
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
       
    


    
      
        “For decades, North Korea has been one of the thorniest global security problems. Its
        recent advancements in ballistic missile and nuclear technologies under leader Kim Jong Un have intensified the
        urgency to understand the regime’s intentions and capabilities. In this deeply researched book, Dr. Ramon
        Pacheco Pardo chronicles North Korea foreign policy behavior from the 1990s to the present and argues that
        Pyongyang’s tactics are rooted in the regime’s sensitivity to and assessments of regional and global
        developments and its perception of the drivers shaping decision making in Washington and East Asian capitals.
        The book benefited from scores of interviews with US, South Korean, Chinese, Japanese, and Russian
        policymakers, enhancing Pacheco Pardo’s analysis of North Korea’s past bargaining behavior and providing a lens
        with which we should view the present and future of North Korean nuclear negotiations.”
      


      
        Jung H. Pak, SK-Korea Foundation Chair in Korea Studies and Senior Fellow, Brookings Institution
      

    


    
      
        “In a lucid and readable style, Dr. Pacheco Pardo frames North Korean behavior in an original theoretical
        context of small power bargaining and learning theory. He fills a void in the literature with extensively
        researched accounts of the two major nuclear agreements between the US and DPRK during the Clinton and Bush
        administrations, in addition to relations during Obama and Trump. I recommend this book highly.”
      


      
        Victor Cha, Author, The Impossible State; Professor and Vice Dean, School of Foreign Service,
        Georgetown University, and former U.S. deputy head of delegations to the Six Party talks
      

    


    
      
        “What drives US–North Korea relations? Dr. Pacheco Pardo examines this question by focusing on the North Korean
        side. Making use of a wealth of interviews of American, South Korean, Chinese and other policy-makers and
        experts combined with careful content analysis of North Korean statements, he concludes that Pyongyang’s
        ultimate goal is to normalize diplomatic relations with Washington. The book sheds light on the strategic
        motivations behind North Korea’s US policy during the Kim Jong Il and Kim Jong Un era, which adds new insights
        to our understanding of these most complex relations since the end of the Cold War. Highly recommended.”
      


      
        Sung-han Kim, Dean & Professor, Graduate School of International Studies, Korea University; former Vice
        Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Republic of Korea
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      How has North Korea sought to normalize diplomatic relations with the US? Explaining the continuities between the
      Kim Jong Un and Kim Jong Il governments, as well as the discontinuities, especially the decisive move towards
      brinkmanship under Kim Jong Un culminating in 2017 and subsequent turn towards diplomacy, this book shows how
      North Korea has constantly learnt from its own experience and the experience of others to evolve and adapt its
      policy towards the US.
    


    
      This fully revised and expanded second edition draws on interviews and conversations with American, North and
      South Korean, Chinese and other countries’ policymakers and experts and North Korean official media stories. It
      has been updated to include discussion of the post-2012 period when Kim Jong Un replaced his father to become the
      leader of North Korea, and provides detailed analysis of both regimes, concluding with a study of the bilateral
      summits held with President Donald Trump.
    


    
      Showing how weaker powers can try to achieve their main foreign policy goals with respect to great powers, this
      book will be of interest to scholars and students of the international relations of East Asia, US Foreign Policy,
      Korean Studies and Foreign Policy Analysis. It should also prove relevant to those studying international
      bargaining and negotiation.
    


    
      Ramon Pacheco Pardo is Reader in International Relations at King’s College London and the KF-VUB Korea
      Chair at the Institute for European Studies of Vrije Universiteit Brussel. Dr Pacheco Pardo is also Committee
      Member at CSCAP EU. He has held visiting positions at Korea University, the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy
      and University of Melbourne.
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      1 Introduction

    

    
       
    


    
      The foreign policy behaviour of North Korea is one of the most intriguing, captivating and sometimes frustrating
      aspects of global politics in general and of the international relations of East Asia in particular. A hereditary
      communist dictatorship, one of the largest standing armies in the world, a relatively stagnant economy, a
      Confucian mentality, weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and, of course, nuclear capability, make it a unique
      country. Its location in the middle of one of the most economically successful and dynamic regions in the world,
      which is also home to two countries in possession of nuclear weapons, and where the only current superpower, the
      USA, retains a large military presence, confer North Korea with strategic importance due to its mere existence.
      Its involvement in the proliferation of WMD and nuclear materials, links with several Middle Eastern governments,
      and a continuous ability to resist diplomatic and economic pressure from the USA make North Korea relevant at the
      global level as a result of its behaviour. The fact that North Korea has proved to be one of the most
      impenetrable countries in the world for academics, journalists and intelligence officials alike has served to
      create a certain mystique around it.
    


    
      Much has already been written about North Korea. In the 1990s, one of the most prominent debates revolved around
      the possibility of a North Korean collapse (Eberstadt 1999; Foster-Carter 1998; Noland 1997; Oh 1999). Communist
      regimes were crumbling around the world, leading to an assumption by some that Pyongyang would follow suit.
      However, North Korea did not collapse, and Kim Jong Il replaced his father, Kim Il Sung, as supreme leader of the
      country in 1994, following the decease of the latter. With the younger Kim firmly in power, much of the
      literature from the early 2000s onwards focused on North Korea’s international relations. Some authors
      concentrated on describing North Korea’s relations with countries in North-East Asia as well as with the USA (Joo
      and Kwak 2007; Yongho Kim 2011; Kwak and Joo 2009; Rechter 2009). Others looked at US foreign policy towards
      North Korea. Authors tended to be divided into two different camps: those who prescribed engagement with North
      Korea to re-integrate the country into the international system (Cha and Kang 2003; Fuqua 2007; Wit 2007), and
      those who advocated putting pressure on Pyongyang to induce a change in its foreign policy or even regime change
      (Bechtol 2007). In contrast, some scholars tried to shed light on the inner workings of the Kim Jong Il
      government (Byman and Lind 2010; Kihl and Kim 2006; Kim, Sung Chull 2006; Lim
      2009; Paik and Cheong 2008). The only point in common among all authors who published meticulous studies of North
      Korea during the Kim Jong Il era was the belief that it was not an irrational actor.
    


    
      Kim Jong Un replaced his father Kim Jong Il upon the latter’s decease in 2011. The literature analysing North
      Korea since the youngest Kim, who remains in power at the time of writing, took power can also be broadly divided
      into two strands. On the one hand, there is literature discussing North Korea’s international relations. There
      are works focusing on North Korea’s relations with North-East Asia powers and the USA (Caisova 2018; Cha 2018b;
      Choi 2014; Kim and Cohen 2017). There is also some literature focusing on US policy towards North Korea (Ahn
      2012; Delury 2013; Jackson 2018). On the other hand, there is literature examining domestic dynamics in North
      Korea. This can be divided into two groups. There are works analysing the politics of the country (Buzo 2017; Ku,
      Lee and Woo 2017; Smith 2015). And there are other works looking at socio-economic changes (Fahy 2015; Hastings
      2016; Kim 2017; Lankov 2015; Rhee and Messerlin 2019). The belief that North Korea is a rational actor permeates
      the literature on the country under Kim Jong Un as well. This shows that North Korea’s behaviour can therefore be
      studied and, to some extent, understood.
    


    
      This book will analyse North Korea’s foreign policy towards the USA from the point when Bill Clinton became the
      42nd US president to the aftermath of the second summit between Kim Jong Un and Donald Trump. Shortly after
      Clinton’s inauguration, the first North Korean nuclear crisis began. A second nuclear crisis took place during
      the presidency of George W. Bush. Meanwhile, Barack Obama was the first US president to be forced to deal with a
      nuclear North Korea from the very start of his term of office. As for Trump, he is the first US president having
      to deal with a North Korea with the capability to launch a nuclear strike on the US mainland, at least in theory.
      During this period, the People’s Republic of China has emerged as the second largest economy in the world and as
      the central player in the regional politics of East Asia. Concurrently, Japan, Russia and South Korea have all
      become more involved in North-East Asian international relations. Therefore, this volume examines how Pyongyang’s
      policy towards Washington has evolved throughout a period characterized by the administrations of four successive
      US presidents and the changing power dynamics in North-East Asia. The book will highlight the key drivers of
      Pyongyang’s policy towards Washington from the early 1990s onwards. It will also expound the main continuities
      and changes in this policy, explaining the tools that North Korea has been using to try to achieve its
      objectives. The volume will also explain how and why Pyongyang’s behaviour towards Washington has shifted in
      response to the USA’s changing policies, and to the actions of other countries in North-East Asia and the
      dynamics of the international system.
    


    
      Weak power bargaining with great powers


      
        The foreign policy of North Korea towards the USA can be interpreted in terms of bargaining between a weak
        power, North Korea, and a superpower, the USA. Certainly, the foreign policy
        of any particular country towards another does not occur in a vacuum. It is affected by international
        structures, the behaviour of other actors, and domestic considerations. Nevertheless, this does not preclude
        the analysis of relations between two countries as a bargaining process between actors seeking to achieve a
        particular objective. The issues listed above certainly affect the bargaining process, but they do not prevent
        the process itself from taking place.
      


      
        North Korea as a weak power


        
          Before describing the bargaining tactics that North Korea can use, as a weak power, to bargain with the USA
          it is necessary to answer the following questions: what is a weak power, and is North Korea one? With regard
          to the first question, there is no agreement on a definition. However, a large number of students of weak
          powers concur that they can be defined in relation to – or in opposition to – other categories of states.
          Mathisen (1971), Väyrynen (1971), Barston (1973) and Handel (1990) are among numerous authors who take this
          approach and identify weak powers as those with smaller material capabilities than other states. Hence, in
          their survey of definitions of weak powers during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Neumann and Gstohl
          (2006) concluded that weak powers are those that do not fall into the categories of super (or great) powers,
          middle powers or microstates. While this is a vague analytical classification, a careful examination of the
          capabilities of a specific state serves to place it in one or another category.
        


        
          This leads us to the second question. At first glance it is hard to argue that North Korea, a nuclear power
          with one of the largest standing armies in the world, is militarily weak. This is not the case in North-East
          Asia though, where possession of nuclear capability and a large army is not exceptional. This region is home
          to two nuclear powers (China and Russia) and three countries protected by the nuclear umbrella of the USA and
          with the ability to develop nuclear weapons in a relatively short period of time (Japan, South Korea and
          Taiwan). The number of active and reserve military personnel in China, Russia and South Korea is greater than
          that of North Korea (IISS 2019), and the US army has a permanent presence in Japan and South Korea.
          Furthermore, Pyongyang’s military technology is outdated compared to that of its neighbours. To a large
          extent, this is the result of North Korea’s annual estimated military budget of US$4.38 billion being much
          smaller than the budgets of China, Japan, Russia or South Korea (IISS 2011a). In short, North Korea is a weak
          military power compared to its neighbours and could not survive a military confrontation with any of them.
          This weakness is further exacerbated by the hub-and-spoke system of US bilateral alliances in East Asia,
          which confer greater protection to Japan and South Korea. In addition, it should be noted that at the time of
          writing North Korea had only recently developed the technology to mount a nuclear warhead on a ballistic
          missile. In contrast, China, Russia and the USA have had this technology for decades.
        


        
          In terms of economics North Korea is a weak power as well. As of 2017 its economy was ranked 115th globally
          in terms of gross domestic product, whereas the other remaining North-East
          Asian countries were among the 25 largest economies (CIA 2019). Moreover, since the collapse of the Soviet
          Union, North Korea’s economic growth has generally been anaemic and the differential with its neighbours has
          increased rapidly. North Korea is only residually engaged in regional and global trade and investment flows
          in spite of being situated in one of the most economically dynamic regions in the world. This accentuates its
          status as a weak economic power (see Table 1.1).
        


        
          
            Table 1.1 Military and economic
            capabilities of selected countries (2018)
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            Sources: CIA (2019), IISS (2011a), IISS (2019).
          

        


        
          Park (2010) and Smith (2007) specifically define North Korea as a weak power in terms of material
          capabilities. Park points out that North Korea is militarily very weak in relation to the USA. Meanwhile,
          Smith maintains that North Korea is a weak military power owing to its relatively small military budget
          compared to that of its neighbours, its lack of a coherent military strategy, and the absence of any
          offensive intention. In fact, Smith argues that the development of nuclear capability is the means for North
          Korea to cheaply try to overcome its military weakness. Hence, it is possible to characterize North Korea as
          a weak power, given its smaller capabilities than all the other North-East Asian countries.
        

      

      
        Weak power bargaining in International Relations


        
          The (social) scientific study of bargaining was initially systematically developed by Thomas C. Schelling in
          The Strategy of Conflict, published in 1960. In this book Schelling established several features that
          are common to most or all bargaining processes. These features have become widely accepted by social
          scientists. They are as follows: (1) commitment to a goal and persuasive communication of this commitment;
          (2) inability to easily establish that commitment and to accurately identify the strength of the other
          party’s actual commitment; (3) possibility of both parties undertaking similar activities; (4) differences in
          the capacity of states to maintain a commitment, especially democratic governments that depend on public
          opinion to a certain degree; (5) and risk of stalemate or breakdown if both parties establish immovable
          positions (Schelling 1960: 28). Commitment is therefore central to the bargaining process. In this book we
          will see that North Korea’s commitment to the goal of the normalization of
          bilateral diplomatic relations with the USA has been a central feature of its foreign policy dating back to
          the 1970s. However, this commitment seems to have become less clear since North Korea conducted its first
          nuclear test in October 2006.
        


        
          Lockhart (1979: 92) explains that the outcome of asymmetrical bargaining processes is not a linear result of
          each actor’s power. Instead, actors must identify and employ useful options for themselves in order to obtain
          favourable outcomes through bargaining processes (ibid.: 133). When talking about identifying options,
          Lockhart is referring to the tactics that an actor should pursue in order to maximize its chances of
          achieving its objective(s). Since the military, economic and diplomatic-political resources of weak powers
          are inferior to those of great powers, they must perfect the tactic identification process as well as the use
          of the identified tactics. The former will be referred to as learning and will be explained below. The latter
          is explored later in this section.
        


        
          However, before examining the tactics employed by weak powers bargaining with great powers it is necessary to
          return to the issue of commitment, which is essential to all bargaining processes. According to Schelling
          (1960: 14), this is because committing to carry out an action that the opponent perceives as threatening will
          eliminate the need to complete that action, provided that the commitment is sufficiently credible. To enhance
          the credibility of a commitment, an actor needs to make its new position clearly visible to the opponent.
          This shifts the nature of the bargaining process by altering the (perceived) goal(s) that an actor wants to
          achieve. Hence, the opponent is presented with a new situation to consider (ibid.: 24).
        


        
          Nonetheless, in the international system commitments are not infinite. States have limited resources, so they
          can only pledge them to a certain number of issues (ibid.: 51). Therefore, commitments tend to be
          inter-reliant. States identify interdependent threats and commit their resources to managing them (ibid.:
          55). Moreover, commitments cannot be easily broken, and certainly not at short notice. Otherwise, an actor
          would lose all credibility and its position would be undermined (ibid.: 65–6). This explains why commitment
          during a specific bargaining process tends to be asymmetrical.
        


        
          A credible commitment is essential for weak powers engaged in asymmetrical conflicts with great powers.
          Commitment is not a tactic that weak powers may choose or not choose to use in order to enhance their
          bargaining prospects. Instead, it is a sine qua non element for weak powers to reduce asymmetries with
          greater powers. Only if commitment is present will the weak power be able to make use of the bargaining
          tactics that may allow it to achieve its objective(s). As such, commitment is the result and expression of a
          weak power’s greater relative interest in the outcome of a bargaining process. Studies of weak power
          behaviour in International Relations (IR) have generally been unsystematic, relying too heavily on specific
          case studies. However, one element that all scholars who have studied the behaviour of weak powers have
          agreed upon is their commitment to a limited number of foreign policy goals (Barston 1973; Bjol 1968; Clapham
          1996; Fox 1959; Keohane 1971; Walt 1987). This was already established by Fox in her groundbreaking study of
          weak power behaviour. As she explains, leaders of weak powers are almost
          exclusively concerned with the fate of their own states and therefore normally only focus their attention on
          issues that are of greatest concern to them. Since weak powers have little, if any, influence over systemic
          issues, they can afford not to worry about matters outside of their core set of interests (Fox 1959: 181–3).
        

      

      
        Weak power bargaining: tactics


        
          The literature on weak power bargaining suggests that the tactics available to weak powers bargaining with a
          greater power can be divided into three categories. Weak powers may use alignment, either by balancing
          against or bandwagoning with the opponent; they may engage in brinkmanship or not; and they may opt to
          participate in international regimes or not (see Table 1.2). A tactic from each category
          may be used in isolation or together with a tactic from one or the other two groups. A brief discussion of
          each category follows.
        


        
          
            Table 1.2 Weak power bargaining
            tactic availability
          


          
            
              
                	Tactic: alignment

                	Tactic: brinkmanship

                	Tactic: international regime
              

            

            
              
                	Hard balancing

                	Used

                	Participation
              


              
                	Soft balancing

                	Not used

                	No participation
              


              
                	Bandwagoning

                	

                	
              

            
          


          
            Source: Author (2019).
          

        


        
          A majority of students of weak power behaviour towards great powers concur that weak powers may balance or
          bandwagon when confronted with a threatening great power (Barston 1973; Dahl 1997; Espindola 1987; Habeeb
          1988; Handel 1990; Keohane 1971; Rothstein 1968; Singer 1972; Väyrynen 1997; Vital 1971). The choice of one
          or another type of alignment will depend on the nature and gravity of the threat, the availability of another
          great power with which to align, and interests and ideas. Many scholars who have delved into the area of weak
          power foreign policy actions argue that weak powers will never balance a threatening great power but will
          bandwagon with it (Bjol 1971; Fox 1959; Levy 1989; Mathisen 1971; Walt 1987). Bandwagoning boosts security by
          diffusing the threat from an aggressive great power and by not committing the weak power to an alliance with
          a usually previously reluctant great power. Of all the authors who have studied weak power alignment with
          great powers, only Labs (1992) seems to consider that they will almost always choose balancing and oppose
          bandwagoning. Nuechterlein (1969) also believes that weak powers may opt for balancing, but he maintains that
          they may bandwagon as well.
        


        
          However, with the exception of Park (2010) no student of weak power behaviour seems yet to have considered
          the use of soft balancing. Pape (2005: 10) defines soft balancing as ‘actions that do not directly challenge
          U.S. military preponderance but that use non-military tools to delay, frustrate, and undermine aggressive
          unilateral U.S. military policies’. Paul (2005: 47) adds that soft balancing
          ‘involves the formation of limited diplomatic coalitions’ that may be upgraded should the USA decide to
          pursue previously undeclared goals. Soft balancing is a variant of balancing that weak powers may use to
          bargain with great powers, and its use by North Korea to deal with the USA will be analysed in this book.
        


        
          Weak powers may take the decision to engage in brinkmanship or not. Some authors argue that weak powers will
          consider both options (Barston 1973; Habeeb 1988; Handel 1990). The decision to use brinkmanship will rest
          upon the intensity of the conflict, the concern that a great power might have regarding its reputation and
          possible involvement of other great powers in the crisis, and the commitment of the great power’s
          capabilities to other issues. Several authors believe that weak powers are keen users of brinkmanship (East
          1973; Fox 1959; Jensen 1982; Vital 1971). This is the result of brinkmanship increasing the perceived and/or
          real costs of a bargaining process for the great power and from the improbability of great powers
          retaliating, owing to the condemnation that this would attract from other great powers. Still, Mathisen
          (1971) and Papadakis and Starr (1987) emphasize that weak powers will rarely use brinkmanship, since they
          have limited military capabilities and this tactic could lead to retribution by the great power. Therefore,
          it seems that there is no agreement on whether weak powers obtain greater bargaining strength from engaging
          in brinkmanship or from not using it.
        


        
          Most scholars agree that weak powers tend to participate in international regimes as a bargaining tactic to
          confront great powers (Baechler 1998; Bjol 1971; Habeeb 1988; Handel 1990; Hey 2003; Jensen 1982; Keohane
          1971; Rothstein 1968; Vital 1971). There are multiple advantages of participating in international regimes
          for weak powers. They can mobilize support for their position, enhance their political influence, maximize
          the voice and strength of limited diplomatic resources, use their legal equality, and counter-pressure great
          powers. However, Espindola (1987) believes that participation in international regimes is not axiomatic. He
          argues that the smaller the regime, the greater the security risks for the weak power, since a small regime
          does not necessarily enhance security but the weak power may be the target of a strike by a great power
          willing to disrupt an (institutionalized) international regime. Meanwhile, Papadakis and Starr (1987)
          maintain that the participation of a weak power in a regime is contingent upon its diplomatic resources.
          Singer (1972) goes one step further and maintains that weak powers are not likely to participate in
          international regimes if these exist only for security purposes. The reason behind their reluctance to
          participate in this type of regime is the anarchical nature of the international system, which means that
          great powers are unlikely to respect them.
        

      
    


    
      Learning in International Relations


      
        How actors learn from past experience is a relatively understudied topic in IR. Nonetheless, Levy provides a
        widely used definition of learning that sheds light on the meaning of this concept. He defines learning as ‘a
        change of belief (or the degree of confidence in one’s beliefs) or the development of new beliefs, skills,
        or procedures as a result of the observation and interpretation of experience’
        (Levy 1994: 283). As he explains, this definition suggests that learning does not automatically entail a change
        in policy, a better understanding of the international system, or an improved cognitive structure. Rather,
        learning is an active process whereby an actor analyses its experiences and reconceptualizes its understanding
        of the world accordingly. However, due to a number of impediments, most notably an actor’s own preconceived
        frameworks, learning does not necessarily improve the actor’s understanding of the world (ibid.). Indeed, there
        are obstacles to correct learning, an issue that will be dealt with in more detail below.
      


      
        Simple and complex learning


        
          When learning does take place, it can be at two levels (Knopf 2003; Levy 1994; Nye 1987; Stein 1996; Tetlock
          1991). ‘Simple’ learning occurs when an actor maintains its objectives but modifies the tactics to
          achieve them. Hence, this type of learning takes place at the tactical level. As Nye (1987: 380) explains,
          simple learning uses new information to adapt the means to achieve a particular goal, but the goal remains
          unchanged. An actor simply uses different instruments. Stein (1996: 110) maintains that simple learning is
          usually tantamount to ‘learning by doing’, meaning that an organization learns how to adapt its choice of
          tactics to maximize the probability of attaining goals. She adds that simple learning may also occur as a
          result of an organization realizing the mismatch between tactics and objectives and subsequently making
          changes to the former. Due to its relative simplicity, simple learning is common among foreign policymaking
          decision units (Tetlock 1991). Learning by the John F. Kennedy administration regarding the means of managing
          bureaucratic politics and crises following the 1961 Bay of Pigs failure is an example of simple learning (Nye
          1987).
        


        
          In contrast, ‘complex’ learning refers to modifications in goals as well as tactics. In this case,
          learning takes place at the belief system level, since the actor modifies its causal beliefs (Stein 1996:
          110). Complex learning involves a shift in priorities and trade-offs, which means that learning happens at a
          deeper level (Nye 1987: 380). This type of learning results from a re-examination of existing values and
          policies, and generally leads to a renunciation or postponement of goals that had been central until that
          point (Stein 1996: 110). Owing to its causal implications, complex learning is generally considered to be
          less common and more complicated to achieve (Levy 1994). An example of complex learning was Israel’s decision
          to offer political concessions to Egypt following the Yom Kippur War of 1973. Israel had won a war against
          its Arab opponents for the fourth time, but had also suffered heavy casualties, making Israeli leaders shift
          their objective from relative military superiority to accommodation (Stein 1996).
        


        
          Simple learning, which happens frequently, is different from complex learning, which occurs rarely. In other
          words, regular tactical tinkering is common, but reconsideration of basic objectives is unusual. The latter
          follows repeated failures to design a strategy that is conducive to the attainment of goals. Complex learning
          occurs when the policies being implemented create contradictions or negative
          empirical consequences. The infrequency of complex learning stems from actors’ unwillingness to incorporate
          new evidence into their belief systems, which minimizes the number of cognitions that need to be changed
          (Tetlock 1991). For example, it took the USA some 20 years to accept China as a rational state – from 1949 to
          1969 – and a further ten years finally to normalize relations in 1979 (Garrett 1991).
        

      

      
        Can states learn? Organizational learning


        
          Tetlock (1991: 31) argues that complex learning is only likely to occur following big changes in the
          personnel of the decision-making unit. This leaves little space for this level of learning when the
          composition of the decision-making unit remains constant. In turn, this links to one of the main questions
          for students of learning in IR. In short, it is necessary to know who learns and whether it is only at the
          individual rather than the organizational level that learning occurs.
        


        
          Most scholars concur that learning can only happen at the individual level.1 This is partly a reflection of the widespread use of cognitive and social psychology to
          analyse learning in IR and partly a result of the difficulty of studying and proving that learning can occur
          at other levels. Hence, Levy’s (1994: 287) accepted definition of learning refers to a change of beliefs ‘at
          the individual cognitive level’. Even though a detailed analysis of psychological approaches to learning in
          IR is beyond the scope of this book, authors who have summarized scholarship on learning in IR agree that
          these approaches are by far the most popular (Reiter 1996; Tetlock 1991).
        


        
          Nonetheless, accepting that learning only happens at the individual level would deny other actors, most
          notably states and supra- and sub-state organizations, the possibility of learning. Furthermore, if complex
          learning only takes places when there is a substantive change in the membership of an organization, as
          Tetlock (1991) suggests, states and supra- and sub-state organizations staffed by relatively stable
          personnel, especially at the top, might never engage in complex learning. On the first point, however,
          Finnemore and Sikkink (2001) disagree and specifically contend that learning may take place at the
          institution level. However, they do not delve into how this may happen.
        


        
          Organizational learning refutes the idea that learning can only take place at the individual level and shows
          how organizations learn. As Dodgson (1993) explains, organizational learning is a popular concept in many
          social sciences, most notably Economics and Business Studies. Organizational learning does not refer to the
          aggregate results of the learning by the individual members of an organization. Hedberg (1981) and Schein
          (1985) explain that even though organizations lack brains, they do have cognitive systems and memories.
          Members of the organization change and leaders are replaced, but organizations retain certain behaviours,
          mental constructions, norms and values. To a large extent, this is the result of the internal integration of
          individual members within a shared culture (the organization) that facilitates learning (Dodgson 1993). In
          other words, organizational learning would not take place without the organization and the socialization
          processes to which all individuals are subjected once they join it.
        


        
          In any case, organizational learning is not an axiom. This is because
          organizations operate according to routines. Their actions do not follow a logic of consequentiality or
          intention but rather a logic of appropriateness or legitimacy. Organizations do not calculate their choices
          and act accordingly. Instead, they apply pre-established procedures to different situations (Levitt and March
          1988; March and Olsen 1998). Dan Reiter (1996: 30), who has applied organizational learning to a theory of
          learning in IR, which also includes cognitive approaches, explains that routines are ‘beliefs about the
          dynamics of the international environment which, in turn, determine behaviour’. Since the actions of an
          organization do not follow a logic of consequentiality, it cannot be inferred that these actions will
          causally follow what the international environment would demand.
        


        
          A second important finding from organizational learning theorists is that organizations do learn from
          experience. Routines are based on an analysis of the past rather than an anticipation of what the future may
          hold. However, organizations obtain feedback from the results of their actions and adapt routines accordingly
          (Levitt and March 1988). This feedback is then interpreted by the organization and new routines and beliefs
          are developed (Cyert and March 1963; Levitt and March 1988). The new routines are then recorded and
          transmitted through processes of socialization, allowing those routines to survive changes in personnel.
          Members of the organization who have not had direct experience of the events that produced changes in
          routines and beliefs nonetheless adopt them (ibid.).
        


        
          Based on the idea that organizations learn, we can infer that states also learn. States are usually
          represented by their governments in the international system, irrespective of whether or not these
          governments represent the popular will. Governments comprise individuals organized into separate departments,
          which interact with other departments within the same government and with departments in other states. This
          implies that it is individual departments instead of governments who learn and, consequently, that states
          cannot learn. However, as Schein explains, organizations integrate individual members within their culture,
          which survives changes in personnel. Furthermore, foreign policymaking generally rests in the hands of a
          small number of departments, usually the office of the President or Prime Minister, the Ministry of Foreign
          Affairs and, perhaps, the Ministry of Defence. Hence, it can be argued that the state, understood as a unit
          made up of the collective aggregate of the agencies involved in foreign policy decision-making processes,
          actually learns.2
        


        
          An author who implicitly argues that organizations learn is Ernst Haas. His work focuses on the causal
          mechanisms that explain organizational learning, which he simply assumes to exist (Haas 1980, 1990, 1991). In
          his most detailed book about learning When Knowledge is Power: Three Models of Change in International
          Organizations, Haas studies learning by international organizations. He shows thus that we can treat
          organizations as actors that are capable of learning. Moreover, his focus on international organizations,
          which are collections of states, shows that the state can learn from experience in the same way that
          individuals do (Haas 1990). Similarly, in ‘Collective Learning: Some Theoretical Speculations’, he focuses on learning by ‘entities in government’ and maintains that
          ‘prospective learners are not individuals’ (Haas 1991: 63). Even though the focus of IR scholarship has
          mostly been on learning by individuals, Haas’s research makes clear that it is also possible for sub-state,
          state and supra-state organizations to learn from experience.
        

      

      
        Obstacles to perfect learning


        
          It would be misleading to maintain that learning by an organization is less prone to errors than individual
          learning. March and Olsen, pioneers of the study of organizational learning, maintain that organizations
          learning from experience suffer from three limitations: goals tend to be ambiguous or in conflict; what
          happened is usually unclear; and causality of events is not straightforward. Organizations come to believe
          what happened, why it happened, and whether it was good. However, the process by which those beliefs are
          accrued affects the beliefs themselves (March and Olsen 1975). In short, the limitations of the process
          affect what is learnt.
        


        
          Furthermore, learning processes are generally conservative in the sense that they usually sustain existing
          structures of belief. More often than not experience is used to strengthen previously held theories of why
          things happen. Even though this suggests that learning is extremely rare, there are limits to the
          conservation of belief. Persistent failures lead to a questioning of beliefs and even to the probing of
          goals. Similarly, continual successes increase the willingness to experiment in order to obtain higher yields
          (March et al. 1991). Hence, organizational learning is possible albeit contingent upon previous
          failures and, sometimes, successes. Moreover, complex learning as described by Levy is also possible.
        


        
          Even when learning occurs, perfect or quasi-perfect learning is not always possible owing to competency
          traps. As mentioned above, organizations operate according to routines, procedures or strategies that lead to
          favourable outcomes and which are transformed as learning takes place. When organizations master the use of
          routines, procedures or strategies that have produced positive results they are reluctant to shift to
          different ones. Even if a specific behaviour previously has produced sub-optimal results, organizations will
          be disinclined to change as long as some positive outcome has been achieved (Levitt and March 1988; March and
          Olsen 1998).
        


        
          The second limitation to perfect learning is linked to organizations’ cognitive structures and the beliefs
          associated with them. Organizational beliefs are established following subjective interpretations of the
          environment (March and Olsen 1975). In spite of their problematic establishment, beliefs function as
          long-term memories, which help to determine strategies based on consistency with past actions (Hedberg 1981).
          Beliefs shape perceptions of the environment and expectations about how the organization will react to
          triggers in the form of actions (Nystrom and Starbuck 2004). Cognitive limitations therefore affect perfect
          learning due to long-held beliefs in which individuals belonging to organizations are socialized and which
          consequently survive changes in membership (March 1991).
        


        
          The idea that cognitive structures in general and beliefs in particular
          limit learning is well established in the field of IR. In his seminal book ‘Lessons’ of the Past:
          The Use and Misuse of History in American Foreign Policy, Ernest R. May (1973) argued that beliefs about
          history influence the choices made by policymakers. Moreover, Levy’s above-mentioned definition of learning
          emphasized that learning only occurs when there is a change of beliefs or new beliefs are developed. Tetlock
          (1991) posited that beliefs about goals are more resistant to change than those about tactics. Since belief
          systems are in any case very difficult to change (Leng 2000), it is not difficult to imagine that the
          limitations imposed by existing cognitive structures are a major challenge for organizations when learning.
        

      
    


    
      The case of North Korea


      
        This book aims to analyse North Korea’s foreign policy towards the USA from the first Clinton administration to
        the aftermath of the second summit between Kim Jong Un and Trump. As stated, the goal of the book is to explain
        how and why Pyongyang’s behaviour towards Washington has evolved as a result of North Korea’s coming to
        understand the policy pursued by the USA, the behaviour of other countries in North-East Asia, and the changes
        in the international system having an impact on these two.
      


      
        In this volume it is argued that North Korea’s behaviour towards the USA is driven by the objective of
        normalizing bilateral diplomatic relations, even though commitment to this objective has weakened since
        Pyongyang conducted its first nuclear test in October 2006. In any case, North Korea has used an evolving
        combination of the bargaining tactics available to weak powers to seek the normalization of relations with the
        USA. The choice of tactics has been the result of simple learning. However, this learning has been affected by
        competency traps and North Korea’s own cognitive structures and the beliefs associated with them. Complex
        learning in the form of a completely different objective has yet to happen, nevertheless, traces of it can be
        found in Pyongyang’s decisions to seek peaceful coexistence after its first nuclear test, and then to strive
        for normalization as well as deterrence following a second test in May 2009. Under Kim Jong Un, North Korea
        first prioritized regime consolidation and deterrence over normalization of relations with the USA. But at the
        time of writing normalization continues to be North Korea’s main goal.
      


      
        North Korea, weak power bargaining tactics, and learning


        
          Weak powers ought to display a credible commitment to a particular goal in order to be able to effectively
          use available bargaining tactics to achieve that goal, as explained above. In the case of North Korea, the
          normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations has been the main objective of Pyongyang’s US policy since
          the Fifth (North Korean) Supreme People’s Assembly explicitly asked for it in a letter sent to the US
          Congress on 25 March 1974.
        


        
          This book will show how North Korea has been committed to achieving this
          objective ever since, even if there was a hiatus during the early Kim Jong Un years as he sought regime
          consolidation. Even when the USA displayed hostile behaviour towards North Korea, as was the case during
          different phases of the Bush administration, Pyongyang was committed to achieving this goal. This might have
          reflected a lack of any deep understanding on the part of North Korea, given the improbability of achieving
          normalization with a hostile US administration. However, commitment to normalization has allowed Pyongyang to
          try different bargaining tactic combinations over the years when dealing with the USA, which has become more
          erratic in terms of its main foreign policy goal regarding North Korea.
        


        
          Indeed, from the first Clinton administration onwards, and throughout the Kim Jong Il and Kim Jong Un eras,
          North Korea tried all the tactics available to weak powers bargaining with great powers, with the exception
          of bandwagoning. This book will show that Pyongyang has balanced with China, as would be expected given the
          strategic significance that North Korea holds for Beijing. More interestingly, there have been instances of
          Pyongyang balancing with Moscow, Seoul and even Tokyo to counter the tactics employed by Washington.
          Surprisingly, North Korean officials seem to have also tacitly balanced US hawks by supporting the position
          of US dovish officials who also favour normalization.3
        


        
          Soft balancing has become an increasingly common choice for North Korea when bargaining with the USA. In this
          case, simple learning seems to have worked, since soft balancing does not directly challenge Washington
          although it allows for diplomatic resistance to the hawkish tendencies of some US officials. Nonetheless,
          there have been occasions when Pyongyang has avoided soft balancing, even though this tactic has generally
          worked to its advantage. This book will show how North Korea’s cognitive structures have played a role in
          Pyongyang shunning this tactic on some occasions.
        


        
          Brinkmanship has of course been used by North Korea several times since the inception of the first Clinton
          administration. This volume will show how simple learning has often informed Pyongyang’s use of brinkmanship.
          The missile test of 1998, eviction of International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) inspectors in 2002, or the
          missile and nuclear tests of 2006 were all responses to what the Kim Jong Il government perceived to be US
          brinkmanship. Meanwhile, Kim Jong Un’s use of nuclear and missile brinkmanship throughout 2012–17 was the
          result of the existential threat that Kim felt as he sought to consolidate his power. North Korea responded
          with what it considered to be proportionate brinkmanship of its own, in the hope of bringing Washington back
          to the negotiating table. Other instances of brinkmanship, however, seem to have been the result of
          competency traps and cognitive structures interfering with North Korea’s simple learning. The missile and
          nuclear tests of 2009, the sinking in 2010 of the Cheonan, a South Korean naval vessel, or the
          shelling of Yeonpyeong during the same year are not easy to explain from a rational perspective, since the
          chances of any of these actions achieving positive results for North Korea were minimal. However, North
          Korea’s previously successful use of brinkmanship can explain why Pyongyang
          has continued to insist on using this tactic.
        


        
          Participation in international regimes is a tactic that, according to most students of weak power bargaining,
          weak powers usually pursue. However, North Korea has been a reluctant participant in international regimes at
          best. Pyongyang was never comfortable in the non-proliferation regime, finally abandoning the Nuclear
          Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 2003. Similarly, North Korea has only grudgingly been involved in United
          Nations (UN) activity, even though other weak powers have been active participants in the General Assembly
          and in organizations and committees formed under the UN umbrella.
        


        
          Pyongyang only reluctantly participated in the Six-Party Talks, which formed the basis of an international
          regime specifically created to deal with the second North Korean nuclear crisis. Despite the benefits that
          the Six-Party Talks regime brought to Pyongyang while they were in place in the form of direct talks with the
          USA and multilateral agreements, the Kim Jong Il government never looked particularly comfortable in it. This
          book will explain how previous bad experiences with other multilateral regimes underpin North Korea’s seeming
          reluctance to use this tactic to bargain with the USA. In this case, competency traps and cognitive
          structures have weakened Pyongyang’s simple learning.
        

      
    


    
      Methodology and structure


      
        A substantial part of this book is based on primary data collected from interviews, speeches, official
        documents and news items. Interviewing was the main primary data collection method employed. Open-ended,
        semi-structured interviews were conducted with over eighty current and former practitioners and experts.
        Questions were open-ended in order to allow interviewees to express their views without being prejudiced by the
        author’s possible biases. The use of a semi-structured interview format served a dual purpose. First, it
        facilitated comparison with answers to similar questions about North Korea’s behaviour and use of different
        bargaining tactics. Second, such an interview format allowed questions specific to the interviewee’s expertise
        to be asked.
      


      
        The interviews were not recorded owing to the sensitive nature of the questions asked. Instead, handwritten
        notes were taken. Also, the names of interviewees have been withheld in order to protect their identity, since
        many of the interviewees continue to serve in government, retired only recently and/or advise government.
        Almost all interviews were conducted face-to-face, but some took place over the phone or via email, according
        to the availability of the interviewee. Data obtained from interviews has been used for background information,
        to contextualize the analysis or to corroborate information from other primary sources, as well as a primary
        source per se. In the first three cases, interviewees are not cited in this book.
      


      
        American, Chinese, Japanese, South Korean and Russian nationals were interviewed, along with nationals from
        other countries with experience or knowledge of Korean Peninsula affairs. US nationals were prioritized because
        they were the target of North Korean bargaining behaviour and as a result of their experience in dealing with North Korea generally. South Koreans were especially targeted as well.
        They were deemed to have excellent knowledge of the drivers behind North Korean behaviour, thanks to their
        experience of dealing with that country, their similar cultural traits, and Korea’s long history as a single
        country.
      


      
        Other primary data included speeches, official documents and news items, which were evaluated using qualitative
        textual analysis. This was the main data analysis method used to study the position of North Korea. As North
        Korea is a tightly controlled political entity, it was impossible to gain access to officials for the purpose
        of conducting in-depth interviews for this book. However, the tightly controlled nature of North Korean
        information sources means that the official media can be understood to accurately represent the position of the
        Kim Jong Il and Kim Jong Un regimes. Owing to the distinct rhetoric of North Korean media, discourse analysis
        would have proved an ineffective methodological approach. Instead, the use of systematic and careful
        qualitative textual analysis served to establish an accurate depiction of North Korea’s position.
      


      
        The media source studied was the KCNA, North Korea’s official news agency. A collection of daily news
        dating back to 1 January 1997, is available online. KCNA’s English version rather than the Korean
        version was used, since, logically, the Kim Jong Il and Kim Jong Un regimes use the former to convey its
        position to third parties. In any case, there are only very minor differences between KCNA’s English and
        Korean versions. The Korean version was regularly searched for possible important discrepancies, but none
        materialized. This was supplemented with statements issued by North Korea’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs. They
        were accessed through the ministry’s and the KCNA websites. Additionally, Korea and World
        Affairs, a journal published by the Seoul-based Research Center for Peace and Unification of Korea was also
        accessed. This journal includes a selection of North Korean official documents, transcripts and news, which are
        presented in their original form and with minimal editing.
      


      
        Qualitative textual analysis of China’s official media was also used. China Daily, a daily
        English-language newspaper considered to represent the official position of the government, was accessed
        online. Indeed, in many cases Xinhua, China’s official press agency, reproduces the text of news items
        from China Daily to represent the view of the Chinese government, and vice versa. China Daily is
        available online. This permitted a study to be made of China’s official stance on North Korean affairs.
      


      
        Finally, the book also relied on qualitative textual analysis of public declarations and statements by US
        government officials. These were accessed through The White House, the US Department of State and the US
        Department of Defense websites. When public declarations were unavailable, the author made use of news items
        that quoted US officials or referred to their declarations. Furthermore, the book also made use of qualitative
        textual analysis of public declarations and statements by South Korean officials. They were accessed through
        the websites of Cheong Wa Dae and the country’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
      


      
        Wherever possible, different sources were used to analyse the key events scrutinized in this book.
        Cross-examination of key events was carried out in order to reduce as much as
        possible the biases that could result from making use of only one source. Cross-examination was conducted by
        investigating different sources describing a particular event and, where possible, by asking interviewees
        involved in those events about their recollections.
      


      
        In order to analyse North Korea’s bargaining with the USA dating from the first Clinton administration to the
        current Trump administration the book is structured in chronological order. Chapter 2 provides a short historical background of North Korea’s behaviour towards the USA during
        the Cold War, followed by an analysis of the evolution of Pyongyang’s policy towards Washington during the
        Clinton presidency. Chapter 3 turns its attention to the first
        five-and-a-half years of the Bush presidency, examining North Korea’s policy from the change of government in
        Washington to the September 2005 joint statement agreed by all the members of the Six-Party Talks. Chapter 4 conducts an analysis of Pyongyang’s policy towards Washington
        from the aftermath of the agreement to the end of the Bush presidency, a period marked by North Korea
        conducting its first nuclear test. Chapter 5 focuses on the
        policy of North Korea towards the USA from the start of the Obama presidency, the first time in history when a
        US president has been confronted by a nuclear North Korea from the start of his term of office, to the death of
        Kim Jong Il. Chapter 6 analyses North Korean policy towards the
        USA from the moment when Kim Jong Un took power to the end of the Obama administration. Chapter 7 covers Pyongyang’s policy towards Washington during the Trump
        administration, from the moment the new president took office to the aftermath of his second summit with Kim
        Jong Un. Finally, Chapter 8 draws conclusions on Pyongyang’s
        learning regarding its relationship with Washington, building on the analysis of Chapters 2 to 7.
      

    


    
      

      
        1 Checkel (2001: 561) notes that rationalists portray
        learning ‘in strictly individualist terms’, while constructivists ‘have fallen into this individualist trap’.
        Knopf (2003) mentions that the focus on the individual level of analysis is a reflection of Levy’s 1994
        influential article, in which he called for learning on research to focus on how individuals draw lessons from
        experience.
      


      
        2 An admonition is necessary here. The term
        ‘organizational’ learning has been widely used in IR literature to refer to learning by organizations
        understood as separate, legally differentiated institutions (e.g. the US Department of State) represented by
        certain individuals (e.g. the Secretary of State). This literature draws on the work on bureaucratic politics
        initiated by Graham Allison and Morten Halperin in the 1970s. As such, ‘organizational’ learning is used as a
        substitute for ‘bureaucratic’ learning. Works that use this approach do not consider states to be cohesive
        units but rather reflect upon how states can still learn in spite of inter-bureaucratic quagmires. This is
        different from my use of organizational learning to refer to states as cohesive organizations capable of
        learning as a single unit. A list of works using organizational learning following a bureaucratic politics
        approach can be found in Reiter (1996).
      


      
        3 There is agreement among students of US foreign policy
        that US officials can be divided into two different groups, ‘hawks’ and ‘doves’. These terms were first
        juxtaposed during the Cuban Missile crisis to distinguish between officials with a realpolitik view of the
        international system, the ‘hawks’, and officials with a pragmatic approach based on a
        problem-solving line, the ‘doves’ (Leng 2000). Snyder and Diesing (1977) added ‘middle-liner’ to create a
        threefold categorization of US officials. However, real middle-liners are rare. Most officials will possess
        hawkish or dovish tendencies and therefore can be categorized as one of the two. This facilitates analytical
        clarity as officials are seldom ‘model’ hawks or doves.
      

    

  


  
    
      2 North Korea and the Clinton administration

    

    
       
    


    
      North Korea and the USA during the Cold War


      
        Relations between North Korea and the USA got off to the worst possible start. In June 1950, less than two
        years after being officially founded, North Korea invaded South Korea. Within two weeks of the invasion, US and
        North Korean forces were engaged in the first of several battles that took place during the Korean War. The
        armistice of July 1953 put an end to direct military clashes between both countries.1 However, the armistice did not bring an official halt to the war. Today,
        North Korea and the US remain technically at war, since no peace agreement has ever been signed.
      


      
        The enmity engendered by the Korean War and the inconclusive end to the conflict, together with the realities
        of the Cold War, had a negative effect on relations between Pyongyang and the USA during the subsequent two
        decades. Kim Il Sung had been a division commander for the Korean communists fighting Japan in North-East China
        during the Korean independence war (Kim, Samuel S. 2006: 49). Hence, when he became the paramount leader of the
        newly proclaimed North Korea he was inclined to align with China and the Soviet Union in order to balance
        external threats. This close relationship was further strengthened during the Korean War. It was the
        intervention of the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army (CPVA), sent by the Chinese government, which saved North
        Korea from defeat at the hands of US-led UN forces and the South Korean military (Hoare and Pares 1999: 93–4).
        Soviet support, while smaller, was also important for North Korea. The Soviet Union provided weapons for the
        Korean People’s Army (KPA) and the CPVA, trained the former, and also provided some air cover (Stueck 1995:
        31).
      


      
        Given that Chinese and Soviet support was the main reason why North Korea was not annihilated, once the war was
        over Pyongyang logically balanced the threat of a US–South Korean attack through alignment with Beijing and
        Moscow. North Korea signed mutual defence treaties with both countries in July 1961. Although the treaty with
        the Soviet Union could be abrogated unilaterally by one of the two parties, the treaty with China established
        that the express consent of both Beijing and Pyongyang would be required in order to terminate the treaty
        (ibid.: 144–6). This made Sino-North Korean alignment legally binding. Furthermore, even though North Korea
        played the Sino-Soviet rivalry to obtain economic and military help from
        both, the Kim Il Sung government never took this game to the extent of being at risk of losing the military
        support of either. North Korea was therefore a member of the communist camp in the years following the Korean
        War, which made good relations with the USA impossible at the height of the Cold War.
      


      
        North Korean brinkmanship in the early stages of the Cold War


        
          Alignment with China and the Soviet Union provided North Korea with a strong deterrence to a possible attack
          from the USA and South Korea. In any case, relations seemed to be better with China than with the Soviet
          Union during most of the Cold War. China regarded North Korea as a buffer state against external threat. The
          oft-cited metaphor of ‘lips and teeth’ encapsulated the closeness between both countries. For China, a
          unified Korea had been part of a Sino-centric world throughout history, a weak power offering allegiance and
          in need of protection, in an elder to younger sibling Confucian-style relationship (Samuel S. Kim 2006).
          Hence, during Japan’s 1910–45 colonial rule over Korea the Communist Party of China (CPC) supported Korean
          rebels in North-East China.
        


        
          Afterwards, China was the only country to support North Korean troops with its own army during the Korean
          War. This was not an unselfish gesture. A weakened CPC, which just one year previously had expelled the
          Chinese nationalist forces it had been fighting to Taiwan, only intervened in the Korean War from October
          1950 when the UN troops had almost reached the Chinese border. China had assumed that the Soviet Union would
          send troops to assist North Korea, but as Moscow refrained from doing so Beijing was obliged to intervene
          (Hoare and Pares 1999: 93–4). China’s success in forcing UN forces to retreat without Soviet help made
          Beijing realize two things. First, Moscow was not ready to support Pyongyang with its own troops in case of
          military conflict, so Beijing would need to fend for itself if it wanted to avoid the presence of US troops
          along the Yalu/Amnok River that separates China from the Korean Peninsula. Second, Chinese troops were at
          least capable of repelling an attack by US troops if needed. Therefore, helping North Korea to balance the
          USA was both necessary and possible. Such thinking has defined the Sino-North Korean relationship until
          recently, providing Pyongyang with a useful ally to balance the USA.
        


        
          In any case, during the 1960s North Korea was not satisfied with preventing a possible US–South Korea attack.
          Pyongyang sought reunification of the Korean Peninsula under a communist regime, by force if necessary. In
          addition, the Kim Il Sung government wanted US troops, who were stationed in South Korea following the Korean
          War, to leave the country. Balancing the US–South Korea alliance with the help of China and the Soviet Union
          was not sufficient to achieve these goals. As a result, during the 1960s North Korea used brinkmanship
          against the USA on two occasions.
        


        
          The first instance of North Korean brinkmanship took place on 23 January 1968, two days after a North Korean
          commando, trying to attack the Blue House, had been intercepted.2 North Korea retaliated by seizing the USS Pueblo, a US spy
          vessel, in international waters (Lerner 2002; Mobley 2003). The Americans thought that the two incidents were
          intended to split South Korea and the USA, achieve unification on North Korean terms, halt the economic
          development of South Korea, encourage South Korean revolutionaries, and weaken the position of the USA in the
          Vietnam War (Lee 2006: 57). The threat of a new conflict was real. Washington even diverted resources from
          Vietnam to prepare for a full-scale military conflict. The USA was also confronted by a South Korean
          government demanding US retaliation for the Blue House and USS Pueblo provocations (Mobley 2003:
          73–6).
        


        
          During the eleven-month standoff following the seizure of the USS Pueblo, the Lyndon B. Johnson
          administration contemplated several options. Diplomacy remained Washington’s tool of choice to avert a
          full-blown conflict. Over the coming months, North Korean and US negotiators met twenty-nine times in total
          (Mobley 2003: 73–6). When it appeared that diplomacy was not working, Washington also put pressure on
          Pyongyang by floating the idea of seizing two North Korea-bound fish-processing ships then under construction
          in the Netherlands. The seizure would have been a blow for the Kim Il Sung regime, given that it sought
          economic self-reliance (ibid.: 86–7). North Korea acquiesced to US diplomacy and thus war was avoided. In
          December 1968, Pyongyang freed the eighty-two crewmembers that it had captured in return for Washington’s
          apology for the incident. The USS Pueblo was never returned (ibid.: 88–9).
        


        
          The second incident involving brinkmanship took place in April 1969, when two North Korean aircraft shot down
          a US reconnaissance plane less than two months after Richard Nixon’s inauguration. The plane was unarmed and
          located well beyond North Korean airspace. All thirty-one crew members died (Lee 2006: 65; Mobley 2003:
          106–9). The reasons for the attack were unclear, but appeared to be related to North Korean domestic
          politics. A new group of generals had apparently seized control of the military forces and intended to
          demonstrate the readiness of North Korea’s military, both to uphold the country’s domestic position and to
          disrupt the alliance between the USA and South Korea. In addition, the attack reinforced the position of Kim
          Il Sung (Mobley 2003: 103–4).
        


        
          The USA responded to the second instance of brinkmanship promptly with a limited military build-up. However,
          retaliation was rapidly dismissed by the Nixon administration, which was unwilling to get involved in a new
          military conflict. Nevertheless, Washington decided that retaliation would take place if North Korea
          committed a second provocation, hence the military build-up (ibid.: 116–21). Diplomacy was not an option this
          time. Unlike the USS Pueblo crisis, there were no US hostages that North Korea could use as a
          bargaining tool. Therefore, the USA merely denounced the attack as an act of aggression (ibid.: 131–2). In
          contrast to the previous crisis, the attack did not affect relations between South Korea and the USA. The
          South Korean government restrained itself from demanding US retaliation, and Seoul actually publicly
          supported Washington’s course of action (ibid.: 132–3). This time, however, Pyongyang obtained more
          satisfactory results than a mere apology. The newly inaugurated Nixon
          administration took the decision to reduce the frequency of espionage flights to North Korea. In addition,
          those flights began to be routed further away from North Korea’s territory (ibid.: 139).
        


        
          These instances of brinkmanship taught North Korea two lessons. First, Pyongyang was able to extract
          concessions from Washington after having initiated hostile actions without any obvious previous provocation
          from the USA or South Korea. These concessions were only symbolic in the case of the USS Pueblo
          incident, but they had a material impact following the April 1969 attack. As will be shown later in this
          book, North Korea has made use of unprovoked brinkmanship on several occasions throughout the 1990s and
          2000s. Results have been mixed, but no instance of brinkmanship has had a significant negative impact on
          North Korea. More importantly, military force has never been used by Washington in response to Pyongyang’s
          brinkmanship, thus making the use of this tactic relatively cost-effective for North Korea.
        


        
          Second, North Korean leaders learnt that brinkmanship was a good way of bringing the USA to the negotiating
          table in order to hold bilateral discussions. As stated above, Pyongyang and Washington held twenty-nine
          rounds of negotiations during the USS Pueblo crisis. This was the first time that the two countries
          had engaged in a sustained diplomatic exchange concerning an issue that was neither related to the Korean War
          nor the demilitarized zone separating North and South Korea. This book will examine the way in which North
          Korea has used brinkmanship to bring the USA to the negotiating table throughout the 1990s and 2000s.
          Negotiations have ostensibly focused on putting an end to a particular act of brinkmanship on the part of
          North Korea. However, these negotiations have allowed Pyongyang to discuss the eventual establishment of
          diplomatic relations.
        

      

      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal


        
          As explained in Chapter 1, commitment to a particular goal is
          essential for weak powers engaged in a bargaining process with a great power. Only through clear commitment
          will weak powers be able to achieve a positive outcome from a negotiation process with a stronger opponent.
          Normally, great powers have to juggle different and even competing goals when dealing with weaker opponents.
          This is due to their broader interests, which tend to be related to the international system as a whole
          rather than to a particular conflict. In contrast, weaker powers can concentrate on narrower goals.
          Therefore, commitment to one of these goals is a potent tool for weaker powers when confronting powerful
          opponents that are more willing to sacrifice a particular goal in order to preserve broader interests.
        


        
          North Korea began to seek normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations during the 1970s. On 25 March 1974
          the Fifth (North Korean) Supreme’s People Assembly wrote to the US Congress and requested the normalization
          of diplomatic relations between both countries (Michishita 2010: 69). Given the Assembly’s rubber stamp role,
          we can assume that this letter was a result of a change in policy by the Kim Il Sung government. In fact, the
          shift in attitude by the North Korean regime, which until then had not
          expressed any desire to engage in bilateral relations with the USA, seemed logical in the aftermath of
          Nixon’s February 1972 visit to China. This visit was the first step towards the normalization of relations
          between Washington and Beijing. Hence, the first official instance of North Korea seeking the establishment
          of diplomatic relations with the USA took place in the context of Sino-US detente.
        


        
          North Korea maintained its position consistently throughout the presidencies of Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford,
          Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan and George Bush. Most notably, on 9 September 1978 Kim Il Sung publicly proposed
          bilateral contacts with the USA during an address to mark the 30th anniversary of the founding of North Korea
          (Korea and World Affairs 1985a: 153). This proposal was reiterated in subsequent years by North Korea,
          both officially and through third parties. To that effect, in 1992 Kim Il Sung stated in an interview with
          the Washington Times that he wanted a US embassy to be established in North Korea ‘as soon as
          possible’ (Merrill 1993: 51). In fact, even when North Korea proposed three-party contacts that would also
          include South Korea, bilateral talks between Washington and Pyongyang were given priority (Korea and World
          Affairs 1985b: 189–90).
        


        
          In contrast to this consistency, the USA announced or implemented a number of different approaches to its
          relations with North Korea during this period. Certainly, relations with Pyongyang could not be considered a
          top foreign policy priority for Washington between 1974 and the end of the Cold War. The long-standing
          confrontation with the Soviet Union, the 1972–9 process of normalization of relations with China, or the
          Iranian revolution of 1979 and its aftermath, for example, were bigger priorities on Washington’s foreign
          policy agenda. Therefore, the US position ranged from recognition of South Korea by the Soviet Union and
          China as a precondition for US recognition of North Korea, to a three-party, four-party, or even six-party
          process including China, Japan, the Soviet Union, the USA, and the two Koreas (Korea and World Affairs
          1985a). This process would have taken place instead of bilateral talks between Washington and Pyongyang,
          which were consistently rejected by successive US administrations until the late 1980s.
        


        
          The rejection of talks with North Korea was reconsidered towards the end of the Reagan administration, when
          the USA changed its stance regarding bilateral contacts. Initially, US diplomats were allowed to engage with
          North Korean colleagues during social occasions from March 1987 onwards (Korea and World Affairs 1987:
          173). Thereafter, mutual unofficial exchanges were encouraged and, most importantly, substantive diplomatic
          contacts were also promoted from October 1988 onwards (Korea and World Affairs 1988). Thus, meetings
          between US and North Korean diplomats in Beijing took place from 1989 (Rhee 1991: 76). More relevantly, on 22
          January 1991, Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs Arnold Kanter met Korean Workers’ Party Secretary
          for International Affairs Kim Yong-sun in New York, at the US Mission to the UN. This was the most senior
          US–North Korea meeting hitherto (Lee 2006: 135). However, the USA did not consider these contacts a step
          towards normalization of relations. On the contrary, it was assumed that North Korea would collapse in the same way as communist regimes almost everywhere else (Samuel S. Kim 2006:
          244). James Baker (1995: 595–6), Secretary of State during the George Bush administration, recalled that the
          USA began to put diplomatic pressure on North Korea in a bid to enlist the support of China and the Soviet
          Union to bring a halt to Pyongyang’s suspected nuclear activities. In addition, Baker purported that the
          rapid defeat of Iraqi President Saddam Hussein’s forces in the 1991 Gulf War also sent a message to North
          Korea (ibid.: 596).
        


        
          The use of force to deal with Pyongyang was considered as a real option by the George Bush administration, as
          it would be during the early Clinton years and again during the first term of the George W. Bush presidency.
          Washington’s policy towards North Korea during the Cold War therefore fluctuated, without a clear goal. In
          contrast, Pyongyang’s commitment to normalization of relations did not abate in the years preceding the
          Clinton administration.
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve normalization


        
          From brinkmanship to attempted alignment


          
            Throughout the 1970s North Korea continued to use brinkmanship, the tactic that had allowed the Kim Il Sung
            government to deal directly with US officials. North Korea conducted a campaign of provocations around five
            strategically important islands in the Yellow Sea between October 1973 and March 1976 (Michishita 2010).
            These islands lie much closer to North Korea than to its southern neighbour, but they remain under the
            military control of a UN Command, following the July 1953 armistice (ibid.: 52). Dissolution of the Command
            was under discussion following the withdrawal of US forces from Vietnam in 1973. North Korea believed that
            by showing the instability of the Northern Limit Line located just north of the five islands, the USA would
            take the decision to dismantle the Command. Pyongyang also sought to split South Korea and the USA.
            However, North Korea abandoned brinkmanship after Washington made it clear that the Command would not be
            closed (ibid.).
          


          
            Following North Vietnam’s victory in the Vietnam War, Kim Il Sung made a proposal to China’s Chairman Mao
            Zedong that they should launch a joint attack in order to expel US forces from South Korea and Taiwan.
            However, once the Sino-US normalization process had taken off in 1972 Beijing had made it clear that it
            would not be deflected from its purpose in order to support Pyongyang, and it rejected the proposal (Lee
            2006: 78–9). Nevertheless, China became a more important source of economic support for North Korea than
            the Soviet Union throughout the 1980s (Hoare and Pares 1999: 174–6). This shows that Beijing viewed
            alignment with North Korea with pragmatism.
          


          
            In spite of establishing diplomatic relations with Washington, Beijing still supported Pyongyang, both to
            weaken the influence of the Soviet Union in the communist camp and as a useful buffer state. For its part,
            the Kim Il Sung government recognized that China’s support had its limits. Together with its stated goal of
            normalizing diplomatic relations with Washington, this made North Korea change its choice of tactics to
            deal with the USA. Pyongyang decided to refrain from brinkmanship to directly challenge Washington.
          


          
            This change was manifested in North Korea’s reaction to the axe murder
            incident of August 1976, which would end up being the last instance of North Korean brinkmanship directed
            at the USA during the Cold War. North Korean soldiers killed two US servicemen and wounded several more,
            following the UN Command’s decision to trim a tree in the neutral Joint Security Area that was obstructing
            the observation of North Korean activities (Lee 2006: 80). The USA reacted by mobilizing its forces inside
            South Korea and by dispatching aircraft and a carrier to the Korean Peninsula. The Ford administration
            debated whether to take military action, with South Korea pressing for an attack on North Korea. However,
            Kim Il Sung expressed his ‘regret’ over the incident, which the Ford administration, wary of a second
            Korean War, decided to accept in order to put an end to the crisis (ibid.). In contrast to previous
            instances of brinkmanship directed at the USA in the 1960s, North Korea was quick to accept a diplomatic
            loss in order not to antagonize the USA further, thus paving the way for an improvement in relations.
          

        
      

      
        Make use of international regimes?


        
          Undoubtedly, Cold War tensions and hostilities had prevented Pyongyang and Washington from establishing a
          regime to manage bilateral relations or to join an existing one. North Korea, for example, would not join the
          UN until 1991. Nevertheless, in December 1985 Pyongyang acceded to the NPT in exchange for a pledge by the
          Soviet Union to provide four light water reactors for the generation of nuclear energy (IISS 2004: 5). This
          was a very significant step forward by a government that until then had not been very active in global
          regimes. Nevertheless, Pyongyang refused to accept IAEA inspections until Washington announced the withdrawal
          of its nuclear weapons from South Korea, which only happened in September 1991 (Weisman 1992). This decision
          to join an international regime but not to comply with all its obligations until the USA made some
          concessions was replicated by North Korea during the Clinton and Bush presidencies, as the book will
          highlight later.
        


        
          Following Washington’s announcement to withdraw its nuclear weapons from South Korea, Pyongyang and Seoul
          signed the Joint Declaration on the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula in January 1992.3 The document entered into force one month later, in February. Under the
          declaration, North and South Korea agreed not to ‘test, manufacture, produce, receive, possess, store, deploy
          or use nuclear weapons’ and not to ‘possess nuclear reprocessing and uranium enrichment facilities’. Shortly
          afterwards, in April 1992, North Korea ratified a safeguards agreement with the IAEA. Under the agreement
          Pyongyang agreed to a comprehensive inspection regime of its nuclear facilities (IAEA 1992).
        


        
          The January 1992 Joint Declaration and the April 1992 safeguards agreement served to shape an incipient North
          Korea-centred international regime. This regime was not very detailed, but it instituted a goal that would
          serve as a cornerstone of later regimes: the expectation of the eventual denuclearization of the Korean
          Peninsula. South Korea had become nuclear weapons-free after the USA had
          withdrawn its nuclear arsenal from the country. Hence, denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula became
          tantamount to a nuclear weapons-free North Korea. This expectation became one of the key elements of the
          international regimes later developed during the Clinton and Bush administrations. There was no actual
          international regime to manage North Korea–US relations until the Clinton administration, a tactic that weak
          powers tend to use when bargaining with great powers. However, the creation of a North Korean-centred regime
          that includes the USA has been one of Pyongyang’s goals since the early 1990s. Offering to give up its
          nuclear weapons programme in return for eventual normalization of relations with the USA has been an
          important cornerstone of these proposed regimes.
        


        
          The change in North Korean behaviour resulted in an improvement of relations with the USA. As stated above,
          the Reagan and George Bush administrations accepted diplomatic exchanges between US and North Korean
          officials. Certainly, this was done in the context of improving relations between the USA and the Soviet
          Union and the eventual collapse of the latter. Furthermore, it appears that there was an expectation among US
          officials that North Korea would collapse in a similar manner to other communist regimes around the world.
          However, such exchanges would probably not have been possible had North Korea not refrained from brinkmanship
          directed at the USA and instead decided to engage in international regimes.
        


        
          As will be discussed below, North Korea seemed to have learnt not to engage in brinkmanship but rather to use
          international regimes until the beginning of the Obama administration. Hence, Pyongyang did not proactively
          engage in brinkmanship during the Clinton and Bush presidencies. Instead, North Korea only used brinkmanship
          as a reaction to alleged pressure exerted by the USA or the IAEA during the 1990s and 2000s. As a result,
          brinkmanship during the Clinton and Bush eras ceased as soon as Pyongyang and Washington reached some
          agreement.
        

      
    


    
      The inauguration of the Clinton administration and the first nuclear crisis, January
      1993–October 1994


      
        The Clinton presidency began in January 1993. The Soviet Union had ceased to exist just over a year previously,
        in December 1991. The Warsaw Pact had also disappeared, along with communist regimes in Africa and Central and
        Eastern Europe. In most cases, the main factor behind the removal of communist governments was domestic
        pressure. Nevertheless, the situation in East Asia was different. Single-party communist governments survived
        in China, Laos, North Korea and Vietnam without major challenges. Therefore, the collapse of the Soviet Union
        had limited political implications for these countries. However, the fall of communism elsewhere informed US
        policy towards communist regimes in East Asia during the early years of the Clinton presidency. The USA adopted
        a wait-and-see approach, deciding against military intervention in the hope that domestic revolutions would end
        communist rule in East Asia. North Korea would be no exception.
      


