in South Korea would continue to be necessary.
 After the summit ended, there were media reports that at one point during the summit talks South Korean President Kim Dae Jung suggested to Kim Jong-Il the idea of turning US military forces stationed in South Korea into a UN peacekeeping force. This implied termination of the US-South Korean alliance, which of course set off alarm bells in Washington.
 One month later, on 11 July 2000, US Ambassador to South Korea Stephen Bosworth publicly commented that despite the thaw in relations produced by the June summit, US forces would remain in South Korea because North Korea continued to pose a threat. Bosworth added that the more South Korea accomplished via its “sunshine policy” toward North Korea, the more important became the powerful US-South Korean military relationship.
 In short, the message was that the United States had absolutely no intention of withdrawing its troops from the Korean peninsula, even if North and South found a way to resolve their differences. As a follow-up, Kim Dae Jung told the Washington Post in August that at the summit Kim Jong-il had agreed to the idea of a continued US troop presence following reconciliation.

After hearing this and other reports, Secretary of Defense Cohen, speaking in September 2000, noted that President Kim Dae Jung recognized how vital it was to keep American troops in South Korea and elsewhere in East Asia despite whatever positive results might follow from the June Pyongyang summit. Even if there is partial reconciliation or full reunification between the two Koreas, Cohen noted, echoing President Kim’s statement in the Washington Post, that North Korea was in agreement with South Korea about the importance of having an American troop presence on the peninsula. Such statements indicate that the United States was searching hard for a rationale for keeping its troops stationed on the Korea Peninsula even in the event of reunification. Cohen explained that if the United States withdrew from Japan and South Korea, the resulting power vacuum would quickly invite certain powers in or near the region to make a grab for regional supremacy. A US withdrawal would open Pandora’s box, from which an armaments race, rising political tensions and the growing possibility of war would spew forth. 

Furthermore, US officials generally note that the United States has no territorial ambitions in East Asia; consequently, it has no desire to be a conquering power. By declaring itself free of imperialistic ambitions, the United States believes that its self-styled contributions to East Asia should be welcomed by all countries in the region. The US concept of “imperialism,” however, is limited to “formal imperialism,” which only takes into account the notions of territorial conquest and the seizure of supreme political power. It fails to consider “informal imperialism,” which factors in dominant-subordinate economic relationships. The United States also overlooks its own cultural imperialism, which tends to override the interests of other global actors in favor of imposing American values and, in varying degrees, an American lifestyle. 

US policy makers also believe that the main reason for maintaining a forward American military presence capable of insuring political stability in East Asia is that it benefits US interests rather than meeting a particular goodwill objective that benefits the native inhabitants of the region. Though the United States pursues its own interests in East Asia, policy makers in Washington sincerely (but wrongly) believe that what is good for the United States is ipso facto good for East Asia. Washington is blinded by its conviction that the countries of East Asia welcome the presence of US troops in the region. In sum, the US belief is that only the powerful American military presence in East Asia can create—by force if necessary—a secure environment in an inherently unstable region.

Top members of the second Bush administration appear to see international relations only through the lenses of good and evil. The hardliners advising Bush, by representing countries like Iraq and North Korea as enemies of the United States and the world, have set their sights on creating a system of structural conflict not unlike the Cold War structure. The so-called realists in the administration, by treating any simplified us-versus-them analysis of the global situation with caution, are opposed to the hardliners. Leading administration hardliners include Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz and Vice President Richard Cheney. Secretary of State Colin Powell is seen as heading up the realists. In the wake of the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks in the United States, the hardliners suddenly found themselves with a greatly strengthened upper hand that placed them in a position to exercise considerable influence over Bush administration policies.
 Even though North Korea quickly offered its support for the US-led anti-terrorist campaign in the wake of the attacks, the response from the Bush administration was cold: it continued to blacklist the country as a sponsor of state terrorism and maintained economic sanctions that had been in place since the Korean War. 