      
        As will be discussed, Pyongyang used, or threatened to use, brinkmanship as a
        bargaining tactic to obtain concessions from Washington. The March 1993 threat to withdraw from the NPT brought
        the Clinton administration to the negotiating table. Official withdrawal from the IAEA in June 1994 brought
        former US president Jimmy Carter to Pyongyang and the Clinton administration once again to the negotiating
        table.4 Brinkmanship – especially nuclear brinkmanship – would
        become a powerful bargaining tool for North Korea to initiate talks with the USA. Meanwhile, alignment with
        another great power to balance the USA, or the use of a suitable international regime, was not possible in the
        view of North Korean officials. Brinkmanship seemed to be the only available tool in a post-Cold War
        international system characterized by US hegemony and the alleged victory of liberal values over communism.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal


        
          North Korea’s adherence to the objective of normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations did not weaken
          during the first nuclear crisis from October 1993, in spite of its reliance on brinkmanship to deal with the
          USA. Less than one month after the beginning of the crisis, the North Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs
          called for bilateral negotiations with the USA to solve the crisis (Korea and World Affairs 1993b).
          Shortly afterwards, Pyongyang stated that the talks should concentrate on other matters as well (Korea and
          World Affairs 1993a), presumably including normalization of relations with the USA. These demands would
          continue during the US–North Korea bilateral talks established with the purpose of solving the nuclear
          crisis, which included three rounds of direct bilateral talks between US and North Korean officials (Korea
          and World Affairs 1994b, 1994c). From North Korea’s point of view, the talks were not only about the
          nuclear issue.
        


        
          This was made clear during the first round of bilateral negotiations to solve the crisis. These began in New
          York, shortly before the three-month waiting period for completion of North Korea’s withdrawal from the NPT
          was due to expire. First, Yong-ho, a member of North Korea’s delegation to the talks, informally asked Ken
          Quinones, a US delegate, whether the USA would be willing to issue a joint statement. This would symbolize US
          recognition of North Korea as an equal partner, a significant diplomatic breakthrough for Pyongyang (Wit
          et al. 2004: 57). A joint statement was finally issued on 11 June 1993, one day before North Korea’s
          withdrawal from the NPT was due to come into effect, thus fulfilling Pyongyang’s wishes. During that month,
          North Korea and the USA reached an agreement to repatriate the remains of US soldiers killed during the
          Korean War, which was hailed by Pyongyang as another step towards normalization (ibid.: 70).
        


        
          North Korea’s commitment to the establishment of diplomatic relations with the USA continued unabated between
          the second round of talks, held in Geneva, in July 1993, and the third round, which took place in two stages
          in July–October 1994 in the same city. During interim meetings between lower-ranked officials, Pyongyang constantly reiterated that the normalization of relations had to be part of
          any agreement to solve the crisis (Wit et al. 2004). Even Kim Il Sung, during a bilateral meeting with
          US Congressman Gary Ackerman, chairman of the Subcommittee on East Asia and Pacific Affairs, requested
          bilateral talks with the USA (ibid.: 95).
        


        
          The change of leadership in Pyongyang in July 1994 emphasized that the normalization of bilateral diplomatic
          relations was a goal that went beyond the wishes of Kim Il Sung. Following the decease of his father, Kim
          Jong Il became the paramount leader of North Korea. This did not change Pyongyang’s insistence on making
          Washington agree to start a process towards the eventual normalization of diplomatic relations (Wit et
          al. 2004). An agreed statement released on 12 August stated that the USA and North Korea were ‘prepared
          to establish diplomatic representation in each other’s capitals … as a move towards full normalization of
          political and economic relations’, the first time that Washington had agreed to such a step.5
        


        
          In this respect, the Agreed Framework released in October satisfied Pyongyang’s aspirations by including
          specific mention of the normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations.6 In fact, the Agreed Framework was not celebrated in Pyongyang because it solved the
          nuclear crisis. Rather, it was welcomed because the USA pledged two light water reactors to North Korea, an
          implicit recognition of Pyongyang’s sovereignty, and, most importantly, a pledge to initiate a diplomatic
          normalization process (Kim Sung Chull 2006: 245–6). The Kim Jong Il government would later refer to this
          commitment during the Bush years.
        


        
          In contrast, the position of the USA shifted several times during the first nuclear crisis, as had been the
          case during the Reagan and George Bush administrations. The USA was only interested in solving the nuclear
          issue once the crisis started. Furthermore, Washington emphasized the need for engagement between North and
          South Korea as a pre-condition for US and North Korean officials to hold high-level talks on a regular basis
          (Lee 2006: 167). This implied that relations between North Korea and the USA were contingent upon an
          improvement in relations between the two Koreas. However, Clinton (2004: 591) later emphasized that he was
          ready to risk war if necessary to prevent North Korea from developing a nuclear arsenal.
        


        
          The logic behind these US demands seemed clear. Fighting against the proliferation of nuclear and other WMD
          had become a priority for the USA once the threat of inter-state war had significantly diminished due to the
          disintegration of the Soviet Union. Engaging North Korea to prevent proliferation made sense. At the same
          time, Washington did not want to be perceived as abandoning South Korea, a close ally throughout the Cold War
          and a country that had recently democratized. The Clinton administration had to show a willingness to prevent
          proliferation along with robustness in the defence of its allies.
        


        
          Nevertheless, US officials did eventually meet with their North Korean counterparts even when talks between
          both Koreas were not taking place, thus showing a softening of its position by the Clinton administration
          (Wit et al. 2004). Divisions between the approaches of the US and South Korean governments to the nuclear crisis and to relations with North Korea emerged during this
          period (ibid.). Divisions during crises were not new. During previous crises, South Korea had been more
          willing to launch an attack on North Korea than had the USA. This crisis was no exception. Washington’s
          preference for a diplomatic solution resulted in its decision to engage Pyongyang in bilateral talks,
          disregarding calls for a more confrontational approach.
        


        
          When the USA signed the Agreed Framework there was explicit mention of full normalization of relations
          without preconditions. This was in spite of a public statement made by Secretary of State Warren Christopher,
          just over a month before the signing of the Agreed Framework, in which he stated that a resolution of the
          nuclear issue and an improvement in inter-Korean relations were necessary prerequisites for improved US–North
          Korea relations (Korea and World Affairs 1994a). In fact, agreeing to initiate talks about a
          diplomatic normalization process was one of the inducements discussed by Clinton administration officials to
          rein in Pyongyang’s nuclear programme. Some officials regarded this as an encouragement to control North
          Korea’s nuclear ambitions, but others believed that it amounted to a reward for bad behaviour (Wit et
          al. 2004). Bureaucratic differences made Washington’s position unclear, and affected US policy during the
          remaining years of the Clinton presidency, albeit not to the extent that hawk–dove divisions did during the
          Bush era.
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve normalization


        
          Brinkmanship as the tactic of choice


          
            Pyongyang presented the Clinton administration with its first serious foreign policy challenge. On 12 March
            1993, North Korea announced that it would withdraw from the NPT, following the required three-month waiting
            period, owing to IAEA requests to conduct special inspections of its nuclear facilities at any time and in
            any place (KCNA 2003b; Samuel S. Kim 2006: 244). These requests were perceived as outside pressure
            by North Korean officials, hence making Pyongyang’s brinkmanship reactive in nature. The announcement
            kick-started the first North Korean nuclear crisis. Only two months later, on 29–30 May, North Korea
            successfully launched four Nodong-1 missiles, a few days before a first round of crisis talks between
            Pyongyang and Washington were due to take place (Merrill 1993: 11). These were the first instances of North
            Korean brinkmanship directed at the USA since 1976.
          


          
            The threat of further brinkmanship became Pyongyang’s tactic of choice during negotiations to put an end to
            the nuclear crisis, which ceased only when North Korea and the US signed the Agreed Framework in October
            1994. According to US officials involved in the talks, their North Korean counterparts took an
            all-or-nothing approach. They emphasized that the imposition of economic sanctions would be considered an
            act of war. They also threatened to abandon the talks initiated to deal with the crisis. Even though
            threats of brinkmanship were less effective when made during face-to-face negotiations, they did have an
            impact when there were no direct negotiations and a larger number of
            people were aware of them (Snyder 1999: 76–7). North Korean officials even resorted to indirect
            brinkmanship during the crisis. Most famously, Park Yong-soo, Pyongyang’s representative at North–South
            working-level meetings, threatened in March 1994 to transform Seoul into ‘a sea of fire’ in the case of war
            (Wit et al. 2004: 149).
          


          
            These instances and threats of brinkmanship would be usurped by Pyongyang’s official withdrawal from the
            IAEA on 13 June 1994. This marked the most serious act of brinkmanship by North Korea during the crisis
            (Wit et al. 2004). Withdrawal from the IAEA effectively meant that Pyongyang was no longer part of
            any international organization monitoring the use of nuclear energy. This was a serious threat to the
            Clinton administration, which had made the fight against the proliferation of nuclear weapons and other WMD
            one of the cornerstones of its foreign policy (Lee 2006: 160). Washington’s commitment to this fight has
            been exploited by North Korea on several occasions since the advent of the first nuclear crisis, suggesting
            simple learning from Pyongyang.
          

        
      

      
        The impossibility of alignment


        
          From the end of the Cold War onwards there was a progressive weakening of the ‘lips and teeth’ relationship
          between North Korea and China. The collapse of the Soviet Union made the North Korean government dependent on
          Chinese economic transfers to feed its own population. Furthermore, during the early 1990s China was the only
          remaining powerful communist country in the world. This gave Beijing a greater degree of leverage in its
          relationship with Pyongyang but did not strengthen bilateral relations between them. In fact, China’s
          behaviour towards North Korea has become more business-like during the past three decades, as will be
          discussed in the following chapters.
        


        
          Pyongyang first felt betrayed by Beijing when China decided not to veto South Korea’s bid to become a member
          of the UN. Both Seoul and Pyongyang joined in September 1991. However, Pyongyang would have preferred neither
          of them to become members of the UN, since this implied recognition of the existence of two separate
          countries. North Korea lobbied China for Beijing to veto South Korea’s membership bid, but Beijing decided
          otherwise (Chung 2007).
        


        
          In addition, China initiated a rapprochement process with South Korea, culminating in normalization of
          bilateral relations in August 1992. This was perceived as an act of betrayal by the North Korean government
          (Chung 2007). As an example of the tensions between Pyongyang and Beijing, North Korean gunboats fired shots
          at Chinese boats, killing several fishermen (Kristof 1993). Concurrently, the collapse of the Soviet Union
          had a profound impact on North Korea. The loss of Soviet economic support in 1991 was a major blow for the
          North Korean economy, which lost over half of its two-way trade and energy supplies, causing agricultural
          output to plummet (Noland 2004: 6). More importantly from a foreign policy perspective, Pyongyang lost a
          major ally as well as the possibility of playing Moscow against Beijing. Russia only began to become an
          active player in North-East Asian politics during the early 2000s, under the presidency of Vladimir Putin.
          Thus, North Korea was not able to balance the USA with the help of Russia
          during the first nuclear crisis, nor could it tempt Beijing to become more involved in the crisis by leaning
          towards Moscow.
        


        
          With regard to China, Beijing opposed a military attack by North Korea on South Korea, but could still see
          the advantages of maintaining a buffer state supported via economic aid (Samuel S. Kim 2006). Thus, even
          though China refrained from openly siding with North Korea during the first nuclear crisis, Beijing
          nonetheless helped Pyongyang to contain Washington by opposing UN sanctions (New York Times 1993).
          China’s possible veto of any resolution that imposed sanctions on North Korea was one of the main reasons why
          the USA decided to soften its position and engage in diplomacy (Wit et al. 2004: 31). China’s
          behaviour therefore had an impact on the outcome of the crisis, if only indirectly.
        


        
          Nevertheless, Beijing concurrently indicated to Pyongyang that the close alliance of the communist era had
          ceased to exist. To begin with, China stated that the 1961 defence treaty would not apply if North Korea
          decided to attack South Korea (Samuel S. Kim 2006: 72). In addition, in January 1993 China stopped
          subsidizing exports to North Korea and began to demand hard currency to pay for them (Kristof 1992). Finally,
          even though Beijing still protected Pyongyang from UN sanctions, it did not oppose punishment from the IAEA
          after North Korea announced that it would withdraw from the NPT (New York Times 1994). This shift in
          behaviour was noted by the Clinton administration (Wit et al. 2004). Most notably, at the height of
          North Korea’s brinkmanship, in June 1994, China even hinted that it would not veto UN sanctions on North
          Korea (Lee 2006: 172). In short, China drew a clear line, indicating that hard balancing of the USA was not
          an option and that soft balancing in the form of a diplomatic alliance also was impossible.
        


        
          North Korea understood the message coming from China, and acted accordingly. Following the signing of the
          October 1994 Agreed Framework, Pyongyang announced that North Korea did not need to balance the USA with
          China’s help in the post-Cold War international system. According to North Korea’s official media, Pyongyang
          had been able to reach an agreement that offered the promise of normalized diplomatic relations with
          Washington and much-needed energy aid without Chinese assistance (Samuel S. Kim 2006: 264). The celebratory
          and even defiant tone of North Korea’s official media suggested confidence in the country’s ability to act
          independently.
        

      

      
        Qualms about international regimes


        
          Using international regimes in which differences in power are minimized thanks to legal equality is a tactic
          used by most weak powers when bargaining with great powers, according to the majority of scholars who have
          studied the behaviour of weak powers. Nevertheless, North Korea did not use this tactic when bargaining with
          the USA during the first nuclear crisis. Quite the opposite: Pyongyang threatened to abandon the NPT,
          actually left the IAEA, and did not try to seek support for its position in the UN. Even though North Korea’s
          decision to shun these international regimes might seem counterproductive, there are several reasons why
          Pyongyang took this decision.
        


        
          First, North Korean officials had been suspicious of these regimes from the
          onset. Pyongyang only joined the IAEA in 1974, seventeen years after it was created in 1957. It acceded to
          the NPT in 1985, also seventeen years after it came into force in 1968. Even though North Korea was a member
          of the IAEA and a party to the NPT, the country did not agree to inspections of its nuclear facilities until
          April 1992. When the IAEA demanded verification of plutonium production prior to 1992, Pyongyang refused to
          cooperate (IISS 2004). This situation eventually led to the first North Korean nuclear crisis. Thus, North
          Korean suspicions about the IAEA and the NPT both preceded and were a cause of the crisis itself.
        


        
          From a North Korean perspective, refusal to comply with IAEA and NPT requirements was understandable.
          Pyongyang’s nuclear programme dates back to the 1950s. Thanks to the help of the Soviet Union, North Korea
          eventually was able to develop an indigenous plutonium production programme (IISS 2004). This programme has
          ultimately allowed Pyongyang to conduct six nuclear tests (see Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7). Therefore, North Korean officials would
          not have wanted to comply with a regime specifically designed to prevent new countries becoming nuclear
          powers. Participation in this regime undermined Pyongyang’s nuclear programme.
        


        
          Furthermore, brinkmanship worked well for North Korea. This tactic had already proved useful during the Cold
          War, allowing Pyongyang to engage in bilateral talks with Washington, if only on very specific issues. As
          learning theory predicts, organizations tend to follow routines which they have implemented as a result of
          previous experience. In the case of North Korea, the country’s only previous experience of successfully
          engaging the USA was through the use of brinkmanship. Hence, when seeking to bring Washington to the
          negotiating table again, the Kim Il Sung government resorted to the actions that it had already learnt.
        


        
          Had brinkmanship not worked, North Korean officials might have decided to make use of the IAEA and the NPT
          regime. However, brinkmanship did work. The Clinton administration decided to initiate bilateral negotiations
          with North Korea and eventually agreed to the establishment of a bilateral normalization process. Thus, not
          only was the IAEA and NPT regime not necessary for North Korea to bargain with the USA, but non-compliance
          with it actually emerged as a tactic for Pyongyang to get closer to its goal of normalization of diplomatic
          relations with Washington. In this particular case, the weak power benefited more from challenging an
          international regime through brinkmanship than from adhering to the regime. Since brinkmanship worked, there
          was no need to use untested bargaining tactics.
        


        
          Finally, North Korean officials decided against using an international regime to bargain with the USA because
          there was none that directly helped with their aspiration of eventually normalizing relations with
          Washington. Compliance with the IAEA safeguards agreement and NPT provisions might eventually have led to
          normalization. However, the link between both was not made explicit until the signing of the Agreed
          Framework, so North Korea could not have known this during the first nuclear crisis. With regard to the UN,
          it confers formal equality on all its member states, but is not mandated to
          foster the development of diplomatic relations among them. Hence, the UN was not an appropriate institution
          in which North Korea could pursue its goal, even though eventually it would be known as the ‘New York
          channel’ through which Washington and Pyongyang could unofficially exchange messages.7
        


        
          The incipient North Korea-centred regime described above, based on the assumption that Pyongyang would
          eventually denuclearize, was too narrow during the first nuclear crisis for North Korean officials to follow.
          The regime basically asked North Korea to denuclearize without offering anything in return, since South Korea
          had already become nuclear-free. During the first nuclear crisis, Pyongyang advanced the idea that
          denuclearization should be contingent upon the normalization of relations with the USA. This is based on the
          logic that North Korea’s nuclear programme serves as a deterrent against a possible attack from the USA
          (Huntley 2009). Both countries are still technically at war, and the USA has shown that it is willing to
          remove foreign leaders through the use of force, so a nuclear deterrent makes sense for North Korea until the
          normalization of diplomatic relations is achieved. The Agreed Framework referred to both denuclearization and
          normalization, and the Kim Jong Il government pressed for them to be linked to each other while in power.
          However, this link did not exist during the first nuclear crisis.
        


        
          The first North Korean nuclear crisis therefore allowed Pyongyang to infer that brinkmanship in reaction to
          alleged outside pressure, in this case coming from the IAEA, served to initiate bilateral talks with the
          Clinton administration. Pyongyang also learnt that Washington was willing to sideline Seoul in order to reach
          an agreement. In addition, the Kim Jong Il government inferred that alignment with Beijing was not necessary
          in order to negotiate successfully with the Clinton administration. This was reflected in North Korea’s
          behaviour during the remaining years of the Clinton administration and the first years of the Bush
          administration. North Korea became used to – and adept at – dealing with the USA in a certain way. This
          behaviour became entrenched in North Korea’s cognitive and competency structures, thus informing its choice
          of bargaining tactics during the next decade.
        

      
    


    
      From the Agreed Framework to the end of the Clinton administration, October 1994–January
      2001


      
        The Agreed Framework put an end to the first nuclear crisis and redefined relations between Pyongyang and
        Washington. The 1953 armistice was signed by the USA on behalf of the UN Command, and China was a signatory as
        well. A 1993 agreement relating to the repatriation of the remains of US soldiers killed during the war had
        also been signed by the US on behalf of the UN Command (Quinones 2008). China was not a signatory on this
        occasion. In contrast, the Agreed Framework was a bilateral agreement between Washington and Pyongyang. This
        implicitly meant US recognition of North Korea as a sovereign country, a hugely symbolic victory for the newly
        installed Kim Jong Il government. The Agreed Framework made North Korea a valid dialogue partner for the USA. It also offered a clearer path towards the normalization of relations. The
        USA and Laos had restored full diplomatic relations in 1992. Washington was engaged in a rapprochement process
        with Vietnam that resulted in the establishment of diplomatic relations in 1995. Therefore, North Korea would
        not have been wrong to think that normalization was possible.
      


      
        However, the Agreed Framework did not pave the way for the establishment of diplomatic relations between
        Washington and Pyongyang. The USA was slow to implement its part of the agreement, partly because of the belief
        among Clinton administration officials that North Korea would collapse, and partly because of the Republican
        Party’s victory in the mid-term Congressional election of November 1994. Therefore, the Kim Jong Il government
        used different bargaining tactics to try to achieve its goal during the remaining years of the Clinton
        presidency. These efforts ultimately proved unsuccessful. However, they provided lessons for North Korea that
        informed its policy during the Bush and Obama administrations.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal


        
          In the years following the signing of the Agreed Framework, Pyongyang repeatedly used different channels to
          request the normalization of relations with Washington. Whether through the Korean People’s Army (Korea
          and World Affairs 1996a), the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Korea and World Affairs 1996b), or in
          official statements with the USA (Korea and World Affairs 1999), North Korea systematically delivered
          one message: Pyongyang and Washington needed to hold bilateral talks in order to normalize diplomatic
          relations. In fact, following her meeting with Kim Jong Il in October 2000 in Pyongyang, US Secretary of
          State Madeleine Albright had no doubt that normalization was the most important objective for North Korea
          (Albright 2003: 467). Therefore, North Korea retained this long-standing goal during the remainder of the
          Clinton presidency, with no changes following Kim Jong Il’s accession to power in July 1994.
        


        
          The fact that the government of Kim Jong Il followed in his father’s footsteps in demanding the normalization
          of diplomatic relations emphasizes the importance of this goal for North Korea. Considering the personalized
          nature of politics in North Korea, a country that has only known three leaders since its foundation in 1948,
          and the hierarchical structure of its political system, commitment to a particular objective ought to be
          heavily influenced by the aspirations of its leadership. Kim Il Sung had publicly expressed his commitment to
          the objective of normalization, but it was impossible to know whether his son shared this commitment. Signing
          the Agreed Framework, which explicitly referred to the establishment of diplomatic relations only three
          months after assuming power, indicated that the Kim Jong Il government was committed to this goal. Using
          different channels to publicly state this objective reaffirmed this pledge.
        


        
          Contrary to popular belief, policies in North Korea are subject to previous internal debate. It is not
          possible for outsiders to know how acceptable dissonance with a particular decision is. However, the
          decision-making procedure can be influenced by different actors (Carlin and
          Wit 2006; Lim 2009). Ultimately, though, decisions were taken by Kim Jong Il himself while he was in power
          (ibid.). Thus, the decision by the Kim Jong Il government to maintain the goal of normalizing bilateral
          relations with the USA must have been taken following previous internal debate, and sanctioned by Kim Jong
          Il. This strengthened North Korea’s commitment to its achievement, because recognition by the post-Cold War
          hegemon can be assumed to be an important goal for any weak power that decides to pursue it.
        


        
          In contrast to Pyongyang’s commitment to the normalization of bilateral relations, the Clinton administration
          shifted its position over time. US concerns about nuclear proliferation had taken precedence over other
          considerations. Thus, the USA perceived the Korean nuclear crisis in global terms, as befitting its role as
          the sole remaining superpower following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Therefore, the Agreed Framework was
          viewed in the context of counter-proliferation efforts. For the USA, the section on normalization was not as
          important as controlling North Korea’s nuclear programme (Lee 2006: 177). Furthermore, US and South Korean
          policymakers believed that North Korea would implode and relations with the country, either as part of a
          unified Korea or under a different leadership, would start anew (Wit et al. 2004: 257, 281, 314).
          Thus, the expectation in Washington was that it would not have to fulfil its part of the Agreed Framework,
          since the Kim Jong Il government was perceived to be on the verge of collapse.
        


        
          Washington therefore modified its position with regard to bilateral normalization talks following the signing
          of the Agreed Framework. Direct bilateral contacts were described as ‘absolutely unacceptable’, given
          Washington’s long-standing strategic partnership with Seoul (Korea and World Affairs 1996c). The USA
          instead proposed four-party talks involving the two Koreas and China (Korea and World Affairs 1996b;
          Lee 2006). Aware of its increasing power in the region, the USA sought to include China in the establishment
          of a peace regime in the Korean Peninsula. Nonetheless, after the December 1997–August 1999 talks proved
          unfruitful, the Clinton administration once again committed to bilateral negotiations with North Korea
          (Korea and World Affairs 1999). In fact, Washington’s engagement strategy and recently inaugurated
          South Korean President Kim Dae-jung’s ‘Sunshine Policy’ mutually reinforced each other.8
        


        
          Washington’s decision to engage in bilateral talks to discuss normalization followed the recommendations of
          the Perry Report, published in 1999.9 The Clinton
          administration made a determined and unambiguous effort to initiate bilateral talks aimed at normalizing
          diplomatic relations between the USA and North Korea. This resulted in a joint communiqué following First
          Vice-Chairman of the National Defence Commission Jo Myong-rok’s visit to The White House (Korea and World
          Affairs 2000). However, this coincided with the end of the Clinton presidency. As a result, the promised
          talks never took place. Washington’s various global commitments, such as dealing with wars in the former
          Yugoslavia, tensions in the Middle East or peacekeeping missions in different countries, meant that North
          Korea had not always been the focus of the Clinton administration’s attention. Thus, there was insufficient
          commitment to a carefully planned policy towards North Korea. As Clinton
          (2004: 938) and Albright (2003: 470) explain, when Washington considered holding a bilateral summit between
          Clinton and Kim Jong Il, problems in the Middle East prevented the meeting from taking place. As Park puts
          it, during the Clinton presidency there was an ‘asymmetry in “attention” … between North Korea and the U.S.’
          with regard to bilateral relations (Park 2000–1: 550–1).
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve normalization


        
          Attempted use of the Agreed Framework regime


          
            The years that followed the first nuclear crisis were marked by North Korea’s earliest attempt to use an
            international regime to achieve the goal of normalization. Following the crisis, two new elements served to
            shape a bilateral regime involving Pyongyang and Washington. These were the October 1994 Agreed Framework
            signed by both countries, and KEDO, a multilateral institution established in 1995 to implement key
            provisions of this agreement.10 This bilateral regime created
            a second important expectation present in future regimes involving Washington and Pyongyang: the eventual
            normalization of US–North Korea bilateral relations – the first expectation being eventual denuclearization
            of North Korea, as described earlier in the chapter. Furthermore, the regime established the rule of a
            step-by-step implementation procedure, later adapted to the regime set up during the second nuclear crisis.
            This rule established that implementation of a confidence-building measure by one of the two parties would
            be followed by implementation of another measure by the other party.
          


          
            Nevertheless, two reasons prevented North Korea from making effective use of this regime to bargain with
            the USA. First, the 1995–8 famine that struck the country shifted the attention of the Kim Jong Il
            government to domestic problems. Second, and most importantly, the USA, aware of the possibility of regime
            collapse as a consequence of the famine, did not work seriously towards its implementation. The expectation
            of regime collapse that had lingered during negotiations for the Agreed Framework intensified during the
            famine in North Korea. Therefore, the Agreed Framework regime came about under the expectation that its
            provisions probably would not be carried through.
          


          
            Indeed, even though the USA was the most important actor in shaping the regime that emerged from the first
            North Korean nuclear crisis, it only half-heartedly engaged in making the regime work effectively. The
            Republican Party regained control of Congress in the November 1994 mid-term election. It had a deep-seated
            suspicion of the Agreed Framework. The Clinton administration, which was more interested in dealing with
            other issues, was reluctant to spend political capital in pushing for the implementation of the Agreed
            Framework (Wit et al. 2004: 257, 281, 314).11 For
            example, Winston Lord (1996), Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, changed the
            expectations of the regime when he emphasized that improvement of inter-Korean relations was central to it.
            This was an important move away from the bilateral nature of the agreement signed in 1994, but it pleased
            the Republican Party. Stephen W. Bosworth, the first executive director
            of KEDO, summarized the situation best when he stated that ‘the Agreed Framework was a political orphan
            within two weeks after its signature’ (Behar 2003). The combination of the belief of the Clinton
            administration that North Korea would collapse and opposition from the Republican Party made it politically
            challenging to fully engage in this international regime.
          


          
            The Agreed Framework regime underwent two significant changes during the second term of the Clinton
            administration. First, there were several rounds of four-party talks involving China, the USA and both
            Koreas from December 1997 to August 1999. This introduced a second institution in the Agreed Framework
            regime, as well as a new decision-making procedure based on multilateralism, at least in theory. The USA
            proposed a four-party multilateral regime designed to deal specifically with North Korea. The regime was
            also partly a result of the desire by South Korean President Kim Young-sam not to be excluded from any
            agreement that might shape the future of the Korean Peninsula (Lee 2006: 198). Nevertheless, the four-party
            talks were unsuccessful in fostering any breakthrough in the situation in the Korean Peninsula. North Korea
            demanded bilateral talks with the USA, China was not especially committed to the talks, while South Korea
            would change its policy towards North Korea after Kim Dae-jung became president in February 1998. North
            Korea’s August 1998 missile test, of which more below, effectively scuppered any chance of success the
            regime might have had.
          


          
            In fact, China had only decided to participate in the four-way talks following the 1995–6 Taiwan Strait
            crisis. China had engaged in military manoeuvres in July–December 1995 to protest against Taiwanese
            President Lee Teng-hui’s visit to the USA. Beijing had also conducted military exercises in March 1996 to
            protest against the first elections in Taiwan. This tarnished Sino-US relations and China’s position in
            East Asia, with many countries in the region expressing their displeasure with Beijing’s readiness to
            display military force when opposed to the actions of other countries (IISS 1996: 178–9). Participation in
            the four-party talks was a means for China to improve its standing vis-à-vis the USA and in the region.
            However, its passive behaviour during meetings weakened the talks, and, combined with North Korean missile
            brinkmanship, eventually led to their demise.
          


          
            The second change in the Agreed Framework regime involved two separate sets of bilateral talks between the
            USA and North Korea, and North and South Korea. A US–North Korea joint statement issued in September
            199912 and a joint communiqué issued in October
            200013 once again established a regime based on bilateral
            decision-making. Nevertheless, North Korea was unable to make use of any of these regimes to successfully
            increase its leverage over the USA. There were two main reasons for this failure. First, bilateral talks
            came too late for the Clinton administration to take the necessary steps to normalize relations. Second,
            the step-by-step process already agreed in 1994 was not formalized, which meant that the regime was devoid
            of a clear roadmap towards full implementation.
          


          
            Even though the Agreed Framework regime did not result in North Korea achieving normalization of relations
            with the USA, it would inform Pyongyang’s policy during the Bush
            presidency. The regime gave North Korea greater legitimacy and recognition when Albright visited Pyongyang
            in October 2000 and even drank toasts with Kim Jong Il. This was only achieved when bilateral talks with
            the USA had been a central part of this regime. Learning from this experience, as well as from bilateral
            negotiations during the first nuclear crisis, the Kim Jong Il government repeatedly demanded bilateral
            talks with the USA during the Bush presidency.
          

        
      

      
        The return of reactive brinkmanship


        
          Following the signing of the Agreed Framework, North Korea abandoned brinkmanship as a tactic to deal with
          the USA. Instead, as discussed above, Pyongyang attempted to use the Agreed Framework regime in order to move
          towards normalization. However, this changed towards the end of the Clinton administration, when
          multilateralization of the Agreed Framework regime in the form of four-party talks was not working. In August
          1998, when North Korea felt that the USA was deliberately slowing the implementation of the Agreed Framework,
          Pyongyang again made use of brinkmanship. The Kim Jong Il government tested a long-range Taepodong-1 missile
          over Japan, thereby introducing a new element into its relations with the USA: missile technology
          proliferation (Brown 1999: 129).
        


        
          Pyongyang had already realized the benefits that it could accrue from its missile programme in 1992–4. North
          Korea was already selling missiles to several Middle Eastern countries. In 1993 it test-launched Scud
          missiles and the indigenously designed medium-range Nodong-1 missile. Iranian observers were present during
          the test. In order to stop Pyongyang’s proliferation, Israel contacted North Korea and reportedly offered an
          economic package worth up to US$1 billion (Michishita 2010: 117–18). Eventually, the deal was struck down by
          the USA. However, it taught North Korea about the economic benefits and diplomatic leverage that it could
          obtain from its missile programme.
        


        
          North Korea and the USA held two rounds of talks specifically about Pyongyang’s missile proliferation in
          April 1996 and June 1997. During the talks, North Korea had insisted on an improvement in bilateral relations
          as part of its conditions to halt proliferation (Michishita 2010: 119–20). Through the 1998 test, North Korea
          showed that it was willing to re-initiate brinkmanship should its conditions not be met. No further tests
          would be conducted during the Clinton presidency. However, Pyongyang would once again make use of missile
          brinkmanship in 2006, when relations with Washington were at a similarly low ebb.
        


        
          This instance of North Korean brinkmanship during the Clinton presidency was met by a mixture of carrots and
          sticks from Washington. However, the number of carrots was much bigger than the number of sticks. The
          Republican Party-dominated US Congress placed new restrictions on US funding for KEDO.14 However, this was the only stick that was used against North Korea. In
          contrast, the test led to a review of US policy towards North Korea which resulted in the October 1999
          Perry Report and, subsequently, the change in the Agreed Framework
          regime that ultimately led to the meeting between Albright and Kim Jong Il. In addition, the Clinton
          administration implemented the first significant easing of sanctions on North Korea since the end of the
          Korean War (Chang 2007: 45).
        


        
          Therefore, by the beginning of the Bush administration North Korea perceived that brinkmanship had forced the
          USA into bilateral talks, but had fallen short of bringing about its main foreign policy goal of the
          normalization of diplomatic relations. The lessons resulting from this experience informed Pyongyang’s use of
          brinkmanship during the second nuclear crisis. However, these lessons also seemed to have created a
          competency trap which later affected relations with the Obama administration.
        

      

      
        Alignment slowly becomes possible (again)


        
          North Korea had rejected the balancing of the USA with the help of China during the first nuclear crisis.
          Following the signing of the Agreed Framework, Pyongyang even boasted that it no longer needed its neighbour
          in order to achieve its foreign policy goals. However, as the Clinton presidency progressed, it became more
          obvious that North Korea could not fend for itself. In addition to the 1995–8 famine that led to the death by
          starvation of hundreds of thousands of North Koreans, Pyongyang’s relations with Washington did not move
          forward on the diplomatic front. The regime to come out from the Agreed Framework was not being followed
          through by the USA, so the goal of normalization was not getting closer.
        


        
          Therefore, North Korea accepted a joint proposal by South Korea and the USA to hold four-party talks that
          included China (Myers 1997). Even though the talks, held between December 1997 and August 1999, were
          inconclusive, they demonstrated the need to engage China in any security process concerning the Korean
          Peninsula (Lee 2006: 195). The talks also served to improve Sino-North Korean relations, which were still
          suffering, and paved the way for Kim Jong Il’s inaugural visit to China since becoming the North Korean
          leader. The visit took place on 29–31 May 2000, and was hailed in North Korea as a renewed expression of the
          historical link between both countries (KCNA 2000a). Nevertheless, at that point the USA was engaging
          North Korea bilaterally and South Korea had started to implement its ‘Sunshine Policy’, which was serving to
          decrease tensions in the Korean Peninsula. Thus, it seemed that the days when North Korea had to balance the
          USA with China’s assistance were long gone, but that Beijing could still play a role in Korean Peninsula
          politics.
        


        
          China’s position in respect to the country’s relations with North Korea started to shift as the 1990s
          advanced. The 1995–8 famine, which many policymakers and experts considered a sign of North Korea’s probable
          collapse,15 raised the alarm in Beijing (Samuel S. Kim 2006;
          Lee 2006). The possible collapse of North Korea was a triple threat to China. First, it might precipitate a
          flood of North Korean refugees into the country. Second, it would create turmoil at a moment when the Chinese
          economy was growing rapidly. Third, North Korea would probably be absorbed by South Korea, with a real
          prospect that the unified Korea would be pro-USA and play host to US troops.
        


        
          To counter these threats, China abandoned the idea of making North Korea
          pay for Chinese products in cash, significantly increased its economic aid, and agreed to participate in the
          1997–9 four-party talks (Samuel S. Kim 2006; Lee 2006). Thus, not only did Beijing play a crucial role in
          saving the North Korean regime, but it also helped Pyongyang to balance Washington with open diplomatic
          support, which had not been the case during the first nuclear crisis. This change in Beijing’s position is
          relevant because it was an instance of soft balancing of the Clinton administration. As military assistance
          from China became less necessary once the prospect of a military conflict in the Korean Peninsula faded,
          Beijing’s economic and political support became more relevant. This factor was exploited by North Korea
          during the second nuclear crisis, when soft balancing of the USA became a central feature of Pyongyang’s
          bargaining with Washington.
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      3 Pre-nuclear North Korea and the Bush administration

    

    
       
    


    
      North Korea and the early Bush administration, January 2001–September 2002


      
        The presidency of George W. Bush began in January 2001. Initially, the Bush administration encountered a
        relatively stable international environment, with the USA as the undisputed hegemon and no apparent direct
        threat to its security. An emerging China, with a clear disadvantage in terms of military technology and still
        negotiating World Trade Organization (WTO) membership, was not in a position to challenge the USA at the global
        level. Russia was still recovering from the disintegration of the Soviet Union, and its new, more assertive
        president, Vladimir Putin, had only been in power for just over a year. The al-Aqsa intifada (or second
        intifada) had begun a few months earlier, but peace talks between Israel and the Palestinian Authority were
        taking place and held the promise of a breakthrough. Thus, the situation in the Middle East was relatively
        stable. In East Asia, the rise of China had undoubtedly made the Asian giant one of the two key players in
        regional politics, along with the USA. Meanwhile, relations between China and its neighbours had steadily
        improved. Memories of the second Taiwan Strait crisis were fading and disagreements over the South China Sea
        islands were being dealt with through diplomacy. ASEAN+3, involving all Association of Southeast Asian Nations
        (ASEAN) member states plus China, Japan and South Korea, had been institutionalized in 1999, thus helping
        further to reduce possible tensions in the region. It was equally important for Washington that its central
        role in the region was not being challenged. Hence, the first few months of the Bush presidency were marked by
        stability in foreign affairs.
      


      
        The situation changed dramatically after the attacks on 11 September 2001 (hereafter 9/11). Such terrorist
        attacks by Al-Qaeda made Muslim terrorism a central concern to the USA and the West. The subsequent invasion of
        Afghanistan changed the politics of the Greater Middle East, and ultimately made an impact on the whole
        international system. Terrorism affected the international relations of East Asia as well. Countries in the
        region were not direct targets of Muslim terrorists, with the exception of Indonesia. However, the threat of
        terrorism affected US policy towards the region. The USA tried to engage East Asian countries in multilateral
        efforts to combat terrorism. The activities of North Korea, with regard to
        countries in the Middle East perceived to be supportive of terrorism, such as Iran or Libya, became a key focus
        of US efforts to combat the proliferation of WMD that could fall in the hands of terrorists. Therefore, on 29
        January 2002, Bush (2002a) included North Korea in an ‘axis of evil’ of rogue states that supported terrorism
        and were in possession of WMD.
      


      
        The tactics used by North Korea to bargain with the USA shifted throughout this period, as will be discussed
        below. Initially, Pyongyang sought to continue with the modified Agreed Framework regime inherited from the
        Bill Clinton years, failing to recognize the change in US policy following the inauguration of the Bush
        administration. Concurrently, North Korea declined to align itself with China in spite of this change in policy
        and Beijing’s increasing power. This suggests a lack of understanding on the part of the Kim Jong Il
        government, which was unable to recognize the changing international environment and adjust its behaviour
        accordingly.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal


        
          North Korea maintained its goal of normalizing diplomatic relations with the USA following the inauguration
          of the Bush administration. On the same day as the US presidential election when Clinton’s successor was due
          to be elected, 7 November 2000, Rodong Sinmun, the official newspaper of the Central Committee of the
          Worker’s Party of (North) Korea, reaffirmed Pyongyang’s commitment to the bilateral negotiation process that
          had been established in the US–North Korea joint communiqué issued less than a month previously. In addition,
          Rodong Sinmun urged the USA to continue the rapprochement process initiated by Clinton (KCNA
          2000d). This followed a signed commentary also published by the newspaper two days previously. The commentary
          outlined the benefits derived from the establishment at this time of bilateral relations between North Korea
          and individual EU members (KCNA 2000c). It was equally applicable to relations between North Korea and
          the USA. The Kim Jong Il government was sending a clear message to Clinton’s successor: the process of
          normalizing bilateral diplomatic relations was beneficial for the USA and should be continued.
        


        
          Following Bush’s election, Pyongyang still maintained its commitment to the normalization of bilateral
          relations (KCNA 2001b, 2001c).1 Even after Washington’s
          June 2001 policy review, in which the Bush administration toughened the conditions for a bilateral dialogue,
          Pyongyang did not change its position.2 In January 2001, a
          spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs reiterated North Korea’s willingness to continue the process
          initiated towards the end of the Clinton administration (KCNA 2001d). Another North Korean spokesman
          stated in October that talks between Pyongyang and Washington would commence as soon as the Bush
          administration resumed the position taken by the Clinton administration (KCNA 2001h). Thus, North
          Korea demonstrated its commitment to the normalization of relations.
        


        
          The 9/11 terrorist attacks on the USA produced a remarkable shift in the dynamics of US–North Korea
          relations, when North Korea was included in the ‘axis of evil’ with Iran
          and Iraq. Pyongyang readily denounced the January 2002 address by Bush, indicating that his remarks showed
          why the dialogue proposed by Washington the year previously had not been a genuine offer. However,
          notwithstanding this denunciation, North Korea offered to start bilateral talks, showing no deviation from
          its commitment to establish diplomatic relations (KCNA 2002b, 2002a).
        


        
          With regard to the Bush administration, divisions between the hawks and doves made the principles and goals
          behind Washington’s policy towards North Korea difficult to discern. These divisions were present even before
          the inauguration of the new government. A few days before the Bush administration was inaugurated, the
          hawkish candidate for the position of Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld, announced that the new
          administration would take a tougher stance towards North Korea (Myers 2001). In contrast, in his confirmation
          hearing the dovish candidate for the post of Secretary of State, Colin Powell (2001a), announced that the new
          administration would be willing to maintain the policy followed by the Clinton administration. Under
          Secretary for Arms Control and International Security at that time, John Bolton (2007: 102), explains that
          ‘intragovernmental warfare’ was present from the beginning of the Bush administration. The dilemma regarding
          the use of both pressure and dialogue was to continue throughout the Bush presidency.
        


        
          In any case, there was a general uneasiness regarding the policy pursued by the Clinton administration. This
          was reflected in the Bush administration’s North Korea policy review, announced in June 2001. Bush publicly
          stated that Washington would seek more stringent guarantees from North Korea regarding the dismantlement of
          its nuclear programme. In contrast, the Agreed Framework had focused on freezing this programme, with
          dismantlement coming at a later stage. In addition, the USA was willing to resume dialogue with North Korea,
          but only about issues such as Pyongyang’s WMD programmes or humanitarian issues (Korea and World
          Affairs 2001). In other words, the Bush administration initially did not decide completely to cease
          relations with North Korea, but sought instead to engage it only on specific issues, especially North Korea’s
          WMD programmes. Meanwhile, privately the hawks sought to nullify the Agreed Framework regime, following a
          so-called ‘Anything but Clinton’ policy (Funabashi 2007: 151).
        


        
          Any element of moderation that the Bush administration might have shown in its first few months in office
          disappeared following the 9/11 terrorist attacks. As already discussed, in his January 2002 State of the
          Union address, Bush included North Korea in the ‘axis of evil’ of rogue states that supported terrorism and
          were in possession of WMD. Following the invasion of Afghanistan, another state accused of supporting
          terrorism, the previous offer of dialogue with North Korea seemed weaker. The Bush administration now only
          extended an offer to Pyongyang to establish a dialogue about the expansion of its nuclear weapons and WMD
          activities (Moens 2004: 167).
        


        
          Concurrently, Washington repeatedly showed its dislike of the Kim Jong Il government. Bush, for example,
          directly stated that he ‘loathed’ Kim Jong Il (Reuters 2007). More worryingly for Pyongyang, Bush
          (2002b) made it clear that the USA would use ‘force when necessary’ to deal
          with regimes hostile to the USA.
        


        
          In fact, the position of dialogue on matters of concern to the USA had been a compromise between the doves
          and hawks (Funabashi 2007: 101). Nonetheless, the Bush administration started to move away from its offer of
          dialogue and towards a harder stance as 2002 advanced and the hawkish officials became more powerful. This
          was part of the general implementation of a tougher foreign policy by the Bush administration. What came to
          be known as the ‘Bush doctrine’ was outlined in the National Security Strategy announced in September 2002.
          This document made a clear division between those that supported the USA on its ‘war on terror’ and those
          confronting Washington. Most worryingly for North Korea, again denounced as a rogue regime in the strategy,
          states opposing Washington could be subjected to pre-emptive strikes if they posed a serious security threat
          to the USA.3
        


        
          Only a few weeks earlier, Bolton (2002) had denounced North Korea’s possession of biological and chemical
          weapons, development of a nuclear programme, and human rights record. Bolton had also warned North Korea
          fundamentally to change its policy if Pyongyang wanted to have any hope of maintaining the Agreed Framework
          regime. He even reminded North Korea that the Soviet Union had collapsed in spite of being in possession of
          WMD. This rhetoric, as well as the build-up of the US military in preparation for the invasion of Iraq,
          demonstrated that Washington was in the process of reconsidering its policy towards North Korea.
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve normalization


        
          The collapse of the Agreed Framework regime


          
            In Chapter 2 we saw that North Korea could not make fruitful
            use of the evolving international regime developed around the Agreed Framework during the Clinton
            presidency. However, the regime constructed during those years was built upon the expectation that
            Pyongyang and Washington would eventually normalize relations, which served North Korea’s interests. In
            return, Pyongyang would halt and dismantle its nuclear programme. Hence, the regime could still be useful
            for North Korea during the Bush presidency if the latter pursued the same objective.
          


          
            The Kim Jong Il government thought that it was possible to use the international regime developed in the
            last years of the Clinton administration to normalize bilateral relations with the USA. Therefore,
            Pyongyang repeatedly asked the newly elected Bush administration to abide by it. The Kim Jong Il government
            was especially keen to continue the bilateral decision-making procedure (KCNA 2001e, 2001h, 2001d).
            This procedure had helped North Korea successfully to negotiate the Agreed Framework in 1994. In addition,
            bilateral talks had resulted in the meeting between Vice Marshal Jo Myong-rok and President Clinton at The
            White House in October 2000. Bilateral talks had also led to a meeting between Albright and Kim Jong Il in
            Pyongyang during that same month.
          


          
            In contrast to North Korea’s enthusiasm for this regime, several
            officials in the Bush administration were deeply hostile to its procedures and expectations.4 The Republican Party was opposed to the Agreed Framework from its
            signing in October 1994. During the 2000 US presidential campaign, future National Security Advisor
            Condoleezza Rice lambasted the Agreed Framework. Her main criticism was the absence of clear punitive
            mechanisms in the case of North Korean brinkmanship. Rice (2000) also advocated strengthening US deterrence
            against possible North Korean threats. Future Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld echoed these ideas when
            he advocated a tougher stance towards the Kim Jong Il government (Myers 2001). In general, the hawks were
            opposed to policies stemming from the Clinton era for ideological reasons. As Bolton (2007: 103) explains,
            several officials worked to dismantle the Agreed Framework from the beginning of the Bush administration.
          


          
            In contrast, dovish officials sought to maintain the Agreed Framework-centred regime. Future Secretary of
            State Colin Powell (2001a) purported in his confirmation hearing that the North Korean policy of the
            Clinton administration would be continued. Furthermore, before the June 2001 policy review, Powell (2001b)
            stated that the USA ‘would continue to support the Agreed Framework’ and suggested that Washington was
            willing to talk to Pyongyang about any areas of concern for either of the two parties.
          


          
            The ascendancy of hawkish officials in the first two years of the Bush administration, however, prevented
            North Korea from using the Clinton-era regime and resulted in its eventual demise in two stages. First,
            Bush’s June 2001 announcement of Washington’s North Korea policy review called for ‘improved implementation
            of the Agreed Framework’ to deal with Pyongyang’s nuclear programme, ‘verifiable constraints’ on its
            missile programmes and ‘a ban’ on proliferation of these missiles. Furthermore, talks about the
            normalization of relations would come only after North Korea had complied with US demands (Bush
            2001). The expectations about what the regime might achieve had been changed and it became more onerous for
            North Korea.
          


          
            The second stage of regime dismantlement took place in the weeks before, during and after Assistant
            Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs James A. Kelly’s visit to Pyongyang, of which more
            below. Hawkish officials had always maintained the intention of ending the regime based on the Agreed
            Framework.5 They accelerated the dismantlement process when
            Kelly’s visit was approved. Initially, the visit was aimed at reopening a diplomatic channel with the Kim
            Jong Il government (Kelly 2004). This coincided with Japan’s announcement that Prime Minister Junichiro
            Koizumi was to travel to Pyongyang for a summit meeting with Kim Jong Il (Funabashi 2007: 25).
          


          
            Both events pointed to diplomatic engagement with North Korea, which ran counter to the preference of the
            hawks for regime change. Hence, throughout July and August 2002 the hawks began to raise the issue of North
            Korea’s possession of a highly enriched uranium (HEU) programme. The hawks consistently referred to the
            programme in the weeks prior to Kelly’s visit. Thus, the trip became focused on accusing North Korea of
            possession of an HEU programme (Kelly 2004). This was in breach of the Agreed Framework, thereby allowing
            hawkish officials to press for the swift dismantlement of the regime
            inherited from the Clinton administration. In fact, Washington took the decision to put an end to the
            regime during Kelly’s trip. This was only made public a few weeks later so as not to interfere with
            preparations for the Iraq War, but the decision was clear (Bolton 2007: 115). The regime was effectively
            ended during the first phase of the second North Korean nuclear crisis when oil shipments ceased under the
            KEDO framework and the USA refused to further engage North Korea bilaterally.
          


          
            Thus, Pyongyang was not able to continue making use of the Agreed Framework regime once the Bush
            administration was inaugurated. Nevertheless, North Korea continued to insist on a return to this regime
            even as the second nuclear crisis unfolded and the Six-Party Talks were underway. This reflects a lack of
            understanding about the change in position from the Bush administration during its first term in office.
          

        
      

      
        Rejection of alignment


        
          Rapprochement between North Korea and the USA during the last years of the Clinton presidency led the former
          to try to disentangle itself from political and economic reliance on China. To this end, Pyongyang normalized
          relations with several Western countries during 2000 and 2001, including most of the members of the EU,
          Australia and New Zealand. This process was presented by Pyongyang as a natural development once the enmities
          of the Cold War had ceased (KCNA 2000c).
        


        
          North Korea’s rapprochement with other countries helped to shift the relationship between China and North
          Korea towards a normal bilateral relationship between sovereign states. The clearest example was Kim Jong
          Il’s visit to China from 15 to 20 January 2001. Kim Jong Il’s visit focused on witnessing at first hand the
          results of China’s economic progress, since the Chinese model could serve as a springboard for North Korea’s
          own economic development.6 On his return to Pyongyang he
          visited several factories in Sinuiju, a North Korean region bordering China (KCNA 2001a). The Kim Jong
          Il government later attempted to establish a special economic zone in Sinuiju. Kim’s visit to China indicated
          that the latter was viewed through instrumental lenses.
        


        
          The Kim Jong Il government also tried to improve relations with a resurgent Russia in order to extract
          benefits from possible competition between Moscow and Beijing, as it had done during the Cold War. The
          recently elected Russian President, Vladimir Putin, hosted Kim Jong Il in August 2001 in Moscow. Putin had
          already visited North Korea on 19–20 July 2000, a visit in which North Korea and Russia had officially
          reinforced their ties (KCNA 2000b). Relations between both countries had been strangled during Boris
          Yeltsin’s presidency (Takeda 2006: 192). The August 2001 summit in Moscow was Kim Jong Il’s first visit to a
          foreign country other than China since becoming North Korea’s de facto leader in 1994. The summit focused on
          economic issues, but also allowed Russia to present itself as an intermediary between North Korea and the USA
          (Wines 2001). Moscow’s deeper involvement in North Korea-related affairs was part of Putin’s desire to make
          Russia more active in North-East Asian politics (Takeda 2006).
        


        
          Economic considerations were also important to Russia. Improved relations
          meant that Russia’s Far Eastern companies would be well positioned should North Korea’s economy open.
          Russia’s own Far East would benefit from an increase in trade with North Korea, and this would also allow
          Moscow to advance its proposal to open a rail link with South Korea (Sevast’ianov 2005).
        


        
          Beijing responded to rapprochement between Pyongyang and Moscow with a visit by President Jiang Zemin to
          North Korea on 3–5 September 2001. Jiang’s visit was the first by a Chinese president since 1992, and
          Rodong Sinmun celebrated accordingly (KCNA 2001f). Jiang publicly stated China’s support for
          Pyongyang’s normalization efforts with other countries, as well as for an improvement in inter-Korean
          relations (Hu 2001). North Korea could not play China against Russia as it had done during the Cold War.
          Indeed, both countries wanted to be able to exert their influence if North Korea’s economy was to open up.
        


        
          The 9/11 terrorist attacks and the January 2002 ‘axis of evil’ speech did not change Pyongyang’s position
          regarding alignment with Beijing. It had become apparent that in the post-Cold War era China was the only
          major power in North-East Asia besides the USA. Thus, the benefits of alignment with China were clear. In
          fact, shortly after the ‘axis of evil’ speech Bush met Jiang and urged China to act as a balancer between the
          USA and North Korea, as well as to convey to the Kim Jong Il government his willingness to hold
          talks.7 For North Korea, alignment with China represented the
          best opportunity to engage the USA. Indeed, Pyongyang could have sought to soft balance Washington with the
          help of a friendly Seoul. For example, Yang Sung-chul, South Korea’s ambassador to Washington from August
          2000 to April 2003, tried to prevent the inclusion of North Korea in the ‘axis of evil’ (Yang 2010: 200, fn.
          12). Even though these efforts were unsuccessful, North Korea could have engaged its southern neighbour in
          order to counter US actions.
        


        
          Throughout 2002 it was reported that relations between North Korea and China had worsened significantly (Lee
          2002). There were suggestions that Beijing was apprehensive about Pyongyang’s continual efforts to improve
          ties with the USA, Russia, Japan and the EU (Lam 2002). However, this apprehension did not translate into
          China siding with the USA in its nascent clash with North Korea. Indeed, China had reacted to the ‘axis of
          evil’ address and to US calls to act as a balancer by pushing for bilateral talks between North Korea and the
          USA.8 The Jiang government could have served as a conduit for
          North Korea to press for bilateral talks with the USA. Nevertheless, Pyongyang did not make any signs that it
          wanted the help of Beijing to soft balance Washington. North Korea was unable to grasp that the international
          environment had shifted following the inauguration of the Bush administration and the rise of China, and this
          made it unwilling to align with the latter.
        

      

      
        Brinkmanship on hold


        
          North Korea had ceased to use brinkmanship following the launch in August 1998 of a Taepodong-1 missile.
          Expecting to continue the normalization process that had commenced during the final months of the Clinton
          presidency when the Bush administration came to power, the Kim Jong Il
          government abstained from engaging in high-intensity brinkmanship during the early Bush years. Hence, the
          period between January 2001 and June 2006 did not witness any tests of WMD by North Korea.
        


        
          In fact, from the onset of the Bush presidency until the start of the second nuclear crisis in October 2002,
          Pyongyang only made use of brinkmanship twice. Both were cases of low-intensity brinkmanship, since only
          accusations and verbal threats were involved. Moreover, North Korea’s decision to use brinkmanship was in
          both cases a reaction to US behaviour rather than the result of earlier planning. Pyongyang’s use of
          brinkmanship during this period differed from that employed during the Clinton administration.
        


        
          The Kim Jong Il government first engaged in low-intensity reactive brinkmanship following the publication on
          6 June 2001 of the Bush administration’s North Korea policy review. The review was the result of a compromise
          between the hawks and doves. More worryingly for Pyongyang, the review was a step back from the Clinton
          administration’s offer to gradually improve bilateral relations until eventual normalization was achieved.
          The Kim Jong Il government reacted by denouncing the review and demanded a return to the previous policy.
          However, Pyongyang did not take further action other than to denounce verbally Washington’s new position.
        


        
          Low-intensity brinkmanship was used for a second time following the January 2002 ‘axis of evil’ State of the
          Union address. Pyongyang accused the Bush administration of rejecting a wide-ranging and honest dialogue.
          However, no further action was taken and verbal accusations ceased as soon as the USA agreed to send Kelly’s
          delegation to North Korea. The visit was postponed following a naval clash between North and South Korean
          vessels in late June. Nonetheless, the clash was unintentional and not a result of North Korean brinkmanship.
          In fact, Pyongyang apologized to Seoul afterwards (Kim 2002). Furthermore, a spokesman for North Korea’s
          Ministry of Foreign Affairs acknowledged the close link between this incident, and implicitly the North–South
          Korea relationship, and North Korea–US relations (KCNA 2002c), a position held by several US officials
          in the past. Pyongyang was therefore careful to avoid any act that might be perceived as brinkmanship.
        

      
    


    
      The onset of the second nuclear crisis, October 2002–March 2003


      
        The second North Korean nuclear crisis began in October 2002, during a period of uncertainty in North-East
        Asia. Both China and South Korea were in the midst of government reorganizations. In China, the official
        transition from President Jiang Zemin to President Hu Jintao began in November 2002, one month after the onset
        of the nuclear crisis. In South Korea, Roh Moo-hyun was elected as President in December 2002 but did not take
        office until late February 2003. In addition, Japan and North Korea were undergoing a rapprochement process
        following Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi’s visit to Pyongyang in September. These three events triggered
        doubts over regional politics in general and the North Korean issue in
        particular. When Kelly visited Pyongyang on 3–5 October it was impossible to know what the foreign policy of
        the soon-to-be-proclaimed Hu government might be, whether a left-leaning or right-leaning candidate would win
        the South Korean election, and what the consequences of Koizumi’s rapprochement policy would be.
      


      
        Kelly’s visit resulted in the beginning of the second nuclear crisis. Although the Bush administration was
        committed to halting North Korea’s nuclear programme, there was no agreement on how to achieve this goal.
        Hence, the only common ground the hawks and doves could find before Kelly’s visit to Pyongyang was that he
        would confront North Korean officials with evidence of the country’s HEU programme, which had been amassed
        during the preceding months (Funabashi 2007: 114–15). North Korea’s unexpected admission to Kelly of having
        possession of the programme – later denied (Harrison 2005) – caught both the hawks and doves by surprise. They
        concurred that the Agreed Framework had failed and should be terminated (Funabashi 2007). However, they could
        not settle on how to deal with North Korea’s admission.
      


      
        The hawks opted for politico-economic and military pressure to induce regime change. They forced KEDO to
        suspend oil shipments to North Korea, thereby de facto terminating the Agreed Framework. They also discussed
        military intervention. In early March 2003 Rumsfeld signed the deployment order for two-dozen long-range
        bombers to Guam, located within striking distance of North Korea (Sanger and Shanker 2003). Meanwhile, the
        doves pressed for a multilateral dialogue. They also sought to accommodate a rising China, and regarded the
        nuclear crisis as an opportunity to engage Beijing.9
      


      
        Even though a military strike on North Korea might have seemed unthinkable to regional powers owing to the
        devastation it would have created due to retaliation from Pyongyang, the onset of the second nuclear crisis
        coincided with US preparations for war in Iraq. In September 2002 President Bush addressed the UN Security
        Council and officially made the case for invasion (Bush 2002c). Therefore, there was genuine fear in North-East
        Asia that the USA would decide to launch an attack on a fellow member of the ‘axis of evil’, that is, North
        Korea (Funabashi 2007). To deal with the escalating crisis, the Kim Jong Il government opted for brinkmanship.
        Alignment was discarded, and the Agreed Framework regime was effectively phased out. Therefore, Pyongyang made
        use of a bargaining tactic that had served it well during the first nuclear crisis.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal


        
          The Kim Jong Il government did not deviate from its objective of normalizing diplomatic relations with the
          USA, even as the Agreed Framework regime was crumbling and the Bush administration was discussing the
          possibility of a military attack on North Korea. Shortly after Kelly’s visit to Pyongyang, North Korea’s
          Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a statement announcing that Pyongyang was willing to discuss areas of
          concern with Washington if the latter met certain conditions tantamount to implicitly normalizing bilateral
          relations (KCNA 2002d). Even when North Korea officially announced
          on 10 January 2003 that it would withdraw from the NPT, the official statement expressed Pyongyang’s
          willingness to negotiate bilaterally with the Bush administration (KCNA 2003c).
        


        
          Pyongyang had been close to achieving its objective less than two and a half years previously, towards the
          end of the Clinton administration. North Korean officials believed that Kelly’s visit would lead to a
          resumption of the process initiated then and were unprepared for the accusations regarding North Korea’s
          possession of an HEU programme (Pritchard 2007a). Therefore, Pyongyang remained committed to its goal because
          it had been useful during the Clinton administration and because it was unable to find a viable alternative
          goal. Even the admission of possession of an HEU programme seemed to be part of a manoeuvre to get the Bush
          administration to sit at the negotiating table to discuss the discontinuation of the programme in exchange
          for the normalization of diplomatic relations.
        


        
          As for the USA, North Korea’s admission of possession of an HEU programme put an end to the doves’
          willingness to support the continuation of the Agreed Framework regime. Even Powell admitted that the Agreed
          Framework was effectively over (Funabashi 2007: 138). Instead, the new policy proposal to come out of
          discussions between the hawks and doves was to instigate multilateral talks. The proposal introduced by
          Michael Green, Senior Director of Asian Affairs at the National Security Council, was preferred to the
          forceful regime change advocated by Jack D. Crouch, Assistant Secretary of Defense for International
          Security, on behalf of the hawks (ibid.: 139).
        


        
          Hence, Washington asked China to convene trilateral talks with North Korea. Scheduled for 6 March 2003, these
          discussions served as a springboard for the Six-Party Talks that were convened in August. Nevertheless, the
          objectives of the talks were not clear. For the doves, multilateral talks could serve to initiate a new
          diplomatic process in which the participation of multiple parties should ensure that North Korea fulfilled
          its part of any future agreement. In contrast, many hawks thought that multilateral talks would result in
          China and perhaps even South Korea joining the USA in putting pressure on the Kim Jong Il government, thus
          leading to regime change through alternative means.10
        


        
          Disagreements between the hawks and doves made US policy towards North Korea unclear. In February, Bush
          (2003a) stated that all options, including a military attack, were on the table. However, one month later he
          emphasized the need to engage all the countries in the region, and especially China, to deal with North Korea
          (Bush 2003b). However, as Powell (2008: 220) stated, a military strike was a distinct possibility during the
          first few months of the second nuclear crisis. Thus, it was not possible to discern clearly the goal that the
          Bush administration wanted to achieve with regard to North Korea, nor the tactics that it had considered.
        


        
          The indecisiveness of the Bush administration regarding its North Korean policy was, to a large extent, a
          reflection of the prioritization of preparations for the war in Iraq, which began on 20 March 2003. These
          preparations meant that US interest in the North Korean issue was limited. Under Secretary of Defense for Policy Douglas J. Feith (2008: 233) emphasized that Iraq was the top priority
          for Washington, given its decade-long defiance of UN efforts to curb its WMD programmes. Bolton (2007: 112)
          went even further by arguing that the Bush administration did not want North Korea to ‘distract’ from Iraq.
          The Bush administration’s commitment to the North Korean nuclear issue was therefore limited during the early
          months of the second nuclear crisis.
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve normalization


        
          The return of brinkmanship


          
            North Korea engaged in increasingly intensive brinkmanship following the start of the second crisis. This
            was initially in response to US actions. Hence, brinkmanship was reactive in nature rather than part of a
            premeditated strategy. North Korea’s improvised use of brinkmanship is demonstrated by the way in which the
            second nuclear crisis initially unfolded. The Kim Jong Il government expected Kelly’s visit to lead to a
            resumption of a bilateral normalization process with the USA. In contrast, during the first meeting on 3
            October, the first day of the delegation’s visit, Kelly presented Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs Kim
            Kye-gwan with evidence of a secret HEU programme. Kim vehemently denied the accusations. However,
            deliberations between high-ranking North Korean officials took place overnight and by the next day
            Pyongyang’s stance had changed. When Kelly once again presented his North Korean counterparts with evidence
            of the HEU programme, First Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs Kang Sok-ju, a close aide to Kim Jong Il,
            admitted possession of the programme. Kang also denounced the alleged hostility of the Bush administration
            towards his country, implying that this was the reason for the development of the programme by Pyongyang
            (Funabashi 2007: 93–100; Oberdorfer 2002). The change in North Korean behaviour from one day to the next
            strongly suggests that the launch of brinkmanship was a consequence of US revelations rather than a careful
            North Korean tactical manoeuvre.
          


          
            Pyongyang’s initially cautious approach to brinkmanship was confirmed by its reaction to Washington’s
            public announcement of North Korea’s admission of the possession of an HEU programme. A spokesman for the
            Ministry of Foreign Affairs started a ‘neither confirm nor deny’ policy whereby North Korean officials
            stopped short of openly acknowledging possession of an HEU programme but explicitly talked about their
            country’s nuclear programme (KCNA 2002d; Oberdorfer 2002). Brinkmanship was, therefore, still based
            on a matter of words rather than specific actions.
          


          
            However, Pyongyang swiftly intensified its brinkmanship in response to the perceived hostility of the Bush
            administration, which instigated KEDO’s suspension of oil shipments to North Korea in December. In
            retaliation, first a spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced Pyongyang’s decision to resume
            the operation of its nuclear facilities (KCNA 2002h). Then, North Korea requested the IAEA to remove
            the monitoring cameras controlling activity in the facilities (KCNA 2002j). Two weeks later,
            Pyongyang asked IAEA inspectors to leave North Korea, to which they
            acquiesced (KCNA 2002k). Then, on 10 January 2003 North Korea issued a statement announcing its
            withdrawal from the NPT (KCNA 2003a).
          


          
            In contrast to the behaviour of the Clinton administration during the first nuclear crisis, the Bush
            administration did not respond to Pyongyang’s announcement of withdrawal from the NPT by sitting at the
            table to negotiate with North Korea. Therefore, Pyongyang increased the intensity of its brinkmanship by
            one notch. On 2 March 2003, four North Korean fighter jets shadowed a US spy plane until it aborted its
            mission and returned to base (Rhem 2003).
          


          
            The US routinely conducts dozens of spy flight missions each month over North Korea, and sometimes these
            receive criticism from the North Korean official media. In the week prior to this incident KCNA had
            increased its denunciation of US espionage activities. It also published detailed information about some of
            the aerial spy missions (KCNA 2003h, 2003g, 2003i). Pyongyang was therefore publicly telling
            Washington that it had detailed information about US espionage activities. Then, the North Korean military
            had showed its strength by conducting what a senior US military officer described as a ‘well planned’
            action (Schmitt 2003). It seemed that the North Korean fighter jets had tried to make the US plane fly into
            North Korean territory (Graham and Kessler 2003). The incident was reminiscent of the 1968 USS
            Pueblo and the 1969 attacks. It was also similar to the April 2001 Hainan Island incident between
            China and the USA.11 North Korea’s shadowing of the US spy
            plane was the highest point of its brinkmanship during the second nuclear crisis until the missile tests of
            July 2006.
          


          
            North Korea’s use of increasingly intense brinkmanship is further proof of its failure to learn during the
            onset of the second nuclear crisis. Demonstrating the danger of using historical analogies in policymaking,
            Pyongyang viewed the Bush administration in much the same way that it had viewed the Clinton
            administration.12 The Kim Jong Il government thought that
            brinkmanship would force Washington once more to negotiate bilaterally. When the Bush administration failed
            to respond to North Korean low-intensity brinkmanship in a manner amenable to Pyongyang, the latter
            resorted to high-intensity brinkmanship, without considering other tactics.
          

        
      

      
        Reluctant alignment


        
          The Kim Jong Il government did not seek to make use of soft balancing during the first period of the second
          nuclear crisis. Notwithstanding North Korea’s reluctance to involve China in the crisis, some months later
          Pyongyang was forced to accept Beijing’s participation. The USA was keen for China to take part in resolving
          the crisis and was adamant that it would not hold bilateral talks with North Korea. Therefore, alignment with
          China ended up being the only way for North Korea to coax the USA to the negotiating table, albeit in the
          form of a trilateral meeting.
        


        
          Meanwhile, North Korea sought to engage in limited bandwagoning with Japan in the early weeks of the crisis.
          This began with the Kim Jong Il government seeking to improve relations
          with Tokyo, Washington’s closest ally in North-East Asia. Koizumi had vowed to improve relations with North
          Korea after becoming Prime Minister of Japan. Thus, on 17 September 2002, Koizumi met Kim Jong Il in
          Pyongyang. After the meeting, the two leaders signed a declaration pledging to normalize
          relations.13 However, normalization talks between Japan and
          North Korea stalled when the two countries met again on 29–30 October 2002. Following demands by a powerful
          Japanese domestic coalition comprising conservative groups opposed to normalization, Tokyo pressed Pyongyang
          on the subject of previous abductions of Japanese nationals (Akaha 2006). This coincided with revelations by
          the US about the country’s HEU programme. Unsurprisingly, improvement in relations with Japan ceased to be a
          possibility, despite repeated pleas from Pyongyang for Tokyo to reconsider its position (KCNA 2002e,
          2002f, 2002g).
        


        
          North Korea, therefore, reluctantly aligned with China in order to balance the USA. Towards the beginning of
          the crisis Beijing had punished Pyongyang for drifting away from it. Chinese authorities arrested Yang Bin,
          the head of the Special Administrative Region of Sinuiju, in North Korea, where the Kim Jong Il government
          proposed to establish a free economic area in order to attract investment from Chinese companies (Chung 2004:
          300). However, the Chinese government was displeased with the choice of Sinuiju because of the possibility
          that capital flows would be diverted away from North-East China, which had a relatively poor economy compared
          to the country’s eastern provinces (Ahn 2003: 52). This was the reason behind Beijing’s decision to arrest
          Yang Bin. As a result of this punishment, Pyongyang still sought to deal bilaterally with Washington, even as
          tensions grew during the first few months of the second nuclear crisis. However, prompted by the Bush
          administration, Beijing organized and eventually hosted trilateral talks on 23–25 April 2003, which included
          Pyongyang and Washington.
        


        
          The reluctance of the Kim Jong Il government to approach China to balance the Bush administration is proof of
          North Korea’s lack of simple learning during the first phase of the crisis. As discussed, the USA sought
          Chinese intervention in putting an end to the second nuclear crisis. North Korea could have used the
          willingness of the Bush administration to engage China to its advantage by using alignment with Beijing to
          advance its foreign policy goals. However, Pyongyang refrained from this course of action, instead seeking to
          retain the Agreed Framework regime. It is likely that the Kim Jong Il government did not perceive Beijing to
          be a trustworthy ally, since China had long since abandoned its ideological foreign policy, and its relations
          with South Korea were now better than those with Pyongyang.
        

      

      
        Aversion to multilateral regimes


        
          The collapse of the Agreed Framework-centred regime and North Korea’s aversion to the NPT regime, of which
          Pyongyang was still a party, underpinned the Kim Jong Il government’s refusal to participate in any
          international regime early in the crisis. North Korea sought to resume the implementation of the Agreed
          Framework, and believed that Kelly’s visit would herald a return to this
          regime. When this failed to materialize, Pyongyang simply decided to reject any other regime.
        


        
          North Korea thought that participation in a regime would result in isolation and multilateral and coordinated
          pressure from other parties.14 Hence, initially Pyongyang
          sought to continue working under the regime established during the Clinton years (KCNA 2002i, 2003h).
          When it became clear that the regime had failed, Pyongyang denounced the Bush administration for this and for
          the outbreak of the nuclear crisis (KCNA 2003f, 2003d). North Korea also denounced US attempts to
          multilateralize the nuclear issue. The Kim Jong Il government considered this to be a bilateral affair with
          the USA (KCNA 2003e, 2003j).
        


        
          Continuation of the NPT regime was even more inconceivable for North Korea. Pyongyang had only reluctantly
          agreed to take part in 1985, after the Soviet Union had promised to provide four light water reactors as an
          inducement. The North Korean government had then threatened to abandon the regime during the first nuclear
          crisis, and only agreed to stay after the Clinton administration signed the Agreed Framework. Therefore, it
          was unsurprising that North Korea threatened to withdraw from the NPT in January 2003. Ever since joining
          this regime, Pyongyang had regularly refused to permit IAEA inspections of its nuclear facilities. Shortly
          after the commencement of the second nuclear crisis, North Korea decided to abandon a regime it had never
          fully respected.
        


        
          Meanwhile, after the Agreed Framework-centred regime had ceased to exist, the doves in the Bush
          administration had started to work on constructing a new regime that would be more amenable to the hawks. As
          explained above, the hawks were in favour of putting multilateral diplomatic pressure on North Korea in order
          to end the country’s nuclear programme, by engineering the collapse of the Kim Jong Il regime if necessary.
          This tactic was not very different from dovish preferences for the use of multilateral dialogue to put an end
          to the nuclear issue through diplomacy. The obvious point of convergence of these similar interests was to
          create an issue-specific multilateral regime, even though the envisioned outcome differed.
        


        
          The doves agreed that there were major problems with the Clinton-era regime (Cha 2002). Therefore, they set
          out to create a different regime built around multilateral dialogue and, crucially, China’s participation.
          They sought to engage China on a range of policy areas and thought that the North Korean issue provided an
          ideal opportunity to initiate substantive talks. Hence, Washington asked Beijing to hold trilateral talks
          with Pyongyang as a step towards multilateral talks. North Korea’s rejection of the multilateralization of
          the nuclear crisis initially prevented Pyongyang from engaging the USA, even though this possibility existed.
        

      
    


    
      The commencement of the Six-Party Talks regime, April 2003–September 2005


      
        From April 2003, when North Korea’s withdrawal from the NPT became effective, to September 2005, when the
        countries involved in the Six-Party Talks released a joint statement, the international system underwent
        important changes that affected North Korea’s choice of tactics to bargain
        with the USA. Most importantly, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq became protracted conflicts. This forced the
        USA to divert diplomatic and military resources in order to deal with them, and also shaped Washington’s
        foreign policy. According to a Bush administration official, the situation in Iraq affected the leverage of the
        USA to negotiate with Iran, Libya and North Korea. Leverage increased when US policy towards Iraq was perceived
        to be successful.15 In addition, power transitions in China and
        South Korea were concluded. In both cases, the new governments made a clear commitment to solving the North
        Korean nuclear issue through diplomacy and talks. China became more active in international affairs as well, as
        did Russia. Both countries had soft balanced the USA in order successfully to prevent the UN from authorizing
        the use of force against Iraq (Paul 2005). The behaviour of China, Russia and South Korea would be relevant
        during the September 2005 joint statement negotiations.
      


      
        North Korea–US interactions during the April 2003–September 2005 period were also affected by two separate
        nuclear-related developments in the Middle East. The first development was Libya’s decision to dismantle its
        nuclear and WMD programme in return for economic benefits, security guarantees and the eventual normalization
        of relations (Sanger and Miller 2003). The so-called Libyan model of WMD dismantlement and the diplomatic
        normalization process was a direct consequence of the removal of Saddam Hussein from power in Iraq. The model
        was raised by US officials as a paradigm to solve the North Korean crisis (Bolton 2004; Rice 2006d). The second
        development was the beginning of a new nuclear crisis in February 2003, when Iranian President Mohammad Khatami
        revealed that Tehran possessed uranium deposits and was planning to develop a nuclear fuel cycle (Fathi 2003).
        Initially, the USA took the decision to allow the EU-3 comprising France, Germany and the United Kingdom to
        deal with the crisis. However, the EU-3 was unsuccessful in halting Iran’s nuclear programme. In August 2005,
        Iran’s newly elected President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad announced that Tehran would resume enriching uranium (Fathi
        and Cowell 2005).
      


      
        The hawks and doves in the Bush administration still had conflicting views on how to deal with the North Korean
        nuclear issue. The hawks still wanted to put pressure on North Korea. A military strike was not feasible, given
        US involvement in Afghanistan and Iraq and the reality of regional politics in North-East Asia. Thus, the hawks
        opted for a different type of military tool, together with diplomatic and financial pressure. The office for
        Arms Control and International Security of the Department of State implemented the Proliferation Security
        Initiative (PSI). Announced by Bush in May 2003, the initiative aimed to halt the proliferation of WMD and
        WMD-related materials, with North Korea as the main target (Bolton 2007). Concurrently, an Illicit Activities
        Initiative was set up to gather evidence of Pyongyang’s illegal activities and stop them (Asher 2006). In
        addition, the North Korean Human Rights Act, a hawk-supported initiative, was signed by Bush in October 2004.
        In August 2005, Jay Lefkowitz was appointed Special Envoy for Human Rights in North Korea, at which point the
        hawks linked the end of the nuclear issue to an improvement of the human rights situation in North Korea
        (Lefkowitz 2005).
      


      
        Meanwhile, the doves in Washington still had a preference for multilateral
        dialogue and engagement rather than putting pressure on North Korea. The aim was to solve the crisis through
        peaceful means. The doves also hoped that a multilateral dialogue could be supplemented with bilateral
        talks.16 Given the similar strength of the hawks and doves in
        Washington and developments in the international system in general and North-East Asia in particular, the US
        position during the second phase of the crisis reflected a combination of the preferences of both groups, as
        well as the constraints imposed by exogenous factors. The USA thus opted for multilateral engagement as its
        tactic of choice to deal with the North Korean nuclear crisis.
      


      
        The behaviour of the USA, together with the position of Russia, South Korea and, above all, China, during this
        second phase of the nuclear crisis affected the behaviour of the Kim Jong Il government. Pyongyang ceased to
        use brinkmanship once withdrawal from the NPT was confirmed. It reluctantly agreed to participate in the
        nascent Six-Party Talks regime. However, once Pyongyang realized that the talks were not a simple conduit to
        apply diplomatic pressure, it used them to move towards the normalization of relations with the USA.
        Utilization of the Six-Party Talks regime was complemented with alignment with China, Russia and South Korea,
        and even Japan at crucial times, to soft balance the hawks in the Bush administration.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal


        
          Events during this second phase of the nuclear crisis did not change North Korea’s stance with regard to the
          normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA. Hence, the April 2003 trilateral meeting in Beijing
          comprising China, North Korea and the USA was regarded by Pyongyang as a bilateral affair (KCNA
          2003k). For the Kim Jong Il government, bilateral talks was the first step towards normalization. China
          promised North Korea that the Beijing meeting was to be a bilateral affair, with Beijing acting only as host
          (Funabashi 2007: 331). Similarly, only eight days before the opening of the first round of the Six-Party
          Talks in August, North Korea made it clear that it regarded the establishment of diplomatic relations with
          the USA as a sine qua non condition for dismantling its nuclear programme (KCNA 2003l). Even
          though North Korea agreed to participate in the multilateral Six-Party Talks, it did not deviate from its
          foreign policy goal of establishing bilateral normalization talks with the USA. In spite of Washington
          repeatedly reiterating that the objective of the Six-Party Talks was to put an end to the nuclear issue,
          Pyongyang regarded them as a means towards the eventual normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA.
        


        
          Therefore, the first round of the Six-Party Talks, which took place on 27–29 August, did not result in a
          change in North Korea’s stance. KCNA (2003m) once again reiterated Pyongyang’s willingness to
          normalize relations with Washington less than a week after the conclusion of the first round of discussions.
          In fact, the North Korean delegation proposed the normalization of diplomatic relations during the talks
          (Zarocostas 2003). While North Korea was not clear on whether it would
          welcome a new round of Six-Party Talks to deal with the nuclear issue, it continued to call for the
          normalization of relations with the USA. This reflects Pyongyang’s priorities, and demonstrates North Korea’s
          commitment to achieving its goal.
        


        
          During a round-table interview on 22 October 2003, Bush (2003c) stated that his government was ready to
          assure North Korea in writing that the USA would not launch an attack on the country. This should have
          appeased North Korean fears of being targeted by the USA. Indeed, Pyongyang welcomed this announcement.
          However, it did not stop the Kim Jong Il government from again demanding a bilateral normalization process
          with the USA through a spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (KCNA 2003n) and two of its most
          senior diplomats, Kim Yong-ho and Kim Song-sol (Zarocostas 2003). Even though one of the other members of the
          ‘axis of evil’, Iraq, had been invaded, and its former president, Saddam Hussein, toppled, Pyongyang still
          did not hesitate to demand that the USA should normalize diplomatic relations. Its commitment to this goal
          may seem remarkable, but shows an inability to understand the degree to which the Bush administration was
          against moving towards the normalization of relations.
        


        
          Two further rounds of the Six-Party Talks held on 25–28 February and 23–26 June 2004 still failed to change
          North Korea’s stance regarding bilateral normalization talks with the USA. Indeed, these two rounds of talks
          served to showcase North Korea’s prioritization of an improvement in relations with the USA. Most notably,
          Kim Young-il, North Korea’s Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade, was replaced by Kim Kye-gwan,
          Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs, as head of Pyongyang’s delegation to the talks. The latter was a veteran of
          the 1993–4 negotiations and the New York channel. Kim also hosted Kelly’s visit to Pyongyang in October 2002
          (Lee 2006: 248). Assisted by two other experts on US domestic and foreign policy, Kim headed a delegation
          with extensive experience in dealing with the USA. This showed that Pyongyang emphasized the use of the
          Six-Party Talks as a channel to talk to Washington. Indeed, following each round of talks, a spokesman for
          the Ministry of Foreign Affairs reiterated that the nuclear issue could only be resolved if the USA offered
          sufficient incentives, among them the establishment of diplomatic relations (KCNA 2004b, 2004c).
        


        
          However, it is noteworthy that on 25 June, during the third round of the talks, North Korea showed signs of
          what would become complex learning during the next phase of the crisis. This began when a North Korean
          official announced in a press conference in Beijing that Pyongyang might be prepared to freeze its nuclear
          programme in exchange for its removal from the US list of state sponsors of terrorism (Pan 2004). Although
          this proposal was soon replaced by a return to the demand for bilateral normalization talks, it would later
          become one of Pyongyang’s main goals from 2006 onwards. Hence, the second phase of the crisis witnessed a
          nascent process of complex learning. The commitment to the normalization of relations was not abandoned, but
          interest in an intermediate and more achievable objective was expressed.
        


        
          The Six-Party Talks negotiations were put on hold between the end of the June 2004 round and the US
          presidential election. Afterwards, North Korea initially recommenced its
          calls for bilateral normalization talks, even asking the USA to resume the implementation of the Agreed
          Framework (KCNA 2004e, 2005i). This position was also communicated in person via the New York channel
          during meetings held on 30 November and 3 December 2004 (KCNA 2004f). At this point, and in spite of
          reassurances from the Bush administration, North Korea remained unconvinced that it would not be the target
          of a military strike. The North Korean Human Rights Act, passed by the US House of Representatives on 4
          October 2004, had increased North Korean concerns. The act had introduced a number of measures to protect
          North Korean citizens against the Kim Jong Il government, denounced for persecuting its own
          citizens.17 However, this new element of pressure by Washington
          did not affect Pyongyang’s commitment to the normalization of bilateral relations.
        


        
          In her January 2005 written submission to the US Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, newly appointed
          Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice (2005) labelled North Korea and five other countries as ‘outposts of
          tyranny’ in which the respective regimes oppressed their own citizens. North Korea interpreted this statement
          as a sign that the USA was not ready for engagement. North Korea had shown a degree of ambivalence towards
          the Six-Party Talks before Rice’s submission (KCNA 2005a). Following the submission, a statement from
          the North Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced that Pyongyang was suspending participation in the
          Six-Party Talks for an indefinite period of time. However, in the same statement Pyongyang also stated that
          it still sought bilateral talks to put an end to the nuclear crisis and to engage with Washington
          (KCNA 2005b). This unusually blunt statement was devoid of the rhetoric normally used by North Korea.
          Similarly, a memorandum released shortly afterwards in March reiterated North Korea’s commitment to the goal
          of establishing bilateral normalization talks. The memorandum denounced the Bush administration for breaking
          the compromise reached by the Clinton administration, while openly calling for Washington to change its
          policy (KCNA 2005c).
        


        
          During subsequent months there was frenetic diplomatic activity to resume the Six-Party Talks. During this
          period, North Korea continued to refer to the need to normalize bilateral relations with the USA (KCNA
          2005e). When the first phase of the fourth round of Six-Party Talks finally took place between 26 July and 7
          August 2005, North Korea’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Paek Nam-sun publicly stated that his country would
          give up its nuclear weapons in exchange for diplomatic relations with the USA (KCNA 2005f). Therefore,
          following the 19 September 2005 Joint Statement released by all members of the Six-Party Talks, Pyongyang
          openly and repeatedly emphasized that North Korea would not feel any need to retain its nuclear arsenal as
          soon as relations with the USA were normalized (KCNA 2005h, 2005g, 2005i). North Korea went as far as
          reiterating this point at the UN General Assembly.18 As per the
          1994 Agreed Framework, the September 2005 Joint Statement explicitly mentioned that the USA and North Korea
          would seek the normalization of diplomatic relations.19
        


        
          The Bush administration’s interest in the North Korean nuclear issue increased, while the crisis showed no
          signs of being resolved. This is one of the reasons why in the beginning the USA was not directly involved in
          resolving the Iranian nuclear crisis. The Bush administration wanted to
          solve the North Korean crisis in order to concentrate on other foreign policy issues that were deemed to be
          more important.20 Nevertheless, Washington’s commitment to a
          specific objective was unclear and hindered its position in the bargaining process while reinforcing that of
          Pyongyang. Moreover, interest in resolving the crisis did increase, but it did not become a central issue for
          the administration.
        


        
          On the one hand, the hawks still sought regime change, hence their insistence on military, financial and
          diplomatic pressure. On the other hand, the doves wanted a negotiated solution to the crisis. However, they
          were not clear about the ultimate goal, whether it should be the normalization of diplomatic relations or
          only bringing North Korea’s nuclear programme to a halt. Given these differences and uncertainties, other
          participants in the Six-Party Talks meetings were unsure about the objectives that the USA was seeking to
          achieve.
        


        
          Washington’s position became clearer following Bush’s re-election in 2004. The protracted wars in Afghanistan
          and Iraq had undermined the position of the hawks within the Bush administration. Equally important, Rice had
          been appointed as Secretary of State. In contrast to her predecessor, Rice and Vice President Dick Cheney
          were equally close to Bush. Meanwhile, Rumsfeld was distracted by the Iraq War and was less involved in
          shaping the administration’s policy towards North Korea. Hence, Rice was able slowly to move the position of
          the USA with regard to North Korea towards offering normalization as a carrot in return for
          denuclearization.21
        


        
          The Six-Party Talks were reconvened when the first phase of the fourth round took place between July and
          August 2005. Following the talks Christopher Hill (2005), who had replaced Kelly as Assistant Secretary of
          State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs a few months earlier, publicly stated that the USA was not opposed
          to normalizing diplomatic relations with North Korea once Pyongyang had dismantled its nuclear programme.
          Prior to the September 2005 Joint Statement, the US delegation to the Six-Party Talks was in constant contact
          with officials in Washington. Formal National Security Council meetings and informal gatherings took place,
          with the hawks and doves bargaining over the final wording of an agreement that would be amenable to both.
          However, in the end Rice talked directly to China’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Li Zhaoxing, and the head of
          the Chinese delegation to the talks, Wu Dawei, to agree on the wording of the statement (Funabashi 2007:
          389–91). Hence, the agreement ended up leaning towards the preferences of the doves due largely to the power
          that Rice wielded within the administration. However, had it not been for Pyongyang’s commitment to
          normalization, this would probably have never ended up being included in the Joint Statement.
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve normalization


        
          Using the Six-Party Talks regime


          
            For the first time since at least the end of the Cold War, from April 2003 onwards North Korea made use of
            an international regime to try to attain its objective of normalizing diplomatic relations with the USA.
            The regime that began to be constructed around the Six-Party Talks
            appealed to Pyongyang insofar as it could be shaped in a way that benefited its interests. In contrast to
            the IAEA and NPT regime, which North Korea had joined only after it was well established and defined, a
            Six-Party Talks regime could be influenced from the onset, thus giving the Kim Jong Il government a degree
            of leverage in its construction.
          


          
            Nevertheless, North Korea’s acceptance of the regime was initially hesitant at best. Pyongyang feared that
            the talks would become an instrument for the five other parties to press for its denuclearization. The
            first round of talks, held in August 2003, dispelled these fears. Pyongyang realized that Beijing wanted a
            diplomatic solution to the crisis. North Korea also understood the new role that China could play in
            international affairs. Hu’s words about Beijing helping to build a ‘harmonious world’ were not mere
            rhetoric; they announced an actual change in Chinese foreign policy.22 Hence, Beijing’s role differed markedly from the one it played during the Clinton-era
            four-party talks. China moved from being merely a spectator to a US–North Korea dialogue to becoming the
            broker of an agreement between all parties involved, as well as a balancer among diverse
            positions.23
          


          
            In spite of China’s role, using the Six-Party Talks regime did not become the main tactic for North Korea
            to seek the normalization of relations with the USA until the fourth round of meetings in 2005. Prior to
            this round, the expectations of the regime were unclear. All the parties agreed that the Six-Party Talks
            would aim to resolve the nuclear crisis peacefully. This would be achieved by North Korea freezing and
            dismantling its nuclear programme in exchange for a number of incentives (Funabashi 2007: 344). However,
            these incentives were yet to be defined, both in terms of what incentives North Korea would receive and who
            would provide them. This problem was to be solved during the fourth round of the talks, when the USA
            decided to offer North Korea the carrot of the normalization of relations (Pritchard 2007a).
          


          
            In addition, the decision-making procedure of the regime was modified for the fourth round of the talks.
            The multilateral procedure of the first three rounds had hindered progress between the two main actors in
            the crisis, North Korea and the USA. Hence, the six parties agreed to substantial bilateral meetings
            between all the delegations, including, and especially, between Pyongyang’s and Washington’s envoys.
            Negotiations would take place during Six-Party Talks meetings (Pritchard 2007a). The doves had become
            stronger in the Bush administration, and were able to express their preference for a mixture of bilateral
            and multilateral talks within the Six-Party Talks regime. Thus, the talks were dynamic and candid, rather
            than formal and bureaucratic.
          


          
            Pyongyang therefore became convinced that it should use the Six-Party Talks-centred regime to move towards
            attainment of its foreign policy goals. Hence, the North Korean delegation worked to reach an agreement
            that would be satisfactory to the USA during the fourth round of the talks. North Korea sided with China,
            Japan, Russia and South Korea to put pressure on the USA to accept an agreement that was amenable to all
            five parties, of which more in the next section. Additionally, North Korean officials proved flexible and
            business-like during bilateral meetings with their US
            counterparts.24 There was a change in attitude from the North
            Korean delegation from the previous rounds of talks to the new one (Funabashi 2007). Pyongyang transformed
            into an active participant. Rather than simply trying to force the USA to accept its position, North Korea
            became more accommodating. This reflected Pyongyang’s ability both to overcome competency traps in the form
            of mistrust of multilateral regimes and to work properly outside of bilateral meetings with the USA.
          

        
      

      
        The emergence of an eclectic alliance


        
          North Korea’s use of the Six-Party Talks regime was closely related to the emergence of an eclectic alliance
          including China, North Korea, Russia and South Korea that soft balanced the USA from 2003 to 2005. Under
          Koizumi, Japan sometimes joined this alliance as well. Alignment between these countries was the result of a
          shared belief in resolving the North Korean nuclear crisis through diplomacy, together with the recognition
          that the doves in the Bush administration also wanted to engage in negotiations while the hawks sought the
          immediate collapse of the Kim Jong Il government.
        


        
          Nevertheless, North Korea did not have complete trust in China during the first few months of this second
          phase of the crisis. Therefore, North Korea asked for Russia to be included in multilateral talks to resolve
          the crisis when they were first proposed. Pyongyang feared that Beijing and Washington would apply joint
          pressure to force dismantlement of its nuclear programme (Toloraya 2008). This initial mistrust towards China
          showed that alignment between Pyongyang and Beijing was not necessarily granted.
        


        
          However, this mistrust started to ease following the first round of the talks. Wang Yi, China’s Vice-Minister
          of Foreign Affairs, did not refrain from criticizing the USA for being the ‘main obstacle’ to progress on the
          nuclear issue (Kahn 2003). Moreover, China did not hesitate to publicly cast doubt on the Bush
          administration’s accusations regarding North Korea’s possession of a nuclear programme (Kahn and Chira 2004).
          Meanwhile, Beijing tried to soften Washington’s position towards Pyongyang (Funabashi 2007: 347).
        


        
          North Korea and China also resumed top-level bilateral contacts, which had tentatively started in early 2003
          but which became more frequent following the first round of Six-Party Talks. Chinese envoys to Pyongyang were
          sufficiently senior to be granted meetings with Kim Jong Il and to discuss the nuclear issue, signalling an
          improvement in relations between both countries.25 As an
          indication of the progress in bilateral relations, Kim Jong Il visited China on 19–21 April 2004 and met with
          Hu Jintao (KCNA 2004d). Alignment between both countries progressed sufficiently to allow Kim
          Kye-gwan, Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs and North Korean envoy to the Six-Party Talks, to state that China
          and North Korea would present a common position during the Six-Party Talks (KCNA 2004a).
        


        
          Pyongyang’s soft balancing of Washington with Beijing’s help was enough to avert the pressure from the Bush
          administration’s hawkish officials but was insufficient to advance North Korean goals. Pyongyang realized
          that it needed to exert greater diplomatic pressure on Washington to move
          towards attaining its objectives. Hence, North Korea refrained from playing Russia against China. Instead,
          the Kim Jong Il government sought to align with both at the same time in order to better balance the USA.
          Moscow became increasingly involved in Korean Peninsula affairs. For example, Russian Ambassador to North
          Korea Andrei Karlov called for the resumption of the Six-Party Talks in an interview with North Korea’s
          official media (KCNA 2005d). Russia also supported China’s demand that the USA should offer a broader
          set of incentives to North Korea to find a diplomatic solution to the nuclear crisis. In addition, South
          Korea also actively requested the USA to offer Pyongyang a more comprehensive package.26 Hence, a quadruple ad hoc alliance was soft balancing the USA in order
          to achieve a broad goal: the improvement of relations between Washington and Pyongyang.
        


        
          The soft balancing of the USA increased in the weeks between the start of the first phase of the fourth round
          of the Six-Party Talks, on 26 July, and the conclusion of the second phase of this round of talks, on 19
          September. Delegations to the Six-Party Talks met for a total of twenty days. China, Russia and the two
          Koreas showed a relatively united position while the USA became isolated. Japan seemed to drift between
          positions, but eventually sided with the four countries seeking a diplomatic solution to the crisis (Kahn
          2005). China accommodated North Korea’s demands so that the fifth draft, which, almost untouched, became the
          joint statement presented on 19 September, ‘was de facto a North Korean draft’, as noted by a member of the
          South Korean delegation, who also stated that the draft ignored the ‘needs’ of the USA (Funabashi 2007: 385).
        


        
          North Korea’s soft balancing was facilitated by Hu’s advocacy of a harmonious world and the peaceful rise of
          China.27 These were correctly perceived by Pyongyang as an
          opportunity to balance Washington with a more proactive Beijing. The North Korean issue became a test for
          China to express its voice and to become involved in resolving other issues such as the talks to end the
          Iranian nuclear issue, its decision to send peacekeeping forces to Sudan, or its attempt to make Myanmar
          accept foreign aid following Cyclone Nargis. They can all be considered further expressions of Hu’s peaceful
          rise and harmonious world principles, and they all followed from Beijing’s active involvement in the
          Six-Party Talks (Pacheco Pardo 2010).
        


        
          Furthermore, for China and Russia, alignment to balance the USA became part of what they both called a ‘new
          world order’ based on the principle of multilateralism and rejection of unilateralism, as announced in a
          joint statement issued on 4 July 2005.28 Both countries
          defended multilateralism and respect for each state’s sovereignty and own development path.29 For Russia, intervention in North-East Asian affairs in general and
          Korean Peninsula issues in particular was also part of plans for the economic development of its Far
          East.30
        


        
          The combination of the use of soft balancing and the Six-Party Talks to successfully obtain an agreement, the
          September 2005 Joint Statement, in which the normalization of US–North Korea relations was a prominent
          feature, attests to Pyongyang’s simple learning from April 2003 onwards. Brinkmanship had resulted in a break-up of relations with Washington and an end to the Agreed Framework.
          Overcoming cognitive limitations, the Kim Jong Il government began to understand that it could not treat the
          Bush administration in the same way as it had the Clinton administration. Pyongyang also started to
          comprehend the new role that China could play in North-East Asian politics. This resulted in North Korea
          overcoming competency traps that had previously led it to resort to employing the combination of bargaining
          tactics it knew best. Thus, North Korea abandoned brinkmanship while for the first time seriously engaging in
          an international regime to pursue its goal of the normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA.
        

      

      
        Diminishing brinkmanship


        
          From the point that North Korea’s withdrawal from the NPT became official until the Six-Party Talks Joint
          Statement was released, the Kim Jong Il government made very little use of brinkmanship. The only exception
          was in early 2005, in a case of low-intensity reactive brinkmanship in response to a perceived diplomatic
          offensive from the USA. In his second term inauguration speech on 20 January 2005, Bush (2005) made five
          specific references to the need to end tyranny and free those people living under it. During her confirmation
          hearing statement two days previously, Rice (2005) included North Korea in a list of six ‘outposts of
          tyranny’ whose people needed to be freed from fear. The Kim Jong Il government reacted to these words through
          low-intensity, verbal brinkmanship.
        


        
          On 10 February 2005, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs released a statement in which North Korea publicly
          announced that it had ‘manufactured nukes for self-defence to cope with the Bush administration’s evermore
          undisguised policy to isolate and stifle the DPRK’ (KCNA 2005b). For the first time, Pyongyang
          admitted possession of nuclear weapons, purportedly as a deterrent against a possible attack by the USA.
          Meanwhile, North Korea declared that it would suspend participation in the Six-Party Talks until
          circumstances changed (ibid.). Less than a month later, a memorandum issued by the Ministry of Foreign
          Affairs explained that North Korea would not consider giving up its nuclear weapons programme unless the Bush
          administration clearly demonstrated its willingness to coexist with the Kim Jong Il government (KCNA
          2005c). Hitherto there had been a debate on whether North Korea was in possession of nuclear weapons.
          Pyongyang’s announcement therefore put pressure on the USA by showcasing its failure to halt North Korea’s
          nuclear programme.
        


        
          Nonetheless, Pyongyang swiftly refrained from further antagonizing the USA. Pyongyang’s envoy to the
          Six-Party Talks, Kim Kye-gwan, held a bilateral meeting with his newly appointed US counterpart, Christopher
          Hill, on 9 July 2005. Washington arranged the meeting to convince North Korea to rejoin the Six-Party Talks,
          and the Kim Jong Il government accepted (Brinkley and Sanger 2005). No further instance of brinkmanship took
          place during this second phase of the crisis.
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      4 Nuclear North Korea and the Bush administration

    

    
       
    


    
      From the Joint Statement to the first nuclear test, October 2005–October 2006


      
        The period following the release of the September 2005 Joint Statement witnessed a historical change in
        North-East Asian politics in general and North Korea’s bargaining with the USA in particular. This was due to
        the fact that between October 2005 and October 2006 Pyongyang’s foreign policy evolved from alignment with
        other powers in the region and participation in an international regime to isolation and an open and
        provocative display of its nuclear capability. The run-up to North Korea’s October 2006 nuclear test was marked
        by growing tensions between North Korea and its neighbours and in bilateral relations between the Kim Jong Il
        government and the George W. Bush administration. These two sets of tension were in marked contrast to the
        improvement in relations that had characterized the April 2003–September 2005 period.
      


      
        Escalating tensions with North Korea were not the only foreign policy challenge that the USA had to confront
        between late 2005 and late 2006. Washington’s problems in Afghanistan and Iraq increased. There was no end in
        sight to either of these two conflicts, and cracks appeared in the military coalitions on the ground in both
        countries. In addition, a major change occurred in the international system which had an indirect impact on the
        North Korean nuclear crisis when Washington became directly involved in resolving the Iranian nuclear issue.
        The election of hardliner Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to the presidency of Iran in mid-2005 led to a tougher stance
        from Tehran regarding its nuclear programme. Tensions thus increased, and on 4 February 2006 the IAEA referred
        Iran to the UN Security Council, which warranted Washington’s direct engagement.1 Finally, the USA joined the EU-3 in talks with Iran in June 2006 (Rice 2006b).
      


      
        Another significant development, affecting both the international system as a whole and the North Korean
        nuclear conundrum more directly, took place in the second half of 2005. In August, China hosted the USA for
        their first bilateral Senior Dialogue on security-related issues. This dialogue continued on a regular basis
        until the end of the Bush presidency, with five more rounds of bilateral talks taking place. It was
        complemented by a regular Strategic Economic Dialogue at the Vice Premier/Secretary of the Treasury level, held
        five times during the Bush administration. In sharp contrast to the Cold War, the two greatest powers of the early twenty-first century held regular talks at a very high level concerning a
        multitude of security and economic issues. Moreover, in September 2005, US Deputy Secretary of State Robert
        Zoellick (2005) asked China to become a ‘responsible stakeholder’ in world affairs. During the same month,
        President Hu Jintao started to advocate a ‘harmonious world’, after introducing this concept in a speech to the
        UN General Assembly. As a result of China’s new thinking and US requests, Beijing foreign policy changed. The
        Hu government became more actively involved in resolving the Iranian nuclear issue, and eventually joined the
        EU-3 talks with the USA and Russia. Meanwhile, Wang Guangya, the Chinese ambassador to the UN, played a key
        role in dealing with crises in Sudan and Somalia (Alden 2007: 116–17).
      


      
        Hu also helped to shift China’s approach to North Korea. Relations slowly progressed from alignment and
        particular consideration for its neighbour to a more normal relationship, akin to China’s relations with the
        majority of other countries (Funabashi 2007: 277–8). This was reflected in Beijing’s decision to support US
        financial sanctions on Banco Delta Asia and in UN Security Council resolutions to impose sanctions on
        Pyongyang. As Taylor (2010: 45) suggests, from the onset of the second nuclear crisis China undeniably became
        more willing to support multilateral sanctions, and even discreetly to punish North Korea unilaterally. As we
        will see in this chapter, on several occasions Beijing treated Pyongyang as it would have any other country
        engaging in high-intensity brinkmanship.
      


      
        Inter-bureaucratic differences in the Bush administration continued throughout this period. The hawks still
        sought to put pressure on the Kim Jong Il government. Financial pressure became their main tactic to undermine
        his regime. Four days before the signing of the September 2005 Joint Statement, the Treasury Department had
        designated the Macau-based bank Banco Delta Asia as a ‘primary money-laundering concern’ owing to its
        involvement in laundering money obtained by North Korea via illicit activities.2 Shortly afterwards, the USA imposed sanctions on North Korean companies by freezing their
        accounts in Banco Delta Asia. These sanctions had a fundamental influence on North Korea’s behaviour during the
        October 2005–October 2006 period.3 They were complemented by
        diplomatic pressure in the form of criticism of North Korea’s human rights record and, more importantly,
        multilateral UN Security Council sanctions.
      


      
        Meanwhile, the doves tried to regain the initiative in the inter-bureaucratic bargaining process. However, the
        financial sanctions proved to be very damaging for North Korea and Pyongyang refused to return to the talks,
        which prevented discussion of the September 2005 Agreed Framework. Therefore, the doves’ position was weakened.
        Nonetheless, their preference for solving the crisis through dialogue did not disappear. To begin with, during
        this phase of the crisis Condoleezza Rice (2006c), Zoellick (2006) and Christopher Hill (2006a) called for the
        resumption of the Six-Party Talks. Furthermore, the doves drew a parallel between the cases of Libya and North
        Korea and suggested that the latter should follow a ‘Libyan model’, leading towards the eventual normalization
        of relations (Rice 2006a). US–Libya relations were improving at the time, with little indication that
        Washington would get involved in a North Atlantic Treaty Organization campaign supporting rebels fighting against the Libyan leader Colonel Muammar Gaddafi in 2011. In addition,
        the doves were successful in coaxing the USA to join talks aimed at halting the Iranian nuclear programme
        (Doyle 2008; Weisman 2006). They were later linked to both nuclear crises.
      


      
        The remarkable changes in the international system and in Washington’s policy towards North Korea produced a
        dramatic shift in Pyongyang’s choice of bargaining tactics, as discussed above. Eventually the Kim Jong Il
        government resorted to brinkmanship but seemed unable to contemplate using any other tactic to try to re-engage
        the USA in bilateral negotiations. Pyongyang even used a nuclear test to emphasize the seriousness of its
        brinkmanship. Something similar happened during the Barack Obama presidency, suggesting that Pyongyang attaches
        great importance to the possession of nuclear capability.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal


        
          This third phase of the second nuclear crisis witnessed an instance of North Korean complex learning. That
          is, there was a change in Pyongyang’s objectives, but this did not involve moving away from its long-standing
          commitment to the normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations with Washington. Instead, complex learning
          led Pyongyang to seek an intermediate objective in the form of peaceful coexistence, to be achieved by
          resolving the crisis. The normalization of diplomatic relations still remained the ultimate goal.
        


        
          Shortly after the release of the September 2005 Joint Statement, the US Treasury Department imposed financial
          sanctions on several North Korean companies by freezing their accounts held in Macau-based Banco Delta Asia,
          which was accused of helping North Korea to conduct illicit activities.4 In view of the emergence of the Banco Delta Asia issue, Pyongyang thought that the hawks
          within the Bush administration were resisting implementation of the measures agreed in the Joint
          Statement.5 According to the US Treasury Department, Banco
          Delta Asia had been supporting illicit North Korean activities for some time. Thus it could be no coincidence
          that the sanctions had been imposed only a few weeks after the release of the Joint Statement.6 The Kim Jong Il government viewed the financial sanctions as part of
          Washington’s insincere approach to the normalization of bilateral relations. Hence, North Korea started to
          publicly denounce the sanctions on Banco Delta Asia as a hostile act during the first half of 2006
          (KCNA 2006d, 2006b, 2006f). Similarly, following the missile tests on 4–5 July and before and after
          the nuclear test on 9 October, Pyongyang argued that neither were hostile acts, but rather a reminder of what
          the Kim Jong Il government regarded as a necessary deterrent against Washington’s aggression. According to
          Pyongyang, possession of this deterrent would not be necessary if it could peacefully coexist with Washington
          (KCNA 2006k, 2006h, 2006l). This might be achieved by removing the country from the list of state
          sponsors of terrorism and ending the application of the Trading with the Enemy Act. It would be tantamount to
          recognition of Pyongyang as a non-enemy by Washington. This is due to the political nature of the list,
          inclusion in which is used by the USA to punish regimes it dislikes (Klug
          2008; Sullivan 2005).7 The shift in North Korea’s goal became
          clearer following the nuclear test, when North Korea and the USA resumed talks.
        


        
          While the Kim Jong Il government was in the process of shifting the goal to be achieved from resolving the
          crisis, the hawk–dove divide prevented the Bush administration from forming a more coherent objective with
          regard to North Korea. The timing of the imposition of sanctions on Banco Delta Asia suggests that the hawks
          were still trying to topple the Kim Jong Il government. The USA had been aware of North Korea’s illicit
          activities, such as the counterfeiting of dollar bills and drug and alcohol smuggling, since at least the
          early 1990s (Funabashi 2007: 145; Mihm 2006). As discussed above, the Bush administration set up the Illicit
          Activities Initiative in early 2003 in order to investigate and counter these activities. Yet, sanctions were
          only introduced when relations between Pyongyang and Washington seemed to be on the verge of warming as a
          result of the Joint Statement. Even if both events may have been unrelated, the perception was that they were
          linked (Funabashi 2007; Pritchard 2007a: 129). In addition, UN Security Council sanctions to put pressure on
          North Korea were approved. On 15 July 2006, eleven days after North Korea conducted missile tests, the UN
          passed Resolution 1695. Even though the sanctions ended up being symbolic owing to the opposition by China,
          Russia and South Korea to their implementation, they nevertheless provided the Bush administration with a
          degree of diplomatic support for its policy. John Bolton, one of the strongest supporters of a hawkish
          approach towards North Korea, had been appointed US Ambassador to the UN in August 2005. Thanks to this role
          he was able to urge the UN Security Council to agree on its first resolution on North Korea since 1993
          (Bolton 2007).
        


        
          Furthermore, the hawks put pressure on North Korea by highlighting the Kim Jong Il government’s human rights
          record. Jay Lefkowitz immediately engaged in sharp criticism of Pyongyang’s human rights record upon his
          appointment. He also linked the issues of denuclearization, normalization and human rights. Moreover, he also
          contradicted fellow Department of State officials regarding policy towards North Korea (Lefkowitz 2007,
          2008). The link between denuclearization and human rights was weak during the Bush administration. However,
          it was nonetheless a way to put pressure on North Korea. US behaviour during this phase of the nuclear crisis
          reflected hawkish preferences. Even though the doves wielded similar power within the Bush administration at
          this point, the sanctions on Banco Delta Asia had eliminated all possibility of dialogue with North Korea.
          Therefore, the USA continued to apply pressure because it seemed that this tactic was successful in halting
          Pyongyang’s resistance. Inter-agency bargaining became unpleasant. National Security Council meetings were
          characterized by disagreements between the hawks and doves. Rice and Dick Cheney defended their individual
          approaches towards North Korea but were unable to find common ground. Meanwhile, Hill sought to restart the
          Six-Party Talks process but could not openly challenge the financial sanctions that had been imposed on Banco
          Delta Asia. The hawks, who were the driving force behind these sanctions, prevented him from doing
          so.8
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve normalization


        
          The failure of the Six-Party Talks


          
            North Korea refrained from using the Six-Party Talks regime to bargain with the USA during the third phase
            of the nuclear crisis. Pyongyang did try to make use of this tactic early on. However, the Kim Jong Il
            government rapidly changed its stance after realizing that a regime that was still poorly defined would not
            help to advance its foreign policy goals. Beijing’s change in policy towards North Korea, and its
            business-like approach to relations with Pyongyang, further reinforced the decision by the latter not to
            use the Six-Party Talks.
          


          
            The first phase of the fifth round of the Six-Party Talks, held in November 2005, demonstrated the
            ineffectiveness of the regime constructed around them to deal with the change in tactic by the hawks in the
            Bush administration. Fundamentally, the regime was constructed upon the objective of denuclearization in
            exchange for peaceful coexistence. The financial sanctions imposed on Banco Delta Asia accounts were deemed
            to be tantamount to economic warfare.9 In other words, North
            Korea believed that the USA was disregarding the September 2005 Joint Statement (KCNA 2005c, 2005l,
            2005m).
          


          
            During the November 2005 round of talks, North Korea refused to discuss the implementation of the Joint
            Statement unless financial sanctions on Banco Delta Asia were lifted. Kim Kye-gwan, Pyongyang’s envoy to
            the talks, made it clear that North Korea would not even participate in the talks unless sanctions were
            removed (KCNA 2006a; Pritchard 2007a). Thereafter, and during the last months of the third phase of
            the crisis, North Korea and the USA argued over whether denuclearization, peaceful coexistence and
            financial sanctions were part of the same regime or not. Pyongyang argued that they were directly related
            and therefore should be solved simultaneously. Hence, North Korea would not take any steps towards
            denuclearization unless the financial issues were resolved first (KCNA 2006d, 2006b, 2006g, 2006e).
            In contrast, the USA argued that the issues of denuclearization and the normalization of relations were
            separate from the financial sanctions, and should be handled individually (Hill 2006a).
          


          
            The parties to the regime could not agree on who was right due to the absence of implementation rules or
            agreed norms. Since North Korea was opposed to discussing denuclearization unless the financial sanctions
            were lifted first, the regime became ineffective. Progress might have been made if implementation rules had
            first been established to allow denuclearization and financial sanctions to be discussed simultaneously. A
            well-defined ‘action for action’ rule would have provided enough flexibility to incorporate new US demands
            at some point in the future. In fact, this is similar to North Korea’s assertion that it would not take any
            steps towards denuclearization unless the USA lifted the sanctions first. However, this was rejected by the
            Bush administration, which maintained that denuclearization in return for peaceful coexistence was separate
            from the imposition of financial sanctions. As a result, the Six-Party Talks were not reconvened until
            December 2006, two months after North Korea’s first nuclear test.
          

        
      

      
        Missile and nuclear brinkmanship


        
          As North Korea moved further away from returning to the Six-Party Talks, the threat of brinkmanship by the
          Kim Jong Il government increased. Eventually, North Korea engaged in planned and calculated high-intensity
          brinkmanship for the first time since 1998. On 4–5 July 2006, North Korea tested eight missiles, including
          one long-range Taepodong-2. Three months later, on 9 October, Pyongyang conducted its first nuclear test.
          These two acts significantly raised the stakes in the bargaining process with the USA.
        


        
          The decision to engage in high-intensity brinkmanship followed months of verbal brinkmanship following
          financial pressure exerted by the USA through the imposition of sanctions on Banco Delta Asia. Initially,
          Pyongyang confined itself to repeatedly denunciating the sanctions, warning that they were considered a
          war-like act (KCNA 2006j, 2006f).10 The aggressiveness
          of North Korea’s opposition to the financial sanctions indicated the extent to which they were hurting the
          Kim Jong Il government, which was now unable to access a considerable portion of its funds.
        


        
          Historical analogies might explain why North Korea then decided to conduct high-intensity brinkmanship twice
          in the space of three months. In spite of the failure of this tactic to help North Korea to achieve its
          foreign policy goal of the normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA, previously high-intensity
          brinkmanship had resulted in talks with Washington. As already discussed, Bush administration hawks opposed
          direct negotiations with the Kim Jong Il government and instead sought to apply pressure to bring about its
          collapse. Revealing the failure of this tactic through high-intensity brinkmanship demonstrated that the USA
          needed to change policy. The doves already preferred a policy shift towards direct engagement with Pyongyang.
          It was envisioned that North Korean brinkmanship might help the doves to lead the USA towards bilateral
          talks. These talks could ostensibly be held to solve the immediate instance of brinkmanship but could deal
          with other issues as well, including bilateral rapprochement. Earlier instances of bilateral talks had
          usually concerned multiple issues.
        


        
          As already mentioned, on 4–5 July Pyongyang tested eight missiles including a long-range Taepodong-2. This
          was the first launch of a North Korean long-range missile since August 1998, putting an end to a self-imposed
          moratorium on the testing of this type of weapon. The tests coincided both with US Independence Day
          festivities and the scheduled launch of the US space shuttle Discovery (Onishi and Sanger 2006). In
          addition, the Taepodong-2 test took place at a time when Sino-North Korean alignment was very weak (see
          below). Preparations for the test were detected in early June. China’s Premier Wen Jiabao had publicly
          requested Pyongyang not to undertake any action that could worsen the situation in the Korean Peninsula, a
          clear reference to a possible missile test (China Daily 2006a). The test had therefore two main
          objectives. The first was to pressurize the USA into lifting the sanctions on Banco Delta Asia and
          subsequently resuming a dialogue with the Kim Jong Il government. As a spokesman for North Korea’s Ministry
          of Foreign Affairs put it, the long-range missile test moratorium ‘was valid only when the DPRK–U.S. dialogue
          was under way’ (KCNA 2006h). The second objective of the test was
          publicly to display North Korea’s independence from Chinese influence. The test showed the USA that contrary
          to the view of the hawks, it could not rely on China to pressurize North Korea to resolve the second nuclear
          crisis.
        


        
          Nevertheless, in contrast to previous instances of brinkmanship, the missile tests were not followed by
          renewed US diplomacy. Indeed, Donald Rumsfeld (2011: 615) states that Washington was even prepared to
          intercept any North Korean missile that might threaten US territory, even though this would ‘invite
          retaliatory moves’ from Pyongyang. Moreover, China and Russia supported UN Security Council Resolution 1695,
          which imposed technology transfer limitations and financial sanctions on North Korea. The UN therefore
          sanctioned Pyongyang for the first time since 1993. This demonstrated that missile brinkmanship would not
          work. Furthermore, the test highlighted China’s growing impatience with North Korea’s attitude. In addition
          to co-sponsoring Resolution 1695, the Chinese ambassador to the UN, Wang Guangya, advocated sending a ‘strong
          message’ to North Korea (Xinhua 2006a). The position of the Bush administration and the Chinese
          government showed that Pyongyang needed to either reverse course by again moving closer to Beijing or to
          increase the intensity of its brinkmanship.
        


        
          The Kim Jong Il government chose the latter. North Korea conducted a nuclear test on 9 October, six days
          after Pyongyang’s official press agency had announced the country’s intention to do so. In the days between
          the announcement and the test, the USA warned North Korea of the consequences that nuclear brinkmanship would
          entail (Office of the Press Secretary 2006). Rice called a possible test a ‘very provocative act’ (Kauffman
          2006). Meanwhile, Beijing asked Pyongyang not to conduct the test (Le 2006a). Two days after the test, North
          Korea issued a statement indicating that a nuclear deterrent would not be necessary as long as ‘confidence
          [had] been built’ with the USA, an implicit reference to peaceful coexistence (KCNA 2006i). This
          indicated that the main target of the test was the Bush administration.
        


        
          However, the date of the test also pointed to a second target. The day before, newly appointed Japanese Prime
          Minister Shinzo Abe had visited Beijing while on his first foreign trip since taking office as prime minister
          of Japan (Le 2006b; Xinhua 2006b). The meeting had been heralded as a new era in Sino-Japanese
          relations and took place during a period when Sino-North Korean alignment was almost non-existent.11 The test therefore also reminded China of the threat lying on its
          north-eastern border. Without the Six-Party Talks and Chinese support, North Korea had become isolated. The
          decision by China and Russia not to veto UN Resolution 1695 further emphasized this isolation. The nuclear
          test would end this situation, with the Six-Party Talks being reconvened shortly afterwards.
        

      

      
        Rejecting alignment (again)


        
          Alignment between North Korea and China weakened rapidly during the third phase of the nuclear crisis.
          Implicit balancing of the USA did not disappear, since China was still opposed to putting pressure on the Kim
          Jong Il government until it collapsed. However, Pyongyang did not actively
          seek to work with Beijing to advance its foreign policy goals, as had been the case during the previous phase
          of the crisis. Similarly, the Hu government started to treat Pyongyang in the same manner as it would any
          other country. North Korea also refrained from engaging South Korea and Russia to balance the USA.
        


        
          Three setbacks made North Korea comprehend the limited value of alignment. The first setback resulted from
          Hu’s visit to North Korea on 28–30 October 2005, and Kim Jong Il’s trip to China on 10–18 January 2006. Both
          were conducted in a business-like atmosphere. Hu’s visit was the first by a Chinese president since Jiang
          Zemin’s in September 2001. North Korea’s media celebrated accordingly, emphasizing the close ties between
          both countries (KCNA 2005j, 2005k). In contrast, the Chinese media was more restrained, choosing to
          focus on the practical outcome of meetings between Hu and Kim Jong Il. In particular, the main focus of
          attention in the Chinese press was North Korea’s decision to join a fifth round of Six-Party Talks (Xing and
          Jiang 2005).
        


        
          Kim Jong Il’s January 2006 trip to China was similarly pragmatic. The purpose of his visit was to witness at
          first hand the progress that China had made thanks to the economic reforms launched in 1978. Kim Jong Il
          toured several southern cities that had benefited from the reforms, including Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Wuhan and
          Zhuhai (KCNA 2006c; Onishi 2006a). Commenting on the economic focus of the visit, Chinese officials
          noted that Kim Jong Il was only accompanied by high-ranked officials and department directors from the
          (North) Korean Workers Party. There were no members of the military in the North Korean delegation. In
          contrast, on Kim Jong Il’s previous visit in 2001 almost 40 per cent of the delegation comprised military
          officials (Funabashi 2007: 438).
        


        
          A second blow to North Korea’s belief in soft balancing was derived from the fifth round of Six-Party Talks
          held on 9–11 November 2005, and from normalization talks with Japan on 4–8 February 2006. The talks were
          marked by clashes between the North Korean and US delegations. This was a result of the latter’s inability to
          shift the Bush administration’s position on the financial sanctions imposed on Banco Delta Asia. With regard
          to normalization talks with Japan, there was no agreement even to hold further meetings. Despite Junichiro
          Koizumi’s wish to improve relations, domestic constraints resulting from the issue concerning the abduction
          of Japanese nationals prevented Tokyo from moving towards normalization with North Korea at this stage. A
          spokesman for Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs emphasized that this issue needed to be resolved before
          other issues could be discussed (Taniguchi 2006).
        


        
          The final dent in Pyongyang’s faith in alignment followed from Beijing’s acquiescence to the imposition of
          financial sanctions on Banco Delta Asia and support for UN sanctions from China, Russia and South Korea.
          Since Banco Delta Asia was within China’s territory and therefore jurisdiction, the US Treasury
          Department-led freezing of Banco Delta Asia’s North Korean accounts required Beijing’s consent (Fifield and
          Kirchgaessner 2006; Lim 2006). In fact, a few months later, following North Korea’s nuclear test, China put
          pressure on Pyongyang by threatening North Korean financial interests in Chinese banks.12
        

      
    


    
      Towards a Six-Party Talks implementation agreement, October
      2006–February 2007


      
        The nuclear test that was carried out on 9 October 2006 changed the dynamics of North Korea’s bargaining with
        the USA. Pyongyang subsequently abandoned brinkmanship, returned to an amended Six-Party Talks regime, and
        largely ignored the possibility of alignment with other North-East Asian countries. The test effected
        long-lasting change in North Korean thinking with regard to relations with the USA. As we will see, Pyongyang
        continues to seek the normalization of relations with the USA as its ultimate foreign policy goal. However,
        possession of well-developed nuclear capability provided the Kim Jong Il government with a powerful deterrent
        against outside pressure. Hence, North Korea has been non-committal with regard to halting its nuclear
        programme in exchange for the normalization of diplomatic relations since its successful nuclear tests.
      


      
        The international environment affecting Pyongyang–Washington relations did not change significantly in the four
        months between North Korea’s nuclear test and the release of a second Six-Party Talks joint statement. The wars
        in Afghanistan and Iraq continued, as did the Iranian nuclear conundrum. If anything, the latter became more
        relevant to the USA after the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1737 in late December, which imposed
        sanctions on Iran in connection with Tehran’s failure to cooperate with the IAEA and concerns about nuclear
        proliferation. Ongoing problems in the Greater Middle East made the Bush administration more eager to resolve
        the North Korean nuclear crisis. It hoped thereby to leave a more positive foreign policy legacy (Ha 2008;
        Sevastopulo 2008).
      


      
        In North-East Asia, China’s position did not shift. Pyongyang’s nuclear test further distanced the Kim Jong Il
        and Hu governments from one another. As a result, China once again refrained from vetoing UN Security Council
        sanctions against North Korea following the October nuclear test. The fact that Beijing also acquiesced to
        sanctions on Iran hints that its foreign policy had changed, becoming more business-like and less ideological.
        Coupled with the election of Abe as Japanese Prime Minister in September 2006, China’s position reinforced
        North Korea’s isolation in the region. Abe maintained a tougher stance on Pyongyang than Koizumi, his
        predecessor, and this included the imposition of bilateral sanctions following North Korea’s nuclear test
        (Green and Szechenyi 2007).
      


      
        However, an important change took place within the Bush administration during this period. The Republican Party
        suffered a heavy defeat in the November 2006 mid-term election, which was partly attributed to popular
        dissatisfaction with the Iraq War among the electorate (Gartner and Segura 2008). One day after the election,
        Bush (2006) announced that he had accepted Rumsfeld’s offer to resign from the post of Secretary of Defense.
        His resignation became effective in December. During the same month Bolton resigned from his position as US
        Ambassador to the UN. These two resignations weakened the Bush administration hawks. Unsurprisingly, US policy
        towards North Korea and the nuclear crisis underwent rapid change and began
        to adhere more closely to the preferences of the doves. The Six-Party Talks were reconvened, with the removal
        of sanctions on Banco Delta Asia being included on the agenda. Moreover, Washington and Pyongyang initiated
        bilateral talks, which had not been held since the Clinton presidency. These talks became an integral part of
        the Six-Party Talks regime.
      


      
        In the months immediately after the nuclear test, Pyongyang radically changed its course of action. The Kim
        Jong Il government abandoned brinkmanship and instead focused its attention on the Six-Party Talks regime and
        alignment with China. Pyongyang also insisted on introducing peaceful coexistence as part of the Six-Party
        Talks regime, which was achieved with the release of a new joint six-party document in February 2007. This
        shift in goal was already obvious in 2006 and the dramatic change in bargaining tactics suggested that
        Pyongyang engaged in complex learning following the nuclear test. Its cognitive structures were able to process
        the impact that a new nuclear test might have in the aftermath of the October 2006 one. Furthermore, no
        competency traps prevented Pyongyang from shifting tactics to more sensible ones when taking into account the
        context of the bargaining process with Washington.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal?


        
          As discussed, North Korea called for peaceful coexistence before and immediately after the October 2006
          nuclear test. Three weeks later, on 31 October, Kim Kye-gwan and Hill, Pyongyang’s and Washington’s top
          envoys to the Six-Party Talks, met with Chinese officials in Beijing. Subsequently, a spokesman for North
          Korea’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced that Pyongyang would rejoin the Six-Party Talks, following
          Washington’s promise to settle the Banco Delta Asia issue (KCNA 2006n). Shortly afterwards, on 26–28
          November the envoys from North Korea, the USA and China met again in Beijing and for the first time directly
          discussed the removal of North Korea from the list of state sponsors of terrorism (Chosun Ilbo
          2006).13
        


        
          A round of Six-Party Talks took place on 18–22 December. The talks proved inconclusive but allowed the Kim
          Jong Il government to ascertain the Bush administration’s change in policy. Washington was willing to hold
          bilateral talks and to seriously consider granting concessions that would lead to peaceful coexistence (Hill
          2006b, 2006c). On the last day of the talks Pyongyang asked Washington for bilateral talks away from Beijing,
          to which the Bush administration agreed.14
        


        
          Thus, Kim and Hill held bilateral talks in Berlin on 16–17 January 2007. During the meeting, Kim made
          specific references to the removal of North Korea from the list of state sponsors of terrorism and the
          lifting of the application of the Trading with the Enemy Act as key objectives, especially the former.
          Pyongyang promised to start dismantling its nuclear programme in return (Kessler and Cody 2007; Pritchard
          2007b; Yardley 2007). Washington agreed to this proposal, which was later included in the 13 February joint
          statement issued by all members of the Six-Party Talks. During the
          preceding months North Korea had expressed its interest in being removed from the list of state sponsors of
          terrorism (Hill 2007a). From then until the end of the nuclear crisis North Korea continued to insist on
          peaceful coexistence with the USA through removal from the list.
        


        
          Meanwhile, the Bush administration began to develop a better-defined goal, which would become clear
          throughout 2007 and 2008, namely, North Korean denuclearization through dialogue and diplomacy. This had been
          one of the points included in the 1994 Agreed Framework, which stated that North Korea should take the
          necessary steps to implement the North–South Joint Declaration on the Denuclearization of the Korean
          Peninsula, signed by both Koreas in 1992. This goal had also been enshrined in the 2005 Six-Party Talks Joint
          Statement. It was also included in the February 2007 agreement issued by the six parties.15
        


        
          Although the denuclearization of North Korea was one of the doves’ most important goals, it became the
          ultimate goal for Washington during the last years of the Bush administration following North Korea’s nuclear
          test. The hawks were not in a position to challenge this goal. When they tried, as was the case in mid-2007,
          they were ineffective due to the greater relative strength of the doves, who had two strong advocates in Rice
          and Hill. Hence, the goal of achieving denuclearization of North Korea through dialogue and diplomacy did not
          have to compete with others, in particular the forceful removal of the Kim Jong Il government.
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve peaceful coexistence


        
          Return to the Six-Party Talks regime


          
            The first phase of the fifth round of the Six-Party Talks took place in November 2005. After a
            thirteen-month impasse, the talks resumed with the second phase of the fifth round in December 2006. This
            meeting reinforced North Korea’s belief in the inadequacy of the existing Six-Party Talks
            regime.16 The December meeting revealed the shortcomings of
            the Six-Party Talks to promote the denuclearization of North Korea or a diplomatic rapprochement between
            Washington and Pyongyang. It became clear that the regime had to be amended.
          


          
            Hence, the first important change in the regime’s decision-making procedure occurred shortly after the
            December 2006 talks. On 16–17 January 2007 the USA and North Korea met outside the Six-Party Talks
            framework and reached agreements that were later discussed and ratified by the four other parties. Two
            procedural changes were implemented. First, Pyongyang and Washington held bilateral talks outside of
            the Six-Party Talks meetings. Bilateral talks had taken place during the Six-Party Talks rounds in Beijing,
            which meant that they were brief and subject to interference from the other parties. In contrast, the
            January 2007 meeting between Hill and Kim took place in Berlin, and no other parties were present. Equally
            important, they reached an agreement on a proposal concerning the rules and objectives of the regime to be
            discussed with the four other parties (Yardley 2007).17
            Therefore, the other parties were effectively excluded from this new phase in the decision-making
            procedure.
          


          
            The Bush administration doves were supportive of the new regime. They
            sought to direct US policy towards North Korea during this phase of the crisis. The doves understood that
            bilateral talks were beneficial to finding a solution to the nuclear crisis by allowing Washington and
            Pyongyang to reach common consensus.18 Direct bilateral talks
            had already taken place during the Clinton administration and had resulted in greater understanding between
            the two countries. The doves were aware of this and consequently sought a similar mechanism to engage the
            Kim Jong Il government.
          


          
            The second shift in the decision-making procedure affected the Six-Party Talks meetings. During the third
            phase of the fifth round of the talks in February 2007 the starting point for the discussions was the
            proposal agreed by North Korea and the USA. During previous rounds, Pyongyang and Washington had brought
            their own proposals to the table and other parties had also conveyed their own. In contrast, from 2007
            onwards the Kim Jong Il and Bush administrations worked together to conclude agreements that were
            acceptable to both. These agreements were then approved by the other parties after being amended during
            Six-Party Talks meetings, but the modifications did not affect the nature of the original US–North Korea
            proposals (Cha and Kelly 2008; Pritchard 2007a: 159).
          


          
            The Initial Actions for the Implementation of the Joint Statement, agreed at the February 2007 meeting,
            made the rules of the regime official. The agreement instituted an ‘action for action’ rule.19 Coordinated and incremental steps were to be taken to move towards
            the denuclearization of North Korea and the eventual normalization of diplomatic relations between
            Washington and Pyongyang. The ‘action for action’ rule was to be the cornerstone of the Six-Party Talks
            regime until North Korea achieved its goal of peaceful coexistence. Prior to the introduction of this rule
            it was uncertain how each party would proceed to implement the decisions agreed. The introduction of this
            rule illustrated that peaceful coexistence could follow if North Korea were to take certain steps towards
            denuclearization.
          


          
            With regard to the regime’s objectives, Pyongyang successfully incorporated its new goal. The February 2007
            agreement made explicit reference to removing ‘the designation of the DPRK as a state sponsor of terrorism’
            and to ‘terminating the application of the Trading with the Enemy Act with respect to the DPRK’.20 These two measures were de facto and de jure equivalent to peaceful
            coexistence between North Korea and the USA. Hence, from February 2007 peaceful coexistence was one of the
            key objectives of the Six-Party Talks-centred regime. Learning had allowed Pyongyang to understand that
            brinkmanship would not bring peaceful coexistence. A clearly defined regime with unambiguous goals and a
            more amenable decision-making procedure would be more useful.
          

        
      

      
        Is this alignment?