In September 2002, the Bush administration released its “National Security Strategy of the United States of America,” a document that declared that henceforth the biggest threat confronting America was weapons of mass destruction and the international terrorist groups or rogue states that were trying to get their hands on them. To deal with this threat, the strategy document stated that the US government intended to cooperate with international society to the extent possible, but if necessary it would consider unilateral action as an option. It is also asserted that as terrorist organizations were different from the conventional nation-state, “traditional concepts of deterrence will not work.” Hence, preventive attack becomes justified under the strategy document’s expanded definition of self-defense, though such a strategy appears to contravene Article 51 of the United Nations Charter.
 If the United States claims that it has the right to launch a preventive attack at any time in any place at its choosing, then all military interventions in foreign countries become instantly justifiable without the need to show clear and persuasive proof in advance. Accordingly, the logic that justifies this US policy reflects the unilateralism and self-interest that is at the core of Bush administration policy.

At this point, a simple question can be asked: is North Korea really a threat to the United States? One of the first measures that can be used to help answer this question is, of course, military fighting potential. For example, the United States spends 5% of its growth domestic product on the military, as against 14% for North Korea, 7.6% for Iran and 5% for South Korea. In terms of troop strength, the United States has 1.3 million soldiers in uniform out of a population of 290 million, versus 513,000 out of 72 million for Iran, and 370,000 out of 23 million for Taiwan. Japan’s self-defense force consists of 250,000 troops out of a population of 130 million. The number of soldiers reportedly in uniform in North Korea is 1.1 million out of a population of 21 million, giving the country the fifth largest army in the world. North Korea also has long-range guns, multiple rocket launcher sites and long-range ballistic missiles that can allegedly carry chemical and biological warheads.
 As all of this suggests, North Korea does indeed have a large military force, but in regard to equipment and the sophistication of its technology, at worst it poses minimal danger to the United States. Also, a country’s strength cannot be measured merely in terms of the size of military forces. 

The UN World Food Program (WFP) has been providing emergency food assistance to one-third of North Korea’s total population of 23 million since 1995. In 2004, the WFP aims to feed 6.5 million people, those who it deems most vulnerable. The most at risk are women and children, with malnutrition being highest among infants and young children, the group most prone to long-term damage from poor nutrition. A joint WFP, UNICEF and North Korean government study conducted in late 2002 showed that 41 per cent of children younger than seven suffer chronic malnutrition. Most of North Korea’s poor live in urban areas outside Pyongyang, and depend on a government-run aid plan (supplied by WFP) “that in 2004 plans to provide just 300 grams per person per day – less than half a survival ration.”
 Based on the sad story revealed by these statistics, it hardly seems possible that such a country can threaten the United States, the world’s most advanced military and economic power. Accordingly, it seems clear that the threat posed by North Korea has been wildly exaggerated.

Concluding Observations
US policy toward East Asia has historically and fundamentally rested on a contemptuous view of the ability of countries in the region to manage their own affairs. In viewing the region as inherently unstable, US policy makers believe that depriving East Asia of the supposedly critical “oxygen” of security would bring chaos. During the Cold War, the United States wielded the exaggerated Soviet and Chinese threat as an instrument to control the actions of its two alliance partners in East Asia, South Korea and Japan. The historic visit by Prime Minister Koizumi to Pyongyang to participate in the first-ever summit between Japan and North Korea must be considered a courageous act by Japan, regardless of whatever results the summit might have actually produced. The reaction by the United States to this diplomatic initiative by Japan was, unfortunately, one of deep apprehension. Rather than greet the summit as a positive development for the region, US policy makers instead painted an even more menacing picture of North Korea, so as to draw Japan back inside the confining framework of the US-Japan alliance.

Because the United States is always dramatizing threats in the region, Japan is under constant pressure to dance to the foreign policy tune played by US policy makers. Its subservient role in terms of how it conducts its diplomatic relationship with the United States started immediately after the end of World War II. Japan has historically relied too heavily on taking direction from the US government, leaving it unable to work out its own independent foreign policy. It is, of course, important for the United States and Japan to have a healthy cooperative relationship, but Japan’s subordinate role renders that impossible. The September 2002 Japan-North Korean summit forced both the United States and Japan to reexamine US foreign policy toward Asia and the structure of the US-Japan alliance. As a result, Japan’s efforts to carve out a more independent role for itself in regional and global affairs, modest though they may be, have clearly become a major issue in 21st-century international relations.
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