        
          North Korea’s relations with other countries in North-East Asia had weakened throughout the third phase of
          the nuclear crisis. Hence, Beijing and Moscow refused to veto UN Security Council Resolution 1718, which
          imposed new sanctions on Pyongyang following the October 2006 nuclear test.
          This once again demonstrated that unconditional diplomatic support for North Korea regardless of its actions
          was no longer forthcoming. Likewise, South Korea did not oppose the imposition of UN sanctions on its
          northern neighbour following the nuclear test. In the case of Beijing, the Hu government continued to
          guarantee the survival of the Kim Jong Il government because this benefited its own interests. However, China
          had decided to stop ignoring North Korea’s provocations (Pollack 2011: 149–50).
        


        
          Nevertheless, China’s help was useful in the aftermath of the nuclear test. China encouraged a diplomatic
          resolution to the nuclear crisis at a time when North Korea’s actions could have led to greater isolation. Hu
          sent a high-level delegation including State Councillor Tang Jiaxuan and Wu Dawei, envoy to the Six-Party
          Talks, to Pyongyang. The delegation met with Kim Jong Il (KCNA 2006m). Shortly afterwards, China
          hosted tripartite talks with North Korea and the USA, after which resumption of the Six-Party Talks was
          announced (KCNA 2006n). China decided to take a middle way between Washington and Pyongyang,
          encouraging the former to take the lead in resolving the crisis (Pollack 2011: 150).
        


        
          Sino-North Korean alignment during the weeks following the test was a reaction to the near breakdown in
          relations that followed North Korea’s nuclear brinkmanship. The Hu government made it clear to the Kim Jong
          Il government that the test had been too great a provocation, which could be counterproductive.21 In fact, Beijing’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs had condemned the test
          in a strongly worded statement (China Daily 2006c). However, the visit by Tang’s delegation to
          Pyongyang allowed both parties to find a degree of common consensus. Afterwards, Sino-North Korean alignment
          would not be maintained. Hence, it seems that North Korea only aligned briefly with China to make sure that
          the nuclear test did not prevent engagement with the Bush administration. Tellingly, Pyongyang did not even
          try to seek the support of Russia and South Korea to deal with the USA. This highlights Pyongyang’s limited
          interest in soft balancing the USA once it had been able to engage Washington in bilateral talks.
        

      

      
        Farewell to brinkmanship


        
          North Korea refrained from further brinkmanship following the nuclear test. Pyongyang felt isolated owing to
          Washington’s refusal to engage, Chinese and Russian joint sponsorship of the July UN resolution, and the thaw
          in Sino-Japanese relations. Nuclear brinkmanship, however, had the merit of once again drawing the attention
          of North-East Asian politicians to North Korea, as previous episodes of brinkmanship had done. The nuclear
          test also served to illustrate the failure of the North Korean strategy favoured by hawkish officials in the
          Bush administration, namely, pressure to bring about the collapse of the Kim Jong Il government.
        


        
          In the immediate aftermath of the test, Pyongyang’s calculations seemed to have been completely flawed. The
          five other members of the six-party process strongly condemned the test. In addition, the UN Security Council
          swiftly passed Resolution 1718, thereby imposing its strongest sanctions
          ever on North Korea. More worryingly for the Kim Jong Il government, the Chinese government made it clear
          that the test was unacceptable and it seemed poised to work with the US government to force Pyongyang to
          relinquish its weapons programmes (China Daily 2006c).22
          However, as already discussed, the test transformed the Six-Party Talks regime, making it more conducive to
          helping North Korea to achieve its objectives. Furthermore, the test coincided with the ascendancy of the
          doves within the Bush administration.
        


        
          Not only did Pyongyang understand the divisions within the Bush administration, it realized the growing
          influence of the doves that had been derived chiefly from the increasing power of Rice and Hill. Likewise,
          the Kim Jong Il government correctly perceived that developments in the Middle East had affected the hawks’
          standing within the Bush administration. Pyongyang became aware of China’s new foreign policy as well. This
          change in foreign policy weakened bilateral alignment because Beijing had to juggle its position in different
          affairs and its bilateral relations with other powers. This made China less willing to defend North Korea’s
          destabilizing actions. Hence, from the nuclear test onwards, and until the end of the Bush presidency, North
          Korea would not use brinkmanship again, only threatening to do so when it felt that the USA was not
          fulfilling its part of the Six-Party Talks regime agreement.
        

      
    


    
      From the implementation agreement to removal from the list of state sponsors of terrorism, March
      2007–January 2009


      
        The last phase of the second North Korean nuclear crisis during the Bush years took place between March 2007
        and January 2009. This phase began following the February 2007 Six-Party Talks agreement, which itself came in
        the aftermath of North Korea’s October 2006 nuclear test and the US mid-term election one month later. The
        phase was concluded when Obama took office as the new president of the USA. During this phase, North Korea
        achieved symbolic peaceful coexistence following the termination of the application of the Trading with the
        Enemy Act and the country’s removal from the Department of State’s list of state sponsors of terrorism in June
        and October 2008, respectively. Once symbolic peaceful coexistence had been achieved, Pyongyang seemed to play
        a waiting game until the Obama administration took office.
      


      
        An important element in the international system affecting US policy towards North Korea was the deterioration
        of the situation in the Greater Middle East. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan had worsened and the stand-off
        with Iran also had degenerated. In the case of Iraq, the situation did not begin to improve until late 2007
        (Johnson 2008a), following a decision by Bush in January to order a troop surge to stabilize the country (Bush
        2007a). Even then, US public opinion continued to be decidedly against the war (Jones 2008). As to the conflict
        in Afghanistan, the situation had not improved and, in fact, worsened throughout 2007 and 2008 (Mullen 2009).
      


      
        Meanwhile, talks concerning Iran’s nuclear programme did not progress significantly between 2006 and 2008. This
        was reflected in the UN Security Council decision to impose three separate
        rounds of sanctions on Iran in December 2006 (resolution no. 1737), March 2007 (resolution no. 1747) and March
        2008 (resolution no. 1803). Iran and the IAEA reached an agreement in August 2007 whereby Iran agreed to
        implement the necessary safeguards and transparency measures to ensure the non-diversion of Tehran’s nuclear
        materials towards military purposes (IAEA 2007). However, the USA remained suspicious of the Iranian regime,
        resulting in a new round of sanctions in March 2008. Therefore, Washington diplomats were forced to deal with
        an antagonistic Iran while simultaneously seeking to put an end to the North Korean nuclear crisis. This was at
        a time when senior officials were linking the resolution of both crises in public (Burns 2006; Rice 2006d). A
        negotiated end to the North Korean crisis might have served as an example to follow in Iran.
      


      
        Other elements that affected developments in the nuclear crisis included the 2008 US presidential election
        campaign, as well as the result of the election itself. Even as early as 2007 Bush had started to be perceived
        as a ‘lame duck’ with decreasing influence. This impression grew as it became clearer that Obama would be the
        Democratic candidate and polls and surveys began to suggest that he was the favourite to win the election.
        During the election campaign, Obama (2007a, 2008) announced that he proposed to engage in dialogue with North
        Korea and even visit Pyongyang if necessary. These announcements changed the dynamics of the nuclear crisis.
        Pyongyang became increasingly unwilling to make more than the necessary concessions to the Bush administration,
        hoping that an Obama administration would prove easier to negotiate with. As James M. Goldgeier, National
        Security Council staff member during the Clinton administration, notes, there is no reason for other countries
        ‘to curry favor with the outgoing administration’ once a new president has already been elected.23 North Korea’s behaviour fitted this description towards the end of the
        Bush administration.
      


      
        During this last phase of the crisis under the Bush administration, the hawks, debilitated by domestic and
        international developments, resorted to symbolic diplomatic pressure in order to deal with Pyongyang. UN
        Security Council sanctions imposed shortly after North Korea’s nuclear test were almost immediately ignored
        (Onishi 2006b), and the Banco Delta Asia issue was resolved in mid-2007 when the frozen funds were returned to
        the Kim Jong Il government (Greenlees 2007). Consequently, the hawks decided to engage in criticism of North
        Korea’s human rights record. Lefkowitz was the ‘point man’ of this strategy.
      


      
        The doves, however, favoured two tactics. First, they sought to develop a combination of bilateral and
        multilateral talks in which actual negotiations took place, thus moving away from rhetorical declarations and
        towards pragmatic negotiations that allowed decisions to be made on practical issues.24 Second, the doves favoured the use of incremental economic and political
        incentives. This was reflected in the development of the ‘action for action’ rule that was made official in the
        February 2007 agreement.25 The doves were in a better position to
        promote their policy preferences, allowing them to implement their tactics of choice.
      


      
        The greater strength of the doves was therefore reflected in the policy
        implemented by the Bush administration. Washington and Pyongyang held several rounds of bilateral negotiations
        outside of the Six-Party Talks framework, following a procedure initiated at the Berlin meeting in January
        2007. Further talks served to create the blueprint for another Six-Party Talks agreement, issued in October.
        Thereafter, bilateral meetings in late 2007 and 2008 focused on technical aspects of the implementation of both
        statements. Hence, the six meetings of the Six-Party Talks convened between February 2007 and December 2008
        served to formalize and make adjustments to the agreements reached by Washington and Pyongyang rather than to
        reach those agreements.26
      


      
        North Korea’s choice of bargaining tactics was heavily affected by the state of affairs in the international
        system and the behaviour of the Bush administration. The Kim Jong Il government complied with the requirements
        of the Six-Party Talks regime, only resorting to the threat of brinkmanship when it perceived that the Bush
        administration was not respecting the agreements reached. However, Pyongyang continued to reject alignment
        owing to its improved relations with Washington and the policies pursued by China and South Korea (of which
        more below).
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal?


        
          North Korea’s commitment to peaceful coexistence as an intermediate goal rather than the ultimate objective
          of normalization was demonstrated throughout 2007 and 2008. Pyongyang insisted on the need to rescind the
          Trading with the Enemy Act and, more importantly, for the removal of the country from the list of state
          sponsors of terrorism (Hill 2007b; KCNA 2008h, 2008g).27
          Pyongyang also attacked the hawks that were opposed to these actions (KCNA 2007a, 2007c, 2008d). The
          Trading with the Enemy Act was applied to North Korea on 16 December 1950 (Chang 2007: 34). Therefore, by
          2007 the USA had considered North Korea to be technically an enemy and had had no official trade relations
          for almost sixty years. Rescission of the Act, even though an important number of sanctions on North Korea
          would still be in place, would be a symbolic gesture indicating Washington’s willingness to coexist
          peacefully. Consequently, when Bush announced termination of the application of the Act in June 2008, North
          Korea hailed the decision as a major breakthrough (KCNA 2008f).
        


        
          The removal of North Korea from the list of state sponsors of terrorism would have been a more important
          symbolic gesture, as well as having practical implications. Whereas at the time of writing Cuba is the only
          country to which the Trading with the Enemy Act is now applied, the list of state sponsors of terrorism has
          become a political tool that is used to signal Washington’s displeasure with a particular regime. North Korea
          was included in the list following the bombing of a South Korean airliner in November 1987. Despite the fact
          that North Korea had not since been linked to any act of terrorism, and that it had condemned the 9/11
          terrorist attacks on the USA (KCNA 2001g), North Korea stayed on the list. Pyongyang even used the
          rescue of a North Korean vessel by a US navy destroyer off the coast of
          Somalia to talk about ‘cooperation’ between North Korea and the USA ‘in the struggle against terrorism’
          (KCNA 2007b). North Korea was eventually removed from the list of state sponsors of terrorism on 11
          October 2008. This was welcomed by North Korea as a fulfilment of the agreements reached under the framework
          of the Six-Party Talks (KCNA 2008e). The practical implications of removing a country from the list
          include potential access to loans and grants from international financial institutions such as the
          International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, and eligibility for certain US aid programmes.
        


        
          Pyongyang’s commitment to peaceful coexistence rather than direct normalization increased as the US
          presidential election approached. During 2008, the Kim Jong Il government made only the concessions that were
          necessary to achieve peaceful coexistence, refusing to go any further. This was probably in the hope that it
          would be in a better bargaining position should a Democratic candidate win the election. As Martin (2010:
          192) explains, once Obama won the November 2008 presidential election, North Korea called for peaceful
          coexistence, pledged to work towards the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, and ceased to criticize
          the USA. Thus, Pyongyang did not engage in any action that might derail a better agreement with the upcoming
          administration. North Korea had already used a similar approach with South Korea a year previously, when it
          had made only the minimum concessions that were necessary for the achievement of its objectives. In October
          2007, Kim Jong Il hosted President Roh of South Korea and sealed several agreements that he hoped would be
          honoured by Roh’s successor, who in all probability would be a conservative (Park and Kim 2010: 117–18). In
          this case the logic was the opposite to the case of the outgoing Bush administration, but the principle was
          the same insofar as Pyongyang tried to seize as much advantage as possible from a departing government.
        


        
          During the last phase of the crisis, the doves in the Bush administration (in this case Rice and Hill), were
          able to circumnavigate the National Security Council inter-agency process. They dealt directly with Bush,
          without having to discuss their policy choices with the hawks.28 This put the hawks in a very weak position to implement their preferred tactics because
          they were not part of US official policy. In addition, the hawks themselves lacked Bush’s support. As
          Rumsfeld (2011: 642) puts it, US policy towards North Korea was propelled by Rice and Hill, and thus other
          views were sidelined. The goal pursued by the USA during 2007 and 2008 therefore reflected dovish interests.
          In particular it sought to achieve the ‘complete, verifiable and irreversible denuclearization (CVID)’ of
          North Korea through diplomatic means. One day after the signing of the February 2007 agreement, Rice (2007)
          referred to this goal. Hill (2007b, 2007c) also referred to CVID during the final months of the Bush
          administration. Negotiations became the means to achieve this goal. Washington and Pyongyang held nine
          bilateral meetings to discuss CVID between June 2007 and December 2008.
        


        
          International and domestic developments had a double impact on Washington’s desire to achieve CVID through
          diplomacy. First, relative interest in solving the North Korea crisis on US terms diminished, owing to the
          need to concentrate on developments in the Middle East, including the
          Iranian crisis. Furthermore, with the onset of the global financial crisis in late 2007, the Bush
          administration had limited time to attend to other issues. Second, the administration’s wish to bequeath a
          positive legacy led the USA to consider making incremental concessions. An interest in solving the Iranian
          nuclear issue meant that the North Korean crisis was perceived in terms of legacy and as an example for
          Tehran rather than a priority per se.29
        


        
          Hence, even though the ultimate goal of the Bush administration was CVID, Washington abided by the ‘action
          for action’ process agreed in February 2007 and made several concessions. North Korea’s freezing of the
          Yongbyon nuclear complex was rewarded with energy and economic aid from the USA and South Korea. Later, when
          North Korea provided a declaration of its nuclear programme, the USA reciprocated by terminating the
          application of the Trading with the Enemy Act and by providing further energy aid (Bush 2008). Finally, after
          Pyongyang resumed the disablement of the Yongbyon facilities and agreed to allow IAEA inspectors to verify
          compliance with the freezing of its nuclear programme, the USA removed North Korea from the list of state
          sponsors of terrorism (Cooper 2008).
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve peaceful coexistence


        
          The usefulness of abiding by the Six-Party Talks regime


          
            The final phase of the nuclear crisis during the Bush administration witnessed renewed interest by North
            Korea in the Six-Party Talks regime. The regime was now better defined in terms of rules, norms, procedures
            and objectives. The Initial Actions for the Implementation of the Joint Statement and Second-Phase Actions
            for the Implementation of the Joint Statement documents produced after the February 2007 and September 2007
            Six-Party Talks meetings made official the rules of the regime. The February agreement instituted the
            ‘action for action’ rule. This meant that coordinated and incremental steps would be taken, eventually
            resulting in the denuclearization of North Korea and the normalization of diplomatic relations between
            Washington and Pyongyang. The ‘action for action’ rule became the cornerstone of the Six-Party Talks regime
            until North Korea achieved its goal of peaceful coexistence. Prior to the introduction of this rule there
            was uncertainty regarding how each party would proceed to implement the decisions agreed. The introduction
            of this rule emphasized that peaceful coexistence would result through North Korea taking certain steps
            towards denuclearization. These steps were delineated in the February 2007 document itself, and would be
            further clarified in the October 2007 agreement.
          


          
            With regard to North Korea’s hopes for the regime, Pyongyang successfully instigated the change in goal
            that occurred in the previous phase of the crisis. Both the February 2007 and October 2007 agreements made
            explicit reference to removing ‘the designation of the DPRK as a state sponsor of terrorism’ and to
            terminating ‘the application of the Trading with the Enemy Act with respect to the DPRK’, using this exact
            wording in both cases.30 As mentioned above, both measures were de facto and de jure equivalent to peaceful coexistence between
            North Korea and the USA. Hence, the Six-Party Talks-centred regime had peaceful coexistence as one of its
            objectives from February 2007.
          


          
            Finally, the February 2007 statement instituted the NPT regime as the international norm to be followed by
            North Korea. Even though the treaty was not mentioned by name, the agreement stated that North Korea would
            ‘invite back IAEA personnel to conduct all necessary monitoring and verifications [on the shutdown and
            sealing of the Yongbyon nuclear complex by North Korea] as agreed between IAEA and the DPRK’.31 The October 2007 joint statement recognized that Pyongyang was
            already working with IAEA inspectors.32 Hence, a clear norm
            for North Korea to follow also became part of the Six-Party Talks regime (Hill 2007b; Rice 2007).
          


          
            Certainly, Pyongyang engaged in low-intensity brinkmanship between January and June 2008. However, this was
            the result of US demands for a verification protocol of North Korean disablement of its nuclear facilities,
            which North Korea claimed was not part of the regime (KCNA 2008h). These instances of low-level
            brinkmanship were resolved thanks to the decision-making procedure implemented in January 2007, thus
            demonstrating the usefulness of the Six-Party Talks regime. North Korea and the USA held bilateral meetings
            in February, March and April 2008. The talks resulted in the Kim Jong Il government publishing a document
            concerning verification that was acceptable to the Bush administration.33 Both countries would have probably engaged in a new dispute without this mechanism.
          


          
            The regime also helped Pyongyang between August and September 2008. After the Bush administration demanded
            new concessions before removing North Korea from the list of state sponsors of terrorism, Pyongyang
            repeatedly called on the USA to fulfil its part of the February 2007 and October 2007 agreements
            (KCNA 2008h, 2008g).34 Even Kim Young-nam, regarded as
            North Korea’s second-in-command, gave a rare interview to the Japanese press agency Kyodo News in
            which he accused the USA of not upholding the agreement (Lee 2008). China, in its new role as a balancer
            and guarantor of the Six-Party Talks regime, also reminded the USA of its commitment (Xinhua 2008a,
            2008b). Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokesman Liu Jianchao argued that Washington’s fulfilment of its
            commitment was necessary in order to move the Six-Party Talks process forward (Xinhua 2008c).
          


          
            In other words, both Beijing and Pyongyang referred to the need to observe the rules agreed in February
            2007. North Korea only breached the norm regarding compliance with the NPT after the USA refused to remove
            it from the list of state sponsors of terrorism. In September 2008 Pyongyang expelled IAEA inspectors from
            the country (IAEA 2008). Nonetheless, this was a reaction to the alleged failure of the USA to keep its
            side of the agreement, rather than a calculated attempt to eliminate the regime itself. Hence, inspectors
            were invited to resume their work after North Korea achieved its goal of peaceful coexistence following the
            country’s removal from the list of state sponsors of terrorism (KCNA 2008i). It seems that North
            Korea’s simple learning allowed it to understand that compliance with a Six-Party Talks regime that
            included peaceful coexistence as one of its objectives was the best means
            to achieve this goal. Hence, North Korea complied with the ‘action for action’ rule that had served it well
            in the past.
          

        
      

      
        Alignment ceases to be necessary


        
          North Korea made limited use of soft balancing of the USA during the last phase of the crisis. Relations
          between Pyongyang and Beijing recovered from the low point reached in the weeks following the 2006 nuclear
          test. However, North Korea’s wariness about joining China in balancing the USA continued throughout 2007 and
          2008. Instead of alignment, Pyongyang resorted to the Six-Party Talks regime, as just discussed, and
          occasional low-intensity brinkmanship (see below). Mutual courtesy visits from Chinese and North Korean
          delegations took place but they were of little use in promoting Pyongyang’s goals.35 Sino-North Korean alignment became symbolic because it was rendered
          unnecessary by the relative convergence of interests between Pyongyang and the US doves, who had the upper
          hand in the Bush administration’s inter-agency bargaining process. Beijing’s new foreign policy transformed
          it into a balancer between Washington and Pyongyang. Simultaneously, Beijing continued to provide the Kim
          Jong Il government with an implicit guarantee against collapse. However, the weakness of the US hawks and
          subsequent end to financial and diplomatic pressure made regime collapse a very unlikely possibility.
        


        
          Nevertheless, the USA still sought the imposition of UN Security Council sanctions even as it was proceeding
          with the implementation of the February and October 2007 agreements. In particular, Washington was keen to
          halt North Korean WMD shipments to the Middle East in general and to Iran in particular. This indicates that
          Washington was more interested in preventing proliferation of WMD to its enemies in the Middle East rather
          than in punishing North Korea for its nuclear testing. In any case, Washington asked Beijing to cooperate in
          stopping these shipments, to which China refused to agree.36
          This shows that even though explicit Sino-North Korean alignment was not in place, Beijing was not ready to
          help Washington any more than was strictly necessary to ensure the continuation of the Six-Party Talks
          regime.
        


        
          Alignment between North Korea and Russia and South Korea was similarly weak and instrumental. Both Moscow and
          Seoul continued to provide an implicit guarantee against collapse. However, there was no soft balancing of
          the USA throughout 2007 and 2008. In fact, inter-Korean relations deteriorated after conservative Lee
          Myung-bak wrested power from Roh in February 2008. Lee steered away from the engagement policy implemented
          both by Kim Dae-jung and Roh. He introduced a tougher approach, and refused to apply the agreements reached
          in the October 2007 summit between Kim Jong Il and Roh (Park and Kim 2010: 118). Lee’s stance on North Korea
          made alignment between both Koreas impossible. Thus, during the last year of the Bush administration South
          Korea followed a more hawkish North Korea policy than the USA for the first time during the second nuclear
          crisis.
        

      

      
        The threat of brinkmanship as an option of last resort


        
          North Korea restricted its use of brinkmanship following the nuclear test of October 2006. The test had
          served to demonstrate the extent to which financial pressure was counterproductive in putting an end to the
          North Korean nuclear conundrum. Brinkmanship was therefore a means to restart negotiations with the
          USA.37 Therefore, North Korea did not use brinkmanship in 2007.
        


        
          Nevertheless, Pyongyang engaged in low-intensity brinkmanship between January and June 2008. At the October
          2007 Six-Party Talks, 31 December was established as the deadline for North Korea to disable its nuclear
          facilities at Yongbyon, as well as to provide a ‘complete and correct declaration’ of all its nuclear
          programmes.38 It proved impossible to disable Yongbyon by that
          date owing to the technical difficulties involved in the process, but North Korea managed to make steady
          progress in this respect (Bush 2007c).39
        


        
          In contrast, the provision of the complete and correct declaration might have been possible and would have
          sent a positive sign to North Korea’s counterparts. Unsurprisingly, the five other members of the Six-Party
          Talks criticized Pyongyang when it missed the deadline to provide the declaration. The Kim Jong Il government
          then used verbal brinkmanship by threatening to reverse the disablement of Yongbyon and by accusing
          ‘conservative’ groups (i.e. the hawks) within the USA of seeking the failure of the US–North Korea
          rapprochement process (KCNA 2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2008f, 2008g, 2008i). Pyongyang’s use of brinkmanship
          during this period is best explained by its uneasiness about US requests for the handover of a complete list
          of all North Korean nuclear programmes. This request had not been included in the wording of the February and
          October 2007 statements, but was made by the US somewhat later (Bush 2007b; Hill 2007c). In fact, Rice (2008)
          made it clear that proper verification was necessary in order to proceed with the removal of North Korea from
          the list of state sponsors of terrorism. North Korea’s brinkmanship only ceased on 26 June 2008, when
          Pyongyang finally provided the declaration.
        


        
          North Korea’s second instance of brinkmanship during the last phase of the crisis took place between August
          and October 2008. On the same day that Pyongyang had submitted the declaration of its nuclear programmes,
          Bush (2008) notified Congress that North Korea was to be removed from the list of state sponsors of terrorism
          by 11 August. However, the USA then demanded tougher monitoring and verification of the declaration and
          disablement of Yongbyon before taking North Korea off the list. Pyongyang reacted with low-intensity
          brinkmanship by accusing the USA of breaching its commitments (KCNA 2008d, 2008h).
        


        
          After 11 August passed and North Korea remained on the list of state sponsors of terrorism, Pyongyang
          accelerated its brinkmanship. On 14 August North Korea announced that it was suspending the disablement of
          its Yongbyon nuclear complex (KCNA 2008d). Pyongyang then expelled IAEA inspectors and threatened to
          restart the Yongbyon reactor in September (IAEA 2008). Angered by the Bush administration’s decision not to
          remove it from the list, North Korea followed the same path that it had pursued in late 2002 and early 2003.
          In this instance, brinkmanship ceased when Washington announced on 11
          October that North Korea had been removed from the list, and this was regarded as peaceful coexistence for
          the Kim Jong Il government. Simple learning had allowed Pyongyang to understand that high-intensity
          brinkmanship could be counterproductive, hence its decision only to engage in limited low-intensity
          brinkmanship.
        

      
    


    
      

      
        1 IAEA Board of Governors, ‘Implementation of the NPT
        Safeguards Agreement in the Islamic Republic of Iran’, 4 February 2006.
      


      
        2 United States Department of the Treasury, ‘Finding that
        Banco Delta Asia SARL is a Financial Institution of Primary Money Laundering Concern’, 12 September 2005.
      


      
        3 Author’s interviews with a Russian official involved in
        policy relating to North Korea during the 1990s and 2000s, conducted on 25 March 2008 in Washington, DC, and
        with South Korean officials involved in policy relating to North Korea during the 2000s, conducted on 8 and 12
        August 2008 in Seoul.
      


      
        4 United States Department of the Treasury, ‘Treasury
        Designates Banco Delta Asia as Primary Money Laundering Concern under USA Patriot Act’, 15 September 2005;
        United States Department of the Treasury, ‘Treasury Targets North Korean Entities for Supporting WMD
        Proliferation’, 21 October 2005.
      


      
        5 Talk by Han Song-ryol, North Korea’s Deputy Ambassador to
        the UN, on 4 July 2007 in London.
      


      
        6 Incidentally, Banco Delta Asia was later cleared of any
        wrongdoing, but was accused of lax control over accounts held by North Korean companies. See Department of the
        Treasury, ‘Treasury Finalizes Rule against Banco Delta Asia. BDA Cut Off from U.S. Financial System’, 14 March
        2007.
      


      
        7 The name of the Trading with the Enemy Act is
        self-explanatory. At the time of writing, Cuba is the only country still restricted under the Act.
      


      
        8 Author’s interviews with US officials involved in policy
        relating to North Korea during the Bush presidency, conducted on 18 March and 2 April 2008 in Washington, DC.
      


      
        9 Economic sanctions have come to be considered as the
        liberal alternative to war, used as a coercive tool to affect the behaviour of the actor targeted (Nossal
        1999).
      


      
        10 Talk by Han Song-ryol, North Korea’s Deputy Ambassador
        to the UN, on 4 July 2007 in London.
      


      
        11 The importance of Abe’s visit cannot be underestimated.
        Sino-Japanese relations were severely strained during Koizumi’s time in office, particularly because of his
        repeated visits to the Yasukuni Shrine, where several Japanese war criminals from the Second World War are
        buried. Abe (2006) made clear the significance of his visit in the first press conference afterwards. Hu, other
        Chinese officials and Beijing’s official press emphasized that Abe’s visit had put an end to the stalemate
        created by the behaviour of his predecessor (China Daily 2006b, 2006c).
      


      
        12 Author’s interviews with US officials involved in policy
        relating to North Korea during the Bush presidency, conducted on 19 March and 3 April 2008 in Washington, DC,
        and with a South Korean official involved in North Korea-related policy during the 2000s, conducted on 8 August
        2008 in Seoul.
      


      
        13 Author’s interview with a South Korean official involved
        in policy relating to North Korea during the 2000s, conducted on 30 October 2008 in London.
      


      
        14 Author’s interviews with a US official involved in North
        Korea-related policy during the Bush presidency, conducted on 3 April 2008 in Washington, DC.
      


      
        15 Initial Actions for the Implementation of the Joint
        Statement, 13 February 2007.
      


      
        16 Author’s interviews with US officials involved in policy
        relating to North Korea during the Bush presidency, conducted on 24 March 2008 in Washington, DC, and by telephone from London on 15 April 2008, and with a South Korean official
        involved in policy relating to North Korea during the 2000s, conducted on 4 August 2008 in Seoul.
      


      
        17 Author’s interviews with a US official involved in
        policy relating to North Korea during the Bush presidency, conducted by telephone from London on 15 April 2008,
        and with two South Korean officials involved in policy relating to North Korea during the 2000s, conducted on 8
        August and 26 August 2008 in Seoul.
      


      
        18 Author’s interviews with US officials involved in policy
        relating to North Korea during the Bush presidency, conducted on 24 March 2008 and by telephone from London on
        4 April in Washington, DC.
      


      
        19 Initial Actions for the Implementation of the Joint
        Statement, 13 February 2007.
      


      
        20 Ibid.
      


      
        21 Author’s interviews with a Chinese official involved in
        policy relating to North Korea during the 2000s, conducted on 22 April 2009 in London, and with US officials
        involved in policy relating to North Korea during the Bush presidency, conducted on 19 March and 3 April 2008
        in Washington, DC.
      


      
        22 Author’s interviews with US officials involved in policy
        relating to North Korea during the Bush presidency, conducted on 28 March and 3 April 2008 in Washington, DC.
      


      
        23 Cited in Johnson (2008b).
      


      
        24 Author’s interviews with US officials involved in policy
        relating to North Korea during the Bush presidency, conducted on 3 April 2008 in Washington, DC, and by
        telephone from Washington, DC, on 4 April.
      


      
        25 The ‘action for action’ rule referred to a process
        whereby any action taken by North Korea towards denuclearization would be reciprocated by the other parties.
        Hence, all parties to the Six-Party Talks, particularly North Korea and the USA, were to a certain extent
        constrained by having to make incremental concessions in response to the actions of the other parties.
      


      
        26 Author’s interviews with a US official involved in
        policy relating to North Korea during the Bush presidency, conducted on 24 March 2008 in Washington, DC, and
        with South Korean officials involved in policy relating to North Korea during the 2000s, conducted on 9 August
        2008 in Seoul, and on 30 October in London.
      


      
        27 Talk by Ja Song-nam, North Korea’s Ambassador to the
        United Kingdom, on 4 March 2008 in London.
      


      
        28 Author’s interviews with American officials involved in
        policy relating to North Korea during the Bush presidency, conducted on 24 and 27 March 2008 in Washington, DC.
      


      
        29 Author’s interview with a US official involved in policy
        relating to North Korea during the Bush presidency, conducted on 27 March 2008 in Washington, DC.
      


      
        30 Initial Actions for the Implementation of the Joint
        Statement, 13 February 2007; Second-Phase Actions for the Implementation of the Joint Statement, 3 October
        2007.
      


      
        31 Initial Actions for the Implementation of the Joint
        Statement, 13 February 2007.
      


      
        32 Second-Phase Actions for the Implementation of the Joint
        Statement, 3 October 2007.
      


      
        33 Press Communiqué of the Heads of Delegation Meeting of
        the Sixth Round of the Six-Party Talks, 12 July 2008.
      


      
        34 Talk by Ja Song-nam, North Korea’s Ambassador to the
        United Kingdom on 4 March 2008 in London.
      


      
        35 Chinese Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi met with Kim Jong
        Il in Pyongyang; Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs of China Wu Dawei visited North Korea and met with Foreign
        Minister of North Korea Pak Ui-chun; Head of the International Liaison Department of the Central Committee of
        the Communist Party of China Wang Jiarui met with Kim Jong Il in North Korea; Foreign Minister Pak returned his
        Chinese counterpart’s visit; Kim Jong Il received Chinese Vice-President Xi Jinping; and president of the
        Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly of North Korea met with Xi in Beijing. However,
        none of these visits produced meaningful results. Information obtained from KCNA news items between 2
        July 2007 and 9 August 2008.
      


      
        36 Diplomatic cable 07STATE152317, Post Requested to Follow
        Up on Ongoing Matters of Proliferation Concern Raised at APEC by President Bush, 31 October 2007; diplomatic
        cable 08BEIJING1141, Staffdel Januzzi Discusses Nonproliferation, Iran, and DPRK with MFA Arms Control Director
        General, 26 March 2008; diplomatic cable 08STATE79112, Flight of Proliferation Concern between DPRK and Iran,
        23 July 2008.
      


      
        37 Author’s interview with an official of the Chinese
        Ministry of Foreign Affairs, conducted on 6 May 2009 in London.
      


      
        38 Second-Phase Actions for the Implementation of the Joint
        Statement, 3 October 2007.
      


      
        39 Author’s interview with a South Korean official involved
        in policy relating to North Korea during the 2000s, conducted on 30 October 2008 in London.
      

    

  


  
    
      5 Nuclear North Korea under Kim Jong Il and the Obama administration

    

    
       
    


    
      The early Obama administration and the second nuclear test, January–May 2009


      
        The Barack Obama administration was inaugurated in January 2009. The new administration inherited a country
        mired in the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression. Hence, the domestic economy became the top
        priority for the Obama administration during early 2009 (Henry 2009). However, the greater emphasis on domestic
        affairs did not detract from the administration’s interest in formulating a coherent foreign policy. The
        administration had inherited an unstable Greater Middle East, with two ongoing wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, an
        Iranian nuclear programme, and no solution to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict in sight. Having lived in
        Indonesia – which has the world’s largest Muslim population – for four years as a child, Obama had first-hand
        experience of a predominantly Muslim country. This raised hopes that Obama’s election to the presidency would
        improve US relations with the Muslim world (Kull 2011: 3).
      


      
        Hence, the first months in office of the Obama administration were marked by a shift in US policy towards the
        Middle East. Obama (2009g) announced that troops would be pulled out more rapidly from Iraq, and newly
        appointed Secretary of State Hillary Clinton (2009f) called for a negotiated settlement to the
        Israeli–Palestinian conflict. This suggested a greater role of diplomacy compared to US policy during the early
        years of the Bush administration. Nonetheless, at the same time the Obama administration showed that it was
        prepared to pursue more forceful policies in other areas. Vice President Joe Biden (2009) made it clear that
        even though the new administration was willing to engage Iran, it would put pressure on Tehran if it did not
        change its stance with regard to its nuclear programme. In the case of Afghanistan, Obama (2009a) announced a
        troop surge, and pointed to links between instability in that country and the situation in Pakistan. The
        implicit message was that Washington would not terminate the war in Afghanistan any time soon.
      


      
        Compared to the situation in the Greater Middle East, on which the Obama administration concentrated its early
        foreign policy efforts, the outlook was more stable elsewhere. In the case of North-East Asia, with the
        exception of North Korea, regional relations were improving. In April 2009, Chinese President Hu Jintao and
        Obama announced the establishment of a bilateral Strategic and Economic Dialogue (Obama 2009c). This was an upgraded version of the two dialogues initiated during the George W.
        Bush administration, with the Chinese State Councillor and the US Secretary of State joining the Chinese Vice
        Premier and the US Secretary of the Treasury. Two months earlier Clinton (2009b) had emphasized that Washington
        and Beijing could work together to each other’s mutual benefit. The upgraded mechanism and Clinton’s rhetoric
        indicated that Sino-US relations would continue to improve. In addition, Clinton (2009b) reassured Japan and
        South Korea that the Obama administration would not overlook them.
      


      
        Furthermore, relations between China, Japan and South Korea were also improving. The three countries held a
        trilateral Head of Governments summit to discuss security and economic issues in December 2008, marking the
        first meeting to be held outside of other multilateral frameworks.1 This summit became an annual fixture, helping to bridge differences between the three Asian
        powers. Cross-strait relations were also getting better. The Beijing-based Association for Relations Across the
        Taiwan Straits and the Taipei-based Straits Exchange Foundation, two semi-governmental organizations that
        represented each party’s government, planned to hold a third round of talks. Talks between them resumed in 2008
        after a nine-year hiatus (Xinhua 2009a). As a result of these talks, direct flights between mainland
        China and Taiwan were resumed for the first time since 1950.2
        North Korea seemed to be the only country excluded from the process of improving regional relations.
      


      
        North Korea’s choice of tactics to bargain with the USA during early 2009 reflected a desire to attract the
        attention of the Obama administration and test its North Korea policy, as well as the situation in East Asia.
        Pyongyang’s behaviour was also the result of its new-found status as a nuclear power, for which it sought
        international recognition while also displaying contempt for UN Security Council sanctions and the IAEA and NPT
        regime. Hence, the Kim Jong Il government engaged in brinkmanship and avoided the Six-Party Talks regime and
        alignment to balance the USA.
      


      
        The decision by the Kim Jong Il government to conduct a second nuclear test, thus once again engaging in
        brinkmanship, hinted at a poor use of historical analogies. Nuclear brinkmanship had resulted in the Agreed
        Framework in 1994, the launch of the Six-Party Talks in 2003, and an agreement signed in 2007 that incorporated
        peaceful coexistence. Moreover, Obama was the first US Democratic president since Clinton, and there were
        explicit links between both administrations in terms of personnel thanks to the appointments of US Secretary of
        State Hillary Clinton and KEDO Executive Director Stephen W. Bosworth. Therefore, it must have been tempting
        for North Korea to assume that nuclear brinkmanship in 2009 might lead to the same outcome as in 1993–4.
        Cognitive structures, rather than competency traps, were probably the main reason why North Korea failed
        initially to understand the Obama administration.
      


      
        Furthermore, it seems that North Korea did believe that it could be the ‘new India’ insofar as possession of
        nuclear capability would strengthen its international standing, perhaps even leading to a future agreement with
        the US. The fact that North Korea shares a border with China confers on the country a strategic importance that could be construed as being similar to India’s. This fails to recognize
        the differences between North Korea and India in terms of their position in the international system, as well
        as the shift in Sino-US relations since the early 1990s. Nonetheless, it is evident why the comparison with
        India might have seemed very attractive to an isolated Kim Jong Il regime.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal?


        
          North Korea had pursued and successfully achieved symbolic peaceful coexistence during the final months of
          the Bush administration, thanks to its removal from the Department of State’s list of state sponsors of
          terrorism. As discussed, this was perceived by Pyongyang as an intermediate goal to be achieved through
          negotiations with the Bush administration following the 2006 nuclear test. Nonetheless, the ultimate
          objective of the Kim Jong Il government remained the normalization of diplomatic relations with Washington.
          However, there were doubts about North Korea’s commitment to normalization, given the 2006 test, the
          achievement of peaceful coexistence, and North Korea’s refusal to move forward with denuclearization at the
          December 2008 Six-Party Talks meeting. Some analysts believe that Pyongyang had become more interested in
          developing a credible nuclear deterrent to ensure its survival (Park and Lee 2009). Some of its actions
          supported this notion.
        


        
          In fact, North Korea was vague about its ultimate goal during the early months of the Obama administration.
          Three days before Obama’s inauguration speech, Pyongyang explicitly stated that normalization was not
          necessary, since North Korea had existed without diplomatic relations with the USA for decades already. A
          spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs stressed that North Korea deemed possession of a nuclear
          deterrent to be more important than normalization, since only the former could guarantee Pyongyang’s security
          (KCNA 2009a). In some statements North Korea was adamant that its priority was to boost its nuclear
          arsenal (KCNA 2009d, 2009b), not to normalize relations with the USA.
        


        
          Despite this, Pyongyang did continue to show its commitment to normalization. However, there was a vital
          difference from its previous pledge to offer denuclearization in exchange for normalization. During the early
          stages of the Obama administration, North Korea appeared to be seeking normalization before
          denuclearization. A few days before Obama’s inauguration speech, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated that
          the 2005 Joint Statement referred to the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, not just to the
          denuclearization of North Korea. Hence, Pyongyang was not ready to give up its nuclear programme until the
          USA guaranteed that its nuclear umbrella for South Korea had been terminated (KCNA 2009a).
          Normalization, preceded by full denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula and the withdrawal of US troops from
          South Korea, would be a prerequisite for denuclearization (ibid.). These demands went beyond the usual
          normalization process, which involves opening embassies in each other’s capital city. Such demands would be
          very difficult for Washington to fulfil, possibly signalling that North Korea’s commitment to normalization
          was waning.
        


        
          However, at the same time, North Korea displayed greater openness to
          normalization through other channels. Kim Jong Il expressed his desire for North Korea to denuclearize and
          improve relations with ‘other … parties’ to a visiting delegation from China (Yonhap 2009). Bosworth
          visited Pyongyang shortly before his appointment as US Special Representative for North Korea Policy, and was
          informed that North Korea was willing to engage the Obama administration (Landler 2009). Selig Harrison, a
          journalist, scholar and regular visitor to Pyongyang, learned during a trip in January that the Kim Jong Il
          government was willing to improve relations with the USA (Harrison 2009). Therefore, it seemed that Pyongyang
          was delivering three conflicting messages with regard to its ultimate goal: development of a nuclear
          deterrent; denuclearization only after normalization; and normalization.
        


        
          It is possible that North Korea was still in the process of evaluating the policy to be implemented by the
          Obama administration. From this perspective, the development of a nuclear programme made sense. Such a
          programme could be used as a bargaining chip to engage the USA in bilateral talks, as had been the case
          during the Clinton and Bush administrations. Depending on what Washington might be willing to offer,
          denuclearization in return for normalization could also be proposed. Given North Korea’s nuclear status, it
          would have been foolish not to request normalization before denuclearization. North Korea sought to model
          itself on India (Kang 2010; Surkov 2009). The USA imposed sanctions on the South Asian state following its
          1998 nuclear test. However, given its strategic value, Washington granted Delhi a bilateral nuclear agreement
          only ten years later, in 2008. North Korea could turn out to be a similar case to India, given its own
          strategic value. If the USA was unwilling to offer such an agreement, North Korea could always trade its
          nuclear programme for normalization. Furthermore, a more advanced nuclear programme would serve as a powerful
          deterrent, so there was little to lose in pursuing this objective.
        


        
          With regard to the Obama administration, none of the sharp divisions between the hawks and doves that had
          afflicted the Bush administration existed. As Martin (2010: 184) explains, the decision-making process of the
          Obama administration mixed ‘formalistic’ and ‘collegial’ aspects, meaning that the process followed a
          hierarchical and cooperative pattern whereby decisions were taken at the cabinet level but were informed by
          consensual input from lower-level staff. This decision-making process did not curtail internal debate.
          However, ideological disputes were reduced to a minimum and the administration at least tried to project an
          image of consensus (ibid.: 192).
        


        
          Indeed, there seemed to be consensus among top Obama administration officials regarding North Korea policy.
          Prior to his election, Obama had called for the use of diplomacy to deal with North Korea. As a senator and
          later a presidential candidate, Obama (2007a, 2007b, 2008) had advocated engaging Pyongyang bilaterally and
          multilaterally, including meetings at the highest level. Likewise, before his appointment to the vice
          presidency, Biden had also argued that diplomacy was the best way to deal with the North Korean challenge.
          Similarly to Obama, Biden (2008) had called for high-level diplomacy. Hillary Clinton (2009a) echoed this
          view in her confirmation hearing before the US Senate Foreign Relations
          Committee. During her first visit to the Department of State she unambiguously defended the need to continue
          the Six-Party Talks (AFP 2009). Secretary of Defense Robert Gates (2006), who had replaced Donald Rumsfeld in
          December 2006 and remained in post after Obama became president, also believed that Washington should engage
          Pyongyang diplomatically. Bosworth (2009a) also supported talks with the Kim Jong Il government. Having been
          the first executive director of KEDO, his appointment was a sign that the Obama administration wished to
          engage Pyongyang. Thus, in theory five of the top officials with an input on US policy towards North Korea
          supported diplomatic engagement.
        


        
          However, in practice the Obama administration’s approach also bore elements of pressure. Following the policy
          laid down by the Bush administration, the Obama administration demanded the complete and verifiable
          denuclearization of North Korea prior to normalization (Clinton 2009c). Proving that talk of engagement would
          be combined with pressure, Washington imposed sanctions on three North Korean companies that were found to
          have breached proliferation laws (Martin 2010: 198). This indicated to Pyongyang that, although the
          application of the Trading with the Enemy Act had been discontinued and North Korea no longer featured on the
          list of state sponsors of terrorism, the Obama administration could call on other mechanisms to impose
          bilateral sanctions. Furthermore, Clinton (2009d) addressed the North Korean succession issue, stating that
          the ‘leadership situation’ was unclear given Kim Jong Il’s health problems. She remarked that this
          complicated US policy towards North Korea. Hence, even though in theory the Obama administration was in
          favour of diplomatic engagement, in practice this was not necessarily the case.
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve its goals


        
          A return to brinkmanship


          
            In a manner reminiscent of its behaviour early in the Clinton administration and shortly after Kelly’s
            October 2002 visit to Pyongyang, the Kim Jong Il government initiated a process of escalating brinkmanship
            soon after Obama took office. As discussed above, North Korea had already shifted its stance with regard to
            denuclearization in exchange for normalization after demanding different treatment due to its nuclear power
            status. This was accompanied by criticism of the Obama administration, including accusations that it was no
            different from the Bush government (KCNA 2009l). This last denunciation implied that the Kim Jong Il
            government likened the Obama administration to the Bush administration, with which it had had an
            antagonistic relationship, rather than with the Clinton administration, with which relations had been
            relatively good following the signing of the Agreed Framework.
          


          
            North Korea escalated its brinkmanship between February and April 2009. In particular, Pyongyang announced
            in late February that it was preparing to launch a satellite rocket (KCNA 2009c). It also joined the
            Outer Space Treaty (KCNA 2009e). However, the general belief was that Pyongyang was conducting a
            long-range missile test. This contravened UN Security Council Resolution
            1718, which forbade North Korea from missile testing. Regardless of this resolution, the Kim Jong Il
            government announced to the International Civil Aviation Organization that it intended to launch the rocket
            between 4 and 8 April (ICAO 2009). North Korea then proceeded with the rocket launch on 5 April. The rocket
            flew over Japanese territory (Choe and Sanger 2009).
          


          
            Meanwhile, North Korea announced on 21 March that it had arrested two US journalists, Euna Lee and Laura
            Ling, who were accused of illegal entry into the country (KCNA 2009f). Shortly afterwards, Pyongyang
            announced that both journalists were to stand trial for illegal entry and ‘suspected hostile acts’,
            suggesting that they would not be treated leniently in spite of being US citizens (KCNA 2009h). It
            seems that both journalists were indeed on North Korean territory at the time of their arrest, but
            Pyongyang’s public statements about this case showed that the Kim Jong Il government was willing to exploit
            it to put pressure on the USA to engage in bilateral talks.
          


          
            In fact, Chinese and South Korean officials made it clear to their US counterparts that North Korea
            brinkmanship should be regarded as an attempt to attract the attention of Washington. A Chinese official
            told a visiting US delegation that North Korea was acting like a ‘spoiled child’ to attract the attention
            of an ‘adult’, that is, the USA.3 Similarly, a South Korean
            official argued that North Korea viewed the Obama administration as a ‘second chance’ to improve relations
            with the USA after the last two years of the Clinton administration resulted in failure, pointing out that
            the rapprochement process with the Bush administration had come too late. However, the South Korean
            official emphasized that Pyongyang would seek first to increase tensions in order to create a need for
            bilateral dialogue.4
          


          
            Thus, North Korea raised the stakes by conducting a second nuclear test on 25 May 2009. The test was
            preceded by an escalation in tensions. The UN Security Council issued a presidential statement condemning
            the April rocket launch. North Korea reacted by announcing the country’s withdrawal from the Six-Party
            Talks and stated that it did not feel bound by any previous agreement (KCNA 2009i). Then, Pyongyang
            expelled all IAEA inspectors working at the Yongbyon nuclear complex (IAEA 2009). Pyongyang also publicly
            announced the reinitiation of the reprocessing of uranium spent fuel rods (KCNA 2009j). In early
            May, Pyongyang publicized the fact that Kim Jong Il had visited a machinery facility in Huichon City
            (KCNA 2009m), where North Korea stocked the materials required to operate centrifuges used to enrich
            uranium. North Korea, therefore, publicly and step by step, announced that it was preparing for a second
            nuclear test.
          


          
            Foreign experts began to recognize North Korea as a nuclear power (Lloyd Parry 2009). North Korea then
            announced its intention to conduct a second nuclear test (KCNA 2009k). Shortly before the test,
            Pyongyang informed Beijing and Washington that it was making preparations for the test (Charbonneau 2009).
            Finally, the test took place and North Korea boasted that it had been stronger and an improvement on the
            previous test (KCNA 2009n). Thus, Pyongyang engaged in nuclear brinkmanship for a second time,
            hoping that this would lead to bilateral talks with Washington, as had
            been the case in 1993 and 2006. The test also moved North Korea closer to the goal of possession of a
            nuclear deterrent to prevent a possible attack by the USA.
          

        
      

      
        Forgetting about alignment


        
          North Korea’s use of brinkmanship as its tactic of choice to bargain with the USA was not used in conjunction
          with any other tactic. North Korea had successfully employed alignment several times during the Clinton and
          Bush administrations, which helped Pyongyang to soft balance US officials who were disinclined towards
          engagement. However, North Korea rejected alignment during the first few months of the Obama presidency.
          Pyongyang was involved in a time-constrained leadership transition process as a result of Kim Jong Il’s
          health problems.5 This might have complicated alignment, since
          it was unclear who would emerge as Kim Jong Il’s successor. However, in any case, North Korea did not even
          hint that it was considering alignment.
        


        
          Even if North Korea had decided to seek alignment in order to strengthen its negotiating position, it might
          not have been possible to use this tactic owing to a lack of suitable allies. Relations with South Korea
          essentially had broken down since the election of Lee Myung-bak. Lee (2009) had made it clear that he was
          willing to maintain his policy of zero cooperation with North Korea unless Pyongyang agreed to talks about
          its nuclear programme. Lee was critical of Kim Dae-jung’s and Roh Moo-hyun’s ‘Sunshine Policy’ and wanted a
          more reciprocal relationship in which South Korea would obtain more benefits from its economic transfers to
          its northern neighbour. In response to the shooting of a tourist in 2008, Lee suspended South Korean tours to
          Mt Kumgang in North Korea, which had been open to South Korean visitors since 1998 (Moon 2009: 127). The
          tours provided Pyongyang with a regular source of income. Pyongyang responded with denunciations of Lee’s
          policy. In addition, North Korea announced in May 2009 that it was rescinding existing rent and wage
          agreements in the Kaesong Industrial Region (KCNA 2009q), an industrial development in North Korea for
          South Korean companies to take advantage of cheap North Korean labour. Both Koreas were therefore even
          disagreeing on joint economic ventures that were beneficial to both of them. Soft balancing of the USA was
          unthinkable.
        


        
          The Hu government might have been more amenable to soft balancing the Obama administration. However,
          relations between Beijing and Washington had improved during the Bush administration and had made a good
          start early in Obama’s presidency. This culminated in the joint announcement in April 2009 by Obama and Hu
          that the two countries were to initiate a Strategic and Economic Dialogue. With regard to North Korea, during
          the first few months of the Obama administration, China advised the USA to initiate bilateral talks with
          North Korea. Beijing also repeatedly called for the resumption of the Six-Party Talks. Even after Pyongyang
          conducted the rocket launch (also in April), China urged restraint and sought resumption of the multilateral
          talks (Wang 2009). This might have been perceived as implicit Sino-North Korean alignment. Nonetheless, China had halted all top-level visits to Pyongyang since the October 2006
          nuclear test (Zhang 2010). Hence, even though China was unwilling to completely isolate North Korea in
          public, its actions made soft balancing the USA unlikely.
        

      

      
        The death of the Six-Party Talks regime?


        
          North Korea had abided by the rules of the Six-Party Talks regime throughout 2007 and 2008 in order to
          achieve peaceful coexistence. However, the seventh round of the talks, held on 8–11 December 2008, had
          already hinted at difficulties in maintaining the regime. Talks concerning the verification of
          denuclearization had proved inconclusive. Washington and Seoul wanted to sample materials in the Yongbyon
          nuclear complex and other North Korean nuclear facilities as part of the verification process. However,
          Pyongyang only agreed to material sampling at the Yongbyon complex and then only during the last phase of
          dismantlement (Kim 2009). These were two important differences that had caused the talks to stall.
        


        
          The Kim Jong Il government showed little interest in resuming the Six-Party Talks during the early months of
          the Obama administration. A spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated that US behaviour was
          running counter to the ‘spirit’ of the talks, so there was little value in continuing them (KCNA
          2009g). Given Obama’s comments regarding his willingness to meet Kim Jong Il bilaterally, Pyongyang was
          probably assessing whether it would be possible to override the Six-Party Talks’ multilateral framework and
          engage Washington directly. Furthermore, the Obama administration had yet to express a clear policy towards
          North Korea. Therefore, it was wise for the latter to take a wait-and-see approach to the regime, especially
          given the fact that the presence of the Lee administration in South Korea meant that Pyongyang could not
          count on Seoul for support during Six-Party Talks meetings.
        


        
          In addition to North Korea’s opposition to the resumption of the Six-Party Talks, China’s position also
          weakened the regime. Publicly, Beijing defended the need to deal with North Korea’s nuclear issue through
          these talks. Following the rocket launch by Pyongyang, the Chinese Ambassador to the UN, Zhang Yesui,
          appealed for ‘restraint’ by all parties (China Daily 2009) and Minister of Foreign Affairs Yang Jiechi
          issued a statement calling for the resumption of the talks (Wang 2009). In private, however, Chinese
          officials expressed their willingness to eschew the Six-Party Talks. The Hu government was ready to support
          bilateral talks between North Korea and the USA. Beijing was even amenable to a tripartite format, with China
          acting as host to the other two countries.6 Beijing was
          therefore ready to skip the talks if this improved the chances of the North Korean nuclear issue being
          resolved.
        


        
          North Korea’s rejection of a resumption of the Six-Party Talks increased as the weeks went by. Finally, the
          Kim Jong Il government announced that it would no longer participate in the talks and that it did not feel
          bound by its agreements following the UN Security Council presidential statement criticizing North Korea’s
          April rocket launch (see above). Thus, Pyongyang abandoned the Six-Party
          Talks regime only a few months after it had achieved peaceful coexistence and without fulfilling its part of
          the agreement – denuclearization.
        

      
    


    
      From the second nuclear test to the shelling of Yeonpyeong, May 2009–November 2010


      
        The domestic economy remained the main focus of the Obama administration during the second half of 2009 and
        throughout 2010. Even though the US recession officially ended in June 2009, the economic situation remained
        poor. Despite this, Washington still had time to tackle foreign policy matters. The situation in the Greater
        Middle East remained of chief concern to the Obama administration. The ongoing economic problems of the EU and
        their effects on the USA became increasingly central to the Obama administration as well. In this context, the
        North Korean nuclear conundrum, while still relevant, was overshadowed by other domestic and international
        imperatives in Washington.
      


      
        With regard to the Middle East, the Obama administration continued the policy introduced when it came to
        office. In December, Obama (2009g) announced a further 30,000-strong troop surge to Afghanistan. Washington had
        already deployed 20,000 extra troops by this date, thus demonstrating that the fight against the Taliban and
        the search for the fugitive leader of Al-Qaeda, Osama bin Laden, were top priorities for Washington. With
        regard to Iran, in June 2010 Obama (2009d) tried to reach out to Tehran during a speech to Muslims in Cairo.
        Obama’s speech was made only eight days before the Iranian presidential election. However, after the election
        was again won by hardliner Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, relations between Washington and Tehran soured. Showing its
        willingness to take a tough stance, the USA was the driving force behind the UN Security Council decision to
        impose a new round of sanctions on Iran in June (MacFarquhar 2010). Washington also imposed its own bilateral
        sanctions one month later (Obama 2010). Meanwhile, with respect to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, the USA
        continued to seek a negotiated solution. However, relations between Washington and Tel Aviv cooled. In his
        Cairo speech, Obama (2009d) urged Israel to halt the building of settlements in Palestinian territory. In March
        2010, Israel defied the USA by announcing the construction of new settlements during a visit by Biden to Israel
        (Bronner 2010). Unsurprisingly, US policy in the Greater Middle East did not improve the situation in the
        region, with the exception of a period of greater stability in Iraq.
      


      
        In contrast, the situation in East Asia improved. The first two rounds of the Sino-American Strategic and
        Economic Dialogue took place in July 2009 in Washington and in May 2010 in Beijing. These two rounds of talks
        produced tangible results for issues central to US and Chinese foreign policy interests, such as currency
        conversion rates, climate change and energy cooperation. However, relations between Washington and Beijing
        cooled during 2010 owing to economic and trade disagreements, which had increased since China joined the WTO in
        2001 (Hufbauer and Woollacott 2010). In spite of these disagreements, however, the bilateral relationship
        remained on a very solid footing, and was reinforced when US Secretary of Defense Gates and the Chinese
        Minister for National Defence, Liang Guanglie, participated in the first
        ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting-Plus summit, held in Vietnam in October 2010 (ASEAN 2010). The summit allowed
        them to discuss security issues in East Asia, including territorial claims in the South China Sea, with their
        South-East Asian counterparts.
      


      
        Relations between North-East Asian powers also improved. The Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralization took
        effect in March 2010. This is a multilateral currency swap mechanism for ASEAN member states plus China, Japan
        and South Korea, designed for countries with short-term liquidity problems (Asami 2005). The mechanism is one
        of the greatest signs of integration in the region, since the underlying principle is that countries needing to
        borrow from the Initiative will be reliant on the other members, but this will not entail any suggestion of
        loss of sovereignty. In addition, China, Japan and South Korea held two new rounds of their trilateral summit
        in October 2009 in Beijing and in May 2010 on Jeju Island.7 New
        items on the summit’s agenda included security issues, and a secretariat was established following the 2010
        meeting.8 Cross-strait relations continued to improve as well.
        However, they suffered following the January 2010 announcement by the Obama administration that the USA planned
        to sell military equipment to Taiwan, which the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs purported would affect
        relations between Beijing and Washington (Bradsher 2010). Nonetheless, Beijing’s denunciation of the sale did
        not have a long-standing impact on Sino-US relations.
      


      
        During the rest of 2009 and throughout 2010 North Korea continued to use brinkmanship. In addition, the Kim
        Jong Il government became further isolated by rejecting participation in the Six-Party Talks and alignment.
        However, the situation regarding alignment shifted in 2010, when Sino-North Korean relations improved while
        relations between China and the US cooled. North Korea’s behaviour towards the USA therefore seemed to be not
        only a result of Pyongyang’s new status as a nuclear power, but also to be connected to relations between the
        two superpowers.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal?


        
          The normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA might have remained North Korea’s ultimate goal during
          2009 and 2010. However, in contrast to the Bush administration years, North Korea had become a fully fledged
          nuclear power by the time Obama had been elected. Therefore, Pyongyang’s approach to the link between the
          normalization of diplomatic relations and denuclearization had changed. The Kim Jong Il government was now
          only willing to denuclearize following the establishment of diplomatic relations. Thus, North Korea could use
          its nuclear capability both as a deterrent to a possible US attack and as a bargaining chip to be traded for
          diplomatic relations. This made Pyongyang’s ultimate goal ambiguous.
        


        
          Tensions between North Korea and the USA increased in the aftermath of the nuclear test. Pyongyang emphasized
          its belief that possession of a nuclear deterrent was necessary to guarantee its own security, and
          prioritized the build-up of a nuclear arsenal that could be used to
          counter the ‘hostile’ policies of the USA (KCNA 2009p). Hence, North Korea seemed to be unwilling to
          consider the elimination of its nuclear programme, even if normalization of diplomatic relations with
          Washington preceded such a measure. Instead, the Kim Jong Il government wanted to guarantee its own survival
          through internal balancing.
        


        
          North Korea remained ambiguous in its desire for normalization. The visit in August 2009 by former US
          president Bill Clinton to negotiate the release of the two US journalists arrested by North Korea was hailed
          by Pyongyang as a step towards building ‘bilateral confidence’ and resolving ‘pending issues’ (KCNA
          2009s). Furthermore, Clinton reportedly told the Obama administration that North Korea was willing again to
          engage the USA through diplomacy (Landler and Mazzetti 2009). This was clearly a step by Pyongyang towards
          the re-initiation of the diplomatic process that was suspended towards the end of the Bush administration.
          The North Korean representative to the UN also asserted that Pyongyang sought the denuclearization of the
          Korean Peninsula (KCNA 2009u). Hence, in October the Kim Jong Il government issued an invitation to
          the Obama administration for Bosworth to visit Pyongyang (Kelly 2009), which duly took place in December
          2009. Afterwards, Bosworth (2009c) confirmed that North Korea was willing to move towards the improvement of
          diplomatic relations.
        


        
          Nevertheless, for the Obama administration, normalization before denuclearization was probably not an option
          worth considering. Hence, in an instance of complex learning, North Korea suggested replacing the 1953
          armistice, which had ended the Korean War hostilities with a peace treaty, as a first step towards
          denuclearization and restoration of diplomatic relations (KCNA 2009z, 2010b, 2010c). This suggestion
          had been made by Pyongyang in the past. However, calling for a peace treaty one month after Bosworth’s visit,
          and showing awareness that the USA was not willing to consider normalization before denuclearization,
          demonstrated that Pyongyang was seeking to engage Washington in a way that might be amenable to both parties.
          The signing of a peace treaty would mark a significant step towards normalization that would not require
          previous denuclearization.
        


        
          North Korea’s behavioural shift as a result of its nuclear status was further highlighted in April 2010. The
          Ministry of Foreign Affairs expressed Pyongyang’s willingness to join non-proliferation and disarmament
          regimes, but only ‘on an equal footing with other nuclear weapons states’ (KCNA 2010f). The Ministry
          had already made the case for North Korea to be accorded similar treatment to other nuclear weapons powers
          (KCNA 2009w). As already mentioned above, Pyongyang sought to emulate the ‘Indian model’, which had
          resulted in Delhi signing a bilateral agreement on nuclear cooperation with Washington despite the fact that
          India was not a member of the NPT. Hence, even though North Korea continued to refer to its improving
          relations with the USA, Pyongyang also made it clear that it was unwilling to give up its nuclear capability
          without significant gains in return, particularly since it accused the USA of being a threat when modernizing
          its nuclear weapons programme (KCNA 2010e).
        


        
          Meanwhile, the Obama administration maintained the goals and tactics that
          had been shaped during the early phase of its term in office. CVID of North Korea was Washington’s ultimate
          goal, as it had been during the Bush administration after Pyongyang’s first nuclear test (Martin 2010: 203).
          Gates (2009) even indicated that Washington was unwilling to recognize North Korea as a nuclear power. In a
          clear indication that there were no schisms within the administration, Clinton (2009g) also called for CVID.
          Gary Samore (2008), Special Assistant to the President and The White House Coordinator for Arms Control and
          Weapons of Mass Destruction, Proliferation, and Terrorism, had stated two months before his appointment that
          North Korea had to give up its nuclear weapons before full normalization of relations. This was
          exactly the opposite of North Korea’s demands. Hence, reconciliation of Pyongyang’s and Washington’s views on
          the link between denuclearization and normalization was not possible.
        


        
          Multi-channel pressure was the main tactic employed by the Obama administration to bargain with North Korea.
          In an article published in Foreign Affairs a year before his election Obama (2007c: 9) stated that the
          ‘military option’ was not ‘off the table’ were he to become president. His position did not change following
          his election, and during his first year in office Obama (2009a, 2009b) twice stated publicly that the USA was
          ready to use all necessary means to ‘break the pattern’ of North Korean provocations. Geffrey Remington,
          Deputy Commander of US forces in South Korea, then reaffirmed in a newspaper interview the readiness of the
          US military to tackle threats and aggressions from North Korea (Dong-A Ilbo 2009). In addition, the
          USA sought to strengthen multilateral pressure. The UN Security Council passed Resolution 1874, which
          permitted the inspection of suspected North Korean shipments and air transfers of nuclear and other military
          materials, while establishing new financial sanctions. The Obama administration sought to ensure the success
          of the new resolution through the creation of a mechanism to interdict North Korean shipments (American
          Broadcasting Company 2009). Furthermore, Robert King was appointed Special Envoy for Human Rights in
          North Korea in September (The White House 2009). His appointment indicated that the Obama administration
          would not eliminate any pre-existing Bush-era pressure mechanism.
        


        
          Nonetheless, the diplomatic track was not closed. Bill Clinton’s visit in August to Pyongyang was an
          indication of Washington’s openness to engage the Kim Jong Il government. Hence, a team of US officials led
          by Bosworth visited North Korea on 8–10 December. Bosworth carried a personal letter from Obama to Kim Jong
          Il, and met with several senior North Korean officials. Bosworth (2009b, 2009c) stated that the door for
          diplomatic engagement was open. However, Washington demanded that Pyongyang introduce several
          confidence-building measures before further talks were held (Bosworth 2009c). Clearly, the diplomatic door
          was not unconditionally opened. Therefore, North Korean brinkmanship during 2010, of which more below, was
          met by new US bilateral financial sanctions (Department of the Treasury 2010). In contrast to its
          predecessor, the Obama administration would not sit at the negotiating table unless North Korea changed its
          behaviour first.
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve its goals


        
          The underlying threat of renewed nuclear brinkmanship


          
            North Korea continued to display a preference for brinkmanship following the second nuclear test. It was
            obvious that the threat of a new test existed. North Korea issued warnings about the possibility of a
            nuclear war in the Korean Peninsula on several occasions throughout 2009 and 2010 (KCNA 2009p,
            2009t, 2009v, 2010k, 2010l, 2010p). Although caution needed to be exercised with regard to these threats,
            given Pyongyang’s long history of announcing its readiness to launch an attack, other announcements and
            actions pointed to North Korea’s use of nuclear brinkmanship. In November, the North Korean media announced
            that Pyongyang had completed the reprocessing of all fuel rods from the Yongbyon reactor (KCNA
            2009y). This meant that North Korea could potentially develop between eight and ten nuclear weapons. One
            year later, in November 2010, Pyongyang announced to a visiting delegation of US scientists that it had
            constructed a uranium enrichment facility (Sanger 2010). Thus, Pyongyang now possessed the capability to
            develop more powerful, uranium-enriched nuclear weapons.
          


          
            Nuclear brinkmanship was supplemented by other actions which could also be considered very provocative. On
            2–4 July 2009 North Korea conducted two further rounds of missile tests (Yoo 2009b). Not only were the
            tests in breach of Resolution 1874, they coincided with US Independence Day celebrations. Even though they
            could not be deemed a new form of brinkmanship and were not as provocative as a nuclear test, the missile
            tests nonetheless posed a challenge to the USA. However, North Korea did not celebrate these tests as it
            had done previously. The fact that they were conducted during Independence Day celebrations, as they were
            in 2006, sent a sufficiently powerful message.
          


          
            Pyongyang also employed diplomatic brinkmanship. Euna Lee and Laura Ling, the two US journalists arrested
            for illegally entering into the country, were sentenced to twelve years’ hard labour in June 2009
            (KCNA 2009o). The journalists had admitted to breaking North Korean law (Stolberg 2009). Pyongyang
            rejected numerous pleas for clemency and decided to put the women on trial, thus demonstrating that it was
            willing to increase political tensions with Washington rather than to resolve the issue through diplomacy.
            The journalists were not sent to a labour camp and were freed two months after being sentenced following
            Bill Clinton’s visit (Landler and Baker 2009). This was the most high-profile visit by a US national since
            Secretary of State Madeleine Albright’s visit in October 2000. Therefore, diplomatic brinkmanship was
            useful in a way that nuclear and military provocations were not.
          


          
            North Korea engaged in a further act of diplomatic brinkmanship in January 2010. Aijalon Mahli Gomes, a US
            teacher, was arrested for illegally entering the country. In April he was sentenced to eight years’ hard
            labour (KCNA 2010d). In June, Pyongyang announced that it was ready to apply a ‘wartime law’ to him
            unless the USA changed course with regard to its reaction to the Cheonan incident (see below)
            (KCNA 2010j). Pyongyang only agreed to release Gomes following a visit by former US president Jimmy
            Carter to North Korea in August 2010 (KCNA 2010m). Thus, North
            Korea once again demonstrated the value of a diplomatic provocation, at least in symbolic terms.
          


          
            Two other instances of North Korean brinkmanship that were not directly aimed at the USA but which had
            implications for the Pyongyang–Washington relationship were the sinking of the Cheonan and the
            shelling of Yeonpyeong. The Cheonan was a South Korean navy vessel that sank in the Yellow Sea on 26
            March 2010, killing forty-six seamen. Two months later, an international team of experts presented the
            results of an investigation establishing that a torpedo fired by a North Korean submarine had been
            responsible for the sinking (Choe 2010). North Korea denied any involvement. Pyongyang accused South Korea
            of fabricating the evidence in order to implicate North Korea in the incident. The Kim Jong Il government
            also asked Seoul to allow a North Korean team to conduct its own investigation (KCNA 2010h).
            Subsequently, the (North) Korean People’s Army scrapped an agreement to prevent accidental naval clashes
            between both Koreas (KCNA 2010i). The cancellation of this agreement increased the possibility of
            any minor incident escalating into a full-blown military exchange.
          


          
            The USA was involved in the Cheonan controversy through its participation in the international team
            that investigated the sinking. Hillary Clinton (2010a) stated that the USA should hold North Korea
            ‘accountable’ for the sinking. Following the release of the results of the international investigation, the
            US Department of Defense announced joint US–South Korea anti-submarine military exercises (Sanger and
            Shanker 2010). North Korea reacted to US involvement in the Cheonan affair with verbal brinkmanship.
            Pyongyang accused Washington of being biased on account of its siding with Seoul rather than contemplating
            other possible explanations for the sinking. In turn, North Korea threatened to retaliate (KCNA
            2010g).
          


          
            Six months later, on 23 November 2010, North Korea fired over 150 artillery shells and rockets on South
            Korea’s Yeonpyeong Island, located just south of the Northern Limit Line, which acts as an unofficial
            maritime boundary between both Koreas. Four South Korean nationals were killed and almost twenty were
            injured (McDonald 2010). According to North Korea’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the shelling was in
            response to an earlier South Korean exercise during which dozens of shells had been fired into North Korean
            territorial waters (KCNA 2010p). Given that such exercises are held regularly, Pyongyang’s
            explanation was unconvincing. Nevertheless, North Korea insisted on blaming South Korea for the shelling.
            Pyongyang also threatened further action were Seoul to react through military means (KCNA 2010o,
            2010q).
          


          
            Similarly to the Cheonan sinking, the USA also became involved in the Yeonpyeong shelling dispute.
            Susan E. Rice (2010), US Representative to the UN, immediately condemned the bombardment and called for
            stronger sanctions to be imposed on North Korea. Furthermore, the USA deployed an aircraft carrier
            strikeforce to the region. The force participated in previously scheduled training manoeuvres with the
            South Korean navy (Sanger and McDonald 2010). Nevertheless, North Korea once again engaged in verbal
            brinkmanship. Pyongyang threatened Washington with unspecified consequences if it continued with the manoeuvres (KCNA 2010n). The Kim Jong Il government also held the USA
            partly responsible for the incident, albeit for unspecified reasons (KCNA 2010o). Even though not as
            provocative as missile or diplomatic brinkmanship – and not directly aimed at the USA – North Korea’s use
            of verbal brinkmanship proved that it was not afraid to antagonize Washington.
          

        
      

      
        Towards resumption of the Six-Party Talks regime?


        
          Pyongyang had announced in early 2009 that it was not ready to return to the Six-Party Talks. It sent mixed
          signals in this respect during late 2009 and throughout 2010. North Korea made scant mention of the Six-Party
          Talks during much of this period. When it did, it was to criticize the regime and to reiterate that Pyongyang
          did not want to resume multilateral talks (KCNA 2009x, 2009r). The official position of the Kim Jong
          Il government was that the Six-Party Talks regime was over and would not be restarted.
        


        
          In contrast, China sought to resume the regime. Beijing insisted to Washington that a combination of
          bilateral talks between the USA and North Korea and multilateral talks within the six-party framework were
          the most appropriate means to deal with Pyongyang’s nuclear challenge.9 Following North Korean provocations, Beijing called for restraint from all parties and
          bilateral and multilateral diplomacy to avoid an escalation in tensions (China Daily 2010;
          Xinhua 2009b, 2010). The message from the Hu government was clear: the Six-Party Talks regime was not
          dead, and diplomacy still remained the best means to deal with the North Korean nuclear issue.
        


        
          Similarly, Washington also argued for the revival of the Six-Party Talks. Clinton (2009e) referred to
          multilateral diplomacy as the appropriate way to engage North Korea. Similarly, Bosworth (2009c) also
          expressed his hope that multilateral talks would be resumed. However, the Obama administration did not show
          much interest in holding bilateral talks with North Korea in the way that the Bush administration had done in
          2007–8. Instead, the administration insisted that the Six-Party Talks should focus on terminating North
          Korea’s nuclear programme (Goldberg 2009). This was at odds with North Korea’s position of insisting on
          discussion of denuclearization only after normalization. In October 2009, Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao visited
          Pyongyang and met with Kim Jong Il. After the meeting, the Chinese press reported that Kim had told Wen that
          North Korea was ready to return to the Six-Party Talks regime. North Korea was willing to resume multilateral
          negotiations provided that bilateral talks with the USA were held first (Xinhua 2009c). This was the
          same process that had taken place from January 2007 until the end of the Bush administration.
        


        
          Hence, it seemed that Pyongyang was willing to resume the Six-Party Talks regime in the same format that it
          was when it left it after December 2008. Therefore, a Bosworth-led US delegation visited Pyongyang in
          December 2009. After meeting several North Korean officials, Bosworth (2009c) announced that Pyongyang was
          willing to resume multilateral negotiations concerning its nuclear programme. Soon after Bosworth’s visit,
          North Korea announced that it wished to discuss a peace agreement through the Six-Party Talks regime (KCNA 2010a, 2010b). However, the Six-Party Talks were not resumed, and
          the Cheonan sinking put an end to any possible opportunity for a prompt reconvening of the talks.
        


        
          In 2010, the Kim Jong Il government gradually returned to its position of disinterest in the resumption of
          the Six-Party Talks. Initially, Pyongyang accused Washington of derailing the talks (KCNA 2010d,
          2010j). Thereafter, no further serious references to the Six-Party Talks were made. Hence, in practice North
          Korea had only displayed real interest in reviving the talks for a short period during late 2009 and early
          2010.
        

      

      
        Calculated alignment?


        
          The possibility of North Korean alignment with other North-East Asian powers to balance the USA became
          increasingly unlikely throughout 2009. One day after Pyongyang’s nuclear test, South Korea joined the
          Proliferation Security Initiative (Yoo 2009a). North–South understanding to balance the USA was very unlikely
          under the Lee Myung-bak government, as demonstrated by Lee’s tough stance towards North Korea in public
          remarks after he and Obama met (Obama 2009e, 2009f). However, Seoul’s decision to join the Initiative meant
          that South Korea was now actively working to interdict North Korean WMD shipments. Hence, Seoul was ready to
          put pressure on Pyongyang by curtailing one of its few remaining fund-raising methods.
        


        
          More worryingly for North Korea, China and Russia firmly criticized the nuclear test (Ha and Chun 2010: 88).
          Beijing, in particular, made a point of publicly and sternly stating that it was opposed to Pyongyang’s test
          (Li and Zhang 2009). This was unexpected by the Kim Jong Il government.10 China’s position probably reinforced North Korea’s belief that it needed a nuclear
          deterrent. Chinese diplomatic support was no longer forthcoming. The fact that a new round of UN Security
          Council sanctions was swiftly agreed reinforced the notion that Pyongyang could not count on the diplomatic
          support of Beijing and Moscow, irrespective of its behaviour.
        


        
          Notwithstanding Beijing’s official position, there were debates in China regarding how to deal with North
          Korea’s behaviour. Some Chinese officials wanted Beijing to distance itself from Pyongyang, given North
          Korea’s decreasing strategic value as a buffer state against a possible attack by the USA. In contrast, other
          officials wanted China to maintain its support lifeline to North Korea. Eventually, Beijing took the decision
          to re-initiate economic engagement (Pollack 2011: 172–3). For over a decade China had continued to hope that
          North Korea would engage in Chinese-style market-friendly reforms (Moore 2008). This hope was not abandoned
          even as North Korea seemed to be more interested in reinforcing its nuclear deterrent. Indeed, a Chinese
          delegation visiting North Korea during late 2010 concluded that Pyongyang was open to the introduction of
          economic reforms.11
        


        
          Hence, Kim Jong Il was invited to visit China, which took place in May 2010. This was Kim’s first trip to
          China since 2006. Kim toured several cities that showcased China’s economic development (Choi 2010). The
          visit was followed by another in August, only three months later. Kim
          again toured different cities that represented China’s economic progress (Wines 2010). In addition, both
          visits served as an opportunity for Kim to introduce his son and appointed heir, Kim Jong Un, to the Chinese
          leadership. Thus, China’s decision to push for North Korea’s economic reforms and Pyongyang’s desire for
          Beijing to approve its succession plans complimented each other. However, there was little indication that
          China was willing to help North Korea to soft balance the USA.
        


        
          Nonetheless, China’s reaction to the Cheonan incident suggested that Beijing might support the soft
          balancing of South Korea and, implicitly, the USA. The Chinese government did not openly endorse the results
          of the international investigation that blamed North Korea for the Cheonan sinking (China Daily
          2010). As explained above, Beijing also called for restraint from all parties in the aftermath of the
          incident. The first half of 2010 witnessed a deterioration in Sino-US relations. Chinese reactions to the
          Cheonan sinking suggested that this had implications in its position with regard to the North Korean
          issue. Therefore, limited soft balancing of the USA was perceived as a way in which to counter US criticisms
          of China on other issues, especially accusations of currency manipulation.
        

      
    


    
      From the aftermath of the shelling of Yeonpyeong to the death of Kim Jong Il, December
      2010–December 2011


      
        The Yeonpyeong shelling took place on 23 November. It took place three weeks after the US mid-term elections,
        during which Obama’s Democratic Party suffered significant losses to the benefit of the Republican Party.
        However, the results of the election conveyed a different message from those of 2006, when the Democratic Party
        had obtained a resounding victory over Bush’s Republican Party. Foreign policy, and the unpopular wars in Iraq
        and Afghanistan in particular, were partly responsible for the 2006 results. In contrast, the results of the
        2010 election were closely linked to the ongoing economic crisis (Kolodny 2011). Therefore, Obama’s foreign
        policy team did not suffer any change as significant as Rumsfeld’s resignation in 2006, and the USA was not
        under pressure to make any dramatic shift in its foreign policy after the 2010 mid-term election.
      


      
        Nonetheless, US foreign policy underwent a seismic change on 2 May 2011, when a US military unit killed Osama
        bin Laden in Pakistan. Bin Laden’s death provided Washington with a cogent reason to start winding down its
        operations in Afghanistan. Hence, Obama (2011b) announced in June that 10,000 troops would be withdrawn by the
        end of 2011 and a further 23,000 would leave the country by the summer of 2012. Meanwhile, the withdrawal from
        Iraq was scheduled to finish in December 2011. While the number of troops in Iraq was being reduced, the influx
        of diplomats and political advisors was steadily growing (Pincus 2011). Meanwhile, the US was reluctant to take
        a leading role in enforcing a no-fly zone over Libya, as stipulated by UN Security Council Resolution 1973 that
        was adopted in March (King et al. 2011). The no-fly zone was established as a result of the civil war
        waged between Muammar Gaddafi’s military, and the opposition forces. Even while helping to enforce the no-fly
        zone that would ultimately help the opposition to oust Gaddafi, the Obama
        administration gave consideration to a diplomatic solution to the conflict (The White House 2011). In the mean
        time, the USA continued to seek a negotiated end to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. In May, Obama (2011a)
        endorsed the concept of a Palestinian state based on the borders agreed in 1967. The actions of the USA in the
        Greater Middle East and the fact that its most wanted enemy for almost ten years had been killed led to the
        prioritization of diplomacy in US foreign policy.
      


      
        This shift was replicated in East Asia. According to many analysts, 2010 was a bad year for Sino-US relations,
        owing to disagreements over a number of issues, most notably the alleged undervaluation of China’s currency
        (Godement 2011). In contrast, 2011 began on a very positive note. Hu visited the USA and met with Obama in
        Washington. The visit proved to be a success, reinvigorating bilateral relations between both superpowers (Da
        2011). Therefore, the Strategic and Economic Dialogue held in May in Washington reinforced bilateral ties on a
        number of hard and soft security issues (Department of State 2011). In particular, the militaries of both
        countries began to work together to improve their relationship. Mike Mullen, Chairman of the Joint Chief of
        Staffs, and the highest-ranking officer in the US Armed Forces, visited his Chinese counterpart, Chen Bingde,
        in July. The visit resulted in the announcement by both militaries of a number of confidence-building
        initiatives, including joint anti-piracy and disaster relief drills (Xinhua 2011).
      


      
        Meanwhile, relations between China, Japan and South Korea continued to improve. The fourth trilateral summit
        was held in May 2011 in Tokyo, only two months after the earthquake and tsunami that devastated parts of
        Eastern Japan and affected the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant. The summit reinforced ties forged by the
        delicate issue of nuclear cooperation.12 Cross-strait relations
        also remained positive. However, presidential elections due to take place in Taiwan in January 2012 had the
        potential to have a negative effect on relations with China if the opposition Democratic Progressive Party were
        to win.
      


      
        North Korea’s behaviour following the Yeonpyeong shelling was the result of simple learning. In a very
        significant departure from the first two years of the Obama administration, brinkmanship disappeared from
        Pyongyang’s tactical toolbox to bargain with the USA. Alignment with China was now a central component of
        Pyongyang’s choice of tactics. Even relations with the government of Lee Myung-bak in South Korea began to
        improve slightly during the summer of 2011. North Korea also made clear moves towards acceptance of a return to
        the Six-Party Talks regime.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal?


        
          North Korea maintained its commitment to signing a peace treaty with the USA in late 2010 and throughout
          2011. Nevertheless, Pyongyang also sought to retain its nuclear weapons programme, as it had done since the
          2009 test. The removal of the Libyan leader Gaddafi from power gave urgency to this wish. Libya had decided
          to give up its WMD programme in late 2003. Less than eight years later, the Gaddafi government found itself fighting a civil war in which the USA and its Western allies
          enforced a no-fly zone, a move which significantly reduced the government’s military advantage over the
          rebels. It is highly likely that possession of WMD would have acted as a deterrent against Western
          intervention in the conflict. Furthermore, it reminded the Kim Jong Il government of the need to maintain a
          credible deterrent against third-party military intervention.
        


        
          Hence, Pyongyang insisted throughout 2011 that unconditional dismantlement of its nuclear programme was not
          an option. The Kim Jong Il government reiterated that it was not prepared to eliminate its nuclear capability
          without receiving anything in return, since Pyongyang considered the programme to be necessary given the
          ‘hostile’ and provocative behaviour by Washington (KCNA 2011b, 2011c). Internal balancing still
          remained Pyongyang’s preferred method of ensuring regime survival. Considering that the Taliban and Saddam
          Hussein had been removed from power by the USA, that rebel forces had ousted Gaddafi from power with the help
          of Western militaries, and that none of these parties had been able to defend themselves from foreign
          military intervention owing to their lack of WMD, it seemed logical for the Kim Jong Il government not to
          relinquish possession of its ultimate deterrent.
        


        
          Nonetheless, North Korea also wanted to negotiate a peace treaty with the USA. In January 2011, Pyongyang
          announced that it wanted to improve relations with Washington (KCNA 2011b). In April, the Kim Jong Il
          government stated that it was prepared to discuss its nuclear programme with the Obama administration
          (KCNA 2011e). Hence, although North Korea still sought to normalize relations with the USA, a peace
          treaty was regarded as an intermediate step, similarly to the case of peaceful coexistence. Pyongyang
          remained ambiguous as to whether it would surrender its nuclear programme in exchange for full diplomatic
          relations. Given Gaddafi’s fate, the Kim Jong Il government was probably unwilling to risk a complete
          surrender of its nuclear card. In any case, North Korea would only consider dismantlement of its nuclear
          programme after normalization had taken place.
        


        
          The importance of signing a peace treaty to replace the 1953 armistice became clear to North Korea during a
          July meeting between Bosworth and Kim Kye-gwan. Rodong Sinmun called for a peace treaty one day before
          Kim arrived in New York, thus laying out North Korea’s goal (KCNA 2011j). After landing in the USA,
          Kim told the press that he was in New York ‘to discuss bilateral relations’, stating that it was time for
          North Korea and the USA ‘to reconcile’ and for bilateral relations to improve (Kwon 2011). Signing a peace
          treaty, a position that North Korea had been defending since the beginning of 2010, would be a clear step in
          any reconciliation process. It would lead to dramatically improved bilateral relations. Following Kim’s
          visit, a spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced that Pyongyang wanted to ‘comprehensively
          implement’ the September 2005 Joint Statement (KCNA 2011k). The statement contained six references to
          peace, but, as we have seen, normalization of North Korea–US relations and North Korean denuclearization
          formed two of the pillars of the agreement. Comprehensive implementation would presumably have included
          denuclearization in exchange for normalization, without a peace treaty necessarily being a middle step.
        


        
          Meanwhile, the Obama administration started to slowly modify its foreign
          policy. Former US president Jimmy Carter paid a further visit to North Korea in April 2011. Even though not
          officially endorsed by the Obama administration, the visit nonetheless served as an unofficial attempt to
          revitalize negotiations between Washington and Pyongyang (Carter 2011). Shortly after this visit, the Obama
          administration dispatched a delegation to North Korea. A group of US officials, led by human rights envoy
          Robert King, toured Pyongyang and other locations in the country to discuss the provision of humanitarian aid
          (USAID 2011). North Korea was suffering from an acute famine. The visit was a step towards rapprochement
          insofar as it comprised several high-ranked officials, making it the most senior US delegation to arrive in
          Pyongyang since Bosworth’s December 2009 trip.
        


        
          The greatest indication of the change in policy from the Obama administration came at the time of the
          appointment of Glyn Davies as Special Representative for North Korea Policy in October 2011. Davies and his
          predecessor, Stephen Bosworth, held two days of talks in Geneva with a North Korean delegation. In a
          statement made at the end of the talks Bosworth (2011) pointed out that the talks had been ‘generally
          constructive’, expressing his confidence that the Six-Party Talks would be resumed and even referring to
          bilateral negotiations between Pyongyang and Washington. After the talks, Davies held meetings with Chinese,
          Japanese and South Korean officials. At the same time that Davies was in Beijing in mid-December 2011,
          holding talks with his Chinese counterpart, a US delegation was discussing the provision of humanitarian
          assistance to North Korea with a delegation from the latter. He also openly discussed the possibility of
          holding a third round of bilateral talks to move towards the resumption of the Six-Party Talks (Davies 2011).
          Davies was also scheduled to hold a meeting in Beijing with a North Korean delegation shortly after his
          mid-December visit. The meeting was regarded as a decisive step towards resumption of the Six-Party Talks
          (Kirk 2011). However, the death of Kim Jong Il prevented the meeting from taking place.
        


        
          Notwithstanding these visits, the Obama administration still sought CVID from North Korea (Campbell 2011).
          One day before the July bilateral meeting was due to take place between both countries in New York, the USA
          reminded North Korea of the need for irreversible and complete denuclearization (Toner 2011). However,
          Washington had stressed earlier in the year that it was not seeking regime change (Eckert 2011). Therefore,
          even though in public Washington maintained the goal of CVID, US officials were nonetheless ready to engage
          North Korea even when it seemed unlikely that Pyongyang would give up its nuclear programme in the near
          future.
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve its goals


        
          Towards the rebirth of the Six-Party Talks regime?


          
            Given Pyongyang’s ambiguity regarding its most important goal, North Korean behaviour in the aftermath of
            the Yeonpyeong shelling was an enigma. However, North Korea took several steps to signal its readiness to
            resume the Six-Party Talks throughout the first half of 2011. In the
            KCNA’s New Year’s Day editorial, considered a guide to North Korean policy for the rest of the year,
            Pyongyang declared that the Kim Jong Il government was committed to ‘dialogue and cooperation’ to improve
            inter-Korean relations and to achieve the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula (KCNA 2011a).
            Pyongyang also announced that it was willing to return to the talks (Kwon 2011). After having explicitly
            rejected the resumption of the six-party framework in 2009 and 2010, Pyongyang was at least accepting
            multilateral talks as an acceptable venue.
          


          
            In March 2011, a spokesman for the North Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs informed a visiting Russian
            delegation that the Kim Jong Il government was ready to return to the Six-Party Talks. Furthermore, North
            Korea was willing to discuss a uranium enrichment programme that it had disclosed in November 2010
            (KCNA 2011d). Disclosure of this programme had aggravated the nuclear stand-off, since it had not
            been part of the 2007–8 negotiations between Pyongyang and the Bush administration. The programme therefore
            provided North Korea with a new bargaining chip, which could be traded for political and economic
            concessions without significantly affecting its nuclear deterrent.
          


          
            One month later, China came up with a new plan to revitalize the Six-Party Talks regime. Beijing proposed a
            three-step process whereby bilateral talks between both Koreas would lead to bilateral discussions between
            North Korea and the USA, which in turn would lead to multilateral talks within the six-party framework
            (Chosun Ilbo 2011a). Following the shelling of Yeonpyeong, Washington, Seoul and Tokyo had rejected
            the resumption of the Six-Party Talks until North–South relations improved (Clinton 2010b). Beijing’s
            proposal accommodated this request, but also satisfied Pyongyang’s demand for bilateral talks with the
            Obama administration. Therefore, the proposal could eventually lead to a resumption of the Six-Party Talks
            regime.
          


          
            Pyongyang tacitly accepted Beijing’s proposal. Barely ten days later, Kim Jong Il wrote to Carter during
            his visit to Pyongyang. The letter stated that Kim was ready to hold a bilateral summit with Lee Myung-bak
            and that North Korea was ready to restart the Six-Party Talks (Carter 2011). North and South Korea’s top
            nuclear envoys then met together in July. This was their first meeting since the December 2008 round of
            Six-Party Talks. They held a bilateral meeting during the ASEAN Regional Forum, an annual Asia-specific
            security institution. After the meeting, both envoys confirmed that they wished to restart the six-party
            process (Lee and McDowell 2011). This announcement was welcomed by Hillary Clinton and Yang Jiechi, Foreign
            Minister of China, who were also attending the forum (Clinton 2011). The meeting between the nuclear envoys
            was followed by an informal meeting between the North and South Korean Ministers of Foreign Affairs, also
            during the ASEAN Regional Forum (Lee and McDowell 2011). These meetings were further proof of Pyongyang’s
            desire to explore the diplomatic route again.
          


          
            One week later, Kim Kye-gwan, North Korea’s top negotiator in the Six-Party Talks, and Sergei Ivanov, the
            Russian Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, visited the USA and met with Bosworth. One day before Kim
            arrived in New York, KCNA issued a statement indicating that
            North Korea was ready to rejoin the Six-Party Talks in order to discuss denuclearization (KCNA
            2011j). Following his arrival in New York, Kim stated that Pyongyang wanted to ‘advance toward
            denuclearization through the Six-Party Talks’ (Kwon 2011). Washington then announced that resumption of the
            talks was contingent upon North Korea’s commitment to them, indicating that the USA was open to their
            resumption (Office of the Spokesperson 2011). Meanwhile, Kim Kye-gwan proclaimed that the meeting with
            Bosworth had been ‘constructive and practical’, with both sides agreeing to continue their ‘negotiations’
            (Lu 2011).
          


          
            Further strong indications that North Korea was willing to change course regarding the Six-Party Talks
            occurred in August and October 2011. On 1 August a spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced
            that Pyongyang was ready to resume talks ‘without preconditions at an early date’, seeking to
            ‘comprehensively implement the September 19 joint statement on the principle of simultaneous action’
            (KCNA 2011k). Another unnamed spokesman for the same Ministry reiterated on 27 October that
            Pyongyang ‘remains unchanged in its stand to resume the six-party talks at an early date’, with the goal
            ‘to implement the September 19 joint statement for the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula … on the
            principle of simultaneous actions’ (KCNA 2011l). Thus, North Korea indicated that it wanted to
            follow the ‘action for action’ rule, a cornerstone of the Six-Party Talks regime that had allowed the Kim
            Jong Il government to achieve peaceful coexistence. Hence, by the time of Kim Jong Il’s death North Korea
            had taken several steps towards resumption of the Six-Party Talks regime for the first time since the end
            of the Bush administration.
          

        
      

      
        A return to alignment?


        
          North Korea had remained ambiguous with regard to alignment with other powers to balance the USA since the
          inception of the Obama administration. However, the country appeared to be ready to use alignment with China
          and Russia to withstand pressure from the USA following the shelling of Yeonpyeong. Indeed, even though
          Beijing criticized Pyongyang over its actions, Chinese leaders also were working to ensure that there was no
          military response to the incident and that no new sanctions were applied (Snyder and Byun 2011: 77).
          Furthermore, China also sought to restart the Six-Party Talks. As discussed, this was opposed by Washington,
          Seoul and Tokyo. However, China’s willingness to use its political capital to limit the response to North
          Korea’s brinkmanship, as well as to work for a diplomatic solution to the nuclear stand-off, was beneficial
          to North Korea.
        


        
          Russia’s position also helped North Korea to bargain with the USA. Similarly to Beijing, Moscow was critical
          of the shelling of Yeonpyeong, but sought to ensure that the incident did not result in the further
          escalation of tensions (Snyder and Byun 2011: 79). In March 2011, Russia dispatched a high-level delegation
          which met with senior North Korean officials. During the visit, Pyongyang announced that it was ready to
          rejoin the Six-Party Talks and discuss all of its nuclear programmes. The announcement allowed Moscow to
          highlight the role that it could play in regional diplomacy. More
          relevantly for North Korea, the visit demonstrated that it was not isolated. The visit was also a useful
          means for the Kim Jong Il government to convey the message that it was ready to return to the negotiating
          table. Indeed, the Russian Deputy Prime Minister publicly stated in June that the Six-Party Talks should
          continue (IISS 2011b: 70).
        


        
          In May, Kim Jong Il visited China for the third time in thirteen months. This visit was broader in scope. Kim
          met Chinese premier Wen Jiabao to discuss economic reforms and cooperation, but he also discussed political
          and security cooperation with Hu Jintao. The North Korean leader called for the resumption of the Six-Party
          Talks during his visit (Paik 2011). The duration of the visit, eight days, and the fact that Kim met with
          China’s most senior leaders suggest that Pyongyang sought to ensure Beijing’s political support for its next
          actions, as well as for the transition of power from Kim Jong Il to his son, Kim Jong Un. With regard to the
          nuclear issue, Kim probably wished to ascertain that China would not join with the USA to put pressure on
          North Korea and would act as an honest broker were the Six-Party Talks regime to be reignited. Beijing had
          already played this role between 2005 and 2008, but criticism of Pyongyang’s second nuclear test and the
          shelling of Yeonpyeong made future support unclear. Beijing eventually backed Kim Jong Un following the death
          of his father. This indicated that the Kim Jong Il government had successfully garnered the support of the Hu
          government for the transition process.
        


        
          North Korea was forced to rely on alignment with China and Russia as a return to siding with South Korea to
          soft balance the USA remained an impossibility. Even though both Koreas met in July, Seoul still hesitated to
          engage Pyongyang. Only seven weeks before that meeting, Minister of National Defense Kim Kwan-jin (2011) had
          remarked that Seoul was prepared to hold a dialogue with Pyongyang only if the Kim Jong Il government
          demonstrated its commitment to denuclearization and ceased to provoke. Kim also stated that South Korea had
          been rejecting a dialogue with North Korea for some time, even though Pyongyang had been requesting talks
          since the previous January, because a sincere apology had not been offered for the Cheonan incident
          and the shelling of Yeonpyeong (IISS 2011b: 39). Ultimately, the July inter-Korea meeting was the result of
          Chinese and US pressure rather than any desire on the part of the Lee administration to meet the Kim Jong Il
          government without a previous apology from Pyongyang.13
        

      

      
        Is brinkmanship out of the question?


        
          Chinese criticism in the months after the Yeonpyeong incident seemed to affect North Korea’s approach towards
          brinkmanship. In 2006, China had been mildly critical of Pyongyang’s missile tests and genuinely angered by
          North Korea’s nuclear test. Similarly, in 2010 Beijing was condescending following the Cheonan
          incident and more critical of the shelling of Yeonpyeong. In both 2006 and 2010 Pyongyang reacted to China’s
          heightened criticism after a second case of brinkmanship by refraining from further use of this tactic in
          subsequent months. Indeed, reports suggested that the Hu government had made it clear to the Kim Jong Il government that China would ‘not be able to help’ if North Korea attempted
          any other provocations (Chosun Ilbo 2011b). Minister of Defence Liang Guanglie (IISS 2011b: 60)
          publicly stated that Beijing was working in private to ensure that Pyongyang did not engage in new
          provocations.
        


        
          The only instance of North Korean brinkmanship during this period involved the detention of another US
          citizen. Eddie Jun, also known as Jun Young-su, was arrested around the time of the shelling of Yeonpyeong,
          in November 2010. However, Pyongyang only announced his detention in April 2011 (KCNA 2011f). Jun had
          been arrested for conducting illegal religious activities after entering North Korea on a valid business
          visa. He was freed one month after the announcement of his detention, following Robert King’s visit in May to
          North Korea (Lee and Drew 2011). Thus, North Korean diplomatic brinkmanship actually occurred at the same
          time as the Yeonpyeong incident and carried on throughout 2011. However, the detention was settled shortly
          after the case was made public, indicating that Pyongyang did not want the issue to affect relations with
          Washington.
        


        
          Meanwhile, North Korea did not engage in any new act of brinkmanship in the months between the Yeonpyeong
          incident and the death of Kim Jong Il. In sharp contrast to its behaviour during the first two years of the
          Obama administration, Pyongyang did not commit any action that third parties could consider provocative.
          Verbal brinkmanship was part of North Korea’s behaviour. Hence, Pyongyang criticized the Lee Myung-bak
          government for its actions, which North Korea found counterproductive towards a peaceful resolution of the
          nuclear conundrum (KCNA 2011g, 2011h, 2011i). However, verbal denunciation of alleged third party
          hostility had been a feature of North Korea’s behaviour for some time, making it a relatively mild form of
          brinkmanship. Moreover, North Korea’s criticism of US foreign policy throughout the first half of 2011 was of
          a routine and generic nature. This type of criticism has been a regular characteristic of the North Korean
          media for decades, thus carrying little relevance in terms of foreign policy. Pyongyang’s decision not to
          carry out any new WMD test or attack on South Korea was a better indicator of North Korea’s abandonment of
          brinkmanship in 2011.
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      The early Kim Jong Un era, the Leap Day Agreement and the third nuclear test, January
      2012–February 2013


      
        The transition in power from Kim Jong Il to Kim Jong Un attracted significant US attention. The early weeks and
        months of the transition were relatively smooth, at least formally. Between December 2011 and April 2012, Kim
        Jong Un was confirmed as the Supreme Leader of North Korea thanks to his appointments as Supreme Commander of
        the Korean People’s Army on 30 December 2011, as well as Leader of the Presidium of the Politburo, Chair of the
        Central Military Commission and First Secretary of the Workers’ Party of Korea on 11 April 2012 and Chairman of
        the National Defence Commission on 13 April 2012.1 In public, Kim
        Jong Un headed the ceremonies to honour his father and issued the traditional New Year message with which North
        Korea’s supreme leaders set out the priorities for the following year (KCNA 2011m, 2011n, 2011o, 2012a).
        In private, however, the situation was not so simple. It would take several years of internal infighting for
        the younger Kim to finally consolidate his power, as explained throughout this and the next chapter. Therefore,
        consolidation of his position as supreme leader was the main driver behind Kim Jong Un’s actions during his
        first few years in power (Thae 2018).
      


      
        The transition in power in North Korea became a key foreign policy issue for the Barack Obama administration,
        which remained in power following the re-election of Obama in November 2012. The USA waited to see whether Kim
        Jong Un would indeed succeed his father, and there were discussions regarding the best course of action in case
        of an internal struggle for power in North Korea.2 The transition
        from Kim Jong Il to Kim Jong Un actually came shortly after the Obama administration had announced its
        so-called ‘pivot to Asia’. Hillary Clinton (2011b) made public the shift in the geographical priority of US
        foreign policy by arguing that the future of world politics would be Asia’s lands and waters. With the wars of
        Iraq and Afghanistan seemingly winding down, the USA had to focus on Asia to maintain its pre-eminent role in
        the 21st century. The ‘pivot’ became formal US policy with the publication of Washington’s Defense Strategic
        Guidance in January 2012 (Department of Defense 2012).
      


      
        Seeking to test the waters with the new leader of North Korea, the USA reached the Leap Day Agreement on 29
        February 2012.3 This can be considered a relaxation of the Obama administration’s ‘strategic patience’ policy. This was the name with
        which Washington’s policy of mixing sanctions while leaving the door open to dialogue came to be known.
        However, the agreement lasted less than a month and a half after North Korea first announced the launch of a
        satellite on 16 March (KCNA 2012i) and then conducted the launch on 13 April (KCNA 2012m). By
        February 2013 North Korea would end up conducting its third nuclear test, the first under Kim Jong Un
        (KCNA 2013d). Elsewhere in East Asia, relations between the USA and China did not suffer any significant
        change. Both countries held their fourth Strategic and Economic Dialogue in May 2012,4 but Hu Jintao’s term was about to end and there was a wait-and-see
        attitude until his successor had been confirmed.
      


      
        Even as the USA strived to wind down its presence in Afghanistan and Iraq and sought to avoid involvement in
        the Syrian civil war, ongoing since March 2011, the aftermath of Muammar Gaddafi’s execution in October 2011
        had an effect on North Korea. Gaddafi had signed an agreement to renounce possession of its weapons of mass
        destruction and decommission them in December 2003 in exchange for better relations with the USA (Sanger and
        Miller 2003). However, this did not stop the Obama administration from helping to enforce a no-fly zone during
        the Libyan Civil War of 2011, which ultimately was crucial in allowing the rebels to depose and execute
        Gaddafi. This would have a significant effect on the way North Korea viewed its own security. North Korea came
        to believe that only a nuclear deterrent would prevent the Kim Jong Un regime from suffering the same fate as
        Gaddafi and his regime.
      


      
        In the meantime, and back in East Asia, relations between China, Japan and South Korea were at an impasse. The
        three countries held their fifth trilateral summit in five years in Beijing in May 2012, agreeing to launch
        trilateral FTA negotiations.5 This signalled that this mechanism
        had become a positive element supporting the trilateral relationship. However, throughout 2012 and early 2013
        China was undergoing its ten-yearly leadership transition. This was highlighted by the 18th National Congress
        of the Communist Party of China in November 2012, from which Xi Jinping emerged as the paramount leader of the
        country. Meanwhile, South Korea held a closely fought general election won by Park Geun-hye in December 2012.
        She became the second successive conservative president after Lee Myung-bak. That same month, Shinzo Abe
        returned to power in Japan after his Liberal Democratic Party won a general election in a landslide victory,
        after three years of Democratic Party rule. In short, East Asia was undergoing a leadership transition.
      


      
        North Korea’s behaviour following the transition from Kim Jong Il to Kim Jong Un was the result of simple
        learning. Kim Jong Un had just come to power. He seemed to be unsure as to how to deal with the USA. Thus, he
        would initially continue the tentative rapprochement towards the USA of 2011, but quickly decided to prioritize
        the development of a deterrent as his foremost goal. As a result, nuclear, missile and verbal brinkmanship
        gradually became the main means for North Korea to deal with the USA. Concurrently, the Kim Jong Un regime
        sought to continue alignment with China throughout this period, even as this became more difficult once Xi
        became its paramount leader. In contrast, the tentative improvement in
        relations with the Lee Myung-bak government in 2011 was halted. Similarly, Kim Jong Un seemed to move North
        Korea away from accepting the Six-Party Talks regime.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal?


        
          North Korea drifted away from the goal of normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA, or at least the
          signing of a peace treaty, as the first year of Kim Jong Un’s position as the supreme leader of North Korea
          went by. Kim Jong Un lacked the legitimacy that his father, Kim Jong Il, had within the regime or among the
          North Korean population. Among others, he had few friends or strong contacts within the regime due to his
          time spent abroad for schooling. He thus believed that repression was necessary to hold power. Furthermore,
          he had learnt that a lack of preparedness to repress a domestic uprising and deter an attack by the USA could
          lead to North Korea suffering from its own Arab Spring (Thae 2017, 2018). In this context, normalization of
          diplomatic relations with the USA in the short-term gradually became a lower priority for Kim Jong Un.
        


        
          Indeed, in the weeks after Kim Jong Un took power North Korea refrained from calling for the establishment of
          diplomatic relations with the USA. The New Year message published by Rodong Sinmun did indicate that
          North Korea would ‘strive to develop relations of friendship with countries that respect [North Korea’s]
          sovereignty’ (KCNA 2012a). But the USA was only mentioned in this context and not separately in
          relation to diplomatic relations or a peace treaty. Shortly afterwards, North Korea’s Ministry of Foreign
          Affairs condemned the USA for not seeking to follow through on its July 2011 promise to provide food aid.
          This was portrayed as a confidence-building measure that could help improve US–North Korea relations
          (KCNA 2012d). On top of this, North Korea’s official media accused the USA of seeking to become Asia’s
          hegemon and put pressure on North Korea and China through its pivot to Asia (KCNA 2012e).
        


        
          Notwithstanding the above, there was a significant development early in Kim Jong Un’s tenure that indicated
          that North Korea was at least considering improving relations and achieving eventual normalization with the
          USA. On 29 February 2012, the USA and North Korea reached the Leap Day Agreement. Delegations from both
          countries had met in Beijing on 23–24 February in what was the first round of high-level dialogue since Kim
          Jong Un took power, and the third such dialogue since Obama took power, following meetings in July and
          October 2011.6 Before the agreement was published, a spokesman
          of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had expressed his country’s readiness for dialogue, albeit without
          mentioning normalization of diplomatic relations (KCNA 2012g).
        


        
          The agreement itself, however, showed the differences between the USA and North Korea regarding
          normalization. To begin with, there was no joint text. Instead, North Korea and the USA issued separate
          statements. In the case of North Korea, its statement included specific reference to the eventual conclusion
          of a peace treaty (KCNA 2012h). In contrast, the statement by the USA did not mention it (Nuland 2012). Both statements, however, indirectly mentioned normalization of
          diplomatic relations by making reference to the Six-Party Talks joint statement of September 2005 that had
          this included in its second point. The US text read ‘the United States reaffirms its commitment to the
          September 19, 2005 Joint Statement’ (Nuland 2012). As for the North Korean text, it read
        


        
          
            both the DPRK and the U.S. reaffirmed their commitments to the September 19 Joint Statement and recognized
            that the 1953 armistice agreement is the cornerstone of peace and stability on the Korean Peninsula until
            the conclusion of a peace treaty.
          


          
            (KCNA 2012h)
          

        


        
          As per previous agreements, the USA and North Korea would take a step-by-step approach. As an initial step,
          ‘the DPRK […] agreed to implement a moratorium on long-range missile launches, nuclear tests and nuclear
          activities at Yongbyon, including uranium enrichment activities’ and the USA agreed to an initial provision
          of 240,000 metric tons of food aid (Nuland 2012).
        


        
          The Leap Day Agreement, however, never got to be implemented. Indeed, the behaviour by North Korea in its
          immediate aftermath suggests that normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA was not the top priority
          for the Kim Jong Un regime. North Korea announced in March that it would launch a satellite, since it
          considered it a ‘legitimate right’ to peacefully develop its own space programme and the launch would not be
          against the Leap Day Agreement (KCNA 2012i, 2012j). The USA disagreed. Obama stated that the Leap Day
          Agreement offered a different path to North Korea, starting with confidence-building measures such as food
          aid. But he also pointed out that the announcement of a ‘long range-missile test’ (i.e. the satellite launch)
          would be a violation of UNSC resolutions and would essentially nullify the agreement (The White House 2012).
          Obama made this announcement while in Seoul to attend the second Nuclear Security Summit,7 which from a North Korean perspective would only highlight that it was
          being treated differently compared to other nuclear powers present at the summit. Indeed, North Korea’s
          Ministry of Foreign Affairs accused the USA of not being sincere about the implementation of the Leap Day
          Agreement following from Obama’s statements and the announcement of the suspension of the provision of food
          aid (KCNA 2012k).
        


        
          Throughout the rest of 2012 and until the nuclear test of February 2013, North Korea rarely mentioned
          normalization of diplomatic relations or a peace treaty as a goal. Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Pak
          Kil-yon did call for opening a new chapter in relations with countries friendly to North Korea during his
          speech at the UN General Assembly in October 2012.8 But North
          Korea would only clearly lay out to the USA that the option of a different bilateral relationship was open
          following its third nuclear test on 12 February 2013. And this was only under the condition that the USA
          would respect North Korea’s sovereignty (KCNA 2013e), a coded reference to the Obama administration
          accepting Pyongyang’s nuclear status.
        


        
          More common during this period were indications that North Korea wanted to
          develop a nuclear deterrent, as had been the case following its second nuclear test in May 2009. To begin
          with, Kim Jong Un announced that he would continue his father’s songun or military first policy during
          the Central Committee of the Workers’ Party of Korea plenum of April 2012 (KCNA 2012l). This was
          reaffirmed by Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Pak in his UN General Assembly speech.9 Kim Jong Un would go on to re-state the commitment to songun in
          his New Year message of 2013 (KCNA 2013a). North Korea linked the development of a nuclear deterrent
          to two factors: US interventionism in countries such as Libya, Iraq or Afghanistan leading to regime change
          (KCNA 2012o, 2012s) and US objection to a peace treaty that would solve the nuclear issue by providing
          a security guarantee to Pyongyang (KCNA 2012p, 2012q).
        


        
          The Obama administration first sought to use diplomatic engagement to deal with North Korea upon Kim Jong Un
          replacing his father as the leader of the country, in a sign that ‘strategic patience’ could be relaxed. Thus
          why a US delegation met with North Korean officials in Beijing in February, leading to the Leap Day
          Agreement.10 However, the announcement and subsequent launch of
          a satellite led to a rethinking of the use of dialogue to deal with North Korea. Washington had secretly sent
          CIA Deputy Director Michael Morell to Pyongyang in April to warn North Korea against conducting the launch.
          Morell would go back in August to let North Korea know that it faced a choice between its nuclear and missile
          programme and becoming part of the international community (Gordon 2019). However, Pyongyang first conducted
          the satellite test and then continued to develop its nuclear and missile capabilities. The Obama
          administration thus started to come to the conclusion that Kim Jong Un would prioritize securing his own
          position and the continuity of his regime. This included development of North Korea’s nuclear
          programme.11
        


        
          Multi-channel pressure thus quickly continued to be Washington’s preferred tactic to deal with Pyongyang. The
          USA worked to increase sanctions on North Korea. It would achieve this when the UN Security Council passed
          Resolution 2087 in January 2013 following a satellite launch by North Korea in December 2012. The new
          sanctions expanded measures related to the rights of UN member states to seize and destroy materials
          suspected of being connected to North Korea’s WMD programme. They also tightened measures on individuals
          suspected of involvement in the North Korean nuclear programme. Concurrently, the USA started to emphasize
          the issue of North Korea’s human rights record at the international level, especially in the UN.12 The Obama administration sought to make this a multilateral rather than
          bilateral issue.
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve its goals


        
          The restart of brinkmanship


          
            Kim Jong Il had refrained from brinkmanship throughout the final year of his life. Kim Jong Un would
            restart it shortly after coming to power. His New Year message had focused on songun. Even if the
            message did not mention North Korea’s nuclear programme by name, it
            indicated that military power would be central to Kim Jong Un’s policy (KCNA 2012a). Thus, less than
            two weeks after the message was published North Korea test-fired two short-range missiles (O’Halloran
            2015). This was North Korea’s first missile test since October 2009, and clearly signalled that Kim Jong Un
            was ready to resume missile brinkmanship.
          


          
            The return of brinkmanship became clearer throughout 2012. To begin with, Pyongyang reiterated its
            commitment to songun in February even as the Leap Day Agreement was being negotiated, indicating
            that North Korea was ready both for dialogue and confrontation (KCNA 2012g). Afterwards, North Korea
            announced that it was preparing for a satellite launch in March (KCNA 2012i, 2012j). Pyongyang
            carried out the test in April. Even though it was a failed test, North Korea announced that it had figured
            out the reason behind the failure and that it would continue to press ahead with its satellite-testing
            programme (KCNA 2012m). In April as well, and on the same day as the satellite test, North Korea’s
            Supreme People’s Assembly amended the country’s constitution to officially declare the country a
            ‘nuclear-armed’ state.13 Later in the year North Korea would
            reiterate its nuclear status by self-proclaiming a ‘responsible nuclear state’ during a conference in
            Moscow (KCNA 2012r). In December, North Korea once again increased brinkmanship by first announcing
            and then conducting a satellite launch which, from Pyongyang’s perspective, was not in violation of UN
            Security Council resolutions (KCNA 2012t, 2012u). This time the test was successful. It would be
            hailed as an expression of North Korean self-reliance and strength in the New Year message of 2013
            (KCNA 2013a).
          


          
            The USA took a firm approach towards North Korea’s brinkmanship, increasing pressure as its intensity
            escalated. To start with, Washington, together with Seoul, warned North Korea that the satellite test would
            be considered a provocation. In a joint press conference, Obama and Lee Myung-back referred to the launch
            as a long-range missile test (The White House 2012). The USA and South Korea agreed that North Korea’s
            launch was in violation of UNSC resolutions, asking Pyongyang not to conduct further missile and nuclear
            tests.14 Concurrently, the USA sought to put pressure on
            third countries to prevent North Korea’s proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. For example, in the
            case of Myanmar the USA saw the April 2012 by-election, in which Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for
            Democracy was allowed to run and won forty-three out of forty-four seats that it contested, as an
            opportunity to support the country’s reform and convince it to cut ties with North Korea (Clinton 2014:
            108). Washington then increased pressure on Pyongyang following the December satellite launch. In January
            2013, the UN Security Council imposed its first sanctions on North Korea since 2009 in direct response to
            the launch with Resolution 2087.
          


          
            On 12 February 2013, Kim Jong Un significantly escalated the intensity of his brinkmanship by conducting
            North Korea’s first nuclear test since 2009 and its third overall. The explosion had double the force of
            the second test even though reports suggested that the device had been smaller. This brought closer the
            prospect of North Korea successfully building a warhead small enough to be mounted on a missile (Sanger and Choe 2013). Pyongyang presented the test as a response to
            Washington’s ‘hostile’ policy and to its violation of North Korea’s ‘legitimate right’ to conduct satellite
            launches for ‘peaceful purposes’ (KCNA 2013d, 2013e). The nuclear test would be met by a new round
            of UN Security Council sanctions (Resolution 2094) further restricting the actions of a wider range of
            North Korean entities and the scope of admissible transactions with the country.
          


          
            It could be argued that the third nuclear test could be seen as North Korea’s failure to learn that
            high-intensity nuclear brinkmanship would not bring the Obama administration to the negotiating table, as
            it had done with the Bill Clinton and George W. Bush administrations. In reality, however, North Korea was
            undergoing a change under Kim Jong Un. Shortly after the test, the new leader would announce a new
            strategic line for North Korea. Byungjin, or parallel development (discussed in detail in the next
            section), implied the simultaneous development of North Korea’s nuclear programme and economy (KCNA
            2013h). By the time of the nuclear test, however, Kim Jong Un had concluded that first prioritizing the
            development of a nuclear deterrent was necessary for domestic and foreign policy purposes. The Obama
            administration also leaned towards the view that Pyongyang had decided to prioritize its nuclear and
            missile programmes, and over time came to see Kim Jong Un as being more deeply involved in the development
            of North Korea’s nuclear and missile programmes compared to his father.15
          


          
            Pyongyang also restarted diplomatic brinkmanship during this period. US missionary Kenneth Bae was arrested
            in November 2012. He was accused of planning to overthrow the North Korean government. In April 2013, he
            was sentenced to fifteen years’ hard labour for his alleged crime (Sanger 2014). He would only be released
            in November 2014 after months of hard labour. This constituted the first instance in which Kim Jong Un used
            this form of brinkmanship that his father had resumed in 2009.
          

        

        
          Initial continuation of alignment


          
            Kim Jong Un continued his father’s used of alignment throughout his first months in power. China was keen
            to influence the behaviour of the new North Korean leader and possibly resume the Six-Party Talks. Thus,
            shortly after Kim Jong Un replaced his father, a spokesperson for the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs
            stated that China and North Korea had long had friendly ties that would continue (KCNA 2012b). More
            importantly from Pyongyang’s perspective, China protected North Korea during the March–April satellite
            launch period and subsequent termination of the Leap Day Agreement. Minister of Foreign Affairs Yang Jiechi
            called for restraint, dialogue and negotiations from all parties (Zhao 2012). These words were echoed by
            Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokesmen calling for negotiations instead of escalation (China Daily
            2012a; Wang 2012).
          


          
            Throughout the following months, high-level delegations from North Korea and China visited the other’s
            country and met with Hu Jintao and Kim Jong Un. In April 2012, a delegation from the Workers’ Party of
            Korea went to Beijing and met with Hu (Xinhua 2012b). In August,
            Kim Jong Un received a delegation led by Head of the International Liaison Committee of the Communist Party
            of China Wang Jiarui (Buckley and Park 2012). That same month, Vice Chairman of North Korea’s National
            Defence Commission Jang Song-thaek visited China and met with Hu (Xinhua 2012c). Reportedly, the
            main focus of these visits was economic reform. Kim Jong Un had sought to emphasize this area as part of
            his public image, for example by visiting a theme park together with his wife shortly after gaining power.
            Jang, who was also Kim Jong Un’s uncle, was seen as a key figure in this area, among others because he had
            the contacts in China that Kim Jong Un lacked.
          


          
            A transition in power from Hu to Xi took place in November 2012 when the latter became the General
            Secretary of the Communist Party of China during the party’s 18th National Congress. The transition would
            be completed in March 2013 when Xi became the new Chinese president. This would have an effect on
            Sino-North Korean alignment that North Korea failed to learn, at least initially. As US Secretary of State
            Leon Panetta noted during a September visit to China in which he met with Xi, the incoming Chinese
            paramount leader thought that North Korea’s nuclear and missile programmes were not only a problem for the
            USA, but also a problem for him (Panetta with Newton 2015: 276). Xi’s accession to power would indeed
            prompt a change in behaviour from Beijing.
          


          
            Most notably, China first implicitly criticized North Korea after it announced and subsequently conducted a
            satellite launch. China’s official media still called for dialogue to deal with North Korea’s military
            programmes, but it also stated that it was ‘a pity’ that an opportunity for easing tensions and diplomacy
            had been lost (China Daily 2012c) and chastened North Korea for ‘disregarding the concerns’ of the
            international community and adding ‘new difficulties’ to diplomacy in the Korean Peninsula (China
            Daily 2012d). Following the missile launch, China allowed new UN Security Council sanctions to be
            passed for the first time since 2009. Minister of Foreign Affairs Yang later condemned North Korea’s
            nuclear test, with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs also stating that China was ‘firmly opposed to this act’
            (Zhang et al. 2013). Beijing then allowed further sanctions on North Korea to be imposed. This
            showed that by late 2012 and early 2013 alignment between China and North Korea was breaking down.
          


          
            In the case of Russia, Moscow initially aligned with North Korea but eventually would also allow sanctions
            to be approved. Early in Kim Jong Un’s tenure, a vice-minister-led delegation including government,
            political party and civic organization members visited North Korea in February (KCNA 2012h). Roving
            ambassador for nuclear affairs on the Korean Peninsula Grigory Semyonovich Rogbinov then visited in July
            (KCNA 2012n). However, the situation changed with North Korea’s second satellite launch of 2012.
            Once it became clear that Beijing was not opposed to new UN Security Council sanctions, Russia also dropped
            its opposition to them. Following North Korea’s February 2013 nuclear test, Russian Minister of Foreign
            Affairs Sergey Lavrov even urged Pyongyang to abandon its missile and nuclear programmes and return to
            talks (Chance and Kim 2013).
          


          
            As for South Korea, the possibility of inter-Korean alignment was out of
            the question. In his New Year message, Lee stated that a new era could start in the Korean Peninsula and
            North-East Asia if North Korea changed its attitude (Kim 2012). This was a reference to Seoul’s openness to
            engage North Korea only after it showed a firm commitment to denuclearization, including taking steps in
            that direction.16 Furthermore, Lee’s New Year message
            indicated that South Korea would be ready to counterattack in case of any North Korean provocation (Kim
            2012). Plus, South Korea’s hosting of the second Nuclear Security Summit was a clear message from Seoul to
            Pyongyang in terms of its priorities regarding North Korea’s nuclear issue. Pyongyang simply denounced
            Lee’s remarks (KCNA 2012c) and even published nine preconditions for inter-Korean relations to be
            resumed (KCNA 2012f). Since elections were taking place in December and a new president would take
            office in February 2013, North Korea had no incentive to spend political capital dealing with a hostile
            president who was about to leave power.
          

        

        
          Moving away from the Six-Party Talks regime


          
            Kim Jong Un moved away from his father’s push to consider resumption of the Six-Party Talks. Possible
            resumption had most clearly been laid out by a spokesman of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in August 2011
            (KCNA 2011k). Public and private messages from Pyongyang before and after this statement had
            strongly indicated a willingness to restart multilateral talks, as seen in the previous chapter. In
            contrast, there was no similar move after Kim Jong Un took power. To begin with, Kim Jong Un’s New Year
            message of 2012 did not provide any hint that Pyongyang was ready to return to multilateral talks to
            discuss its nuclear programme (KCNA 2012a). This sat in contrast with the New Year message the year
            before and public and private statements that North Korea had made via different channels throughout 2011.
          


          
            Pyongyang did sometimes mention a willingness to return to the Six-Party Talks throughout 2012. Most
            notably, a Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokesman statement on the Leap Day Agreement reaffirmed that North
            Korea, as well as the USA, were committed to the Six-Party Talks joint statement of September 2005
            (KCNA 2012h). Tellingly, however, the US Leap Day Agreement statement only mentioned Washington’s
            commitment to the Six-Party Talks, not North Korea’s (Nuland 2012). Most of the US statement also mentioned
            the USA only, but other parts did mention both the USA and North Korea, especially on the issue of food
            aid. Therefore, the omission of North Korea from the US statement in the context of the potential
            resumption of the Six-Party Talks indicated that Washington was not sure that Pyongyang had agreed to it.
            Obama administration officials certainly did not feel that Kim Jong Un had any real interest in restarting
            the Six-Party Talks.17
          


          
            Indeed, North Korea essentially ignored discussion of the potential resumption of the Six-Party Talks
            throughout this period. China made repeated calls in this respect, including through its Ministry of
            Foreign Affairs (Xinhua 2012a; Zhang 2012), its delegation to the International Atomic Energy Agency
            (Xinhua 2012e), editorials in its official media (China
            Daily 2012b) or in the context of diplomatic efforts to restart the multilateral process (Xinhua
            2012d). Pyongyang, however, only signalled seriousness about the potential resumption of the talks
            following the December 2012 satellite launch and in the context of discussions about a new round of UN
            Security Council sanctions (KCNA 2012v). This means that, following the collapse of the Leap Day
            Agreement, Pyongyang only seriously considered resumption of the Six-Party Talks when it felt that
            international pressure was about to be increased.
          


          
            Kim Jong Un’s rejection of multilateral talks was not due to a lack of learning regarding how to deal with
            the USA or, indeed China. As explained above, North Korea was undergoing a change that would result in a
            new strategic line of parallel development of nuclear weapons and the economy, but starting with the
            prioritization of a nuclear deterrent. In this context, it did not make sense to engage in multilateral
            talks aimed at achieving the denuclearization of North Korea, especially since the Obama administration
            demanded a clear commitment and concrete steps in this direction before engaging in substantial talks, a
            line also maintained by the Lee government. Simply put, North Korea had very little, if anything, to gain
            from resuming the Six-Party Talks.
          

        
      
    


    
      From the announcement of the ‘byungjin’ line to the fifth nuclear test, March
      2013–January 2016


      
        Domestic conditions in the USA continued to improve during Obama’s second term. The economic growth rate
        remained positive, helping to steadily bring down the jobless rate. With Obama in power for a second,
        non-renewable term in office and the effects of the Global Financial Crisis receding, Washington took renewed
        interest in foreign policy. The main focus would be the changing geostrategic landscape in the Greater Middle
        East, a thaw in relations with Cuba and the negotiation of the Paris Accord on climate change. East Asia would
        also be an important focus for the USA in the context of its pivot to Asia. However, the North Korean nuclear
        issue would be less relevant than other foreign policy matters.
      


      
        The Greater Middle East would once again attract the attention of the Obama administration. The USA continued
        to remove its combat troops from Afghanistan. In May 2014, Obama (2014b) announced that the USA would end its
        combat operations in Afghanistan. By the end of the year, most of the troops were gone. However, developments
        elsewhere in the region demanded increased USA attention. On the diplomatic front, in November 2013 the USA,
        along with the four other UNSC permanent members, Germany and the EU, launched formal negotiations with Iran to
        stop and roll back Tehran’s nuclear programme. An agreement in the form of a Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
        (JCPOA) was reached in July 2015 (Gordon and Sanger 2015). In January 2016, the IAEA confirmed that it had
        verified implementation of the key nuclear-related measures specified in the JCPOA and the USA, along with the
        UN and the EU, removed nuclear-related sanctions on Tehran (Department of the Treasury 2016a). Concurrently, the USA brokered a new attempt at diplomatic talks between Israel and Palestine
        between July 2013 and April 2014 (Rudoren and Kershner 2014).
      


      
        On the military front, the rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS) from early 2014 and its
        territorial gains, especially in Northern and Western Iraq, prompted the USA to dispatch troops to Iraq and
        provide support to anti-ISIS forces elsewhere in the region (Landler and Gordon 2014). Meanwhile, the Syrian
        civil war became entrenched. Government forces launched a chemical attack in August 2013 and ISIS became
        involved in the war, making territorial gains, throughout 2014. The latter made the USA lead an international
        coalition dispatched to Syria, as well as Iraq, from October 2014 (Operation Inherent Resolve 2018). On top of
        these two wars, Yemen descended into a civil war from March 2015. Washington started to provide logistical and
        intelligence support to a coalition led by Saudi Arabia seeking to restore Yemeni government control over the
        whole country (Barry and Kumar 2016). Also, John Kerry replaced Hillary Clinton as Secretary of State in
        February 2013. Kerry had more knowledge and experience of the Middle East compared to East Asia (Kerry 2018).
        Most notably, he was behind the peace negotiation process between Israel and Palestine.
      


      
        Outside of the Middle East, Washington focused on two diplomatic initiatives, but also had to devote attention
        to a new military conflict. With regard to diplomacy, the Obama administration was one of the main driving
        forces behind the Paris Accord to combat climate change, signed in December 2015 (Davenport 2015). In addition,
        in December 2014, Obama (2014c) announced a diplomatic normalization process with Cuba. Following from the
        launch of the process, Cuba was removed from the US list of state sponsors of terrorism in May 2015 and
        Washington and Havana upgraded their interest sections to embassies the following July (Hirschfeld Davis 2015).
        Very differently, in February 2014 Russia intervened militarily in Ukraine and annexed the Crimean Peninsula in
        a matter of weeks. This prompted the USA, the EU and other Western states to impose sanctions on Russia
        starting from March 2014 (Lee Myers and Baker 2014).
      


      
        In the case of East Asia, Washington and Beijing sought to maintain friendly relations upon Xi’s confirmation
        in power with his appointment as President of the People’s Republic of China in March 2013. Obama visited China
        in November 2014 to attend the APEC summit held in Beijing (Hudson 2014). Xi would reciprocate with a state
        visit in September 2015 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China 2015b). Also, the annual
        Strategic and Economic Dialogue was convened in July 2013, July 2014 and June 2015. But geostrategic
        competition between the two great powers intensified. Negotiations for the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), a
        new-generation trade agreement encompassing economies on both sides of the Asia-Pacific region, accelerated in
        July 2013 after Japan officially joined. A draft agreement was reached in October 2015. TPP was widely seen as
        an American attempt to contain Chinese economic power in East Asia (Green and Goodman 2016). China, for its
        part, announced the creation of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank
        (AIIB) in October 2013, with the launch taking place in December 2015. The AIIB was considered a direct
        competitor to the Washington-led World Bank (Rana and Pacheco Pardo 2018). Sino-American competition was
        further compounded by increasing military cooperation between the USA and countries such as the Philippines and
        Vietnam.
      


      
        The relationship between China, Japan and South Korea soured. They skipped their annual trilateral summit in
        2013 and 2014. Seoul hosted a new round in November 2015,18 but
        it would not be reconvened until 2018. Historical and territorial disputes prevented trilateral diplomatic
        relations from moving forward, especially as Xi and newly elected Abe were seen as staunch nationalists. The
        three countries did hold nine rounds of trilateral FTA negotiations during this period. However, the
        negotiations served to show the gap between the three countries in this area. Indeed, Japan made concessions
        during TPP negotiations, especially in the agricultural sector, that were not part of China–Japan–South Korea
        trilateral FTA discussions. As for cross-Taiwan Strait relations, high-level meetings in February and June 2014
        marked the first time in history that China and Taiwan recognized each other’s high-level officials in
        bilateral matters (Bush 2014). However, the incumbent Chinese Nationalist Party or Kuomintang suffered
        major losses in local elections in November 2014, in what was partly seen as voter criticism of rapprochement
        with China (Glaser 2014). This cooled cross-strait relations. China–Taiwan relations then seemed to reach a
        high point in November 2015, when Xi met with Taiwanese president Ma Ying-jeou (Wang et al. 2015).
        However, the Obama administration made its first arms sales to Taiwan since 2011 only one month later, in
        December 2015, weakening cross-strait relations again (Forsythe 2015).
      


      
        North Korea underwent its first instance of complex learning under Kim Jong Un during this period of time. In
        other words, Pyongyang shifted its main objective in its relationship with the USA. North Korea decided to
        focus solely on the development of a nuclear deterrent, which was directly connected to the consolidation of
        the Kim Jong Un regime in power. Better relations with the USA, whether through normalization, peaceful
        coexistence or a peace treaty, were deferred until the full development of a nuclear deterrent. The change in
        goal was complemented by a decisive use of all forms of brinkmanship towards the USA: nuclear, missile and
        verbal. At the same time, soft balancing and international regimes were abandoned as tactics to deal with
        Washington. Pyongyang’s complex learning was informed by US foreign policy, including continuous
        interventionism in the Middle East and a JCPOA that only offered rewards after the full denuclearization of
        Iran. It was also informed by the fate of Ukraine, a country that had agreed to abandon nuclear weapons in the
        1990s only to see part of its territory invaded by Russia. Complex learning was also the result of growing
        geostrategic competition between China and the USA as well as, from a North Korean perspective, a hostile
        North-East Asia, where neither China nor South Korea had a friendly disposition towards Kim Jong Un.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a
        North Korean goal?


        
          In the period between its third nuclear test in February 2013 and its fourth nuclear test in January 2016,
          North Korea replaced normalization of relations with the USA with the development of a credible nuclear
          deterrent as its main goal, also as a means for regime consolidation. Pyongyang had already become a de facto
          nuclear power. The February 2013 nuclear test had double the force of the second test, in spite of the device
          being smaller. North Korea had concluded that miniaturization of nuclear warheads to sit on top of a missile
          and the development of ICBMs capable of reaching the USA were necessary to ensure the survival of the Kim
          Jong Un regime. An agreement to normalize relations with Washington would not be sufficient, as proved by the
          fate of Muammar Gaddafi. A fundamentally different and positive relationship with the West, including the
          USA, was also insufficient to guarantee North Korea’s integrity, as demonstrated by the fate of Ukraine. In
          any case, the USA and the West would demand denuclearization before making any concessions, as proved by the
          JCPOA signed by Iran as well as the agreement signed by Gaddafi in 2003. Pyongyang thus needed a credible WMD
          deterrent to prevent an external attack, something that Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya and Ukraine had lacked. And
          in case of engaging in negotiations about its WMD programmes, it would need well-developed nuclear and
          missile capabilities to extract maximum concessions. Iran and, earlier, Libya, had far less developed
          programmes and therefore negotiated from a position of weakness.
        


        
          In March 2013, Pyongyang announced a new strategic line. Kim Jong Un presented byungjin, or parallel
          development, to the plenary of the Workers Party of Korea Committee as a ‘new strategic line on carrying out
          economic construction and building nuclear armed forces simultaneously’ (KCNA 2013h). In other words,
          North Korea prioritized economic reform and a nuclear deterrent equally. This signalled a change from
          songun insofar as the military was neither prioritized over, nor placed at the centre of, economic
          reform. But it also signalled a change by making clear that North Korea was to accelerate development of its
          nuclear programme. Throughout 2013 and 2014, the Kim Jong Un regime firmly placed byungjin as the
          guiding strategic line on which North Korean policy was based (KCNA 2013j, 2013k, 2014a, 2014d). The
          strategy came from the top of the regime. Indeed, byungjin was introduced without much consultation
          and came as a surprise to many policymakers, including in North Korea’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Thae
          2017, 2018).
        


        
          Byungjin also brought an increase in the number of purges, which implied that Kim Jong Un’s internal
          struggle to consolidate power continued (Thae 2017, 2018). Particularly relevant was the public arrest,
          denunciation and execution of Jang Song-thaek v in December 2013 (KCNA 2013r). He was seen as too
          powerful and too close to China. This was the most high-profile and public purge since the 1960s, with more
          than 300 people linked to Jang affected (Thae 2017, 2018). Along with the purges, Kim Yo-jong, Kim Jong Un’s
          sister, would be appointed as a senior Workers’ Party of Korea official in
          November 2014 (Lee 2014). His sister’s elevation, along with Jang’s purge, indicated that Kim Jong Un wanted
          no potential challenge to his position from within. Thus, in the context of Kim Jong Un’s actions to
          consolidate power, the development of a nuclear deterrent not only served to prevent a possible external
          military strike on North Korea. It also served Kim Jong Un to strengthen his domestic position by presenting
          himself as the leader who developed North Korea’s nuclear deterrent. Nuclear weapons could also serve to
          prevent potential external support were an Arab Spring-style internal revolution to take place in North
          Korea.
        


        
          Certainly, Pyongyang sometimes offered to establish a dialogue with the USA to discuss a peace agreement or
          even a peace mechanism at several points between its third and fourth nuclear tests, as opposed to full
          normalization. North Korea’s official media published some of these proposals, which sometimes included
          putting Pyongyang’s nuclear programme on the negotiating table (KCNA 2013m, 2013n, 2014b, 2014n,
          2015j, 2015k). Pyongyang also brought this proposal to the UN General Assembly – sometimes indirectly, as
          with Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Pak’s call for dialogue and negotiation without mentioning
          normalization during his speech in September 2013,19 and other
          times directly, for example when Minister of Foreign Affairs Ri Su-yong called on the USA to take a bold step
          to replace the 1953 armistice agreement, putting an end to the Korean War with a peace treaty during his
          October 2015 speech in the same forum.20
        


        
          But these offers came with a crucial caveat that indicated that North Korea had decided to prioritize its
          nuclear and missile deterrent. Namely, North Korea was only willing to discuss a peace treaty as long as the
          USA accepted its de facto nuclear power status. Kim Jong Un’s 2014 New Year message made clear that North
          Korea was willing to have friendly relations with all countries respectful of its sovereignty (KCNA
          2014a). This was a coded reference, among others, to acceptance of North Korea’s view that it had the right
          to possess nuclear weapons. Pyongyang’s official media carried out the same message several times throughout
          this period. Most notably, on the day when North Korea conducted its fourth nuclear test, that is, 6 January
          2016 (KCNA 2016c). Arguably more importantly, in private North Korean officials conveyed the message
          that Pyongyang would never give up its nuclear weapons programme.21 Equally relevant, the Obama administration had reached the conclusion that Pyongyang had
          decided to prioritize its nuclear weapons programme over improving relations with the USA.22
        


        
          The Obama administration certainly repeatedly indicated that North Korea had to denuclearize if it wanted a
          different relationship with the USA. First Obama (2013) reiterated that the days when North Korea could
          expect a concession following a provocation were over. Then Obama (2014a) made clear that North Korea had a
          choice between better lives for its people and its nuclear weapons programme, with the USA standing ready to
          support Pyongyang if it chose the former. Finally, Obama (2015) repeated these remarks when meeting Park,
          which conveyed the message that the USA was standing with its ally even as it offered Pyongyang a different
          path if it chose CVID. Kerry (2016a) also offered the Kim Jong Un regime
          the same choice in the aftermath of North Korea’s January 2016 nuclear test. This was not just a bargaining
          position from the USA. The Obama administration had agreed that no improvement in relations with North Korea
          was on the table until Pyongyang had taken significant steps towards denuclearization.23 In other words, strategic patience remained in place.
        


        
          Without North Korea taking these steps, Washington was not willing to put even a peace treaty on the table
          were negotiations to be resumed. Therefore, the only high-level contact between the USA and North Korea
          during this period of time took place when Director of National Intelligence James Clapper visited Pyongyang
          in November 2014 with the sole purpose of bringing Kenneth Bae and Matthew Miller, two US citizens detained
          in North Korea, back to the USA. Pyongyang did raise other matters during his visit, but these were rebuffed
          (The White House 2014b). A similar visit by US Envoy for North Korean Human Rights Issues Robert King had
          been cancelled by Pyongyang in August 2013 due to an alleged US military provocation (Choe 2013). This showed
          that Pyongyang was even willing to cancel this type of practical engagement with the USA. Avril Haines, CIA
          Deputy Director between August 2013 and January 2015, also visited Pyongyang but her trip was kept secret
          (Gordon 2019). This proved that the Obama administration had little interest in high-level contacts for the
          sake of dialogue.
        


        
          Pyongyang’s prioritization of its nuclear and missile deterrent over a different relationship with the USA
          was also demonstrated by its public messaging. In its New Year message of 2014, Kim Jong Un made multiple
          references to North Korea’s nuclear programme as a deterrent against the threat posed by the USA and South
          Korea (KCNA 2014a). Following from the fourth nuclear test of January 2016, North Korea also indicated
          its need for a nuclear deterrent faced with what it perceived to be Washington’s hostility (KCNA
          2016d). Pyongyang also made frequent references to the fate of Ukraine after the Crimean Peninsula was
          invaded by Russia (KCNA 2014i, 2014j, 2015b). This suggested that the Kim Jong Un regime was wary of
          also being subject to an invasion.
        


        
          Furthermore, Pyongyang, and especially its Ministry of Foreign Affairs, stressed that negotiations with Iran
          and the JCPOA coming out of it could not serve as a model to deal with itself (KCNA 2015f, 2015g). In
          other words, North Korea was not willing to give up its nuclear programme before getting any concession in
          return, as Iran had done. In this context, Kim Jong Un did not even mention a different relationship with the
          USA in its New Year messages of 2015 and 2016 (KCNA 2015a, 2016a).
        


        
          Multi-channel pressure was upgraded by the USA to deal with North Korea’s decision to prioritize its nuclear
          and missile deterrent. Washington led the UN Security Council in passing Resolution 2094 following North
          Korea’s third nuclear test. The resolution was passed less than a month after the test. It increased the
          power of all UN members to implement previous sanctions while also broadening the scope to cover illicit
          activities by North Korean diplomats as well as targeting the country’s financial transactions. Obama would
          then issue Executive Order 13687, effective from January 2015, imposing additional bilateral sanctions on North Korea following its cyberattacks in late 2014 (see below). These
          were the first bilateral sanctions since 2011.
        


        
          On top of that, human rights also became a new pressure point on Pyongyang. The USA had been pressing on this
          matter dating back to the Bush administration. But in March 2013 the UN Security Council established an
          inquiry commission on North Korea’s human rights record that would issue arguably the most comprehensive and
          detailed report ever on this matter in February 2014.24 The USA
          used this report to increase pressure on Pyongyang by internationalizing the human rights issue.25 The report rattled Pyongyang, which condemned it frequently. Kim Jong
          Un did so in his 2015 and 2016 New Year messages (KCNA 2015a, 2016a), and the DPRK Association for
          Human Rights Studies issued a detailed report rebuffing the UN’s own report in September 2014 (KCNA
          2014l).
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve its goals


        
          Nuclear, missile and other brinkmanship


          
            Following its third nuclear test, North Korea continued to engage in brinkmanship. With regard to nuclear
            brinkmanship, the General Department of Atomic Energy of the DPRK announced the re-opening of the Yongbyon
            nuclear complex in April 2013 (KCNA 2013i). This came only three days after the report of the
            Plenary of the Workers’ Party of Korea Committee had stated that nuclear weapons were the ultimate
            deterrent and self-defence measure rather than a bargaining chip, as part of the announcement of the
            byungjin line (KCNA 2013h). North Korea also used the UN General Assembly to engage in
            nuclear brinkmanship. Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Pak in September 201326 and Minister of Foreign Affairs Ri in September 201427 and October 201528 explained that North
            Korea saw the need for a nuclear programme due to US alleged hostility. In October 2015, Ri went as far as
            to explicitly mention that nuclear testing was necessary for this reason. North Korea would finally conduct
            its fourth nuclear test in January 2016 (KCNA 2016c). It was North Korea’s biggest test until then,
            and meant that Kim Jong Un had conducted as many tests in the four years since he had taken office as his
            father had done during his seventeen years in power.
          


          
            Pyongyang also engaged in other types of brinkmanship. Most notably, Pyongyang considerably increased the
            number and frequency of its missile tests throughout this period. In fact, both 2014 and 2015 witnessed a
            record number of annual North Korean missile tests including medium-range ballistic missiles.29 In particular, Pyongyang tested two medium-range Nodong missiles in
            March 2014. This was the first test of medium-range missiles since 2009 (Choe 2014). This test came just a
            few hours after the USA, South Korea and Japan had met to discuss North Korea’s nuclear programme. The
            message was that Pyongyang would not cease its missile brinkmanship in spite of multilateral pressure.
            Indeed, all these tests were in violation of UN Security Council sanctions. But this did not deter North
            Korea from accelerating development of its missile programme, to the
            extent that, in the three-year period between 2013 and 2015 alone, Pyongyang conducted more tests than
            during the whole Kim Jong Il era. Moreover, Kim Jong Un was more strategic than his father with regard to
            the missile programme. He understood that failed tests were necessary to improve it, so he would not punish
            those responsible for failures like his father often did.30
          


          
            In addition, North Korea also used cyber warfare as a new form of brinkmanship. The General Bureau of
            Reconnaissance, especially the Command Automation Department and the Enemy Disintegration Department, all
            controlled by the National Defence Commission, regularly launched cyberattacks to steal information, block
            websites and paralyse systems, steal money from financial firms and commit other illegal activities
            strengthening North Korea or undermining third countries such as the USA and South Korea (Boo 2017).
          


          
            The best-known example of North Korea’s cyber warfare during this period was the Sony hack in November
            2014. Confidential information from Sony Pictures was leaked online after the studio refused to withdraw a
            movie mocking Kim Jong Un. Kerry (2014) condemned the attacks for going against international norms and
            American values, especially freedom of speech. US intelligence services and the Department of Homeland
            Security tracked the cyberattack to North Korean hackers.31
            Pyongyang’s National Defence Commission denied accusations that North Korea was behind the attack
            (KCNA 2014q, 2014r), but the USA maintained the accusation and imposed bilateral sanctions on the
            Kim Jong Un regime as explained above.
          


          
            Furthermore, Pyongyang also used diplomatic brinkmanship. The first instance was the threat and eventual
            withdrawal from the armistice agreement that had put an end to the Korean War in 1953. The Ministry of
            Foreign Affairs first threatened withdrawal in March 2013, following on from UN Security Council Resolution
            2094 imposing new sanctions on Pyongyang (KCNA 2013f). Two days after the announcement, the Supreme
            Command of the Korean People’s Army confirmed that North Korea had withdrawn. It blamed US hostility as
            exemplified by the new round of UN Security Council sanctions for Pyongyang’s decision (KCNA 2013g).
            Pyongyang had announced its withdrawal from the armistice in 2003 and 2009, but this was the first instance
            in which the Kim Jong Un regime made the same announcement.
          


          
            North Korea escalated this instance of diplomatic brinkmanship into military brinkmanship throughout 2014
            and 2015. There were exchanges of fire across the Northern Limit Line (NLL) and the Demilitarized Zone
            (DMZ) in March, May and October 2014 and August 2015. In March 2014, North Korea engaged in live-fire
            exercises near the NLL, which ended in fire exchanges between North and South Korean vessels (Kim 2014b).
            In May 2014, North Korea fired artillery near a South Korean vessel (Yonhap 2014a). In October 2014,
            North and South Korean vessels and armies exchanged fire three times across the NLL once and the DMZ twice
            (Yonhap 2014b). Finally, in August 2015 two South Korean soldiers were injured by landmines that the
            North Korean army had presumably placed in the southern part of the DMZ, leading to fire exchanges between
            both Koreas in the days after (Yonhap 2015c). Even though none of these provocations directly targeted the USA, Washington was indirectly involved insofar as its
            close ally South Korea was one of the warring parties and the provocations came in the months following
            North Korea’s announcement that it was abandoning the armistice agreement.
          


          
            Directly targeting the USA was the case of diplomatic brinkmanship in the form of the arrest of six more US
            citizens during this period. Korean War veteran Merrill Newman was arrested in October 2013 while visiting
            North Korea and released two months later (Onishi and Mullany 2013). Tourist Matthew Miller was arrested in
            April 2014 and released in November of the same year along with Kenneth Bae. He had intended to be arrested
            (Sanger 2014). Another tourist, Jeffrey Fowle, was arrested in May 2014 and released the following October
            (Baker and Gladstone 2014). Missionary and businessman Kim Dong-chul was arrested in October 2015, accused
            of espionage, and only released in May 2018 along with two other Americans arrested in 2017 (Choe 2018).
            College student Otto Warmbier was arrested in January 2016, sentenced to fifteen years in prison for
            attempted theft, and only freed in June 2017 in a comatose state. He passed away shortly afterwards
            (Stolberg 2018).
          


          
            The number of arrests suggests that North Korea saw value in holding US citizens hostage as a means to
            engage Washington. This only worked once, however. As noted above, in November 2014 Clapper went to
            Pyongyang to take Kenneth Bae and Matthew Miller to the USA. The Obama administration did not respond in
            this way to these other instances of North Korean diplomatic brinkmanship during this period.
          

        

        
          No recourse to alignment


          
            North Korea did not use alignment in the period between its third and fourth nuclear tests. The main reason
            was its decision to prioritize its nuclear and missile deterrent, particularly its nuclear programme, over
            any other foreign policy initiative. This left North Korea with no possible allies to balance the USA. In
            the case of South Korea, Lee was replaced by Park, another conservative president. Park was the daughter of
            former South Korean ruler Park Chung-hee who had been in power from 1961 to 1979. Park was inaugurated on
            25 February 2013. That same day, her government published her North Korea policy. Labelled
            Trust-building Process on the Korean Peninsula, the policy had four key points: pursuing policies
            based on a solid security, building on trust through carrying out agreements, encouraging North Korea’s
            right choices and working on the basis of domestic and international trust (Ministry of Unification 2013).
            Crucially, the first paragraph of the policy read:
          


          
            
              In the event of any North Korean misconduct that undermines peace, the ROK government will make
              clear that a price must be paid for such actions, and thus encourage the North to take the path
              of cooperation. We will also ensure that Pyongyang understands that only trust-building through
              sincere dialogue and cooperation will reap mutual benefits.
            


            
              (Ministry of Unification 2013: 5, emphasis added)
            

          


          
            Essentially, the Park government was open to trust-building with North
            Korea if it ceased and rolled back its nuclear programme and other provocations. In her inauguration
            speech, Park (2013a) stated that North Korea needed to stop nuclear tests and denuclearize, opening the
            door to trust-building and shared prosperity. She would reiterate her stance on many occasions, including
            during a speech to US Congress early in her presidency (Park 2013b), in another speech in Germany in March
            2014 (Park 2014), during meetings with Obama (The White House 2014a) or on the 70th anniversary of Korea’s
            liberation from Japanese colonization in August 2015 (Park 2015). Minister of Foreign Affairs Yun Byung-se,
            who held his position throughout the entire Park presidency, also consistently reiterated this stance. He
            did so when meeting his US counterpart (Department of State 2013a), when addressing the UN General Assembly
            (Yun 2013) and when discussing South Korean foreign policy, including policy towards North Korea (Yun
            2015a, 2015b). South Korea’s Ministry of Defense would go a step further and openly discuss deterrence of
            North Korea, as Minister of National Defense Han Min-koo did in October 2014 (Department of Defense 2014).
            The Park government even held three trilateral meetings with the USA and Japan between 2013 and 2015 to
            discuss deterrence (Department of State 2013b, 2014, 2015).
          


          
            Notwithstanding the above, Park thought that Lee had been very intransigent towards North Korea and
            actually wanted to hold exchanges with Pyongyang to build trust.32 Thus, Park (2015a) stated in January 2015 that she would be willing to hold a summit
            with North Korea if it helped to achieve reunification. This came shortly after the Koreas held their first
            inter-Korean military talks in seven years in October 2014, following fire exchanges in the NLL and DMZ,
            discussed above (Yonhap 2015a). The talks, however, were unsuccessful and no further military talks
            were held until Moon Jae-in replaced Park as South Korean president. However, there were two further
            instances of inter-Korean rapprochement in 2015. In August, Kim Dae-jung’s widow Lee Hee-ho led an
            eighteen-member group to North Korea amid the period of inter-Korean tensions described above
            (Yonhap 2015b). Her visit helped to reduce tensions. In addition, high-level inter-Korean talks to
            also diffuse tensions and improve ties were held in December 2015 (Choe 2015b). However, no agreement was
            reached and no more talks took place until Moon replaced Park.
          


          
            In addition, there were two instances of inter-Korean family reunions during this period. Separated
            families from North and South Korea met in February 2014 (Kim 2014a) and October 2015 (Choe 2015a).
            However, no more family reunions would be held during Park’s presidency. In spite of these instances of
            inter-Korean contacts, the Park government did not fundamentally change its Trust-building
            policy.33 This prevented any alignment between both Koreas
            that could have served Pyongyang to balance the USA.
          


          
            Indeed, Pyongyang showed no serious intention to seek rapprochement with Seoul, despite a call to implement
            previous inter-Korean agreements (KCNA 2016b). The military provocations described above indicated
            this. Furthermore, North Korea closed the Kaesong Industrial Complex in April 2013 (Yonhap 2013).
            This was only a few weeks after Park took office, and it was the first time the complex had been closed since its opening in 2004. The complex was reopened in
            August,34 but this was a sign that Pyongyang had taken a
            tough line towards the Park government. Throughout the rest of this period, North Korea would remain very
            critical of the Park government, with Park herself, and South Korean conservatives in general, regularly
            denouncing them for siding with the USA (KCNA 2013l, 2013p, 2013q, 2014g, 2014h, 2014m, 2015c,
            2015e, 2015i).
          


          
            With regard to China, there was a marked deterioration in relations with North Korea once Xi was firmly in
            power. There were only two reciprocal goodwill visits in 2013 following Xi’s appointment as Chinese leader.
            North Korean Special Envoy Choe Ryong-hae went to Beijing in May 2013 and met with Xi (Xinhua 2013).
            Chinese Vice President Li Yuanchao then reciprocated with a visit to Pyongyang in July, in which he met
            with Kim Jong Un (Li and Zhou 2013). However, there were no high-level visits in 2014 and they would only
            resume in 2015 to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the end of the Second World War. This was the longest
            break between visits since the 1996–9 period. In September, Special Envoy Choe went to China, even though
            it was reported that he was denied a meeting with Xi (Blanchard 2015). One month later, a high-level
            Communist Party of China delegation visited North Korea to celebrate the 70th anniversary of the Workers’
            Party of Korea and met with Kim Jong Un (KCNA 2015h).
          


          
            Actually, Beijing went as far as being openly critical of North Korea. In October 2013, China Daily
            argued that byungjin was not possible because North Korea’s nuclear programme would only lead to
            more sanctions and prevent economic development (Jin 2013). Two months later, China’s nuclear envoy Wu
            Dawei visited Pyongyang but argued that restarting the Six-Party Talks was not possible as long as North
            Korea continued its missile and nuclear tests (Zhou 2013a). In July 2014, Xi visited South Korea, whereupon
            he issued a joint statement with Park opposing a nuclear Korean Peninsula (Wang 2014). This was the first
            time that a Chinese leader had visited South Korea before visiting the North. Two months later, China
            Daily acknowledged that Sino-North Korean relations had ‘hit a speed bump’ (Zhao 2014). China was not
            willing to fully support the USA in its sanctions and multilateral pressure campaign against North
            Korea,35 but it was unwilling to side with the Kim Jong Un
            regime.
          


          
            Even Russia, usually open to provide diplomatic support to North Korea, had instances in which it showed
            displeasure with North Korea’s behaviour. In November 2013, President Vladimir Putin (2013) visited Seoul
            and issued a joint statement with Park, indicating that North Korea would not be accepted as a nuclear
            state. A month later, Putin signed a decree imposing sanctions on North Korea in compliance with UN
            Security Council sanctions agreed earlier that year (Blank 2013). Certainly, high-level visits between
            Russia and North Korea were not interrupted. Several took place in 2014 and 2015 (KCNA 2014e, 2014k,
            2014o, 2014p, 2015d). But a visit by Kim Jong Un to Russia for Second World War anniversary celebrations
            announced in January 2015 was cancelled in April (Chance et al. 2015). Thus, Putin and Kim Jong Un
            did not meet during this period. In other words, Russia’s links to North Korea did not go all the way to
            allowing Pyongyang to balance Washington with Moscow’s support.
          

        

        
          No interest in resuming the Six-Party Talks regime


          
            North Korea showed no real interest in resuming the Six-Party Talks regime in the period between its third
            and fourth nuclear tests. Most notably, North Korea’s official media barely mentioned the Six-Party Talks.
            This came after Pyongyang officially stated in early 2013 that the Six-Party Talks were not valid due to UN
            Security Council resolution sanctions (KCNA 2013b, 2013c). Rejection of the Six-Party Talks also
            came in the context of North Korea feeling threatened by Washington’s pivot to Asia, as a spokesman for the
            Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated in April 2014 (KCNA 2014f). In short, Pyongyang saw the Six-Party
            Talks as a multilateral regime that would be used by the five other parties to put pressure on itself, the
            only non-UN Security Council member or official US ally in the talks.36
          


          
            Meanwhile, the Obama administration did not believe in the value of the Six-Party Talks as long as
            Pyongyang was not willing to take significant steps towards denuclearization and formally commit to
            CVID.37 In November 2013, Special Representative of the US
            Secretary of State for North Korea Policy Glyn Davies sounded the possible resumption of the Six-Party
            Talks regime. But the USA and China concluded that this was not possible after Davies met with his Chinese
            counterpart, Wu Dawei, and Minister of Foreign Affairs Wang Yi (Zhou 2013b). There were further attempts to
            explore resumption of the Six-Party Talks by the Obama administration in 2015. But the Kim Jong Un regime
            rejected these attempts (KCNA 2015k; Zhou 2013b). As Obama (2015) put it, his administration was
            willing to hold a multilateral process involving Pyongyang if it gave up its nuclear weapons. This was a
            non-starter for North Korea.
          


          
            China, however, still supported resumption of the Six-Party Talks. Wu and other Chinese officials, such as
            Vice President Li Yuanchao, called for the regime to be re-booted (Li and Zhou 2013, Zhou 2013a, 2013b).
            And Beijing sought to enlist other members in its quest to restart the process. In March 2015, Wu hosted
            his Russian counterpart, Igor Morgulov, and they called for a resumption of the talks (Ministry of Foreign
            Affairs of the People’s Republic of China 2015a). In November of the same year, Beijing, Seoul and Tokyo
            called for their resumption following their trilateral summit (Song 2015). China’s push to restart the
            talks meant that North Korea declared its openness to restart them when holding high-level meetings with
            Beijing. Thus, First Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Kim Kye-gwan (KCNA 2013o) and a spokesman for
            the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (KCNA 2014c) supported their resumption in the context of meetings
            with Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs officials. Pyongyang also did the same when a North Korean special
            envoy visited Russia to meet with Putin (KCNA 2014p). But the context of these calls suggested that
            Pyongyang was seeking to avoid Beijing and Moscow losing face rather than any real commitment to this
            regime.
          


          
            The Kim Jong Un regime’s rejection of the Six-Party Talks signalled that Pyongyang had concluded that
            development of its nuclear deterrent would only be delayed or even reversed by a regime that had North
            Korea’s denuclearization as one of its goals. Since alignment with China, and Russia, was not a tactic that
            North Korea was using, Beijing’s insistence in the resumption of the
            Six-Party Talks process also had little effect on Pyongyang.
          

        
      
    


    
      From the aftermath of the fifth nuclear test to the end of the Obama administration, February
      2016–January 2017


      
        The final year of the Obama presidency was marked by an improving domestic economy. It was also defined by the
        presidential campaign involving Donald Trump, who would win the November 2016 election, and former-Secretary of
        State Hillary Clinton. As is customary, US presidents are considered to be a ‘lame duck’ in their final year,
        especially for domestic policy purposes. Thus, presidents tend to focus on foreign policy issues to boost their
        legacy. This was the case with Obama. Differently from his predecessors Bush and Clinton, however, the North
        Korean nuclear issue did not provide Obama with the opportunity to define his legacy. Obama even reportedly
        told his successor, Trump, that North Korea would be his biggest problem two days after the election of the
        latter in November (Woodward 2018). Certainly, in terms of foreign policy Obama focused on improving relations
        with Iran and Cuba as well as the attempt to get TPP approved by US Congress to further define his legacy.
      


      
        The Greater Middle East continued to attract a significant amount of US attention. In the area of diplomacy,
        the Obama administration sought to move forward with the implementation of the JCPOA and improve relations with
        Tehran. However, relations stalled throughout Obama’s final year in office. Furthermore, in December 2016 the
        US Senate voted to renew the Iran Sanctions Act for another ten years. Even though not directly related to
        JCPOA, renewal of the act underscored the souring in relations between the USA and Iran (Sanger and Kaplan
        2016). That same month, the Obama administration finalized the withdrawal of US combat troops from Afghanistan,
        a process that had begun in 2011. A contingent of US troops remained, however, to train and advise Afghan
        troops and to fight against terrorism (Landler 2017).
      


      
        Elsewhere in the Greater Middle East, the USA had to increase its military presence to support combat
        operations against ISIS. In April, Obama (2016a) announced that 250 more special forces would be deployed in
        Syria. In September, he announced the deployment of 600 extra troops in Iraq. Besides the direct fight against
        ISIS, the USA also increased its engagement in Greater Middle East military affairs by launching its first
        strike in the Yemeni Civil War in October 2016 while continuing its arms sales to Saudi Arabia (Rosenberg and
        Mazzetti 2016).
      


      
        Outside of the Greater Middle East and East Asia, rapprochement with Cuba and, in contrast, a deteriorating
        relationship with Russia were the two main foreign policy issues the Obama administration was dealing with.
        With regard to the former, Obama became the first sitting US president since 1928 to visit the country when he
        went in March 2016 and met with President Raul Castro (Cave 2016). Business and travel restrictions also
        continued to be eased throughout the year. As for Russia, Obama participated in the NATO summit in July in
        which one of the main topics of discussion was deterring Russian aggression
        on Ukraine (Lyman 2016). He also failed to reach an agreement with Putin regarding the Syrian civil war, even
        after meeting the Russian president on the sidelines of the September G20 summit (Obama 2016b). More
        importantly for US domestic politics, its intelligence services reported that Russia had launched cyberattacks
        on the USA during the November presidential elections campaign. In December, Obama imposed sanctions on Russia
        following from these reports, including expelling thirty-five Russians from the USA (Sanger 2016).
      


      
        As for East Asia, securing US Congress approval of TPP became Obama’s top priority during his final year in
        office. The trade deal was signed in February 2016 (Howard 2016). However, Trump, while still a presidential
        candidate, announced that he would withdraw from the agreement if elected and repeatedly attacked it. This
        likely contributed to his victory, given hostility to trade deals in several US states (Blendon et al.
        2017). Meanwhile, Clinton also became critical of the deal (Calmes 2016). In the end, US Congress did not hold
        a vote on the approval of the TPP. With regard to China, relations between Washington and Beijing reached a
        stalemate. Obama went to Hangzhou in September for the G20 summit, and met with Xi on the sidelines. The USA
        and China issued a joint statement ratifying the Paris Accord on climate change (Obama 2016c). However, there
        were no other significant agreements between Washington and Beijing during the final year of the Obama
        presidency. Most notably, the Strategic and Economic Dialogue held in June 2016 did not produce any significant
        breakthrough.
      


      
        Relations between China, Japan and South Korea reached an impasse in 2016. Their trilateral summit meetings,
        resumed in 2015 after a two-year break, did not take place in 2016. The three countries held two rounds of
        trilateral FTA negotiations in March 2016 and January 2017, but little progress was made in reaching an
        agreement. Historical and territorial disputes continued to underpin poor trilateral relations. In the case of
        Sino-South Korean bilateral relations in particular, the relationship soured when Seoul and Washington sped up
        discussions about the deployment of the THAAD anti-ballistic missile defence system in South Korea in early
        2016. They announced an agreement to deploy THAAD to counter North Korea’s missile programmes in July (Choe
        2016b). This was followed by unofficial economic sanctions from China, which hit South Korean companies and the
        general economy (Hernandez et al. 2017).
      


      
        Relations between North-East Asia’s three powers were also affected by the Candlelight Revolution and
        subsequent impeachment of Park. In late October 2016, South Korean citizens started to protest against the
        president for alleged corrupt practices. Park was impeached by the National Assembly in December, and replaced
        by Acting President Hwang Kyo-ahn while the decision to impeach was upheld or dismissed by the Constitutional
        Court. This paralysed new decisions in South Korea (Heo and Yun 2018). As for cross-Taiwan strait relations,
        they deteriorated upon the election of Tsai Ing-wen as Taiwanese president in January 2016. Tsai, from the
        Democratic Progressive Party, assumed office in May. Embodying her party’s policy, Tsai sought to distance
        Taipei from getting too close to Beijing politically (Hickey and Niou 2017).
      


      
        There was no learning from North Korea throughout this period of time, in
        the sense that Pyongyang did not move away from its goal of developing a nuclear and missile deterrent, also
        necessary to ensure regime consolidation, nor did it change its tactics. Thus, North Korea did not make any
        moves towards seeking normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA during the final year of the Obama
        presidency. In addition, North Korea continued to use brinkmanship as its main tactic to bargain with the USA,
        rejecting the use of soft balancing or international regimes.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal?


        
          In the period between its fourth nuclear test and Obama leaving office, North Korea continued to pursue the
          development of a nuclear and missile deterrent that would prevent an attack from the USA as its foremost
          foreign policy goal. Concurrently, Kim Jong Un also continued to seek consolidation in power, which would be
          helped by the development of a nuclear deterrent as seen in the previous section. US interventionism or
          support for one of the warring factions in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Syria or Yemen, as well as the
          consolidation of Russia’s presence in Ukraine, continued to inform Pyongyang’s decision to seek a deterrent
          to avoid external intervention. The underlying strategic line introduced in March 2013, byungjin,
          continued to operate. That is, the development of its nuclear programme continued to be one of the two
          guiding goals behind North Korea’s policy.
        


        
          North Korea continued to articulate the rationale behind the need for a nuclear deterrent throughout 2016.
          North Korea’s official media referred to US interference in the domestic affairs of third parties as the
          reason why Pyongyang needed the deterrent. Most notably, Minister of Foreign Affairs Ri Yong-ho openly
          condemned US interventionism in Iraq, Libya and Syria during his September 2016 speech at the UN General
          Assembly.38 One month earlier, in August 2016, North Korea put
          Bush and Obama together when condemning US interventionism in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Syria, Ukraine and
          Yemen (KCNA 2016h). Equally relevant, in December Pyongyang indicated that it was wary of suffering
          the same fate as these countries in the form of a discussion with unnamed experts of the DPRK Institute of
          International Studies (KCNA 2016p).
        


        
          Pyongyang’s public messaging in the aftermath of its fifth nuclear test in September 2016 encapsulated both
          the rationale behind Pyongyang’s nuclear programme and its frustrations with the Obama administration. The
          Kim Jong Un regime accused the Obama administration of having a hostile policy towards Pyongyang, using
          sanctions to weaken the regime, being disrespectful of North Korea’s right for self-defence, lying about
          Pyongyang’s behaviour and motives, and having made no attempt to open the door to dialogue (KCNA
          2016l, 2016m). In other words, Pyongyang thought that the Obama administration had a hostile approach to
          US–North Korea relations that warranted development of a nuclear programme to prevent US intervention.
        


        
          North Korea did publicly offer the possibility of signing a peace
          agreement to replace the armistice agreement of 1953 following its second nuclear test. Ri mentioned this
          possibility during his speech at the UN General Assembly. But North Korea made this offer while asking the
          USA to withdraw its troops from South Korea.39 This was a
          non-starter for the USA and South Korea. Also, the offer came a few days after North Korea’s second nuclear
          test that had once again raised tensions in the Korean Peninsula. Furthermore, at that point North Korea had
          even closed the New York channel,40 which served US and North
          Korean diplomats to exchange messages directly. In other words, Ri’s reference to a peace agreement was not
          realistic.
        


        
          During its last year in office, the Obama administration continued to implement its policy of strategic
          patience while increasing multi-channel pressure on Pyongyang. In March 2016, Obama made clear that North
          Korea’s denuclearization was necessary and that the USA would neither tolerate nor change its behaviour due
          to Pyongyang’s provocations (The White House 2016a). Following the fifth nuclear test in September, Kerry
          (2016b) expressed that the USA kept the door open to ‘credible and authentic talks’ only if North Korea were
          to accept CVID. As Vice President Joe Biden (2017) put it in one of his last remarks shortly before leaving
          office, sanctions were a means to bring North Korea to the negotiating table but the USA was not going to
          make concessions to Pyongyang. Similarly, Kerry (2017) wrote in his exit memo that the USA would never accept
          a nuclear North Korea. Having said that, there was a willingness to consider other options because by the
          last year of the Obama administration there was a realization that North Korea policy had not worked. Deputy
          Assistant Secretary for Korea and Japan Joseph Yun, who joined the Obama administration in October 2016, was
          even given free rein to try the diplomatic route, even if this could not work because relations were
          essentially broken by then.41
        


        
          In terms of multi-channel pressure, sanctions were tightened. In March 2016, the UN Security Council passed
          Resolution 2270, which, among others, prohibited all weapons trade with North Korea, allowed for inspection
          of all cargo to and from North Korea and increased asset freezes. In November, the UN Security Council passed
          Resolution 2321, which prohibited the buying or selling of coal, iron and iron ore by North Korea and
          restricted exchanges with the country, among others. Meanwhile, Obama issued Executive Order 13722 in March,
          blocking North Korean property and restricting a larger number of transactions with North Korea.
        


        
          In addition, the Obama administration also continued to use North Korea’s poor human rights record to put
          pressure on Pyongyang. In July 2016, the Department of State issued a report accusing Kim Jong Un himself
          along with 14 other senior North Korean officials of grave human rights violations (Department of State
          2016a). On the same day, the Department of the Treasury imposed sanctions on Kim Jong Un and the other
          officials, barring them from transactions with any US citizen (Department of the Treasury 2016b). This was
          the first time that human rights sanctions had been imposed on North Korean individuals. The Obama
          administration had decided to target the top leadership in this way as well.
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve its goals


        
          Nuclear and missile brinkmanship as the tactic of choice


          
            Pyongyang’s nuclear brinkmanship continued following its fourth nuclear test and until Obama left office.
            In the months following the January 2016 test, North Korea made clear that its nuclear programme was a
            means to prevent an invasion or strike by the USA (KCNA 2016h). In other words, North Korea could
            ultimately decide to use its nuclear weapons if it felt threatened. In any case, the foremost use of
            nuclear brinkmanship certainly was North Korea’s fifth nuclear test on 9 September 2016, the day of the
            68th anniversary of the foundation of the country. It was Pyongyang’s strongest-ever test. Furthermore,
            North Korea announced that the nuclear warhead could be mounted on a missile (KCNA 2016k). This
            meant that Pyongyang could potentially launch a nuclear strike. Even though there were doubts about this
            claim (Choe and Perlez 2016), North Korea was making clear that this was the ultimate goal of the Kim Jong
            Un regime to achieve a successful nuclear deterrent. UN Security Council sanctions followed the test. But
            Pyongyang was not dissuaded by them, and continued to maintain the need for a nuclear deterrent
            (KCNA 2016p). In his speech at the UN General Assembly, Ri explained that Pyongyang saw its nuclear
            programme as a necessary self-defence mechanism that it would not hesitate to use if necessary to protect
            itself.42
          


          
            Missile brinkmanship was also upped during Obama’s last year in office. Pyongyang conducted its
            largest-ever number of missile tests in 2016.43 Tests
            included a wide range of missile types. In February, Pyongyang conducted a long-range rocket test. North
            Korea’s National Aerospace Development Administration claimed that the rocket had successfully placed a
            satellite in orbit for peaceful purposes (KCNA 2016e). But the launch was widely considered to be a
            cover for a missile test, since even if a satellite was put into orbit it was unimportant for North Korea
            (Choe 2016a).
          


          
            In August, North Korea successfully conducted a test of the submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM)
            Pukkuksong-1 or KN-11 (KCNA 2016i). This was the culmination of several previously unsuccessful SLBM
            tests starting from 2015. It was an important milestone insofar as it provided Pyongyang with a sea-based
            nuclear deterrent, which is much more difficult to neutralize than land-based systems and offers
            retaliatory strike capabilities. In addition, in March, April and October 2016 North Korea conducted rocket
            engine tests. The last one was particularly important because it consisted of a long-range ballistic
            missile engine test (Choe 2016c). This indicated that Pyongyang continued to engage in ICBM-related
            brinkmanship to develop long-range missiles capable of reaching the US mainland.
          


          
            Missile brinkmanship also included several short-range and medium-range ballistic missile tests. This meant
            that the Kim Jong Un regime was signalling that it had a full range of missiles at its disposal capable of
            targeting US troops in South Korea and Japan, as well as, potentially, the US territory of Guam. As seen in
            Chapter 3, Guam was the location from which long-range US
            bombers would have launched a strike on North Korea as approved by then-Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld. Furthermore, some of North Korea’s short-range and medium-range
            ballistic missile tests came on significant dates for the USA. Most notably, a test in October took place
            on the day of a US presidential campaign debate between Trump and Clinton (Choe 2016c). Meanwhile, the
            earlier nuclear test in September was carried out on the last day of the G20 summit in which Obama and Xi
            met and announced their agreement to ratify the Paris Accord on climate change (Choe and Perlez 2016).
          


          
            North Korea also continued to engage in cyber warfare. Pyongyang increased cyberattacks in 2016 after a
            relatively quiet 2015 (Boo 2017). The most prominent was the Bangladesh Bank robbery of February 2016.
            Bangladesh’s central bank lost US$101 million dollars held at the Federal Reserve Bank of New York through
            five fraudulent transactions. US intelligence services concluded that Pyongyang was behind the attack,
            among others, due to the similar patterns between this robbery and the Sony hack of 2014. This attack might
            have ultimately affected Bangladesh’s central bank, but it also involved the targeting of the US-based
            Federal Reserve Bank of New York and exposed its weak cyber defences (Viswanatha and Hong 2017).
          

        

        
          No recourse to alignment


          
            The Kim Jong Un regime continued to refrain from using alignment in the period between its fourth nuclear
            test and the end of the Obama administration. Pyongyang had decided to continue to prioritize brinkmanship,
            particularly in the form of its nuclear and missile programme. In the case of South Korea, the Park
            government decisively moved away from contacts and exchanges and opted to join the international pressure
            campaign on Pyongyang. Above all, in February 2016 Seoul took the decision to suspend the work of the
            Kaesong Industrial Complex following the nuclear test of January and the rocket launch earlier that
            month.44 North Korea announced that it would expel all South
            Korean workers from the complex. Seoul then announced that it stopped the electricity and water supply to
            the complex, effectively shutting it down (Yonhap 2016). This arguably symbolized how inter-Korean
            relations had reached their lowest point in over a decade, since neither five nuclear tests nor exchanges
            of fires nor even the killing of South Korean nationals by Pyongyang had led to the closure of the complex.
          


          
            In addition, Seoul joined the campaign to put pressure on Pyongyang over its human rights record and
            increased its calls for North Korea to denuclearize, while openly discussing deterrence. On the issue of
            human rights, Yun gave a speech at the UN Human Rights Council in March in which he called on North Korea
            to improve its human rights record. He also indicated that it was appropriate for the UN to address this
            issue (Yun 2016a). That same month, the South Korean National Assembly passed the North Korean Human Rights
            Act. It entered into force in September.45 This was a very
            comprehensive act providing for the advancement of the human rights of ordinary North Korean citizens and
            assistance to refugees.
          


          
            Concurrently, the Park administration continued to insist on the need for North Korea to denuclearize. Park
            made this especially clear at the time of North Korea’s September
            nuclear test (The White House 2016b). Yun also joined in Seoul’s calls for Pyongyang to denuclearize
            following the nuclear test during his speech at the UN General Assembly (Yun 2016b) and when meeting with
            Kerry, his counterpart (Department of State 2016c). Finally, the Park government decisively moved towards
            deterrence of North Korea. More importantly, it agreed to the deployment of THAAD in July even as China
            implicitly threatened economic sanctions, which it then applied. In addition, Park upped trilateral
            cooperation with the USA and Japan to deter North Korea (Department of State 2016b; The White House 2016a).
          


          
            Faced with Seoul’s confrontational approach, Pyongyang first resorted to demand that the Park government
            implement the inter-Korean agreements signed in 2000 and 2007 (KCNA 2016f). This was unrealistic,
            considering that the Park government had repeatedly stated that North Korea needed to take steps towards
            denuclearization to start building inter-Korean trust. The Kim Jong Un regime then resorted to a barrage of
            personal insults directed towards Park, even calling her a ‘disgrace to Korean nation’ (sic)
            (KCNA 2016j). Once Park became embroiled in the corruption scandal mentioned above, Pyongyang
            resorted to calling her out on her actions (KCNA 2016n, 2016q). Put another way, Pyongyang did not
            make any serious attempt to align with South Korea to balance the Obama administration.
          


          
            Poor Sino-North Korean relations continued during the last year of the Obama administration in office.
            There was a single high-level visit in late May–early June, when Vice Chairman of the Central Committee of
            the Workers’ Party of Korea Ri Su-yong led a delegation to China and met with Xi (An 2016). On the opposite
            side of the spectrum of bilateral relations, Beijing was openly critical of Pyongyang’s behaviour
            throughout 2016. The official press carried out the government’s criticism of the January 2016 test, even
            labelling it ‘irresponsible and reckless’ and stating that it understood the outrage of the international
            community at the test (China Daily 2016, Wang 2016a). Throughout February, Wang and the Ministry of
            Foreign Affairs worked with the USA on UN Security Council Resolution 2270 (Agence France-Presse and
            China Daily 2016). The resolution was passed in March and toughened sanctions on Pyongyang, as
            explained above. Once the resolution was passed, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs urged Pyongyang to comply
            with it (Wang 2016c). In other words, China wanted North Korea to halt not only nuclear but also missile
            tests.
          


          
            Following North Korea’s fifth nuclear test in September, Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Zhang Yesui
            condemned Pyongyang for increasing tensions (Mo 2016). Indeed, Obama and Xi had reaffirmed their shared
            commitment to the denuclearization of North Korea during the G20 summit in Hanghzhou (The White House
            2016c). Thus, China allowed the UN Security Council to pass Resolution 2321.
          


          
            North Korea did not seek to align with China to balance the USA. On the contrary, it conducted one of its
            missile tests during the September G20 summit that China was hosting (The White House 2016c). The message
            was that North Korea would develop its deterrent regardless of China’s diplomatic efforts. In a sense, this was reminiscent of Pyongyang’s first nuclear test in 2006 taking
            place when Abe was visiting Hu to improve Sino-Japanese ties (see Chapter 4).
          


          
            The only instance in which the positions of North Korea and China aligned was following South Korea’s
            agreement to the deployment of THAAD. Beijing then started to link North Korea’s behaviour such as missile
            launches and the fifth nuclear test to the announced deployment (Wang 2016b; Wang and Ren 2016). Pyongyang,
            meanwhile, was also critical of the deployment, which it saw as an example of Seoul caving in to
            Washington’s pressure (KCNA 2016o). Nonetheless, the confluence of interests over THAAD did not lead
            to Sino-North Korean alignment, given their very different views on North Korea’s nuclear and missile
            programmes.
          


          
            Similarly to China and South Korea, Russia also took a tougher stance towards North Korea following its
            fifth nuclear test. In March 2016, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs asserted that North Korea’s threats to
            use nuclear force were ‘categorically impermissible’ (TASS 2016). In addition, Russia also allowed
            UN Security Council resolutions 2270 and 2321 to be passed in March and November, respectively. Also, there
            were no high-level visits between North Korea and Russia during this period of time, in contrast with the
            previous years. In other words, Russia and North Korea did not align to allow the latter to balance the
            USA.
          

        

        
          Still no interest in resuming the Six-Party Talks


          
            Pyongyang continued to be uninterested in resuming a multilateral regime in the form of the Six-Party Talks
            in the period between its fourth nuclear test and the end of the Obama administration. North Korea’s
            official media barely made any mention of the talks throughout this period. The only occasion in which
            Pyongyang explicitly discussed the Six-Party Talks was in April, shortly after the UN Security Council
            passed Resolution 2270, North Korea conducted a rocket test, and South Korea’s National Assembly passed the
            North Korean Human Rights Act. A spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs indicated that the
            conditions were not ripe for dialogue, so there was no need to resume the Six-Party Talks (KCNA
            2016g). North Korea’s negative attitude towards the Six-Party Talks regime persisted throughout this
            period.
          


          
            The USA, as well as South Korea, did not see the value of resuming the Six-Party Talks while North Korea
            refused to denuclearize either. In the case of Washington, the belief that Pyongyang was not serious about
            denuclearization, and therefore there was no need to resume the talks, persisted.46 In September, Obama (2016d) even stated that there was a need to work
            together with Six-Party Talks ‘partners’ to deal with North Korea’s nuclear threat. This implied that there
            was no need to convene the forum to negotiate with North Korea, which clearly was not a partner (Obama
            2016d). Shortly before the Obama administration left office in January, Biden (2017) argued that it was
            necessary to work with the international community to bring North Korea to the negotiating table, but there
            was no mention of the Six-Party Talks providing that table. In the case of South Korea, the Park government
            did not see any benefit in resuming the Six-Party Talks to help to build
            trust between both Koreas as long as Pyongyang was not moving towards denuclearization.47
          


          
            In contrast, China, especially, and Russia still hoped for the revival of the Six-Party Talks regime.
            Following a trip by Wang to Moscow in March, the minister and a ministry spokesman stated that China and
            Russia agreed on the need to resume the talks (Chen 2016; Xinhua 2016). In June, the Ministry of
            Foreign Affairs-administered China Institute of International Studies hosted a North-East Asia security
            forum involving representatives from the six parties (Zhang 2016). Beijing hoped that the forum would help
            to resume the Six-Party Talks, but this did not happen. Also, while openly critical of North Korea for its
            barrage of missile and nuclear tests throughout the year, the Chinese government also stated that the
            Six-Party Talks were the best means to solve the North Korean nuclear issue (Wang 2016d; Zheng 2016).
          


          
            North Korea’s lack of real interest in the resumption of the Six-Party Talks throughout the Obama
            administration symbolized its choice of nuclear, missile and other brinkmanship throughout Obama’s time in
            office. As the years had gone by, the USA, as well as South Korea, had lost interest in this multilateral
            regime too. Thus, by the time Obama left office the Six-Party Talks had not been convened a single time
            during his mandate.
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      North Korea and the early Trump administration, January–December 2017


      
        Donald Trump was inaugurated in January 2017. The domestic economy was performing well on the back of six years
        of uninterrupted GDP growth and an unemployment rate at its pre-Global Financial Crisis level. Trump, however,
        had been elected on a ‘Make America Great Again’ platform based on the idea that the USA was in decline. At the
        international level, the USA continued to be involved in military conflicts in the Greater Middle East and was
        embroiled in several disputes with Russia, but there was no direct military threat to the USA. Nonetheless,
        Trump had been elected on an ‘America First’ platform based on a defence of US interests, non-interventionism
        and redirecting spending towards the USA.1 Put together, Trump’s
        domestic and foreign policy priorities suggested that Washington would shift its foreign policy actions towards
        unilateralism and the clear prioritization of US interests and goals.
      


      
        The first few weeks and months of the new presidency confirmed that Trump wanted to maximize both absolute and
        relative US gains in all of his administration’s foreign policy actions, even at the expense of its allies.
        Thus, Trump threatened to withdraw from the WTO, pulled out of the TPP, threatened to withdraw from NAFTA
        unless it was renegotiated, launched a trade war with China by announcing billions of US$ of tariffs on Chinese
        goods, and forced the renegotiation of the FTA with South Korea (Council on Foreign Relations 2018). The
        rationale was that the USA had suffered from trade openness. In June, Trump (2017a) announced that the USA was
        withdrawing from the Paris Accord on climate change because he felt it undermined the US economy. Furthermore,
        Trump threatened to pull out of NATO and repeatedly asked Germany, Israel, Japan, South Korea and other allies
        to pay more for the help the USA provided to protect them (Council on Foreign Relations 2018). The thinking was
        that these allies were free-riding on US largesse. Trump was also dismissive of the EU, which he saw as an
        attempt to undermine the USA (Erlanger 2017).
      


      
        In the Greater Middle East, Trump first publicly opposed the JCPOA with Iran, then imposed sanctions on Tehran
        shortly after coming to office following a series of ballistic tests and afterwards launched a review of the
        JCPOA (Gladstone 2017). Trump thought that the Barack Obama administration
        had been too lenient on Iran. Furthermore, Trump stated that he was neither for nor against a two-state
        solution to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict; in May he became the first US president to visit the Western Wall
        in Jerusalem; and in December he announced that the USA would be recognizing Jerusalem as the capital of Israel
        (Halbfinger et al. 2017). In addition, Trump ordered a strike on the Syrian government following a
        chemical attack and also increased troop levels in Iraq and Syria to combat ISIS (Council on Foreign Relations
        2018). In December, the Trump administration issued a National Security Strategy essentially labelling China
        and Russia as major strategic competitors.2 In other words,
        within a few months it had become clear that the Trump administration was willing to upend multilateral
        regimes, become more demanding with decades-old allies and make use of force to defend US interests if
        necessary.
      


      
        In the midst of this reconfiguration of US foreign policy, North Korea’s behaviour and its relationship with
        the USA was one of the key foreign policy issues that the Trump administration had to confront. Obama had
        warned Trump that this would be his main foreign policy problem, as seen in the previous chapter. Indeed,
        Pyongyang conducted its sixth and most powerful nuclear test on 3 September 2017 (KCNA 2017l). North
        Korea also conducted its highest-ever number of annual missile tests in 2017, including ICBMs capable of
        reaching the US mainland.3 Furthermore, Kim Jong-nam, the
        half-brother of Kim Jong Un, was assassinated in February 2017 in Malaysia in what appeared to be a North Korea
        state-sponsored killing (Paddock and Choe 2017).
      


      
        The enmity between North Korea and the USA due to Pyongyang’s ever more sophisticated tests and an increasing
        verbal brinkmanship between Kim and Trump, of which more later in this section, led to the real possibility
        that the USA would launch a strike on North Korea resulting in war in the Korean Peninsula (Cha 2018a).
      


      
        This came against the background of growing tensions or at least souring relations between the USA and the
        three main powers in East Asia. In the case of China, Trump and President Xi Jinping seemed to strike a good
        personal relationship and held two bilateral summits in April and November, but this did not stop Washington
        from initiating a trade war against Beijing. As for Japan, Trump withdrew from the TPP despite Prime Minister
        Shinzo Abe’s personal plea for him not to do so, the USA demanded that Japan pay more for its defence and
        Washington pressed Tokyo to sign a bilateral trade agreement. In the case of South Korea, Washington forced
        Seoul to renegotiate their bilateral FTA and demanded that Seoul pay more for US troops stationed in South
        Korea.
      


      
        The impasse in China–Japan–South Korea relations continued during this period. The three of them held another
        round of trilateral FTA negotiations in April, but that would be their only one until 2018 and did not produce
        any meaningful progress (Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy 2017). Meanwhile, there was no trilateral
        summit between them, which continued to make the 2015 summit the only one since 2012.
      


      
        Domestic politics put a hold on relations between the three countries throughout 2017. To begin with, South
        Korea went through a presidential election to replace Park Geun-hye. Liberal
        Moon Jae-in, who had worked under the late Roh Moo-hyun, was elected president in May. Afterwards, China
        confirmed Xi for a second five-year term during the October National Congress of the Communist Party of China.
        Significantly, however, no successor-apparent to Xi was nominated as it had been customary under previous
        Chinese presidents dating back to Deng Xiaoping. Furthermore, Xi’s thought was written into the Chinese
        constitution. This was the first time since the Mao Zedong era that the thought of a sitting president had been
        granted this honour. These two developments signalled that Xi was amassing power not seen since Mao’s era and
        that he might be thinking of remaining in power beyond the expected ten years. That same month Abe won a snap
        general election, becoming the first Japanese prime minister since 1953 to achieve three consecutive general
        election victories. In other words, throughout 2017 South Korea went through a political transition from a
        conservative to a liberal government and China and Japan saw the consolidation of their respective leaderships.
      


      
        Pyongyang’s behaviour during the first year of the Trump administration indicated a lack of learning, meaning
        that the Kim Jong Un regime neither changed its key goal of building a nuclear and missile deterrent nor
        changed its tactics. Therefore, Pyongyang did not prioritize normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA
        upon Trump assuming the presidency. On the contrary, North Korea accelerated development of its nuclear and
        missile deterrent. To this end, brinkmanship continued to be Pyongyang’s preferred tactic to bargain with the
        USA. Meanwhile, the Kim Jong Un regime refrained from making use of soft balancing or international regimes.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal?


        
          North Korea kept the development of a nuclear and missile deterrent as its key foreign policy goal throughout
          the first year of the Trump administration. The deterrent also continued to serve the purpose of regime
          consolidation. In terms of the development of a nuclear and missile deterrent, Kim Jong Un announced in his
          New Year message of 2017 that North Korea had ‘achieved the status of a nuclear power’ and was in the final
          stages of developing an ICBM that could reach the USA (KCNA 2017a). Indeed, songun was only
          mentioned once in the speech. This indicated that the military-first policy was becoming unnecessary as North
          Korea was on course to achieve its nuclear and missile deterrent. September–November 2017 was a crucial
          period in terms of the development of this deterrent. Pyongyang conducted its sixth nuclear test on 3rd
          September. The test was North Korea’s biggest ever, with more than double the force of the fifth test.
          Pyongyang also claimed that the test was of a thermonuclear or hydrogen bomb (KCNA 2017l).
        


        
          Arguably even more important were North Korea’s three ICBM tests in 2017, especially, the test of the
          Hwasong-15 ICBM on 28 November. With a range of 13,000 kilometres, the Hwasong-15 could reach the whole US
          mainland (Choe 2017). In other words, Pyongyang theoretically had the capability to mount a miniaturized nuclear warhead on a missile and strike anywhere in the USA. This was the
          ultimate deterrent. Accordingly, one day after this ICBM test KCNA (2017w) stated that ‘Kim Jong Un
          declared with pride that we have now finally realized the great historic cause of completing the state
          nuclear force’. One day later, KCNA (2017y) indicated that the Kim Jong Un regime had completed ‘the
          state nuclear force’. Pyongyang had solemnly declared its nuclear status.
        


        
          North Korea continued to make clear the rationale behind the need for a nuclear deterrent throughout the
          first year of the Trump administration in power. In short, Pyongyang felt threatened by Washington. In May,
          the Ministry of Foreign Affairs indicated that North Korea’s top priority was to bolster its nuclear
          deterrent at maximum speed to protect the country (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2017b). In July,
          Pyongyang’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs explained that development of ICBMs was a means to bolster the
          nuclear deterrent, which was needed due to the USA not being respectful of North Korean sovereignty (Ministry
          of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2017c).
        


        
          That same month, a spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs specifically mentioned the need to protect
          North Korea’s leadership as a reason for its nuclear deterrent. This came after CIA Director Mike Pompeo
          discussed the potential ‘removal of the supreme leadership’ in Pyongyang (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
          DPRK 2017d). One month later, the North Korean government issued a statement carrying the same message
          (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2017e). At the UN General Assembly in September, Minister of Foreign
          Affairs Ri Yong-ho reiterated that North Korea needed a nuclear deterrent due to US hostility. Ri even took
          the unprecedented step of openly discussing the September test of a hydrogen bomb, which North Korea had not
          done at the UN General Assembly during the Kim Jong Un era. He argued that it was necessary for North Korea
          to establish a balance of power with the USA.4 In December, the
          Ministry of Foreign Affairs bluntly stated that the USA needed to learn to live with a nuclear North Korea
          (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2017g). In private, North Korean officials indicated that
          Pyongyang’s nuclear programme was not a bargaining chip but rather a guarantee of regime survival.5
        


        
          In particular, North Korea continued to feel threatened by US interventionism in third countries. Following
          Washington’s missile strike on the Syrian regime in April, a spokesman for Pyongyang’s Ministry of Foreign
          Affairs condemned the attack and explained that North Korea needed a nuclear deterrent to prevent a similar
          strike (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2017a). Rodong Sinmun also linked North Korea’s
          nuclear deterrent to US interventionism in countries such as Afghanistan, Iraq or Libya (KCNA 2017e,
          2017t). And when the Trump administration decided to re-list North Korea as a state sponsor of terrorism, the
          Ministry of Foreign Affairs lashed out at the USA (KCNA 2017v). This was an indication that North
          Korea was wary of suffering the same fate as countries in the Greater Middle East accused of being linked to
          terrorism. This was not simply a talking point. In private North Korean officials expressed their fear that
          the USA would strike North Korea as it had done with several other countries.6
        


        
          Development of North Korea’s nuclear programme also served Kim Jong Un to
          bolster his credentials as the leader of the country, as explained in Chapter 6. His father and his grandfather had been unable to either lead North Korea to normalize
          diplomatic relations with the USA or become a nuclear power. Achieving the latter would help with his
          domestic popularity by having North Korea recognized as a nuclear power.7 Indeed, it seemed that Kim Jong Un still saw himself in a struggle to be recognized as
          the legitimate heir to his father and his grandfather. This led to the aforementioned assassination of his
          half-brother Kim Jong-nam. He had been the favourite to succeed his father until the early 2000s, and from
          Kim Jong Un’s perspective he would still have been a potential threat to his legitimacy.
        


        
          The secondary nature of normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA was clear in the fact that North
          Korea did not discuss it throughout 2017. Kim Jong Un did not mention it in his New Year message of 2017
          (KCNA 2017a). Pyongyang did not even officially call for a peace treaty in 2017, not to mention
          normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations with the USA. Rodong Sinmun did carry a few calls for
          a peace treaty from foreign organizations, but this decades-old standard practice by North Korea’s official
          media did not signal that this was Pyongyang’s official position. In fact, Rodong Sinmun and North
          Korea’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs denounced the USA, did not open the door to denuclearization for
          normalization and did not even open the door to dialogue following the September nuclear test (KCNA
          2017l, 2017m). In the past, Pyongyang had taken a more conciliatory tone after its tests, indicating that
          dialogue and peace were possible were the USA to treat North Korea differently.
        


        
          The Trump administration’s policy towards North Korea continued but significantly upgraded the multi-channel
          pressure approach followed by the Obama administration during its final years in office. The Trump
          administration’s approach was labelled ‘maximum pressure’. Washington made clear that all options were on the
          table, including a military strike on North Korea. Trump (2017b, 2017e, 2017f, 2017i) mentioned maximum
          pressure and his readiness to use military power several times throughout 2017. This included tweeting
          ‘military solutions are now fully in place,locked and loaded,should North Korea act unwisely’ (sic)
          (Trump 2017d), as well as ‘Kim Jong Un of North Korea, who is obviously a madman who doesn’t mind starving or
          killing his people, will be tested like never before!’ (Trump 2017h).
        


        
          Vice President Mike Pence also referred to maximum pressure and openly discussed the possibility of a
          military strike on North Korea. Shortly before South Korea’s election, he made clear that Obama’s strategic
          patience was over and added that North Korea should not test the resolve of the USA as strikes on Syria and
          Afghanistan showed (Pence 2017a). Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (2017b, 2017d) also explained that all
          options were on the table as part of Washington’s maximum pressure campaign. Vincent Brooks, Commander of US
          Forces Korea and the ROK-US Joint Forces, later stated that that could have happened had any of the two sides
          taken an action misinterpreted by the other (Brooks 2019). As Joseph Yun, Deputy Assistant Secretary for
          Korea and Japan at the Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs at the
          Department of State at the time explained, September–November were very tense. There was open discussion of a
          ‘bloody nose’ strike on North Korea, and some in the Trump administration were willing to go ahead with
          it.8
        


        
          In practical terms, maximum pressure involved imposing new, tougher sanctions on North Korea and pressing
          other countries to implement them, especially China. At the multilateral level, UN Security Council
          resolutions 2356, 2371, 2375 and 2397 were passed in June, August, September and December, respectively, in
          response to North Korea’s nuclear and ICBM tests. These sanctions restricted most types of economic
          transactions with North Korea, thus going beyond its military activities. They were imposed very quickly
          following North Korea’s tests, which indicated that there was a broad consensus that Pyongyang’s behaviour
          was unacceptable.
        


        
          Furthermore, the Trump administration was putting pressure on China to work together in the passing and
          implementation of sanctions. Tillerson (2017a, 2017b) indicated that Washington was especially keen in
          pressing Beijing in this area. US Ambassador to the UN Nikki Haley also used the Trump administration’s open
          discussion of a strike on North Korea to get China, and Russia, to cooperate on multilateral sanctions on
          North Korea (Blumenthal 2018). Trump administration officials felt that China was cooperative in this respect
          and was actually implementing the sanctions regime on North Korea.9
        


        
          At the bilateral level, the Trump administration passed Executive Order 13810 following the September nuclear
          test. This restricted most types of relations with North Korea. In October, The White House proposed
          re-listing North Korea as a state sponsor of terrorism, which the US Congress voted for in
          November.10
        


        
          Maximum pressure did not mean that the Trump administration completely closed the door to dialogue. Trump
          expressed that the USA was willing to engage North Korea if the Kim Jong Un regime took the decision to
          denuclearize (Trump 2017i, 2017j) and tweeted that he was open to having a good relationship with Kim Jong Un
          (Trump 2017k). An official working for the Trump administration thought that Trump was indeed open to
          engagement with Pyongyang, since he took a transactional approach to foreign relations.11 But this dialogue was predicated on North Korea denuclearizing, which
          was completely at odds with Pyongyang’s priority of building a nuclear deterrent.
        


        
          In practice, therefore, US–North Korea engagement was restricted to informal meetings. Most notably, there
          were meetings to discuss the release of Otto Warmbier, the US college student held by Pyongyang, as well as
          three other US citizens. North Korea also reopened the New York channel, closed towards the end of the Obama
          administration.12 In August, head of the CIA’s Korea Mission
          Center Andrew Kim met with North Korean officials in Singapore (Gordon 2019). But even these gestures were
          met with scepticism by the Trump administration, with the response to Warmbier’s release being a terse
          statement indicating that three other US citizens were still imprisoned and ought to be released as well
          (Tillerson 2017c).
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve its goals


        
          Full-on brinkmanship


          
            Pyongyang continued to employ nuclear brinkmanship throughout the first year of the Trump administration.
            In particular, North Korea focused its nuclear brinkmanship on developing a deterrent that could reach the
            US mainland. This involved improving its nuclear capabilities and ICBM technology so that Pyongyang could
            mount a nuclear warhead in a missile that could strike the USA. Kim Jong Un thus indicated that North Korea
            was a nuclear power in the final stages of developing an ICBM that could reach the USA during his New Year
            message, shortly before the inauguration of Trump (KCNA 2017a). On 3 September, Pyongyang conducted
            its sixth nuclear test. North Korea indicated that the test involved a hydrogen bomb, stronger and
            technologically more advanced than a normal nuclear bomb. Furthermore, North Korea also indicated that the
            bomb could be mounted onto an ICBM (KCNA 2017l). In other words, the Kim Jong Un regime was openly
            telling the Trump administration that it had developed the technology to potentially kill hundreds of
            thousands of US citizens living on the US mainland.
          


          
            Missile brinkmanship was as, or even more, central to North Korean behaviour towards the USA throughout the
            first year in office of the Trump administration, with the Kim Jong Un regime significantly increasing its
            intensity during this period. After all, Pyongyang had already de facto become a nuclear power during the
            George W. Bush and Obama administrations, especially the latter. But it was in 2017 that North Korea
            developed the ability to directly threaten the whole of the US mainland thanks to the development of ICBM
            capabilities. In April and May, Pyongyang conducted four tests of the intermediate-range ballistic missile
            Hwasong-12. With a range of 4,500 kilometres, this missile could reach the US territory of Guam. In July,
            North Korea conducted two tests of the Hwasong-14. The missile had a range of 10,000 kilometres, meaning
            that theoretically it could reach the Western coast of the USA. In August and September, the Kim Jong Un
            regime conducted two more tests of the Hwasong-12. In November, Pyongyang tested the Hwasong-15. Its range
            of 13,000 kilometres theoretically put the whole of the US mainland within reach of a North Korean
            strike.13 In addition, North Korea also tested short-range
            and medium-range ballistic missiles. Unhinged by ever-increasing UN Security Council and bilateral
            sanctions, North Korea conducted more missile tests in 2017 than in any other year in its history.
          


          
            Pyongyang also continued to engage in cyberwarfare. Most notably, the WannaCry ransomware attack of May
            2017 crippled dozens of private firms and government departments worldwide. The attackers demanded ransom
            payments in cryptocurrency to affected organizations, and was considered unprecedented in scale (Perlroth
            and Sanger 2017). After months of investigation, The White House accused North Korea of being behind the
            attack in December (Brady 2017). The attack showed that Pyongyang was still using cyberwarfare as part of
            its brinkmanship toolbox.
          


          
            North Korea also continued to use diplomatic brinkmanship directed at US
            citizens during the first year of the Trump administration. Tony Kim was arrested in April and accused of
            unspecified criminal acts of hostility (Goldman 2018). Kim Hak-song was arrested in May and also accused of
            unspecified criminal acts of hostility. He was teaching at the Pyongyang University of Science and
            Technology (Goldman 2018). In August, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated that the issue of detained US
            citizens was not for discussion due to the hostile atmosphere between Pyongyang and Washington (Ministry of
            Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2017f). However, discussions about US citizens arrested by North Korea were the
            only form of official engagement between the Trump administration and the Kim Jong Un regime in 2017. The
            arrests thus indicated that Pyongyang saw the value of using diplomatic brinkmanship to deal with
            Washington.
          


          
            Verbal brinkmanship was also significantly escalated during the first year of the Trump administration. The
            Obama administration had suffered verbal attacks, including on Obama personally. But North Korea increased
            the intensity of its verbal brinkmanship on the USA upon the inauguration of Trump. This was connected to
            the Trump administration’s reaction to North Korea’s verbal brinkmanship, which was characterized by the
            new US president responding with his own verbal attacks. Trump himself was the main target of this type of
            brinkmanship, with North Korea regularly hurling personal insults at him and warning that his words could
            spark a nuclear war, especially in the period following Pyongyang’s sixth nuclear test when tensions were
            at their highest (KCNA 2017i, 2017q, 2017s, 2017u).
          


          
            In September, Kim Jong Un himself issued a statement stating that North Korea’s nuclear programme aimed to
            ‘tame the mentally deranged U.S. dotard with fire’ (KCNA 2017p). At the UN General Assembly that
            same month, Minister of Foreign Affairs Ri Yong-ho said that Trump had ‘committed the irreversible error of
            making our rockets rain down on the entire United States mainland all the more inevitable’, thus personally
            blaming Trump for a potential North Korean strike on the USA.14 Other members of the Trump administration such as Tillerson (KCNA 2017h) and
            Haley (KCNA 2017b, 2017n) were also singled out by Pyongyang. The Trump administration reacted with
            its own verbal brinkmanship. Most notably, Trump called Kim Jong Un a ‘rocket man […] on a suicide mission’
            (Trump 2017g) and ‘a madman’ (Trump 2017h), and also stated that any threat by North Korea would be ‘met
            with fire and fury like the world has never seen’ (Trump 2017c).
          

        

        
          No alignment despite South Korea’s change in government


          
            Pyongyang continued to reject alignment as a bargaining tactic to deal with the USA during the first year
            of the Trump administration. Its decision to double down on brinkmanship and prioritize the development of
            a nuclear and missile deterrent and to finalize consolidation of the Kim Jong Un regime made North Korea
            unwilling to consider alignment. In the case of South Korea, domestic instability following the decision of
            the Constitutional Court in March 2017 to uphold the impeachment of Park
            Geun-hye and the presidential election campaign that followed came to an end in May. The liberal Moon
            Jae-in, who had served under Roh Moo-hyun, was elected on a platform promoting engagement. In his
            inauguration speech and in sharp contrast to his two conservative predecessors, Moon stated:
          


          
            
              I will not rest until peace is settled on the Korean Peninsula. I will fly to Washington, Beijing and
              Tokyo, if needed, and I will also go to Pyongyang, if conditions are met. I will do everything in my
              power to bring peace to the peninsula.
            


            
              (Unofficial translation)15
            

          


          
            In July, Moon (2017b) presented his ‘Berlin Peace Initiative’ in the German capital. Moon highlighted the
            importance of establishing a long-term peace process towards reunification, highlighting that Germany’s
            Ostpolitik had lasted two decades. He stated that the process should be based on dialogue, economic
            cooperation and people-to-people contact, reassuring Pyongyang that his government would not pursue regime
            change. He also indicated that the upcoming PyeongChang Winter Olympic Games, scheduled for February 2018,
            could be the ‘Olympics of Peace’. On the other hand, Moon also stated that North Korea’s nuclear programme
            was a challenge and that Pyongyang needed to give up its nuclear weapons, so his government would support
            sanctions on the Kim Jong Un regime. This was Moon’s approach towards North Korea throughout 2017: he
            condemned North Korea’s brinkmanship but left the door open to dialogue, highlighting the PyeongChang games
            as an opportunity to move towards peace (Moon 2017a, 2017c, 2017d, 2017e). Minister of Foreign Affairs Kang
            Kyung-wha (2017a, 2017b) emphasized the point that denuclearization was necessary and sanctions would be in
            place until North Korea acquiesced to it. But it was clear from the onset that Moon wanted to engage the
            Kim Jong Un regime if the opportunity arose.16
          


          
            The Moon government’s approach towards North Korea also emphasized coordination with the Trump
            administration. During Trump’s visit to South Korea in November, Moon stressed that Seoul and Washington
            needed to cooperate to solve the North Korean nuclear conundrum (The White House 2017c, 2017d). Yun
            remarked that Moon’s quest to have Washington support his approach differentiated him from Roh and Kim
            Dae-jung, his two liberal predecessors who had not tried to involve the USA.17 Moon understood that not coordinating with the USA would have a negative impact on his
            own North Korea policy.18 This included a trilateral meeting
            between the foreign ministers of the USA, Japan and South Korea in August (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
            the Republic of Korea 2017) and a meeting between Trump, Moon and Abe the following month (The White House
            2017b). Trilateral coordination, however, was soon abandoned because South Korea’s pro-engagement approach
            was at odds with Japan’s hawkish stance.
          


          
            Pyongyang neither endorsed nor condemned the Moon government’s approach. The open criticism of Lee
            Myung-bak’s and Park Geun-hye’s North Korea policies, reiterated by Kim
            Jong Un in his New Year message in January (KCNA 2017a), was discontinued upon the election of Moon.
            Pyongyang carried on with its decades-old condemnation of any move by Seoul it deemed contrary to peace,
            including its military cooperation with the USA such as joint exercises or the deployment of THAAD
            (KCNA 2017g, 2017j, 2017k, 2017o). But there were no direct attacks on Moon like there had been on
            his two conservative predecessors, Lee and Park. Furthermore, the amount of rhetorical attacks on South
            Korea decreased even though some of Moon’s policies, such as supporting international sanctions on North
            Korea and continuing the deployment of THAAD, were a continuation of those from Lee and Park.
          


          
            As for China, poor relations between Beijing and Pyongyang continued as Xi moved to confirm his second term
            in office in late 2017 and early 2018. Most notably, there was not a single high-level visit between both
            countries in 2017. In other words, neither China nor North Korea moved to improve relations during the
            first year of the Trump administration. North Korea’s refusal to try to balance the USA with the help of
            China came in the midst of a successful open diplomatic offensive by the Trump administration for Beijing
            to strengthen its commitment to the sanctions regime on Pyongyang. Trump explained that he wanted China to
            cooperate with the USA to pressure North Korea into moving towards denuclearization (The White House 2017a,
            2017e, 2017f). Pence (2017b) commended China for increasing pressure on Pyongyang. And The White House felt
            that China was indeed increasing pressure on Pyongyang.19
            Most notably, Beijing allowed the UN Security Council to pass three rounds of sanctions in 2017. Also, Xi
            publicly stated that North Korea needed to denuclearize (The White House 2017e). And Beijing condemned
            North Korea’s September nuclear test (Li 2017). But China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs also stated that
            sanctions by themselves were not enough to solve the North Korean nuclear issue (Mo 2017; Zhang 2017a).
            China still maintained that negotiations were necessary to solve this issue (Zhang 2017b), and publicly
            sided with Moon in his quest for diplomacy with North Korea when he visited Beijing and met with Xi in
            December (Mo 2017).
          


          
            Russia, for its part, also allowed UN Security Council sanctions to be passed. But it resumed high-level
            meetings that had been interrupted towards the end of the Obama administration. Ri visited Russia in April
            (KCNA 2017c). A Ministry of Foreign Affairs working-level delegation visited Russia’s Far Eastern
            region that same month (KCNA 2017d). Shortly after its sixth nuclear test, another Ministry of
            Foreign Affairs working-level delegation visited Moscow and met Russia’s Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs
            Igor Morgulov (KCNA 2017r). In November a joint delegation of political parties from Russia’s State
            Duma travelled to Pyongyang (KCNA 2017x). This came as the Trump administration was also prodding
            Moscow to strengthen sanctions on Pyongyang, but Washington felt that Russia was less cooperative than
            China in this regard.20 So North Korea did not openly seek to
            balance the USA with the help of Russia, but Moscow’s behaviour signalled to Pyongyang that it was not
            diplomatically isolated either.
          


          
            North Korea’s refusal to contemplate alignment with South Korea and Russia, in spite of rapidly escalating
            tensions with the USA and the seeming willingness by Seoul and Moscow to
            try engagement, reflected its clear choice of brinkmanship to obtain a deterrent. Since the Kim Jong Un
            regime was not prioritizing normalization of diplomatic relations at this point, potential alignment with
            South Korea and Russia to balance the USA was not useful for Pyongyang.
          

        

        
          No interest in multilateralism


          
            The Kim Jong Un regime continued its disregard for multilateralism throughout the first year of the Trump
            administration in office. It explicitly rejected the possibility of resuming the six-party process when the
            idea was merely discussed shortly after the election of Moon (KCNA 2017f). In December, following a
            full year of brinkmanship and heightened tensions with the USA, a spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign
            Affairs bluntly stated that ‘various forms of multilateral talks such as the Four Party Talks and the Six
            Party Talks over the last two decades’ had produced agreements that the USA had ‘[thrown] into a garbage
            can’ (KCNA 2017z). This was echoed by North Korean officials in private. They also expressed their
            unwillingness to engage in multilateral talks because the agreements reached in them had not been fully
            implemented, which in their view was the fault of the USA.21
          


          
            Neither the Trump administration nor the Moon government showed interest in resuming the Six-Party Talks.
            Trump was opposed to multilateralism to begin with, as explained above. He showed no interest in resuming
            the Six-Party Talks or establishing a multilateral framework to deal with North Korea’s nuclear
            programme.22 On the contrary, Washington only sought
            multilateralism in the context of increasing pressure on Pyongyang through the implementation of UN
            Security Council sanctions. As for the Moon government, it understood that conditions were not ripe to
            resume multilateral engagement with North Korea. In any case, Seoul did not see the benefit of involving
            third parties such as Japan or Russia in an already complex process.23
          


          
            In contrast, China and Russia continued to ask for the resumption of the Six-Party Talks. Fu Ying (2017),
            Chairperson of the Foreign Affairs Committee of China’s National People’s Congress, presented a detailed
            account of Beijing’s position on the North Korean nuclear issue in May. Fu, also former Vice-Minister of
            Foreign Affairs, stressed the successes of the Six-Party Talks, including three joint statements. In
            February, shortly after Trump was inaugurated, a spokesperson for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated
            that China was willing to resume the Six-Party Talks (An 2017). Another spokesperson for the ministry
            stressed that the Six-Party Talks were a good platform to discuss North Korea’s denuclearization following
            Pyongyang’s sixth nuclear test (Xinhua 2017). Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs Wang Yi and his
            Russian counterpart Sergey Lavrov also underscored the need to resume the Six-Party Talks following the
            nuclear test (Wang and Wang 2017). Notwithstanding their support for the Six-Party Talks, both China and
            Russia were less insistent on their resumption than they had been during the Obama administration years.
          


          
            North Korea’s refusal to contemplate resumption of multilateralism reflected its prioritization of
            brinkmanship. Furthermore, it did not make sense for Pyongyang to
            restart a mechanism aimed at its denuclearization at a time when it was seeking to build a nuclear and
            missile deterrent. Furthermore, Pyongyang could see Trump’s disregard for multilateralism. This probably
            made the Kim Jong Un regime even less willing to contemplate resumption of the Six-Party Talks, since the
            Trump administration had no interest in them either.
          

        
      
    


    
      From Kim Jong Un’s New Year message to the first-ever US–North Korea summit, January–June
      2018


      
        Trump continued to push his Make America Great Again platform in the first half of 2018. Economic growth and a
        decrease in the unemployment rate accelerated on the back of a short-term boost provided by tax cuts introduced
        by the Trump administration in November 2017. At the same time, the Trump administration hardened its domestic
        security agenda against migrants from Mexico and Central America crossing the US–Mexico border. In May, Trump
        instituted a ‘zero tolerance’ policy including sending troops to strengthen border controls and separating
        children from their parents. At the international level, the Trump administration continued its America First
        platform putting US interests firmly at the centre of Washington’s foreign policy, even if this caused
        confrontation with allies and foes. Thus, diplomatic conflicts with China, the EU, Russia and in the Middle
        East escalated.
      


      
        In the area of trade, Trump escalated the USA’s trade war with countries around the world. In March, Trump
        announced the imposition of sanctions on Chinese-made steel and aluminium while announcing that other countries
        would be exempted while trade negotiations continued. China escalated the trade war in April by announcing its
        own tariffs on US goods, to which the Trump administration retaliated by imposing more tariffs on Chinese
        exports. In the meantime, the USA continued to press Canada and Mexico to renegotiate NAFTA, as well as China,
        the EU and South Korea to negotiate or renegotiate trade deals. The US–South Korea FTA was renegotiated in
        March. In May, the USA and China reached a modest trade deal, but it did not stop their bilateral trade war
        (Council on Foreign Relations 2018).
      


      
        In the Greater Middle East, the USA launched a new round of strikes on the Syrian government in April,
        following allegations of another chemical attack on civilians. In May, the USA formally withdrew from the JCPOA
        and Trump announced the re-imposition of previously waived sanctions on Tehran. That same month, the US embassy
        in Israel formally moved to Jerusalem, sparking protests in the Palestinian Territories and across the Arab
        world (Schwartz 2019). Meanwhile, the USA continued to criticize allies for not spending enough on their
        security (Hirschfeld Davis 2018) and tensions with Russia over a range of issues continued to increase (Council
        on Foreign Relations 2018). In June, the Trump administration withdrew from the UN Human Rights Council over
        its alleged anti-Israel bias and support for states engaging in human rights abuses, with Washington citing
        China by name (Council on Foreign Relations 2018). The Trump administration continued to criticize the WTO,
        NATO and other multilateral institutions, which, together with the withdrawal from the human rights council, showed Washington’s opposition to multilateralism.
      


      
        In the middle of growing tensions between the USA and several of its allies and other countries, a remarkable
        change happened in the relationship between Washington and Pyongyang. In March, a South Korean delegation
        visiting Trump announced that the US president had agreed to meet with Kim Jong Un (The White House 2018c). A
        few weeks later, in April, Pyongyang announced that it would start a moratorium on its missile and nuclear
        tests programme (KCNA 2018d). On 27 April, Moon and Kim Jong Un held the first inter-Korean summit since
        2007. They committed to work towards reunification and the establishment of permanent peace in the Korean
        Peninsula.24 On 12 June, Trump and Kim Jong Un met in Singapore
        for the first-ever US–North Korea summit. The meeting resulted in the Singapore Declaration in which both
        countries agreed to establish a new relationship.25 Thus, mid-way
        through 2018 US–North Korea relations were in a fundamentally different place than they had been by the end of
        2017, when war in the Korean Peninsula seemed possible. The improvement in US–North Korea relations came amid
        growing tensions between the USA and China and an impasse in Washington’s relations with Japan. It also came as
        the USA and South Korea were putting their trade dispute aside. In other words, Washington’s relations with the
        two Koreas were improving but this was not the case with China and Japan.
      


      
        In the meantime, China–Japan–South Korea relations improved during the first half of 2018. The three of them
        held their first trilateral summit since 2015, and the second only since 2012, in May. Moon pressed for the
        summit shortly after his inter-Korean summit with Kim Jong Un to gather support for this inter-Korean
        reconciliation initiative (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Korea 2018). Earlier, in March, the
        three countries had held another round of trilateral FTA negotiations (Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy
        2018). Also in the area of trade, China started to remove unofficial THAAD deployment-related sanctions on
        South Korea following Moon’s December 2017 visit to China (Yonhap 2018c). The improvement in relations
        came as political stability increased in China, Japan and South Korea. In the case of China, Xi essentially
        became ‘president for life’ when the National People’s Congress abolished presidential term limits. This
        terminated a policy initiated during the Deng Xiaoping years and confirmed Xi as the most powerful Chinese
        president since Mao Zhedong. In the case of Japan and South Korea, Abe and Moon continued to be safely in power
        following their electoral victories in 2017.
      


      
        North Korea engaged in complex learning for the second time under Kim Jong Un during the first half of 2018. In
        terms of its relationship with the USA, North Korea shifted its main objective towards normalization of
        diplomatic relations for the first time under Kim Jong Un. Having developed a nuclear deterrent guaranteeing
        its security against a possible US military attack, Pyongyang took the decision to focus on improving relations
        with the USA in order to achieve the other goal set up with the byungjin line. This other goal was
        economic development, which needed improved relations with the USA to obtain sanctions relief and attract
        investment from multilateral institutions and private firms. At the same
        time, North Korea made a turnaround in tactics to attain normalization of relations with the USA. Pyongyang
        essentially abandoned brinkmanship and embraced soft balancing of Washington with the help of South Korea and
        China. Meanwhile, Pyongyang continued to reject international regimes, aware that they were not to the liking
        of Trump. Complex learning resulted from three factors. To begin with, Pyongyang had a nuclear deterrent
        guaranteeing regime survival. In addition, Trump was showing his willingness to reach deals even if this meant
        upending traditional US policy and even if the rest of his administration was opposed. Finally, South Korea’s
        Moon was pushing for inter-Korean reconciliation and China’s Xi had been confirmed as president for life. This
        meant that Pyongyang had a friendly government in Seoul and had to find a way to improve relations with
        Beijing.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal?


        
          North Korea moved back to prioritizing diplomatic relations with the USA during the first half of 2018. This
          was the first time since Kim Jong Un had come to power that Pyongyang moved away from the development of a
          nuclear deterrent and regime consolidation as its primary goal. It was also the first time that the Kim Jong
          Un regime had sought to fundamentally reorient North Korea’s relations with the USA towards the establishment
          of diplomatic relations. Indeed, the Kim Jong Un regime thought that development of its nuclear and missile
          programmes would result in recognition of its nuclear power status and the removal of sanctions by the
          USA.26 The move away from the development of a nuclear
          deterrent and regime consolidation came in the aftermath of the successful nuclear and ICBM tests of 2017. In
          his New Year message of 2018, Kim Jong Un did not mention songun a single time (KCNA 2018a).
          The message was clear: North Korea had achieved its nuclear and missile deterrent, as Kim Jong Un had stated
          in November 2017, so it did not need to focus on improving its nuclear capabilities anymore. This was
          confirmed during the Worker’s Party of Korea meeting in April, in which Kim Jong Un declared victory over the
          nuclear development component of his byungjin line. He also announced the immediate suspension of
          nuclear and missile tests and the closing of the Punggye-ri test site where North Korea had conducted its six
          nuclear tests (KCNA 2018a). The site was closed a month later in the presence of several foreign
          journalists, including the destruction of tunnels (Associated Press 2018). Indeed, North Korea did not
          conduct any test in 2018, the first year in the Kim Jong Un era that this was the case.
        


        
          Pyongyang instead shifted its focus towards a ‘new strategic line’ consisting of full-scale economic
          development. This was the main focus of the New Year message (KCNA 2018a). At the April Worker’s Party
          of Korea meeting, Kim Jong Un announced this shift towards a ‘new strategic line’ (KCNA 2018d). The
          shift was confirmed by Rodong Sinmun two weeks later (KCNA 2018f). References to the economic
          development component of the byungjin line in North Korea’s official media became prevalent throughout
          the first half of 2018 (KCNA 2018h, 2018i, 2018q). This new focus,
          however, needed the normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA to be fully realized. As explained in
          Chapter 4, ultimately Pyongyang can only access funds from the
          World Bank and the IMF if the USA allows North Korea to join them. More importantly, the US-led multilateral
          sanctions regime on North Korea, together with the USA’s own bilateral sanctions significantly limited any
          form of foreign investment in North Korea. Without sanctions relief, North Korea would not be able to access
          the funds and expertise that it needs for its development. Without the normalization of diplomatic relations
          with the USA, many international investors, including US firms, would not invest in North Korea.
        


        
          The Kim Jong Un regime thus moved to achieve the normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA. Neither
          normalization nor a peace treaty was mentioned in the New Year message (KCNA 2018a). But North Korea
          started to lay the groundwork for engagement with the USA early in 2018. On the last day of the PyeongChang
          games in which North Korea participated following a diplomatic push by South Korea (see below), a spokesman
          for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs expressed North Korea’s willingness to establish a dialogue with the USA
          (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2018b). A few days later a spokesperson for the ministry stated that
          North Korea wanted to establish the dialogue to solve their bilateral issues through negotiations (Ministry
          of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2018c). Later in March, a South Korean delegation delivered Trump an
          invitation from Kim Jong Un for the two of them to meet, which Trump accepted (The White House 2018c). Trump
          had just agreed to what would be the first-ever summit between the leaders of the USA and North Korea.
        


        
          By reaching out directly to Trump, North Korea was showing its awareness about the split between Trump and
          most, if not all, of his administration. By 2018, it had become clear that Trump was taking foreign policy
          decisions with little if any consultation with other US officials (Baker and Haberman 2018; Woodward 2018).
          Indeed, the turnover of senior officials in the Trump administration was very high compared to recent
          presidents at the same point in their tenure (Tenpas 2019). In the same way that the George W. Bush
          administration had been divided between hawks and doves, the Trump administration also had
          divisions.27 But with Trump sitting on the dialogue side and
          taking important foreign policy decisions almost by himself,28
          Kim Jong Un had decided to reach out to Trump directly.
        


        
          Once Trump had agreed to meet with Kim Jong Un, Pyongyang adopted a very positive attitude towards the USA.
          In April, Secretary of State nominee Mike Pompeo travelled to Pyongyang and met with Kim Jong Un (Fox et
          al. 2018). He went back in May once confirmed as Tillerson’s replacement, and following his visit First
          Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Kim Kye-gwan stated that Pyongyang was seeking a new relationship between
          North Korea and the USA (KCNA 2018g, 2018j). Later in May, Trump announced that he was cancelling his
          summit with Kim Jong Un. Instead of lashing out at the USA, First Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Kim had a
          very measured response. He expressed North Korea’s regret as well as his hope for peace. He also praised
          Trump personally for daring to take a decision that no US president had
          taken in the past, meaning his agreement to hold a summit with Kim Jong Un (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
          the DPRK 2018e). Pyongyang was probably thinking that the decision to cancel the summit had been the result
          of reservations among some of Trump administration officials, and was seeking to play the divisions between
          the president and other members of his administration. Indeed, a few days later Trump reversed his position
          regarding the summit.
        


        
          The first-ever summit between the leaders of the USA and North Korea was held on 12 June in Singapore.
          Following the summit, Washington and Pyongyang issued a joint four-point declaration. The first point stated:
        


        
          
            The United States and the DPRK commit to establish new U.S.–DPRK relations in accordance with the desire of
            the peoples of the two countries for peace and prosperity.29
          

        


        
          The second point read:
        


        
          
            The United States and the DPRK will join their effort to build a lasting and stable peace regime on the
            Korean Peninsula.30
          

        


        
          In other words, the first point of the joint declaration called for a new bilateral relationship between the
          USA and North Korea, implicitly eventually leading to the normalization of diplomatic relations. The second
          point referred to the establishment of a peace regime in the Korean Peninsula. This meant first signing a
          peace agreement to replace the armistice that had put an end to Korean Peninsula hostilities, a long-standing
          North Korean demand tantamount to a security guarantee. The third and fourth points, meanwhile, referred to
          North Korea’s commitment to the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula and to the recovery of Korean War
          POW/MIA remains, respectively.
        


        
          Following the summit, Rodong Sinmun was very positive towards the USA and Trump. There was also very
          detailed coverage of the summit (KCNA 2018n). This showed that Pyongyang wanted to showcase Kim Jong
          Un’s diplomatic success. But, more importantly, it also signalled that the Kim Jong Un regime wanted to
          change its perception by the USA, laying the groundwork for potential normalization of diplomatic relations.
          Furthermore, Rodong Sinmun also showed pictures of Singapore and was very positive towards the
          Southeast Asian country (KCNA 2018m). This fitted with Pyongyang’s narrative about the focus on
          economic development, since the implicit message was that North Korea could one day look like Singapore.
          Full-scale economic development would be contingent on normalized relations with the USA.
        


        
          The policy of the Trump administration towards North Korea moved towards dialogue and engagement during the
          first half of 2018. In March, Trump agreed to meet with Kim Jong Un after meeting a South Korean delegation
          carrying a message from the latter, as explained above. Trump stated that a brighter future awaited North
          Korea if it was willing to change its behaviour (The White House 2018d). Most officials working for the Trump
          administration were taken aback at Trump’s decisions. Other officials
          working at The White House at the time, however, were not particularly surprised that Trump decided to try
          dialogue with North Korea, since they thought that he had showed his willingness to try this approach since
          taking office.31 Similarly, Haley also thought that Trump was
          never thinking of going to war and had only escalated sanctions to bring North Korea to the negotiating table
          (Friedman 2018). This indicated that US pressure had the objective of starting a negotiation process. Kim
          Jong Un’s letter to Trump confirmed that Pyongyang also wanted to negotiate. Pence (2018b) stressed the Trump
          administration’s belief that the Kim Jong Un regime had come to the negotiating table thanks to Washington’s
          maximum pressure campaign. Trump (2018e; The White House 2018e) and Pompeo (2018b; Department of State 2018a)
          regularly indicated that a different path was open to North Korea if it took the decision to change its
          behaviour, including a fundamentally different relationship with the USA, even involving friendship.
          Washington’s shift towards dialogue and engagement was confirmed shortly after Trump (2018d) announced in May
          that he was cancelling the summit with Kim Jong Un. Within a few days Washington had reversed its position
          following from a letter from Trump to Kim Jong Un (Trump 2018f), indicating that the USA was willing to
          pursue this policy. Following the summit between Trump and Kim Jong Un in Singapore, Trump (2018i, 2018k,
          2018k) again tweeted that a more prosperous future awaited North Korea as long as Pyongyang changed its
          behaviour and moved towards denuclearization. This indicated that Trump was willing to continue to go down
          the road of engagement with North Korea.
        


        
          In practical terms, the Singapore summit was the clearest example of Washington’s move towards engagement.
          For the first time in history, the US president had met with the leader of North Korea. In addition, Pompeo
          began to lead an engagement process involving regular meetings with Kim Jong Un and other North Korean
          officials. Even these meetings were remarkable, for only once in history had the US Secretary of State met
          with the North Korean leader. This had been back in October 2000, when Madeleine Albright had travelled to
          Pyongyang and met with Kim Jong Il during the Bill Clinton administration (see Chapter 2). Pompeo travelled to Pyongyang and met with Kim Jong Un in April, which Trump
          saw as the beginning of a good relationship between them (Trump 2018b). He went back in May to finalize the
          details of the Singapore summit, meeting with Kim Jong Un again (Pompeo 2018a).
        


        
          According to Yun, Pompeo had ownership of the process in a way that Tillerson did not.32 This allowed him to hold these meetings. A few days later Vice Chairman
          Kim Yong-chol travelled to the USA and met with Trump at The White House, leading Trump (2018g) to state that
          North Korea wanted to change, with the Singapore summit being the start of a process. This was only the
          second meeting between a senior North Korean official and a US president in The White House, with the
          previous one having taken place towards the end of the Clinton administration. All these meetings had
          happened even if Pyongyang had not taken any step towards denuclearization.
        


        
          On the other hand, Washington continued to stress maximum pressure on North Korea. Actually, Trump (2018a)
          had started the year by continuing to threaten Pyongyang. In January, he
          reminded Kim Jong Un that his ‘nuclear button [was] much bigger [and] more powerful’. In February, he
          indicated that if sanctions failed Washington would have to move to ‘phase two [which would be] very, very
          unfortunate for the world’ (Landler 2018). Verbal threats disappeared when the Trump administration shifted
          towards engagement. Nonetheless, there was a belief in the Trump administration that it was maximum pressure
          that had brought the Kim Jong Un regime to the negotiating table. Therefore, the USA had no intention of
          removing sanctions on North Korea unless it moved towards denuclearization. What is more, the official
          position of the USA throughout the first half of 2018 was that sanctions would only be removed after North
          Korea had fully denuclearized (Department of State 2018a; Pence 2018a). Therefore, Trump (The White House
          2018a, 2018d, 2018e), Pence (2018c; The White House 2018b) and Pompeo (Department of State 2018a) emphasized
          that maximum pressure would continue before and after Trump had agreed to hold a summit with Kim Jong Un.
          Indeed, the Department of the Treasury (2018a, 2018b) continued to sanction individuals and firms suspected
          of breaching the sanctions regime.
        


        
          Also, the USA cracked down on the provision of humanitarian aid to North Korea, making it more difficult for
          US aid workers to travel to North Korea and putting difficulties to financial transactions and the delivery
          of key materials to the extent that many NGOs had to halt or scale back their activities (Rohrlich 2018). In
          addition, the USA continued to ask third countries to implement sanctions on North Korea.33 Having said that, the USA did not pass any new sanctions nor press the
          UN Security Council to introduce new multilateral sanctions during the first half of 2018.
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve its goals


        
          Doubling down on alignment


          
            The Kim Jong Un regime completely changed its approach towards alignment in early 2018. For the first time
            since Kim Jong Un came to power, Pyongyang openly courted Seoul and Beijing to, among others, soft balance
            Washington. Diplomacy thus became the de facto choice for North Korea in its approach towards relations
            with South Korea and China. North Korea’s choice of alignment to counter US policy was clear throughout
            this period. It started with the New Year message by Kim Jong Un. In the message, he sent a specific and
            detailed message to South Korea focusing on how to improve bilateral relations, how to create a peaceful
            environment in the Korean Peninsula, and the need to move away from the policy of the two previous
            conservative presidents (KCNA 2018a). The message towards South Korea was very different from any
            other that Kim Jong Un had sent before. It implicitly accepted Moon’s offer to engage in diplomacy that the
            South Korean president had reiterated several times since assuming office in May 2017.
          


          
            The Moon government saw sustained diplomacy between both Koreas and between the USA and North Korea as the
            only means to bring permanent peace to the Korean Peninsula.34 Thus, it made use of the PyeongChang games held in February to
            kick-start diplomacy with North Korea. Moon (2018a; The White House 2018b) and Kang (2018a, 2018b)
            repeatedly welcomed North Korea’s decision to accept South Korea’s invitation to participate in them. Moon
            (2018a) stressed that he believed in the need for peace and cooperation between both Koreas, as exemplified
            by the PyeongChang games. Kang (2018a) explained that inter-Korean relations had been frozen for years,
            thus why North Korea’s participation in the games was to be welcomed. Seoul matched its words with actions
            by hosting a North Korean delegation led by Kim Yo-jong, Kim Jong Un’s sister who was also a senior Korean
            Workers Party official, during the games and by inviting North Korea to field a joint women’s ice hockey
            team with South Korea. Kim Yo-jong also delivered Moon an invitation from Kim Jong Un to visit Pyongyang
            (Yonhap 2018a). Very shortly after the games, a South Korean delegation led by National Security
            Office director Chung Eui-yong travelled to Pyongyang and delivered an invitation to hold an inter-Korean
            summit to Kim Jong Un, which he accepted (Yonhap 2018b).
          


          
            Following weeks of preparation, the two Koreas held their first summit in more than years on 27 April 2018.
            The summit was held just south of the military demarcation line in the Joint Security Area, marking the
            first time that a North Korean leader had stepped in South Korean territory since the end of the Korean
            War. The two Koreas signed the Panmunjom Declaration including three main points calling for: Korean-led
            co-prosperity and unification advanced through improved inter-Korean relations; joint efforts to reduce
            military tensions and eliminate the danger of war from the Korean Peninsula; and the establishment of a
            permanent peace regime on the Korean Peninsula.35 The
            declaration essentially reaffirmed previous agreements between both Koreas. Following from the summit, Moon
            (2018b; The White House 2018e) and Kang (Department of State 2018b) continued to emphasize Seoul’s
            commitment to achieve permanent peace in the Korean Peninsula through a peace regime. Moon (2018d; The
            White House 2018e) also stressed that North Korea had taken a strategic decision to change, which warranted
            the continuation of diplomatic engagement.
          


          
            Meanwhile, Rodong Sinmun had very positive coverage of the summit. This included referring to Moon
            as the president of South Korea, an unusual acknowledgement from North Korea (KCNA 2018e). In June,
            the militaries of the two Koreas held their first general-level talks since 2007 (Yonhap 2018d). The
            talks followed from the Panmunjom Declaration, specifically the commitment by both Koreas to reduce
            military tensions. Rodong Sinmun celebrated the talks as another example of improving inter-Korean
            relations (KCNA 2018o).
          


          
            South Korea also engaged in shuttle diplomacy between Washington and Pyongyang (Cha 2018b), brokering the
            diplomatic process between them.36 Pointedly, Moon (2018b,
            2018d; The White House 2018b, 2018e) and Kang (2018a, 2018b; Department of State 2018a) repeatedly
            emphasized that North Korea’s denuclearization was necessary for permanent peace to take hold in the Korean
            Peninsula. Seoul knew that denuclearization was the main goal for the Trump administration. It did not want
            to be seen as fraying the US–South Korea alliance by moving ahead with
            improving inter-Korean relations while there were no moves on denuclearization.37 Then, when Trump briefly cancelled the US–North Korea summit, South and North Korea
            immediately met for a second, unannounced inter-Korean summit. Held in the northern side of the Joint
            Security Area on 26 May, the summit was followed by a diplomatic effort by Moon for the US–North Korea
            summit to be resumed. Moon (2018d) stressed that Pyongyang had changed, hence why diplomacy was needed.
          


          
            Similarly to the aftermath of the previous inter-Korean summit, Rondong Sinmun was thankful and
            deferential towards Moon. It also stressed the need for the summit between Pyongyang and Washington
            (KCNA 2018k). Following the summit between Trump and Kim Jong Un, Moon (2018e) thanked both leaders
            for their courage in a historic meeting.
          


          
            South Korea also engaged in trilateral summitry to support inter-Korean cooperation and the US–North Korea
            process. In January and following from Kim Jong Un’s New Year message, Kang, Tillerson and Japanese
            Minister of Foreign Affairs Taro Kono met. Kang (2018a) emphasized that it was positive that North Korea
            had agreed to participate at the PyeongChang games and generally had a more positive tone compared to
            Tillerson and Kono. Then, in May and shortly after the first inter-Korean summit of the year, Moon met with
            Xi and Abe for a trilateral meeting in which he pressed China and Japan to support inter-Korean diplomacy
            (Moon 2018c).
          


          
            The Kim Jong Un regime also dramatically changed its approach towards relations with China during the first
            half of 2018, using alignment to help to soft balance the USA. Above all, Kim Jong Un travelled to China in
            March for his first-ever foreign trip since becoming the leader of North Korea in December 2011. During the
            trip, Xi became the first foreign leader that Kim Jong Un had met since that date. China portrayed the
            visit as a symbol of strong Sino-North Korean ties, as well as a sign of Beijing’s key role in regional
            stability (China Daily 2018a; Zhao 2018). Tellingly, the visit came after the announcement of the
            inter-Korean summit and the decision by Trump to hold a summit with Kim Jong Un. In other words, Kim Jong
            Un decided to visit China and meet with Xi even though it was Moon and then Trump who had kick-started
            diplomacy with Pyongyang. This showed that Kim Jong Un thought strong Sino-North Korean relations to be
            crucial as he tried to embark on a transformed relationship with the Trump administration.
          


          
            In the days after the inter-Korean summit and his summit with Trump, Kim Jong Un again travelled to China
            and met with Xi to debrief him on each of the meetings. The first visit, in May, took place in Dalian. This
            also allowed Xi to show Kim Jong Un how a city in the Liaoning Province bordering North Korea had developed
            (Zhang 2018c). The second visit took place in June in Beijing (Xinhua 2018c). On top of these
            meetings, in April Ri travelled to Beijing and met with his Chinese counterpart, Wang (Zhang 2018a). Also
            in April, Head of the International Liaison Department of the Communist Party of China Song Tao went to
            Pyongyang and met with Kim Jong Un (Xinhua 2018a). In May, Wang travelled to North Korea and also
            met with the North Korean leader (Zhang 2018b).
          


          
            Besides this unprecedented level of mutual visits including three
            meetings between Kim Jong Un and Xi in the space of three months, China also provided strong diplomatic
            support to North Korea. Beijing’s official media praised Kim Jong Un for his decision in April to suspend
            nuclear and missile tests and to focus on the economy (China Daily 2018b). Wang stressed that North
            Korea’s commitment to denuclearization should be dealt with through a process addressing Pyongyang’s
            security concerns in parallel to denuclearization itself (Department of State 2018b). A spokesman for the
            Ministry of Foreign Affairs indicated that dialogue was necessary to solve the differences between the USA
            and North Korea (Liu and Zhao 2018). This meant that China was pulling its diplomatic weight to support
            Pyongyang in its negotiations with Washington.
          


          
            Similarly, diplomacy between North Korea and Russia also accelerated during the first half of 2018. In
            April and also before the first inter-Korean summit of the year, Ri and his Russian counterpart Lavrov
            discussed the situation in the Korean Peninsula (KCNA 2018c). In May, Lavrov visited North Korea for
            the first time since 2009 (KCNA 2018l). One month later, and following the Trump–Kim Jong Un summit,
            President of the Presidium of the Supreme People’s Assembly of North Korea Kim Yong-nam visited Moscow and
            met with Vladimir Putin (KCNA 2018p). Seoul also supported stronger ties between Russia and North
            Korea. In June, Moon (2018f) gave a speech at the Russian State Duma in which he stressed the importance of
            Russian cooperation in support of inter-Korean peace.
          


          
            North Korea’s strong push to strengthen relations with South Korea and China, as well as to maintain good
            relations with Russia, was indicative of complex learning by the Kim Jong Un regime. The regime had
            achieved its goal of building a nuclear, and missile, deterrent. It had also successfully consolidated
            itself in power. The regime now wanted to focus on the economic development component of its
            byungjin line. In order to be able to maximize its economic potential, North Korea had to
            fundamentally transform its relationship with the USA to get access to funds from international financial
            institutions and private firms. This could not happen if the USA continued with maximum pressure, including
            a comprehensive sanctions regime. North Korea thus needed to soft balance with South Korea and China, as
            well as Russia, to prevent a return to maximum pressure, show its willingness to go down the diplomatic
            route, gather support for its position, and avoid being seen as isolated when dealing with the USA.
          

        

        
          Halt to high-intensity brinkmanship


          
            Pyongyang halted its high-intensity brinkmanship during the first half of 2018. This marked the first time
            since Kim Jong Un had taken office in December 2011 that North Korea had refrained from using this type of
            brinkmanship. The contrast with 2017, when Pyongyang conducted its sixth nuclear test, three ICBM tests and
            its largest annual number of nuclear tests was very clear. The change resulted from Pyongyang’s belief that
            it had successfully become a nuclear power.
          


          
            Verbal brinkmanship continued throughout this period though. During his
            New Year message, Kim Jong Un sent a direct threat to the USA by mentioning Pyongyang’s nuclear deterrent
            and capability to reach the US mainland (KCNA 2018a). This threat had not been part of previous New
            Year messages. Later in January, Pyongyang denounced a new round of US sanctions while reminding Washington
            that it was in possession of nuclear weapons (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2018a). In February,
            Rodong Sinmun accused the USA of imperialism, indicating that the Kim Jong Un regime still feared
            suffering the same fate as Iraq or Libya (KCNA 2018b). In May, First Vice-Minister of Foreign
            Affairs Kim also condemned the USA for preparing to attack North Korea due to its joint military exercises
            with South Korea (KCNA 2018g, 2018j). North Korea always condemned these annual exercises, but the
            fact that Pyongyang did not change its approach to them indicated that it was willing to continue to use
            verbal brinkmanship even as the date of the summit between Trump and Kim Jong Un was approaching.
          


          
            Interestingly, Pyongyang started to differentiate between Trump and other officials in his administration
            after he agreed to hold a summit with Kim Jong Un. Most notably, North Korea targeted newly appointed
            hawkish National Security Advisor John Bolton. Bolton had been one of the hawks opposing engagement with
            North Korea during the George W. Bush administration, and he was sceptic of engagement unless Pyongyang
            denuclearized first. First Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs Kim condemned this approach, which, Pyongyang
            thought, rendered diplomacy unnecessary (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2018d).
          


          
            North Korea also continued to engage in cyber warfare (Yonhap 2018e). But as American and South
            Korean officials noted, this was not surprising considering that North Korea continued to be technically at
            war with the USA, and other countries also conduct cyber warfare, including the USA itself.38 Also, there was no grand cyberattack like the Sony hack or Bangladesh
            Bank robbery of previous years. This suggested that cyber warfare was becoming less central to North
            Korea’s foreign policy strategy towards the USA.
          


          
            In the meantime, confidence-building measures replaced high-intensity brinkmanship. In May, North Korea
            dismantled the Punggye-ri nuclear test site (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2018e). The
            dismantlement ceremony was witnessed by a group of foreign journalists, as mentioned above. That same
            month, North Korea returned the three remaining US citizens that it held (Trump 2018c). This way, by the
            time of the Trump–Kim Jong Un summit Pyongyang had dismantled its only publicly known test site and held no
            more US prisoners. These confidence-building measures served to create a better atmosphere prior to the
            summit.
          


          
            Complex learning explained the North Korean approach to brinkmanship. By refraining from nuclear and ICBM
            tests while implementing very public confidence-building measures, Pyongyang was making sure that there was
            no reason for Trump to go back on his agreement to meet with Kim Jong Un. Meanwhile, verbal brinkmanship
            and cyber warfare were par for the course for Pyongyang and were very unlikely to derail the Trump–Kim Jong
            Un summit. Low-intensity brinkmanship could thus continue as long as
            Pyongyang refrained from the high-intensity variety.
          

        

        
          No interest in international regimes


          
            Pyongyang showed no interest in resuming the Six-Party Talks or starting any other international regime
            during this period. Neither North Korea’s official media nor its Ministry of Foreign Affairs mentioned the
            talks or any type of multilateral regime. This was echoed by the USA, since the Trump administration had no
            interest in using multilateralism to deal with the Kim Jong Un regime as it took a bilateral
            approach.39 Likewise, the Moon government also preferred
            bilateralism and did not press for any form of international regime.40
          


          
            Even China and Russia showed little interest in resuming the Six-Party Talks now that diplomacy was again
            underway. Beijing only made reference to them in the context of showing their usefulness in the past and
            reminding about the agreements that had been reached (China Daily 2018c; Xinhua 2018b).
            Similarly, Russia did not show any special interest in holding the Six-Party Talks again. Lavrov did
            mention them, but in the context of reminding the other parties that Russia had a stake in the North Korean
            nuclear issue (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation 2018a, 2018b).
          


          
            Complex learning led Pyongyang to understand that there was no need to resume Six-Party Talks or make use
            of multilateralism to bargain with the USA. The Trump administration had shown its disinterest in
            multilateral organizations. South Korea and China, as well as Russia, also showed no interest in resuming
            the talks. So there was no pressure on North Korea, or the USA, to restart a multilateral process to solve
            their bilateral problems.
          

        
      
    


    
      From the first to the aftermath of the second US–North Korea summits, July 2018–April 2019


      
        Trump’s Make America Great platform continued throughout the second half of 2018 and early 2019. Economic
        conditions continued to improve during this period of time. Yet, Trump still sought to press ahead with his
        domestic security agenda and started a dispute with the Democratic Party to erect a wall on the US–Mexico
        border to prevent migration from Central America. Furthermore, there was an ongoing investigation on whether
        Russia colluded with Trump in support of his 2016 presidential bid. This further strained relations with the
        Democratic Party. With regard to foreign policy, Trump continued to press ahead his America First platform.
        This created tensions, if not outright diplomatic spats, with China, the EU and in the Middle East.
      


      
        Trade disputes continued to be central to the Trump administration’s foreign policy. Two of them were solved in
        September 2018. First, the USA and South Korea signed their new agreement reached in March. Shortly afterwards,
        the USA, Mexico and Canada reached the United States–Mexico–Canada agreement, or USMCA, later signed in
        November. Meanwhile, Trump and Xi agreed to a cease-fire in their trade war in December and the USA and China
        launched talks to find a deal, but frictions continued. In the case of the
        EU, negotiations were also underway but they also failed to ease trade frictions. Meanwhile, the USA put
        pressure on Japan to launch bilateral trade agreement negotiations in 2019 (Reuters 2019c).
      


      
        In the Greater Middle East, Trump abruptly announced in December that US troops would withdraw from Syria
        since, he argued, the USA had accomplished its goal of defeating ISIS (Council on Foreign Relations 2018). That
        same month, the USA and the Taliban announced peace talks to put an end to the Afghanistan War including a
        withdrawal of US troops. Talks were launched in February (Mashal 2019). There was also a debate in the USA on
        how to disentangle from the Yemen Civil War (Council on Foreign Relations 2018). Meanwhile, Washington resumed
        sanctions on Iran in November following withdrawal from the JCPOA and pushed Tehran to hold talks on a more
        comprehensive deal (Council on Foreign Relations 2018).
      


      
        As for relations with Russia, Trump and Putin held a summit in July and a brief encounter in November (Council
        on Foreign Relations 2018), but seemingly no progress on mending bilateral relations was made. Meanwhile, the
        Trump administration continued to criticize multilateral institutions throughout this period of time.
      


      
        In contrast, relations with North Korea continued on a good footing. There was no major breakthrough and the 28
        February summit in Hanoi did not result in a new agreement. However, Washington and Pyongyang had eventually
        set up an incipient working-level mechanism in January that convened in the weeks prior to the summit and had
        the potential to continue afterwards (Reuters 2019a). This allowed for regular negotiations to continue
        if both parties had an interest. This meant that US–North Korea relations were still defined by diplomacy
        rather than confrontation. At the same time, the USA and China were engaged in the just-mentioned discussions
        to solve their trade problems, Washington and Seoul had also put their trade dispute behind them, and the Trump
        administration and the Abe government were also looking at strengthening their trade relationship.
      


      
        Despite tensions between the USA and its two allies due to Trump’s complaints about the cost of maintaining US
        troops in South Korea and Japan, relations between Washington and the four North-East Asian countries were in a
        better state than they had been before. Indeed, in February, Washington and Seoul reached a one-year financial
        settlement that increased the latter’s contribution to pay for the presence of US troops in South Korea. This
        at least avoided the prospect of both countries failing to have such an agreement in place for the first time
        since 1991.
      


      
        Relations between China and Japan improved in the second half of 2018. Abe visited China in October. This was
        the first state visit by a Japanese prime minister since 2011, also marking the first proper Sino-Japanese
        summit since then (Perlez 2018b). In contrast, relations between Seoul and Tokyo deteriorated. The reason was
        twofold. To begin with, South Korea’s Supreme Court ruled in November that Mitsubishi Heavy Industries had to
        pay compensation to ten South Korean citizens for their forced labour during the Second World War. Kono called the decision ‘totally unacceptable’.41 In addition, in December, Japan accused the Republic of Korea Navy of directing its
        fire-control radar at a Japanese military aircraft. South Korea, meanwhile, accused the aircraft of making a
        threatening move on the ship (Lee 2018b). These disputes remained unresolved throughout the first half of 2019.
      


      
        Meanwhile, the two countries, together with China, held a new round of trilateral trade agreement negotiations
        in December (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 2018). Even though an agreement continued to prove elusive,
        this indicated a willingness to engage with each other. Finally, Taiwan held local elections in November in
        which the ruling Democratic Progressive Party suffered a heavy defeat (Horton 2018). This was welcome news for
        China given the party’s pro-independence stance.
      


      
        Pyongyang did not engage in any learning throughout this period of time. This meant that it did not change its
        main objective of normalization of diplomatic relations with Washington and, in addition, did not modify its
        tactics to deal with the Trump administration. Thus, Pyongyang continued to focus on the new strategic line
        announced in April and consisting in the prioritization of economic development. This line needed good
        relations with the USA for sanctions to be lifted to allow investment into the country. In terms of tactics,
        Pyongyang continued to refrain from high-intensity brinkmanship, prioritized soft balancing with South Korea
        and China, and maintained its tactic of rejecting multilateral regimes. The main factor influencing Pyongyang’s
        choices was Trump’s public statements regarding his willingness to hold a second summit with Kim and reach an
        agreement, which lasted until the summit itself. In addition, North Korea was still in possession of its
        nuclear deterrent and Moon and Xi were firmly in power, advocated diplomacy and rejected a return to
        brinkmanship. Therefore, North Korea had a clear rationale for its choice of tactics.
      


      
        The normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations as a North Korean goal?


        
          North Korea continued to prioritize normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA throughout the second
          half of 2018 and early 2019. Most notably, Kim Jong Un delivered a lengthy discussion of North Korea–US
          relations in his New Year message of 2019. In his remarks, Kim called for a redefinition of the relationship
          between both countries (KCNA 2019a). Indeed, even though the second summit between Trump and Kim in
          Hanoi did not result in a peace declaration, as was being discussed in the lead-up to the meeting, it
          symbolized a new paradigm. This paradigm was defined by de facto recognition of North Korea as a nuclear
          power by the USA; diplomacy including summits at the highest level as the mechanism to address Pyongyang’s
          nuclear programme; and North Korea and the USA having to discuss and agree on the ‘price’ Washington would
          pay Pyongyang in exchange for its nuclear programme as the basis for diplomacy. The price would inevitably
          include normalization of diplomatic relations.
        


        
          Pyongyang prioritized normalization of relations with the USA, among others, to be able to realize the new
          strategic line of full-on economic development announced in April. Kim
          Jong Un’s New Year message of 2019 again had a lengthy discussion of economic development. In contrast,
          songun did not receive a single mention for the second year in a row (KCNA 2019a). Earlier, in
          September, in his speech at the UN General Assembly, Ri made clear that North Korea wanted to focus on
          economic development once its nuclear deterrent was in place.42
          Throughout the second half of 2018 and early 2019, Rodong Sinmun regularly emphasized this focus on
          economic development (KCNA 2018u, 2018w, 2018x, 2019b, 2019e). And North Korea also discussed economic
          development in meetings held with government officials from other countries.43
        


        
          Pyongyang was aware that full realization of economic development needed the establishment of diplomatic
          relations with the USA, which in turn had the prerequisite of North Korea taking substantial and clear steps
          towards denuclearization – if not full denuclearization itself. Thus, right before the start of the Hanoi
          summit, Kim Jong Un publicly stated for the first time that he was willing to have Pyongyang denuclearize
          (Nakamura and Denyer 2019). The announcement was made in front of Trump, the US delegation to the Hanoi
          summit and selected international media. It addressed the criticism that Kim Jong Un himself had never stated
          as much. Pompeo (2019a) explained that in the months prior to the summit Kim Jong Un had personally told him
          that he was willing to denuclearize no less than six times. Andrew Kim (2019), who had attended some of the
          meetings between Pompeo and Kim Jong Un, also confirmed in February that the latter had made these remarks.
          Moon also indicated that Kim Jong Un had personally told him that he was willing to give up the nuclear
          weapons programme.44 Rodong Sinmun stated Pyongyang’s
          willingness to denuclearize in the days before the Hanoi summit as well (Rodong Sinmun 2019).
        


        
          North Korea saw the bargain including denuclearization, or rather steps towards it, in exchange for
          concessions by the USA, as a step-by-step process. In the aftermath of the Singapore Declaration, Pyongyang
          saw these steps as normalization of diplomatic relations first, a peace regime second and denuclearization
          third. This was the order of the first three points in the declaration. Thus, North Korea focused on
          establishing a framework involving steps towards normalized relations and a peace regime in the months
          following the summit. On the 70th anniversary of the foundation of North Korea on 5 September, Kim Jong Un
          himself stated:
        


        
          
            The DPRK–U.S. summit meeting and talks held in Singapore and subsequent adoption of a joint statement have
            been recorded as an epoch-making event that has opened up a turning phase in achieving peace and security
            in the region and the world, by terminating the long-protracted hostile relations between the DPRK and the
            U.S. and by establishing a permanent mechanism for a durable peace on the Korean Peninsula, where the
            situation has been the most acute and tense in the world.
          


          
            (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2018h)
          

        


        
          Furthermore, less than a month after the Singapore summit, a spokesman from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
          indicated that Pyongyang was seeking steps towards a new North Korea–US
          relationship, an end of war declaration and a peace regime. The spokesman also emphasized the need for a
          step-by-step approach (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2018f). One month later, Ri reiterated that
          North Korea was committed to the implementation of the Singapore Declaration during a speech delivered at the
          ASEAN Regional Forum. But he also stated that confidence-building would take time, thus why a phased
          implementation of the agreement was needed (KCNA 2018s). Ri then reiterated the need for
          confidence-building during his speech at the UN General Assembly.45
        


        
          A peace declaration would be a de facto recognition of an end to US-North Korea hostility, a security
          guarantee and a first step towards a peace regime. Very shortly before the Hanoi summit, North Korea’s
          Ambassador to the United Nations in Geneva Han Tae-song also reiterated that Pyongyang wanted peace and
          normalization with Washington during a speech in front of the Conference on Disarmament (Nebehay 2019). Very
          tellingly, in a press conference following the Hanoi summit, Ri stated that a ‘security guarantee [was] more
          important to [North Korea]’.46 This meant that Pyongyang was
          seeking a peace declaration and initial steps towards normalization, such as the reciprocal establishment of
          liaison offices in Pyongyang and Washington, as necessary measures in exchange for North Korea to take
          meaningful steps towards denuclearization. These measures had been discussed prior to the summit.47
        


        
          At the same time, Kim Jong Un had to start to deliver on his message of economic development. Therefore,
          Pyongyang focused on sanctions relief as one of the initial steps for the USA to take as both countries moved
          ahead with a denuclearization-for-normalization process. Actually, this was the main focus of Rodong
          Sinmun in the aftermath of the Singapore summit and throughout the second half of 2018.48 It was also the main request in the run-up to the Hanoi
          summit.49 Following the summit, Ri and Vice-Minister of Foreign
          Affairs Choe Son-hui publicly stated that Pyongyang had specifically asked for the removal of the five rounds
          of UN Security Council sanctions passed in 2016–17 in exchange for the dismantlement of the Yongbyon nuclear
          complex. According to Pyongyang, these sanctions were affecting the function of the North Korean economy
          rather than its weapons programmes.50 North Korea was seeking
          to trade away the jewel in the crown of its nuclear programme in exchange for the removal of sanctions,
          putting a break on its economic development plans. Kim Jong Un seemed to believe that development of its
          nuclear programme would lead to sanctions removal once the USA had had to accept North Korea as a nuclear
          power.51
        


        
          On the US side, diplomatic engagement continued to be the policy of choice to deal with Pyongyang. The Hanoi
          summit between Trump and Kim Jong Un, even if unsuccessful in terms of producing an agreement, was the
          clearest indication of this choice. Beginning in August, Trump (2018n) started to say that he would be
          meeting Kim Jong Un for a second time. He would reiterate these remarks throughout the rest of 2018 (Trump
          2018p, 2018q, 2018r). In January 2019, indications that a second summit between Trump and Kim Jong Un was
          imminent started to become more evident. Trump (2019a) himself indicated as much and he announced the date
          and location of the summit during his February State of the Union address. In the press conference following
          the no-deal meeting in Hanoi, Trump (2019b) expressed his hope for a third
          summit. Pompeo (2019b) then reiterated the hope for a third meeting in the weeks afterwards. This indicated
          that diplomacy continued to be Washington’s preference for dealing with Pyongyang.
        


        
          In order to pursue the diplomatic route, the USA started to establish a diplomatic process. This involved two
          levels. At the higher level, Pompeo continued to travel to Pyongyang and elsewhere in North-East Asia as a
          way to translate the Singapore Declaration into a working framework. With regard to North Korea, he went in
          July, less than a month after the Singapore summit (Pompeo 2018c). He returned in October, also to start
          preparations for a second Trump–Kim Jong Un summit (Department of State 2018f). But contacts significantly
          slowed down throughout November and December (Sanger and Wong 2019). This reflected that North Korea
          preferred to deal directly with Trump.
        


        
          At the working level, the Trump administration appointed Stephen Biegun as Special Representative to North
          Korea in August (Pompeo 2018d). Biegun was supposed to be the point man in technical negotiations to
          transform the Singapore Declaration into a working framework. However, he was shunned by North Korea for
          months as Kim Jong Un sought to deal with Trump directly. Therefore, Biegun was only able to meet with his
          North Korea counterpart, Choe first and Kim Hyok-chol afterwards in January (Sanger and Wong 2019). This was
          too close to the Hanoi summit to launch a meaningful diplomatic process. Furthermore, Biegun (2019a)
          delivered a speech setting out a step-by-step process to move towards the denuclearization of North Korea in
          January. But this approach was rebuffed during and following the Hanoi summit (see below). This indicated
          that divisions within the Trump administration meant that there was no unified approach to diplomacy.
        


        
          It was thus Trump who continued to be the main driver behind engagement with North Korea (Sanger and Wong
          2019). Trump (2018l, 2018n) indicated that a brighter future awaited North Korea if it gave up its nuclear
          weapons. He also announced the suspension or scaling down of joint US–South Korea military drills in June
          (Trump 2018h), August (Trump 2018o), October (Stewart and Ali 2018) and March (Department of Defense 2019), a
          confidence-building measure with Pyongyang. In the days prior to the Hanoi summit, there were indications
          that Washington was willing to offer Pyongyang a peace declaration, the exchange of liaison offices and,
          potentially, sanctions relief (Ward 2019). In the end, the Trump administration ended up offering a ‘grand
          bargain’ in Hanoi whereby North Korea would have received the substantial diplomatic and economic benefits
          that followed on from full denuclearization (Sanger and Wong 2019). This was rejected by North Korea, which
          preferred a step-by-step approach to a grand bargain. But it indicated that Washington was willing to pay
          Pyongyang a sizeable price in exchange for denuclearization and that diplomacy was seen as the best means for
          reaching this goal. With regard to the latter, a few weeks after the Hanoi summit Trump indicated that he was
          willing to hold further meetings with Kim Jong Un (The White House 2019).
        


        
          Washington, however, did not abandon maximum pressure on Pyongyang. In the period between the Singapore and
          Hanoi summits, Trump and Pence stated that sanctions on North Korea would
          remain in place until its denuclearization (The White House 2018f, 2018g). Pompeo (2018e, 2018g) also
          reiterated that sanctions would not be removed unless North Korea denuclearized. And Bolton, the most
          high-profile hawk in the Trump administration, also expressed his opposition to sanctions removal (Wong and
          Sanger 2019). Actually, this hawkish stance was the US position during and after the Hanoi summit. While
          leaving the door open to diplomacy, Trump (2019b) reiterated that sanctions would remain in place during the
          press conference right after the summit. Bolton (2019), Pompeo (2019a) and Biegun (2019b) reiterated this
          view post-summit. Sanction pressure led the US to prevent humanitarian aid being sent to North Korea until
          early 2019 (Department of the Treasury 2019). Furthermore, the Department of the Treasury continued to add
          new individuals and companies to the list of those covered by the sanctions regime on North Korea (Department
          of the Treasury 2018c).
        

      

      
        North Korean behaviour to achieve its goals


        
          Strengthening of alignment


          
            The Kim Jong Un regime continued to use alignment with South Korea and China, as well as with Russia to an
            extent, throughout the rest of 2018 and early 2019. Among others, the objective was to soft balance the
            USA. Most notably, a third inter-Korean summit was held on 18–20 September in Pyongyang. During the summit,
            Moon became the first South Korean president in history to deliver a speech to the North Korea public when
            he addressed 150,000 North Koreans attending the Mass Games in Pyongyang. In his speech, Moon (2018h)
            praised Kim Jong Un for this decision to engage in diplomacy and proposed that the Koreas ‘move forward
            toward the big picture of peace in which the past 70-year-long hostility can be eradicated’. After the
            summit, Moon (2018g) talked about ‘a Korean Peninsula free of war [that had] begun to take shape’,
            discussed cooperation and also mentioned balanced economic growth for both Koreas. In other words, Moon was
            making clear that he saw a new beginning for inter-Korean relations in which confrontation did not feature.
            Furthermore, the summit resulted in the Pyongyang Joint Declaration including points about military
            confidence-building, joint economic and cooperation projects, humanitarian cooperation, people-to-people
            exchanges, denuclearization, and a visit by Kim Jong Un to Seoul.52 On the first point, both Koreas also signed an Agreement on the Implementation of the
            Historic Panmunjom Declaration in the Military Domain.53 The
            Koreas were therefore laying the groundwork for a redefined relationship based on cooperation.
          


          
            In addition and equally relevant, both Koreas began to institutionalize their relationship. They opened a
            liaison office in Kaesong shortly before the Pyongyang summit, in spite of some concerns that this would
            breach the sanctions regime on North Korea (Yonhap 2018f). The Ministry of Unification reported that
            almost 300 meetings had taken place by late December (Yonhap 2018g). Meanwhile, the two militaries
            held general-level talks in July and October and pushed for more
            general-level talks in 2019 (Yonhap 2019a). Equally important, the militaries of both Koreas worked
            together along the DMZ to implement the confidence-building measures agreed in the Panmunjom Declaration
            implementation agreement (Yonhap 2018h). Improving military ties resulted in South Korea’s 2018
            Defense White Paper not labelling North Korea an ‘enemy’ for the first time since 2010 (Ministry of
            National Defense of the Republic of Korea 2018). Institutionalization of relations was an important
            component of Moon’s plan to establish a peace regime that would outlast his non-renewable five-year
            presidency.
          


          
            In the meantime, Seoul kept its shuttle diplomacy between Washington and Pyongyang. Moon met with Trump on
            the sidelines of the September UN General Assembly to discuss his summit with Kim Jong Un, urging him to
            put a formal end to the Korean War (The White House 2018f). Kang (2018c) then addressed a UN Security
            Council meeting on North Korea’s denuclearization that same month in which she indicated that
            denuclearization of North Korea would take, and needed, security guarantees in return. Moon and Kang also
            gave interviews to Fox News (Moon 2018i) and the Washington Post (Kang 2018d), emphasizing
            that denuclearization would take time and that a step-by-step approach was needed. Kang reiterated the same
            when she met with Pompeo in December (Department of State 2018c). Following the no-deal Hanoi summit, the
            Blue House stressed the need for dialogue to address the impasse in US–North Korea relations (Yonhap
            2019b). In April, Moon met with Trump and emphasized that the Hanoi summit was a part of a bigger process
            that should include a third USA–North Korea summit (The White House 2019).
          


          
            Seoul’s shuttle diplomacy was facilitated by the establishment of a US–South Korea Working Group led by
            Biegun and South Korea’s Special Representative for Korean Peninsula Peace and Security Affairs Lee Do-hoon
            in November (Department of State 2018h). The working group was presented as a policy coordination
            mechanism, but actually it was set up because inter-Korean reconciliation was moving ahead much faster than
            the US–North Korea process and Washington was worried that this would undermine pressure on North Korea
            (Lee 2018a). But it allowed Seoul to express its preference for a step-by-step process, which was also
            Pyongyang’s preference. Meanwhile, trilateral foreign minister-level meetings involving the USA, Japan and
            South Korea in July (Department of State 2018c) also allowed Seoul to indicate its support for a
            step-by-step process, even though the meetings were also ostensibly to coordinate policy.
          


          
            North Korea, for its part, continued to refrain from criticizing South Korea. Rodong Sinmun offered
            a very detailed account of the third inter-Korean summit, including very positive messages about South
            Korea (KCNA 2018v). In his UN General Assembly speech, Ri celebrated this summit and the subsequent
            joint declaration.54 In his New Year speech, Kim also had
            positive words about South Korea, indicating that ‘north-south [sic] relations [had] entered a completely
            new stage’ (KCNA 2019a). Following from the Hanoi summit, Kim Jong Un did warn that positive
            inter-Korean relations could deteriorate if South Korea did not move ahead with bilateral economic
            engagement. But he also expressed his commitment to the implementation
            of the Panmunjom and Pyongyang declarations, and claimed that it was the USA that was forcing South Korea
            not to move ahead with inter-Korean economic engagement (KCNA 2019f). More generally, North Korean
            media refrained from criticizing the Moon government throughout this period of time.
          


          
            Pyongyang also continued to use alignment with China. Kim Jong Un visited Xi to brief him one week after
            holding his summit with Donald Trump in June. Reports suggested that Kim was asking China for its support
            in negotiations with the USA, particularly with regard to sanctions relief (Perlez 2018a). In January, Kim
            Jong Un spent four days in China and once again met with Xi. They reportedly discussed the upcoming summit
            between the former and Trump, once again including Chinese support for North Korea’s negotiating position
            with the USA (Bradsher and Choe 2019). High-level contacts between North Korea and China throughout this
            period of time also included the visit of a delegation to Pyongyang, including several senior Chinese
            officials, in September. They attended the celebrations to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the founding
            of North Korea (Mo 2018) and met with Kim Jong Un (China Daily 2018e).
          


          
            Concurrently, Beijing also provided diplomatic support to North Korea’s position regarding a step-by-step
            approach. In the immediate aftermath of the Singapore summit, Politburo Member Yang Jiechi stressed the
            need for dialogue and cooperation as well as the need to accommodate each other’s concerns (Department of
            State 2018d). The latter was an implicit reference to Pyongyang’s preference for security guarantees in
            exchange for denuclearization. In other words, a step-by-step process. Wang then repeated the same message
            in November, while explicitly saying that both Washington and Pyongyang had to make concessions to reach an
            agreement (Department of State 2018g). As months went by following the Singapore summit, China’s official
            media explicitly argued that the USA had to provide incentives for North Korea to give up its nuclear
            programme (China Daily 2018d, 2018f; Wang 2018).
          


          
            In more concrete terms, alignment with China served North Korea to limit pressure over its human rights
            record. In December, the UN Security Council rejected the possibility of holding a meeting on North Korea’s
            human rights record. China led opposition to the annual meeting and ensured enough support to block it,
            which had not happened since it had been first held in 2014 (Nichols 2018). North Korea was very critical
            of the UN addressing its human rights record (KCNA 2018y).
          


          
            With regard to Russia, Moscow also insisted that North Korea’s nuclear issue could only be addressed
            through diplomacy and solved following a step-by-step process (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian
            Federation 2018c, 2019). In December 2018 and February 2019, high-level North Korean delegations visited
            Russia to discuss economic and other types of cooperation, with Russia reciprocating in April (TASS
            2019). Following the Hanoi summit, the North Korean and Russian foreign ministries signed a political and
            economic cooperation agreement while a Russian parliamentary delegation visited Pyongyang (KCNA
            2019d). Furthermore, Moscow announced that Kim Jong Un would be visiting Russia (Reuters 2019b),
            another sign of their good relations. On 25 April, less than two months
            after the Hanoi summit, Kim Jong Un and Putin held their first-ever summit in Vladivostok. In the press
            conference following the summit, Putin supported Pyongyang’s view about the need to solve the North Korean
            nuclear issue through diplomacy and following a step-by-step process (President of Russia 2019).
          


          
            Considering that soft balancing had worked during the first half of 2018, North Korea had every incentive
            to continue to soft balance the Trump administration. South Korea, China and Russia all had a similar
            position to North Korea with regard to the need for a step-by-step process in which steps towards
            denuclearization would come in parallel with incentives from the USA. As long as North Korea did not engage
            in brinkmanship, there was no reason for them to move from this position. Therefore, it made sense for
            Pyongyang to continue to soft balance Washington with their help.
          

        

        
          Continuation of brinkmanship pause


          
            Pyongyang continued to refrain from using high-intensity brinkmanship throughout the rest of 2018 and all
            the way until the Hanoi summit. Verbal brinkmanship did continue, even though it was far less frequent and
            less strident than it had been before 2018. In his New Year speech of 2019, Kim Jong Un warned that North
            Korea might feel ‘compelled to find a new way’ to defend its sovereignty if the USA changed course (KCNMA
            2019a). This could be interpreted as Pyongyang threatening to go back to high-intensity nuclear and missile
            brinkmanship if diplomacy did not yield any results. Pyongyang also warned that the Hanoi summit was a
            ‘historic opportunity’ for the USA (KCNA 2019c). Pyongyang was thus putting pressure on Washington
            to reach an agreement at the summit. Following the meeting between Trump and Kim Jong Un, Choe (2019;
            Talmadge 2019) also said that the summit had been a historic (missed) opportunity and threatened to restart
            missile tests. Indeed, Pyongyang started to rebuild the Punggye-ri nuclear test site around the date of the
            Hanoi summit.
          


          
            The Kim Jong Un regime also continued to make a difference between Trump and other US officials who,
            Pyongyang felt, were derailing the US–North Korea diplomatic process. Rodong Sinmun indicated that
            US hardline conservatives were misguided in trying to put pressure on North Korea and urged Trump not to
            stop engagement as a result of domestic politics (KCNA 2018t). After the summit, Choe accused Bolton
            and Pompeo of preventing an agreement from being reached (Talmadge 2019). Director General of the
            Department of American Affairs of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Kwon Jong-gun then called for Pompeo to
            be replaced as Washington’s negotiator (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2019). In sharp contrast,
            North Korea’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs praised Trump for his decision to engage in negotiations
            (KCNA 2018r). After the summit, Choe (2019) also had good words about Trump’s decision to go down
            the diplomatic route.
          


          
            North Korea also continued its cyberwarfare activities, even in the days before the Hanoi summit
            (Department of Justice 2019). As explained above, however, this was not surprising considering that the USA
            and North Korea were yet to reach any concrete agreement. In addition,
            North Korea was in need of the information and funds that it could obtain through these activities. Since
            they were not a concern to Trump, North Korea could continue them without upsetting the US–North Korea
            diplomatic process.
          


          
            On the other side of the spectrum, Pyongyang implemented several confidence-building measures. In
            September, Minister of Foreign Affairs Ri used his UN General Assembly speech to indicate that North Korea
            had made goodwill gestures such as a nuclear and missile test moratorium, the dismantlement of the
            Punggye-ri test site and a promise not to proliferate its nuclear weapons and technology.55 In July, North Korea repatriated the remains of several US soldiers
            who had died during the Korean War, as stipulated in the Singapore Declaration (Department of State 2018e).
            Trump (2018m) publicly thanked Kim Jong Un for this gesture. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs made sure to
            publicize it (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the DPRK 2018g). In November, Pyongyang quickly released a US
            citizen arrested the month before (Pompeo 2018f).
          


          
            North Korea’s continuation of its halt to high-intensity brinkmanship and implementation of
            confidence-building measures was an indication that Pyongyang had learnt that this would ensure that the
            diplomatic process would continue. Trump had set a red line to continue the process: no nuclear or
            long-range missile tests. But North Korea also engaged in confidence-building measures to generate goodwill
            that could lead to concessions from the USA.
          

        

        
          Continuation of disinterest in multilateral regimes


          
            North Korea continued to show no real interest in setting up a multilateral process to deal with the USA,
            which was logical considering that it was involved in a bilateral process with the Trump administration.
            Having said that, the USA, North Korea and South Korea held a trilateral meeting in January in Stockholm.
            The meeting involved Biegun, Choe and Lee (Reuters 2019a). The meeting served to kick-start US–North
            Korea diplomacy, which had significantly slowed down towards the end of 2018. After the Hanoi summit failed
            to produce an agreement, Seoul suggested new trilateral talks (Yonhap 2019b). Choe explicitly
            rejected South Korea as an honest broker between the USA and North Korea due to its alliance with the
            former (Talmadge 2019). So North Korea might not have been thrilled about a trilateral process, but it had
            already participated in a trilateral meeting and Seoul saw this as a way to break the impasse between
            Washington and Pyongyang.
          


          
            China was also interested in a multilateral process. Yang asked for it publicly (Department of State
            2018g). Russia added its voice and also suggested that multilateral talks should be held, as Lavrov made
            clear (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation 2018b). Following his summit with Kim Jong Un,
            Putin also insisted on the need to use a multilateral process, if possible the Six-Party Talks, to solve
            the North Korean nuclear issue (President of Russia 2019). Therefore, Beijing, Moscow and Seoul agreed that
            a multilateral regime would be a good way of advancing negotiations between Washington and Pyongyang. They
            did not, however, agree on the format.
          


          
            Following from the instance of complex learning in early 2018, Pyongyang
            continued to understand that the Trump administration was not interested in the multilateralization of its
            nuclear issue. Therefore, there was no incentive for the Kim Jong Un regime to go down this route. However,
            the meeting in Stockholm suggested that North Korea would accept multilateral talks if necessary.
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      8 Conclusion

    

    
       
    


    
      North Korea’s bargaining with the USA: a learning process to seek the normalization of
      diplomatic relations


      
        It was explained in Chapter 1 that weak powers that are engaged
        in bargaining processes with great powers use one or more of the following three tactics to achieve their
        objectives: alignment, brinkmanship, and participation in international regimes. Weak powers can decide to
        balance the great power through soft or hard balancing with another great power or to bandwagon with the
        threatening great power. Furthermore, they can also take the decision to engage in brinkmanship of various
        kinds and at various levels of threat. Finally, weak powers may choose to participate in international regimes
        or to shun them.
      


      
        Decisions made regarding which combination of these bargaining tactics to use result from what weak powers
        learn about the factors which directly or indirectly affect the bargaining process, as well as from
        fluctuations in those factors. Hence, if the relative power of the great power involved in the bargaining
        process declines with respect to another great power, we would expect the weak power to balance with the help
        of that other great power. Also, if the asymmetries inherent within a great power–weak power conflict are
        reduced, we would assume that the weak power will engage in or increase the intensity of its, brinkmanship.
        Similarly, if a change in the rules or expectations of an international regime makes it more agreeable to a
        weak power, we would expect the weak power to become more involved in that regime.
      


      
        Certainly, great powers bargaining with weak powers also learn during the bargaining process. Consequently,
        great powers also modify their behaviour as a result of the characteristics of those structures and
        fluctuations that occur within them. However, weak powers normally learn about those structures more accurately
        and rapidly and modify their behaviour accordingly. The main reason why weak powers are able to act more
        quickly is their greater relative interest in the outcome of the bargaining process. Whereas a great power is
        expected to become involved in the resolution of a seemingly ever-expanding number of international issues, the
        weak power can concentrate on achieving the goals that will result from engagement in a small number of matters
        that are central to its interests. Furthermore, the weak power usually has a greater commitment to achieving
        those goals. A bargaining process with a weak power and the goals to be
        achieved may be a secondary concern to a great power, but this is rarely true in the case of weak powers
        bargaining with great powers.
      


      
        The cognitive structure of a weak power obviously affects its learning. Every actor has a series of beliefs
        about the international system and a particular bargaining process, as well as with regard to the dynamics that
        shape and produce changes in them. These beliefs affect an actor’s attitudes towards other actors, shaping its
        behaviour. Since most actors prefer to maintain a cognitive structure owing to the stability this brings,
        learning is hindered by a quasi-natural tendency not to modify beliefs. A big shift in the structure of the
        bargaining process will be perceived by the actor through the lenses of its cognitive system. Consequently, the
        actor might not modify its choice of bargaining tactics immediately or might not even change it at all.
      


      
        Similarly, the beliefs of an actor concerning both its opponent in a bargaining process and the behaviour of
        the opponent in the process itself influence the actor’s choice of tactics. Its behaviour is affected by its
        expectations about how the opponent will behave. Hence, when a change concomitant to the bargaining process
        takes place, such as the modification in the opponent’s behaviour or approach to the process (see above), the
        actor’s learning of the change will not be immediate. Owing to an actor’s tendency not to modify its cognitive
        structure, learning will be slowed down. As a result, a change in the choice of bargaining tactics may only be
        gradual or may not even occur. The limits imposed by competency traps are a second factor that hinder proper
        learning by weak powers. When an actor becomes accustomed to a set of behavioural patterns that have proved
        successful in the past, there is a tendency for the actor to employ them when facing similar – and even
        dissimilar – situations. Actors are usually unwilling to modify their choice of bargaining tactics, since
        familiarity with the old set of tactics fosters competency in its use. Hence, competency traps delay proper
        learning because the actor is reluctant to search for new alternatives that may produce better results.
        Instead, an actor prefers to rely on a structure that was suitable in the past and with which it is familiar.
        Competency traps may even prevent learning if they are embedded in an actor’s psychology to the point where it
        is unable to recognize possible alternatives.
      


      
        This book has described how North Korea’s choice of tactics to bargain with the USA has been in constant
        evolution since the beginning of the Bill Clinton administration until the aftermath of the second summit
        between Kim Jong Un and Donald Trump (see Tables 8.1, 8.2 and
        8.3). Chapters 4 and 5 have shown how the goal that North Korea wanted to achieve through the
        bargaining process was slightly modified. Since 1974, the normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations has
        been North Korea’s ultimate goal. However, Pyongyang’s commitment to this objective decreased after it
        conducted a nuclear test in October 2006. Its commitment to normalization has become more ambiguous since a
        second test took place in May 2009.
      


      
        Chapter 6 and the first section in Chapter 7 have then shown that North Korea moved away from the goal of normalization as
        deterrence and regime consolidation became the foremost goal of Pyongyang’s new leader, Kim Jong Un. But as the
        last two sections in Chapter 7 demonstrate, normalization of
        diplomatic relations is once again North Korea’s main goal.
      


      
        
          Table
          8.1 North Korea’s high-intensity brinkmanship against the USA
        


        
          
            
              	Date

              	Action

              	US response
            

          

          
            
              	23 January 1968

              	Seizure of USS Pueblo

              	Initiation of bilateral talks to discuss freedom of crew members
            


            
              	15 April 1969

              	Shootdown of reconnaissance plane by North Korean aircraft

              	Reduction in frequency of reconnaissance flights
            


            
              	18 August 1976

              	Murder of two American soldiers in Joint Security Area

              	Acceptance of North Korean apology
            


            
              	29–30 May 1993

              	Testing of four mid-range Nodong-1 missiles

              	Upholding of scheduled bilateral talks on North Korea’s nuclear programme
            


            
              	13 June 1994

              	Withdrawal from IAEA

              	Initiation of new round of bilateral talks and signing of Agreed Framework
            


            
              	31 August 1998

              	Testing of long-range Taepodong-1 missile over Japan

              	Policy review and subsequent initiation of normalization efforts
            


            
              	10 January 2003;
              

              10 April 2003

              	Announcement of withdrawal from the NPT; withdrawal becoming effective

              	Initiation of Six-Party Talks
            


            
              	4–5 July 2006

              	Testing of long-range Taepodong-2 missile, along with seven short- and mid-range
              missiles

              	Imposition of multilateral sanctions through UNSC resolution 1695
            


            
              	9 October 2006

              	First nuclear test

              	Initiation of bilateral talks and extension of multilateral sanctions through UNSC
              resolution 1718
            


            
              	25 May 2009

              	Second nuclear test

              	Extension of multilateral sanctions through UNSC resolution 1874
            


            
              	2–4 July 2009

              	Testing of seven mid-range Scud missiles in defiance of UNSC resolution 1874

              	Calls for improved application of UNSC sanctions
            


            
              	13 April 2012

              	Satellite (missile) test

              	Termination of Leap Day Agreement
            


            
              	12 December 2012

              	Satellite (missile) test

              	Extension of multilateral sanctions through UNSC resolution 2087
            


            
              	12 February 2013

              	Third nuclear test

              	Extension of multilateral sanctions through UNSC resolution 2094
            


            
              	6 January 2016

              	Fourth nuclear test

              	Extension of multilateral sanctions through UNSC resolution 2270
            


            
              	9 September 2016

              	Fifth nuclear test

              	Extension of multilateral sanctions through UNSC resolution 2321
            


            
              	4 July 2017

              	First Hwasong-14 ICBM test

              	Extension of multilateral sanctions through UNSC resolution 2371
            


            
              	28 July 2017

              	Second Hwasong-14 ICBM test

              	Extension of multilateral sanctions through UNSC resolution 2371
            


            
              	3 September 2017

              	Sixth nuclear test

              	Extension of multilateral sanctions through UNSC resolution 2375
            


            
              	28 November 2017

              	First Hwasong-15 ICMB test

              	Extension of multilateral sanctions through UNSC resolution 2397
            

          
        


        
          Source: Author (2019).
        

      


      
        Calls for improved application of UN Security Council
        sanctions


        
          It is not easy to explain the reasons for North Korea’s choice of a particular combination of bargaining
          tools and goals. Analysts of North Korean foreign policy behaviour often caution against trying to provide
          wide-ranging and accurate explanations for Pyongyang’s actions. Hence, this book does not claim that
          organizational learning theory can provide an infallible explanation for North Korea’s bargaining with the
          USA. Many analysts and academics have studied North Korea’s behaviour for decades, so it is highly unlikely
          that a single book can provide the key to decipher the drivers behind North Korea’s actions.
        


        
          Nevertheless, it is possible to analyse Pyongyang’s choice of tactics and goals by applying organizational
          learning theory to North Korea’s actual behaviour. It is not beyond the bounds of credibility to assume that
          North Korea has been engaged in a learning process in order to achieve the normalization of diplomatic
          relations with the USA. This goal dates back to the Kim Il Sung government and has formed an important part
          of North Korean foreign policy efforts since that time. Hence, organizational learning theory is useful to
          provide insights into the rationale behind North Korea’s foreign policy behaviour. It can serve to understand
          more clearly why Pyongyang behaves the way it does.
        


        
          
            Table 8.2 Key dates regarding
            North Korea’s participation in relevant international regimes
          


          
            
              
                	Date

                	Regime

                	Action
              

            

            
              
                	12 December 1985

                	Non-proliferation regime

                	Accession to NPT
              


              
                	30 January 1992

                	Non-proliferation regime

                	Signing of NPT safeguards agreement
              


              
                	13 June 1994

                	Non-proliferation regime

                	Withdrawal from IAEA
              


              
                	21 October 1994

                	Agreed Framework regime

                	Signing of Agreed Framework
              


              
                	3–5 October 2002

                	Agreed Framework regime

                	Admission of breach, leading to termination by the US
              


              
                	10 January 2003

                	Non-proliferation regime

                	Announcement of withdrawal from NPT
              


              
                	27–29 August 2003

                	Six-Party Talks regime

                	Participation in first round of talks
              


              
                	19 September 2005

                	Six-Party Talks regime

                	Acceptance of Joint Statement
              


              
                	13 February 2007; 3 October 2007

                	Six-Party Talks regime

                	Acceptance of Joint Statement implementation actions
              


              
                	14 April 2009

                	Six-Party Talks regime

                	Announcement of withdrawal
              


              
                	1 August 2011

                	Six-Party Talks regime

                	Announcement of readiness to resume implementation
              


              
                	29 February 2012

                	Six-Party Talks regime

                	Announcement of commitment to the 19 September 2005 Joint Statement
              

            
          


          
            Source: Author (2019).
          

        

      

      
        Has North Korea learnt?


        
          North Korea has indeed been involved in a learning process since at least the beginning of the Clinton
          presidency. At the time of writing, North Korea has gotten closer to normalizing relations with the USA, or
          at least carrying out a process leading to eventual normalization at three points: during the last months of
          the Clinton administration, the last two years of the George W. Bush administration, and the Hanoi summit
          during the Trump administration. But normalization is yet to happen. Furthermore, it cannot even be claimed
          that Washington has come close to awarding full diplomatic recognition to Pyongyang at any point, even if
          there have been agreements involving processes eventually leading to normalization. However, this does not
          mean that North Korea has not learnt how to bargain with the USA. As Stein (1996: 110) argues, learning does
          not necessarily entail the attainment of a particular goal. As she puts it, simple learning involves the
          modification of an actor’s behaviour in order to maximize the chances of achieving that goal. This means that
          failing to normalize relations with the USA does not imply a lack of learning. Other factors may have
          prevented normalization from taking place.
        


        
          Moreover, North Korea’s change of goal during the last two years of the Bush administration, again after
          Barack Obama became president, also following Kim Jong Un taking power, and finally once North Korea
          developed its nuclear deterrent and the youngest Kim’s regime was consolidated, suggest complex learning. As
          Levy (1994: 286) explains, complex learning involves a modification in an actor’s goal that on many occasions
          stems from a failure to achieve a previously desired goal. In the particular case of North Korea–US
          relations, Pyongyang rejected the direct normalization of diplomatic relations and instead settled for peaceful coexistence during the final years of the Bush administration.
          Afterwards, Pyongyang pursued normalization and deterrence during the first years of the Obama
          administration. When Kim Jong Un came to power, North Korea focused on regime consolidation, including
          through the continuing development of a nuclear and missile deterrent. Once the deterrent was built, North
          Korea’s goal once again shifted towards normalization. Complex learning therefore took place. This book will
          return to North Korea’s simple and complex learning below.
        

      

      
        No learning


        
          Before describing in detail how and why North Korea has gained in understanding between the beginning of the
          Clinton administration and the aftermath of the second summit between Kim Jong Un and Trump, it must be
          acknowledged that throughout this period there have certainly been occasions when Pyongyang has failed to
          learn. The most obvious instance occurred from January 2001 to March 2003. Following the 9/11 terrorist
          attacks on the USA, preparations for the Iraq War were underway and the war in Afghanistan had already been
          launched. Within the Bush administration, the hawks were more powerful than the doves. Hence, US policy
          towards North Korea was still dictated by the June 2001 policy review. The review argued for the
          dismantlement of the regime constructed around the 1994 Agreed Framework and for talks on issues that were of
          concern to the USA. In addition, in his January 2002 ‘axis of evil’ State of the Union address, Bush included
          North Korea in a list of three rogue states associated with terrorism. In
          the particular case of North Korea, it was accused of the proliferation of WMD, an issue that caused
          considerable disquiet to the Bush administration. Briefly, developments in the international system
          discouraged brinkmanship and instead required engagement in the relevant international regimes that could
          constrain Washington’s actions. These developments also called for alignment with the only East Asian power
          capable of balancing the USA – China.
        


        
          
            Table 8.3 North Korea’s
            bargaining tactic choice, main objective, and learning
          
[image: Image]

          
            Source: Author (2019).
          

        


        
          Instead, North Korea repeatedly rejected multilateral talks while requesting the continuation of the Agreed
          Framework regime, only reluctantly aligned with China, and from October 2002 engaged in low-intensity but
          rapidly escalating brinkmanship. Therefore, simple learning – let alone complex learning – did not take
          place. The cognitive structures and competency traps of the Kim Jong Il government prevented North Korean
          learning. Thus, no rational inference about the best choice of bargaining tactics was made. The result was
          that the country resorted to using a bargaining tactic, brinkmanship, which had worked previously but which
          did not apply when the second North Korean nuclear crisis began.
        


        
          The cognitive structure of the Kim Jong Il regime produced a set of expectations regarding the way in which
          the USA would respond to low-intensity brinkmanship. Since most North Korea–US interactions had taken place
          during the Clinton administration, the Kim Jong Il government assumed that US accusations about North Korea’s
          HEU programme were a first step in a bargaining process which ultimately would result in both sides engaging
          in bilateral talks until finally making concessions. Given that Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian
          and Pacific Affairs James A. Kelly’s disclosure of Washington’s suspicions about the programme had been made
          during a bilateral meeting, Pyongyang had no reason to think that the bargaining process would continue under
          a different format. In addition, previous episodes of North Korean brinkmanship had resulted in rapprochement
          with the USA. The first nuclear crisis had been resolved through bilateral talks with Washington and had
          resulted in the 1994 Agreed Framework, while the 1998 missile test had prompted a review of the Clinton
          administration’s policy towards North Korea, formalized in the Perry Report, and a high-level effort
          to normalize relations. North Korean officials, many of which had been involved in negotiations with the
          Clinton administration, believed that Kelly’s visit was the first step in resuming this process.1 Therefore, they chose brinkmanship over the other bargaining tactics
          available to them.
        


        
          Pyongyang’s use of brinkmanship also stemmed from a prevailing competency trap. From the start of the first
          nuclear crisis in 1993 and throughout the Clinton administration, North Korea had used brinkmanship to
          engineer bilateral talks with Washington and to advance its goal of the establishment of bilateral relations
          with the USA. Hence, the Kim Jong Il government was adept at following a pattern whereby brinkmanship
          prepared the foundations for bilateral talks. North Korea was in a position of strength during these talks
          because it had a powerful bargaining chip in the form of nuclear and WMD programmes, ready for possible
          proliferation. Furthermore, when Four-Party Talks were convened between December 1997 and August 1999,
          progress in Washington–Pyongyang diplomatic normalization stalled and North Korean officials negotiated from a position of
          weakness until the talks evolved into bilateral North Korea–US negotiations. Accordingly, during the first
          few months of the second nuclear crisis North Korea merely resorted to the bargaining tactic that it could
          use particularly skilfully. It was clear from the start that the Bush administration would not yield.
          Nonetheless, Pyongyang’s brinkmanship intensified because the Kim Jong Il government was unable to consider
          other viable alternatives.
        


        
          A similar instance of North Korea’s failure to learn occurred in January–May 2009, when Obama took office.
          The behaviour of the new government clearly indicated that its policy would mix diplomacy with pressure. In
          common with US officials during the last two years of the Bush administration, newly appointed Secretary of
          State Hillary Clinton even called for the complete and verifiable denuclearization of North Korea. Iran was
          in a similar position, with Washington resorting to a combination of pressure and dialogue to tackle Tehran’s
          nuclear programme. The Obama administration also announced a troop surge in Afghanistan, a clear sign that it
          was willing to employ a military solution when necessary instead of merely engaging in dialogue for the sake
          of it. Meanwhile, relations between China and the USA were improving. In the case of this particular
          relationship, the transition from the Bush to the Obama administration ran much more smoothly than the two
          previous presidential transitions in Washington.2 Had Pyongyang
          abandoned brinkmanship and alignment with Beijing, and continued to implement the Six-Party Talks agreements,
          it would have been able at least to engage with the Obama administration.
        


        
          However, North Korea resorted to missile and nuclear brinkmanship, a very clear escalation from the verbal
          brinkmanship used towards the end of the Bush administration. Pyongyang also rejected the continuation of the
          Six-Party Talks, even announcing its withdrawal from them in response to UN Security Council condemnation of
          its April 2009 rocket launch. Meanwhile, North Korea made no attempt to align with China to at least try to
          soft balance US responses to its brinkmanship. Similarly to what happened during the January 2001–April 2003
          period, pre-existing cognitive structures and ongoing competency traps hindered North Korean understanding of
          the situation. Thus, Pyongyang’s choice of bargaining tactics actually antagonized the Obama administration,
          which might have been willing to begin negotiations.
        


        
          With regard to North Korea’s cognitive structure, the most obvious limitation stems from the fact that,
          according to a study by the Center for Strategic and International Studies, since 1984 North Korean
          provocations have resulted in talks with the USA after an average of 5.4 months (Cha 2011). Hence, North
          Korean brinkmanship pays in the form of direct engagement with the USA. Furthermore, Pyongyang’s previous
          nuclear test had resulted in the Bush administration and the Kim Jong Il government holding bilateral
          conversations only three months after the test. North Korea’s previous experience of the outcome of a nuclear
          test was therefore positive in this respect. Moreover, the new US Secretary of State was Bill Clinton’s wife,
          Hillary, while Stephen W. Bosworth, the new Special Representative for North Korea Policy, had served as the
          first executive director of KEDO, a cornerstone of the Agreed Framework. Therefore, Pyongyang could expect the Obama administration to follow a policy of engagement similar to that
          pursued by the Clinton administration, a policy which had been especially prominent during its last two
          years. Brinkmanship had ultimately resulted in the engagement policy pursued by the Clinton administration.
          Pyongyang probably expected the same outcome in the case of the Obama administration.
        


        
          Regarding competency traps, North Korea proved to be more adept at using brinkmanship than any other tactic
          during its bargaining with the Clinton and Bush administrations. North Korea was not comfortable during the
          Four-Party Talks of 1997–9. It made better use of the Six-Party Talks regime. However, Pyongyang had felt
          uneasy about the issue of verification of denuclearization discussed in the December 2008 meeting. North
          Korea did not feel similar discomfort with respect to brinkmanship. Pyongyang has mastered the art of
          provoking a crisis in order to obtain concessions. Nuclear brinkmanship in the form of a threat of withdrawal
          from the NPT was North Korea’s tactic of choice to engage the Clinton administration. Renewed nuclear
          brinkmanship through a nuclear test was the only way for North Korea to force bilateral talks with the Bush
          administration. Therefore, nuclear brinkmanship was the only tool that Pyongyang was able to use in order to
          engage Washington directly when the Obama administration came to power. This created a competency trap that
          made it impossible for Pyongyang to employ other tactics in order to bargain with the USA.
        


        
          Two further instances of North Korea’s failure to learn took place with Kim Jong Un in power. The first
          instance occurred during the February 2016–December 2017 period. That is, during the last year of the Obama
          administration and the first year of the Trump administration. The Obama administration was implementing a
          policy of ‘strategic patience’, which left the door open to engagement if Pyongyang was willing to decisively
          pursue diplomacy but, crucially, imposed incremental sanctions on North Korea if it engaged in brinkmanship.
          The Trump administration then followed with a ‘maximum pressure’ approach based on significantly increasing
          sanctions on Pyongyang following from its brinkmanship, while leaving the door open to engagement if the Kim
          Jong Un regime clearly went down the diplomatic route. In the case of the Obama administration, both the
          implementation of the nuclear agreement signed with Iran the year before and rapprochement with Cuba showed
          that Washington was ready to engage and improve relations, even with former foes. Meanwhile, talk about
          deterrence of Russia and a stalemate in relations with China suggested that Washington was also willing to
          toughen its approach towards countries with which the USA had, or was starting to have, a problematic
          relationship. As for the Trump administration, from the onset he launched an ‘America First’ policy based on
          the defence of US interests, even at the expense of confronting allies such as the EU, Japan and South Korea.
          But the Trump administration was also openly leaving the door open to dialogue, including to North Korea. The
          use of brinkmanship by Pyongyang during this period therefore resulted in ever-growing sanctions and no
          chance of moving towards normalization of relations.
        


        
          Pyongyang, indeed, doubled down on brinkmanship, especially of the
          high-intensity type in the form of nuclear and missile tests including ICBMs. This was supplemented with
          verbal and cyberattacks. Concurrently, North Korea rejected alignment with China or any other country. Even
          the election of Moon Jae-in in May 2017, a liberal South Korean president seeking to foster inter-Korean
          reconciliation, did not sway Kim Jong Un towards engagement. Pyongyang also continued to reject the
          establishment of any multilateral regime or the use of any pre-existing one. Similarly to previous instances
          of no learning, cognitive structures and competency traps prevented Pyongyang from choosing the bargaining
          tactics that could have led to a dialogue with two administrations willing to engage the Kim Jong Un regime.
        


        
          Regarding Pyongyang’s cognitive structures, the Kim Jong Un regime saw the development of a nuclear and
          missile deterrent as the ultimate guarantee of regime survival. Thus, both a deterrent and regime
          consolidation were its foremost goals during this period of time. After all, Muammar Gaddafi had been removed
          from power after it had given up its WMD programme and Saddam Hussein had seen Iraq invaded, among others,
          because he did not have a WMD deterrent. Likewise, Syria or Yemen had seen their sovereignty violated by the
          Obama and Trump administrations because they were unable to counter-strike the USA. North Korea was fully
          aware of the negative experience of other countries with no deterrent to prevent US military intervention. At
          the same time, the Kim Jong Un regime could have reasonably expected nuclear, especially, and missile
          brinkmanship to lead to talks. After all, this is what had happened during the Clinton and Bush years. Even
          though this had not worked after Obama came to power, Pyongyang had experience of this tactic successfully
          bringing Washington to the negotiating table.
        


        
          As for competency traps, the Kim Jong Il regime had proved more adept at using brinkmanship than any other
          tactic. Two nuclear crises, missile tests and the 2006 nuclear test had resulted in engagement and agreements
          with the USA. Multilateral regimes in the form of four-party and six-party talks had not produced the same
          outcomes. Also, an attempt to resurrect the Six-Party Talks regime during the last year of Kim Jong Il’s life
          had produced no results. Similarly, the Kim Jong Un regime did not feel comfortable with the use of soft
          balancing. After all, this meant dependence on the protectionist umbrella of China and, to an extent, Russia.
          Also, the Kim Jong Un regime had no experience of engagement with South Korea. Ultimately, Pyongyang fell in
          the competency trap of only knowing how to use brinkmanship.
        


        
          The next instance of no learning from North Korea under Kim Jong Un took place from July 2018 to April 2019.
          This was the period following the first-ever summit between a North Korean leader and a sitting US president,
          Kim Jong Un and Trump, and the aftermath of the second summit between both leaders. US sanctions on North
          Korea were still in place and nominally ‘maximum pressure’ remained US policy. But the Trump administration
          had clearly shown its willingness to pursue engagement and consider normalization by prioritizing diplomacy
          through Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, Special Representative to North Korea Stephen Biegun and, ultimately,
          Trump himself. Furthermore, the US had shown its willingness to negotiate
          and reach agreements, including with foes such as the Taliban or China. North Korea thus had the door open to
          achieve its decades-old goal of normalization or at least to establish a process eventually leading to it.
          Therefore, Pyongyang continued to refrain from high-intensity brinkmanship and carried on soft balancing the
          USA. But Pyongyang misunderstood the concessions that it had to make for Washington to agree to
          normalization. The Trump administration was insisting on a ‘grand bargain’ whereby denuclearization would
          have come with diplomatic and economic benefits, including normalization. This was made clear to North Korean
          negotiators in the weeks leading to the Hanoi summit. North Korea instead preferred a step-by-step process
          involving gradual and mutual concessions that the Trump administration was unwilling to agree to at that
          point.
        


        
          Soft balancing the USA with the support of China, Russia and South Korea was useful for North Korea insofar
          as it was these three countries that defended diplomacy on the Korean Peninsula and also supported a
          step-by-step approach. But Pyongyang made an instrumental use of soft balancing, instead of taking a more
          sincere approach that would have made Beijing, Moscow and Seoul more willing to put pressure on the Trump
          administration for Washington to reach a deal close to Pyongyang’s interests. In the particular case of
          inter-Korean relations, Pyongyang gave the impression of thinking that it could switch them on and off at
          will. Also, North Korea did not call for an international regime, which would have served to upload this
          preference to a multilateral setting and thus put pressure on the USA to accept it. Furthermore, North Korea
          was reluctant to engage with Pompeo and, especially, Biegun, which would have been more conducive to
          establishing a step-by-step process. In other words, Pyongyang did not learn that the tactics that had served
          it in January–June 2018 were insufficient to lead to an agreement with the Trump administration at the point
          of the Hanoi summit. This was due to cognitive structures and competency traps.
        


        
          Starting with Pyongyang’s cognitive structures, the Kim Jong Un regime thought that soft balancing,
          refraining from high-intensity brinkmanship and appealing directly to Trump, which had resulted in the
          Singapore summit, would have led to an agreement in the Hanoi summit. This was a reasonable expectation,
          considering the developments of January–June 2018. Furthermore, Trump stated his willingness to reach a deal
          and declared his good relationship with Kim Jong Un several times in the run-up to the Hanoi summit. This
          further reinforced his belief that no change in tactics was necessary.
        


        
          Arguably more importantly during this period of time, competency traps prevented the Kim Jong Un regime from
          reaching its goal. The regime had no experience with real diplomacy until early 2018. It was also reluctant
          to make use of multilateral regimes, another tactic it had no experience with. Having favoured brinkmanship
          from the onset, the Kim Jong Un regime was learning how diplomacy works – including soft balancing the USA
          with the help of China, Russia and South Korea. But Pyongyang was not yet fully adept at using these tactics.
        

      

      
        What has North Korea learnt?


        
          Simple learning


          
            North Korea engaged in simple learning during the Clinton administration. Following the collapse of the
            Soviet Union, the USA became the undisputed superpower. The USA derived many benefits from this, but there
            was an expectation that Washington would lead the way in resolving all types of issues around much of the
            world. There were many different problems that required the attention of the Clinton administration, which
            consequently could not focus on all of them. Throughout the Clinton era, there was no other power that
            could challenge the actions of the USA. Indeed, there was no power that could conceivably soft balance
            Washington. China was far from being the superpower that it would eventually become, Japan remained a
            military ally of the USA, Russia experienced deep internal problems following the collapse of the Soviet
            Union, and the EU did not even have a working common foreign policy. The combination of US undisputed
            hegemony and multiple interests, together with an absence of realistic challengers, meant that North Korea
            had first to attract the attention of the USA and then try to deal with Washington on its own. Brinkmanship
            therefore became a logical tactic for Pyongyang to use. China was unwilling to soft balance the USA, and a
            weakened Russia and a US-friendly South Korea led by Kim Dae-jung did not have any incentives to do so. The
            Agreed Framework regime was ill-defined during the early Clinton era. The goals and rules of the regime
            would become clearer as his presidency progressed. North Korea acted accordingly, seeking to use the regime
            to achieve normalization. The Four-Party Talks of 1997–9 never took off to the extent that they could have
            been useful. Hence, North Korea’s recourse, first to brinkmanship and then to the Agreed Framework regime
            towards the end of the Clinton era, was the best option available to it during the 1990s.
          


          
            North Korea’s cognitive structure evolved rapidly during the early years of the Clinton presidency. This
            was the main reason why Pyongyang was able to engage successfully with the USA even though Washington
            officials were waiting for North Korea to collapse. Pyongyang realized that it needed to attract the
            attention of the USA, and threatening to leave the NPT was a good way to do this due to the emphasis of the
            Clinton administration on the non-proliferation of WMD. Furthermore, brinkmanship had allowed Pyongyang to
            engage in ad hoc bilateral negotiations with Washington in the 1960s. However, following the signing of the
            Agreed Framework, Washington was slow to implement it. Again, North Korea’s cognitive structure allowed
            Pyongyang to understand that a missile test over Japanese territory would bring Washington to the
            negotiating table. The test would not only prove the perils of slowing down the implementation of the
            Agreed Framework, but also the risk of Tokyo taking the decision of unilateral remilitarization.
            Afterwards, Pyongyang’s cognitive structure evolved again. Following the publication of the Perry
            Report, it was clear that the USA was ready to engage in a bilateral normalization process, thus
            fulfilling North Korea’s main foreign policy objective. Therefore, Pyongyang resorted to diplomacy through
            the Agreed Framework regime, which had normalization as one of its
            objectives. Clinton left office before this goal could be achieved, but if the Bush administration had
            carried on with the Agreed Framework regime, North Korea might have been able to achieve normalization.
          


          
            In addition, North Korea’s simple learning was facilitated by the lack of competency traps undermining
            Pyongyang’s understanding of the tactics to use to deal with the USA. The post-Cold War international
            system was fundamentally different from the previous system. Furthermore, North Korea had little experience
            of bargaining with the USA outside of the 1968 and 1969 negotiations. In both cases, North Korean
            brinkmanship had brought the USA to the negotiating table. Pyongyang used the same tactic in 1993. However,
            the incidents of the 1960s were sufficiently distant that they did not force Pyongyang into a competency
            trap. North Korea did try to use the Agreed Framework regime before once again resorting to brinkmanship in
            1998. Pyongyang again sought to employ this regime following the publication of the Perry Report.
            This shows that North Korea was able to experiment with a different choice of bargaining tactics instead of
            simply resorting to brinkmanship because this was the tool it knew how to use best. Competency traps
            hindered North Korean learning during the Bush and Obama administrations, as explained above, but they did
            not do so during the Clinton years. The next instance of simple learning occurred between April 2003 and
            August 2005. The early success of the ‘Coalition of the Willing’ troops in Iraq was soon replaced by a
            civil war. Meanwhile, the conflict in Afghanistan became entrenched. Concurrently, another nuclear crisis
            emerged, this time with the disclosure of previously undeclared Iranian nuclear activities. Also, Libya,
            the USA and the United Kingdom reached an agreement in December 2003 whereby the former would, among other
            things, abandon its nuclear programme. Libya would obtain a number of benefits in exchange, including the
            promise of the eventual normalization of relations with the USA. With regard to North Korea, Washington
            insisted on the creation of a multilateral framework to discuss issues of concern. Nevertheless, the hawks
            and doves disagreed on two issues when the Six-Party Talks were convened. First, they disagreed on whether
            to use the talks to put multilateral pressure on the Kim Jong Il government or to engage in a proactive
            negotiation process. Second, they disagreed on whether to oppose any bilateral contact with North Korea or
            to hold bilateral talks within the Six-Party framework. These developments caused North Korea to
            unambiguously de-escalate brinkmanship while balancing with China and engaging in the nascent international
            regime.
          


          
            In contrast to its behaviour during the first phase of the second nuclear crisis, North Korean brinkmanship
            disappeared and was replaced by soft balancing with China. In addition, North Korea used the Six-Party
            Talks-centred regime. Pyongyang initially had reservations about the Six-Party Talks, regarded by the Kim
            Jong Il government as a potential source of undesirable pressure. Therefore, Pyongyang at first agreed to
            the talks because it could not perceive any viable alternative. Nevertheless, initial doubts regarding the
            talks slowly disappeared and were gradually replaced by a proactive approach to them towards the end of the
            second phase of the crisis. Hence, simple learning did occur during this period of the crisis. North Korea
            did not modify the outcomes that it wanted to achieve from the
            bargaining process, but its choice of tactics shifted as a result of changes in the exogenous and
            endogenous structures of the crisis. North Korea’s cognitive structure was affected by a series of powerful
            and symbolic changes in the international system. These resulted in the realization by the Kim Jong Il
            government that the Bush administration was fundamentally different from the Clinton administration, thus
            requiring a change in its choice of bargaining tactics.
          


          
            The swift removal of Saddam Hussein from power in Iraq and Muammar Gaddafi’s related decision to give up
            Libya’s nuclear programme demonstrated that Washington could topple an isolated regime accused of
            supporting terrorism while also inducing change in another. Pyongyang officials therefore modified their
            beliefs in relation to the means to deal with a hostile international environment and with their main
            opponent. They concluded that it was implausible for North Korea to achieve its goals without balancing the
            USA with China’s help, the only country powerful enough to deter the US hawks. North Korea’s balancing with
            China was mostly a result of its evolving cognitive structures. Meanwhile, Pyongyang’s decision to utilize
            the nascent Six-Party Talks regime was linked to North Korea overcoming its cognitive limitations and
            competency traps. Pyongyang understood that not only China but also Russia and South Korea were sympathetic
            to its goals. Hence, the Six-Party Talks could be conducive to achievement of those objectives. North Korea
            also realized that the just-mentioned differences between the Bush and the Clinton administration made an
            Agreed Framework-style bilateral regime impossible. Therefore, for the first time the Kim Jong Il
            government engaged in a multilateral diplomatic process to negotiate with the USA. In contrast to the
            four-way talks of the late 1990s, the Six-Party Talks were a genuinely multilateral process.3 In this respect, North Korea not only overcame its cognitive
            limitations but also its competency traps in order to utilize a truly multilateral regime. North Korean
            simple learning also occurred between March 2007 and January 2009. The results of the November 2006 US
            Congress election and subsequent departure of Donald Rumsfeld, John Bolton and Robert Joseph from their
            positions had weakened the hawks’ standing within the administration.
          


          
            The situation in the Middle East was the main factor contributing to this weakness, but another important
            factor emerged as the months passed – the legacy of the Bush administration. With less than two years of
            its tenure remaining, the administration became aware that time constraints undermined the possibility of
            leaving a positive legacy. Among the dwindling number of international issues which could be successfully
            resolved, the denuclearization of North Korea offered the best opportunity, thanks to the existence of the
            September 2005 Joint Statement and the related diplomatic process. In addition, success in resolving the
            North Korean nuclear issue could serve as an example for Iran. As the nuclear test had revealed the failure
            of containment policies and highlighted the tenuous position of the hawks, it was easy for the doves to
            take command of the negotiation process with North Korea. Hence, the exogenous and endogenous structures
            during the fourth phase of the crisis were clearly favourable to North Korea’s interests. Further
            high-intensity brinkmanship would have debilitated the doves’ position,
            while participation in a multilateral regime would have strengthened it. Balancing with China would have
            reinforced the use of a multilateral regime but was not necessary, given Washington’s new priorities and
            the time constraints it faced.
          


          
            The preferred bargaining tactic of the Kim Jong Il government during the last two years of the Bush
            administration was engagement in the Six-Party Talks regime. The regime was perfected in the first few
            months of 2007, especially through the February agreement and the establishment of direct bilateral talks
            between North Korea and the USA outside of the multilateral meetings. Pyongyang thus used the regime to
            advance its objectives. North Korea also balanced with China, but this tactic complemented the previous one
            and became secondary to Pyongyang’s calculations. Nonetheless, the Kim Jong Il government employed
            low-intensity verbal brinkmanship as well. Indeed, the use of this tactic increased as the fourth phase
            progressed and to a certain extent hindered Pyongyang’s efforts to achieve its goals. In any case, North
            Korea achieved peaceful coexistence when the USA removed the country from the list of state sponsors of
            terrorism. The normalization of relations might have been too premature. Nevertheless, simple learning
            occurred during this phase.
          


          
            North Korea’s choice of bargaining tactics during the fourth phase of the second nuclear crisis was to a
            large extent determined by its cognitive structure. Making use of the Six-Party Talks regime had worked in
            the beginning of the third phase of the crisis, resulting in the September 2005 Joint Statement. Once the
            position of US dovish officials had been strengthened, North Korea could expect similar benefits from
            engagement in the regime. This was the case, as proved by the February and October 2007 agreements and the
            country’s removal from the list of state sponsors of terrorism. In this case, cognitive limitations did not
            obstruct North Korea’s learning, since there was no need to modify cognitive structures that accurately
            understood the structure of the crisis.
          


          
            Similarly, no competency traps hindered North Korea’s bargaining position during the fourth phase of the
            second nuclear crisis. Pyongyang used the Six-Party Talks regime and, to a lesser extent, balancing with
            China to bargain with the USA. Had Pyongyang’s competency traps made an impact on its bargaining position,
            North Korea would have engaged in high-intensity brinkmanship. During the first phase of the second nuclear
            crisis, North Korea’s brinkmanship was low intensity at first but then escalated until Pyongyang abandoned
            the NPT. This did not occur in the last two years of the Bush administration, when brinkmanship never
            reached such a degree. Hence, competency traps did not affect North Korean behaviour.
          


          
            Another instance of North Korean simple learning began in December 2010, shortly after the shelling of
            Yeonpyeong, and was ongoing as of December 2011, when Kim Jong Il died. This period was marked by a shift
            towards a greater use of diplomacy by the Obama administration. The shift had already begun in 2010, when
            it was announced that the USA planned to withdraw up to 30,000 military personnel from Afghanistan and that
            it would gradually pull out of Iraq. However, it accelerated in 2011. The Sino-US relationship stagnated in
            2010, but Hu Jintao’s visit to the USA in January 2011 boosted cooperation between the superpowers. Talks were initiated with the Taliban to find a negotiated settlement
            to the war in Afghanistan. They reportedly gathered pace following the killing of Osama bin Laden in May.
            More closely linked to North Korea’s foreign relations, the Lee Myung-bak government in Seoul changed
            policy with regard to engagement with Pyongyang, becoming more open to holding bilateral talks. Equally
            important, by late 2010 it had become clear that North Korean brinkmanship had been unsuccessful in
            bringing the USA to the negotiating table.
          


          
            As a result of changes in the international system and the failure of the tactics employed previously,
            North Korea refrained from further brinkmanship. Instead, it maintained alignment with China and Russia, to
            which Pyongyang had opened up after the approval of a new round of UN Security Council sanctions following
            its May 2009 nuclear test. Alignment with these two countries had been useful to escape further punishment
            after North Korean brinkmanship in 2010, and Pyongyang continued to use this tactic. More importantly,
            Pyongyang accepted the return of the Six-Party Talks regime from late 2010 onwards. North Korea had been
            ambiguous about the resumption of this regime in 2010, after being decidedly against it during 2009.
            Ultimately, North Korean brinkmanship had prevented any possibility of a return of the regime. However,
            Pyongyang took decisive steps to signal its willingness to resume the regime in 2011. First, it
            unambiguously announced that it wanted to engage in multilateral talks again. Then, it agreed to hold
            bilateral talks with South Korea before meeting the USA. Finally, it held two meetings with Washington
            about resuming the talks and ending its nuclear programme, while again calling for a peace treaty to
            replace the 1953 armistice. Changes in its cognitive structure allowed Pyongyang to understand that
            brinkmanship had been counterproductive and other tactics would be more useful to help it to achieve its
            goals. By 2011, North Korea had acquired a powerful nuclear deterrent to avoid regime change through
            third-party intervention similar to those that had taken place in Afghanistan in 2001, Iraq in 2003, and,
            to some extent, Libya in 2010. However, brinkmanship had gone too far and had proved to be unsuccessful in
            engaging the USA. Since North Korea not only sought a nuclear deterrent but also the eventual normalization
            of diplomatic relations with the USA, a change of tactics was necessary. The nuclear deterrent served to
            avert regime change, but not to engage the USA. However, the Six-Party Talks regime, as configured from
            January 2007 onwards, had served to achieve peaceful coexistence with the USA. Therefore, it might prove
            useful to attain eventual normalization as well. A peace treaty replacing the 1953 armistice would be a
            solid step in this direction. Hence, it was logical for North Korea to support resumption of the Six-Party
            Talks with a view to achieving what has been its foremost foreign policy goal since the 1970s.
          


          
            North Korea also overcame competency traps in 2011. As discussed above, nuclear brinkmanship served to
            bring the Clinton and Bush administrations to the negotiating table. This was not the case with the Obama
            administration. North Korea then tried brinkmanship directed at South Korea, but always conducted with an
            eye on the USA. However, the Obama administration made it clear that it
            would not engage in bilateral talks with the Kim Jong Il regime until it had met the Lee Myung-bak
            government. This had been suggested by China as a first step towards the resumption of the Six-Party Talks,
            so it could be seen as part of the international regime built around these talks. Competency traps would
            have led to a new round of North Korean brinkmanship to try to put more pressure on the USA to engage
            directly. However, Pyongyang was able to overcome them and instead take the necessary steps towards the
            resumption of the Six-Party Talks. The fact that Kim Kye-gwan was despatched to the USA in July and to
            Geneva in October to discuss the resumption of the talks proved that North Korea had overcome its
            competency trap. Kim was Pyongyang’s chief negotiator during the Six-Party Talks. He was also a key member
            of the North Korean team that negotiated with the Clinton administration in the 1990s. He therefore
            represented Pyongyang’s willingness to negotiate seriously with the USA and was knowledgeable about the
            inner workings of the Six-Party Talks regime.
          


          
            The Kim Jong Un regime had an instance of simple learning in January 2012–February 2013. This was the
            period immediately after Kim Jong Un replaced his father as the leader of North Korea upon the latter’s
            decease. The Obama administration was continuing its policy of strategic patience towards North Korea, but
            it had also just announced a ‘pivot to Asia’ that suggested a rethinking of policy towards the region.
            Indeed, the newly installed North Korean regime and the Obama administration reached the Leap Day Agreement
            only a few weeks after Kim Jong Un took office. This suggested that the Obama administration was willing to
            test the new leader and see whether it was possible to reach an agreement with him. Elsewhere in East Asia,
            relations between the USA and China continued to be positive. But Beijing was about to undergo its
            ten-yearly change in leadership, elections loomed in South Korea and elections also took place in Japan.
            And Obama was also about to stand for re-election. In other words, there was uncertainty over the
            leadership of key countries that Pyongyang deals with, including the USA, as well as in North Korea itself.
            So the Kim Jong Un regime did not change North Korea’s goals, even though eventually it would settle for
            deterrence to the detriment of a peace treaty.
          


          
            This uncertainty in fact resulted in Pyongyang taking a cautious approach at first with regard to its
            choice of tactics but ultimately settling for a resumption of brinkmanship. The initial caution resulted in
            Pyongyang continuing the use of soft balancing with China and Russia. In spite of the impending change in
            leadership in Beijing, alignment with these two countries at least prevented a potential strike from the
            USA. The importance of the reassurance that alignment with Beijing and Moscow brought cannot be
            understated, for the removal of Gaddafi from power with US support was still fresh in their minds. But the
            Kim Jong Un regime ultimately decided on a return to brinkmanship, including a nuclear test in February
            2013. The fate of Gaddafi, as well as previous US military interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, informed
            this choice. North Korea also believed that the USA was not serious about signing a peace treaty after
            terminating the Leap Day Agreement only a few weeks after it was agreed.
          


          
            Changes in its cognitive structure led the Kim Jong Un regime to pursue
            brinkmanship. Above all, North Korea thought that it could only prevent a US strike through a nuclear
            deterrent. Without this deterrent, the USA could see North Korea as a weak opponent whose leadership could
            be changed through military force. In other words, it was necessary for Pyongyang to have its deterrent to
            eventually engage the USA. The Obama administration continued to state that normalization would only come
            after denuclearization. But the Kim Jong Un regime could not trust the USA after witnessing what had
            happened to Gaddafi. Equally important, brinkmanship had worked to bring the Clinton and Bush
            administrations to the negotiating table in the past. This might not have been the case with the Obama
            administration in January 2009–November 2010, the last time that Pyongyang had used brinkmanship, but a
            more powerful deterrent could work. Once the USA understood that there was no possibility of launching a
            strike on the USA, it would have to acquiescence to negotiations.
          


          
            Its ability to overcome competency traps also informed Pyongyang’s choice. The Kim Jong Il regime had
            refrained from nuclear and military brinkmanship since May 2009. More than two years later, Pyongyang was
            no closer to a peace treaty with the USA than it had been then. Kim Jong Il had also sought to resume the
            Six-Party Talks in December 2010–December 2011, the final year of his life. But the multilateral regime had
            not been resumed by the time Kim Jong Un replaced his father as North Korean leader. Competency traps would
            have led Pyongyang to continue to avoid brinkmanship and press ahead for multilateral talks out of
            practice. But since this choice of tactics was not working, it was not difficult for Kim Jong Un to shift
            course and try a new set of tactics.
          

        

        
          Complex learning


          
            Between October 2005 and January 2007 North Korea underwent complex learning with regard to its relations
            with the USA for the first time since the inception of the Clinton administration in 1993. North Korea
            reassessed the ongoing bargaining process with the USA to rationally redefine its goals and logically
            decide which bargaining tactics to use in order successfully to achieve them. To recap, complex learning
            entails not only a change in the means to achieve a goal but also an adjustment of that goal better to
            reflect viable solutions. This is what North Korea did in the October 2005–January 2007 period, when the
            goal to be achieved from the bargaining process with the Bush administration changed from the normalization
            of bilateral relations to peaceful coexistence.
          


          
            Complex learning could first be inferred when Pyongyang agreed to the September 2005 Joint Statement. This
            entailed a redefinition of North Korean objectives. The Kim Jong Il government’s ultimate goal, the
            normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations with the USA, remained fixed. However, its original goal
            was to attain the normalization of relations before peaceful coexistence had been achieved. Until
            then, the Kim Jong Il government had regarded the normalization of relations with the USA as its only goal.
            The September 2005 Joint Statement hinted that the normalization of relations and peaceful coexistence were complementary objectives that reinforced each other and guaranteed
            regime survival. North Korea did not prioritize either of them but rather sought to achieve peaceful
            coexistence with the USA during the Bush era before seeking the future normalization of relations.
          


          
            Therefore, complex learning did not suddenly occur in January 2007, when North Korea made it clear that it
            sought peaceful coexistence. North Korea had already raised the issue of its removal from the list of state
            sponsors of terrorism in June 2004. However, the weeks that followed the October 2006 nuclear detonation
            marked a watershed in North Korean learning. Pyongyang originally ascertained that Washington was genuinely
            willing to seek peaceful coexistence during the 26–28 November trilateral meeting with the USA and China.
            Simultaneously, Pyongyang confirmed that the Bush administration doves had finally become stronger than the
            hawks. Afterwards, North Korea offered the USA what Washington sought in the January 2007 bilateral meeting
            – the promise of denuclearization. In exchange, Pyongyang specifically asked for peaceful coexistence in
            the form of its removal from the list of state sponsors of terrorism and the termination of the application
            of the Trading with the Enemy Act. Furthermore, the Kim Jong Il government abandoned the goal of direct
            normalization of bilateral relations, which it deferred until the objective of peaceful coexistence had
            been achieved. Hence, there was a shift in North Korea’s cognitive structure when it was recognized that
            objectives that the Kim Jong Il government had deemed to be secondary in importance should be prioritized.
            Moreover, during the negotiations, Pyongyang came to believe that there was a group within the Bush
            administration with which it could work. Complex learning was demonstrated when North Korea implicitly
            recognized that it would seek to attain two interrelated goals but that one of them, peaceful coexistence,
            would come first and serve to produce an end to the crisis.
          


          
            Complex learning during this period led to a change in tactics from Pyongyang as well. North Korea did not
            only adjust its goals but also the means to achieve them. Hence, at first the Kim Jong Il government upheld
            its balancing with China. Concurrently, however, Pyongyang modified its position regarding the
            still-developing Six-Party Talks international regime by proactively participating in the August–September
            2005 round of talks, as well as by displaying its willingness to reach an agreement that accommodated the
            demands of the different parties, including the USA.
          


          
            These bargaining tactics were later abandoned and replaced with high-intensity brinkmanship in the form of
            the July 2006 missile tests and the nuclear test in October of that year. The reason for using brinkmanship
            was twofold. First, North Korea correctly perceived that US financial pressure was used by Bush
            administration hawks who were opposed to the accommodation of North Korea. Balancing with China and
            participation in international regimes were therefore ineffective bargaining tactics because the hawks
            could easily circumnavigate them. Second, brinkmanship had to be highly intense because this was the best
            way to demonstrate clearly the futility of hawkish confrontational policies and the need for engagement on
            the part of the Bush administration. Low-intensity brinkmanship would probably have resulted in a new round
            of inconclusive talks during which differences between the hawks and
            doves would not have been resolved. Furthermore, high-intensity brinkmanship would have had a greater
            effect at a time when the hostilities in Iraq were at their height, the war in Afghanistan was worsening,
            and the nuclear stand-off with Iran had reached a stalemate.
          


          
            Once high-intensity brinkmanship significantly weakened the hawks’ position, North Korea once more modified
            its choice of bargaining tactics to ensure that it could work with a dove-dominated Bush administration.
            Hence, following the nuclear test Pyongyang worked with Washington to adequately define the Six-Party Talks
            regime. Further high-intensity brinkmanship would probably have weakened the doves’ position and prevented
            any possibility of Pyongyang achieving peaceful coexistence. By connecting this objective to the Six-Party
            Talks regime and by better defining the regime, North Korea was able to work with the USA during the fourth
            phase of the crisis. This resulted in the attainment of peaceful coexistence.
          


          
            During the third phase of the second nuclear crisis, North Korea’s knowledge of the changes in the
            international system influencing the bargaining process improved, thus facilitating complex and simple
            learning. Most importantly, participation in the Six-Party Talks regime enhanced North Korea’s awareness of
            divisions among US officials. Pyongyang understood that there was a group within the Bush administration
            that was willing to compromise and to engage, but that these divisions made the normalization of relations
            untenable and therefore other goals should be pursued in parallel. North Korea also realized that the
            relative strength of the hawks and doves in Washington was directly related to developments in the Middle
            East, given US concerns about the proliferation of WMD and their possible acquisition by terrorist
            networks. In this situation, North Korea became aware that the only means of moving towards the achievement
            of its goals was to help to strengthen the doves’ position while simultaneously demonstrating its readiness
            to cooperate. Owing to hawkish doubts about China, distrust of multilateral negotiations, and a preference
            for military and financial pressure, strengthening the doves’ position could best be achieved through
            high-intensity brinkmanship, which would reflect the failure of the hawkish approach. The North Korean
            cognitive structure led Pyongyang to expect a change in the USA’s behaviour if this happened, as indeed it
            did. Furthermore, Pyongyang correctly assessed that exogenous structures, namely the developments in the
            Middle East (see above), had created an environment in which the USA could not forcefully respond to
            high-intensity brinkmanship. These changes in the Kim Jong Il government’s cognitive structures facilitated
            further learning.
          


          
            It could be argued that North Korea’s use of brinkmanship was a direct outcome of Pyongyang’s failure to
            overcome its competency traps. Since the 1994 Agreed Framework was, to a large extent, the result of North
            Korean brinkmanship and related bilateral negotiations, Pyongyang officials would simply be following a
            tactic that had worked previously. However, this was not the case. The Kim Jong Il government made use of
            high-intensity brinkmanship only after it became clear that the position and strength of the hawks within
            the Bush administration were preventing other bargaining tactics from
            working. Furthermore, following its nuclear test, Pyongyang resorted briefly to balancing the USA with the
            support of China before actively using the Six-Party Talks regime to progress towards the fulfilment of its
            goals. Thanks to its deep interest in the bargaining process with the USA, North Korea could overcome its
            competency traps and learn which bargaining tactics to employ according to the changing structures that
            were influencing the process. High-intensity brinkmanship during the third phase of the crisis was
            therefore the rational choice of tactic for a weak power unable to advance its goals via other means.
          


          
            A second and similar instance of North Korean complex learning took place between May 2009 and November
            2010. North Korea once again changed its objective. Pyongyang first took the decision to develop a nuclear
            deterrent that would not be relinquished at least until normalization with the USA had been achieved. In
            the months following North Korea’s second nuclear test, it became apparent that Pyongyang was not willing
            to start dismantling its deterrent in a step-by-step process similar to the one implemented after the
            October 2006 nuclear test. North Korea understood that possession of a credible nuclear deterrent was the
            best way to ensure regime survival.4 Since Pyongyang and
            Washington had yet to normalize relations, the Kim Jong Il government saw no reason to give up its nuclear
            capabilities.
          


          
            North Korea also started to demand a peace treaty in late 2009. Pyongyang had done this several times over
            the decades. However, the main difference this time was that North Korea repeatedly continued to ask for
            the treaty, to the point that when Kim Kye-gwan visited New York in July 2011 to meet Bosworth, KCNA
            published a statement calling for it. The indication was that Pyongyang sought a peace treaty as a step
            towards the normalization of bilateral diplomatic relations with the USA. If North Korea did not want to
            denuclearize until normalization took place, it made sense to ask for a peace treaty as an intermediate
            step between the peaceful coexistence already achieved and the normalization that still remained
            Pyongyang’s ultimate goal. Furthermore, such a nuclear deterrent would not need to be traded for a peace
            treaty. North Korea could make other concessions before striking a grand bargain by which nuclear
            programmes would be dismantled after normalization. Hence, calling for a peace treaty resembled the
            previous instance of complex learning when North Korea had demanded peaceful coexistence rather than direct
            normalization.
          


          
            North Korean complex learning during the May 2009–November 2010 period also resulted in a change in
            tactics. Pyongyang continued to be hindered by a competency trap, and did not abandon high-intensity
            brinkmanship during this period. This was only to take place after the shelling of Yeonpyeong in November
            2010. However, during the May 2009–November 2010 period North Korea deterred any possible retaliation
            against its brinkmanship by soft balancing with China and Russia. The two powers blocked any attempt to
            impose new sanctions on North Korea. Following the May 2009 nuclear test, they did allow UN Security
            Council Resolution 1695 imposing further sanctions on Pyongyang to pass. At the time, North Korea was
            refusing to align with Beijing and Moscow, as it had done since the February 2007 Six-Party Talks document.
            This had become a competency trap, since North Korea had obtained
            peaceful coexistence without the need for alignment, and the agreement on peaceful coexistence had been
            signed following the October 2006 nuclear test. Pyongyang overcame this competency trap only after the
            sanctions that followed its second nuclear test.
          


          
            North Korea underwent its first instance of complex learning under Kim Jong Un in March 2013–January 2016.
            This was the period following the start of the second term of the Obama administration. The USA continued
            its policy of strategic patience, including a demand for North Korea to denuclearize in order to establish
            diplomatic relations and incremental pressure in response to North Korean provocations. This meant that
            North Korea had to fundamentally change its goal of building a nuclear deterrent if it wanted to achieve
            normalization. Indeed, the Obama administration was pursuing negotiations with Iran and launched
            negotiations with Cuba, two long-term foes. Both countries had taken the decision to desist from
            brinkmanship. This was particularly true for Iran, which also had a nuclear programme of its own. In
            return, they were able to engage the Obama administration in processes ultimately leading to agreements:
            the JCPOA signed in July 2015 in the case of Tehran and the upgrading of their interest sections into
            embassies that same month in the case of Havana. But the JCPOA agreement signalled to North Korea that the
            Obama administration would only offer normal relations once denuclearization was almost or fully realized.
            This was unacceptable for the Kim Jong Un regime.
          


          
            Two other changes in the international system informed Pyongyang’s complex learning. First, in February
            2014, Russia invaded and annexed the Crimean Peninsula, a Ukrainian territory. Ukraine had voluntarily
            given up the nuclear weapons in its possession following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Two decades
            later, it had lost part of its territory. This was another cautionary tale of the damage that a greater
            power could infringe on a weaker opponent with no nuclear or WMD deterrent. Second, Xi Jinping replaced Hu
            Jintao as the paramount leader of China in November 2012, Park Geun-hye won the South Korean December 2012
            general election and thus ensured that a conservative would continue to rule the country, and Shinzo Abe
            returned to power in Japan that same month. Xi showed his reluctance to support North Korea throughout this
            time period, with Beijing even openly calling out Pyongyang’s allegedly provocative behaviour. Park and
            Abe, meanwhile, were only willing to engage North Korea if it stopped its alleged provocations. In other
            words, North Korea suddenly had to deal with four unfriendly North-East Asian powers.
          


          
            As a result of its complex learning, Pyongyang focused on a new goal: regime consolidation. The development
            of a nuclear and missile deterrent continued to be a priority for the Kim Jong Un regime. The difference
            with Pyongyang’s previous focus on deterrence, whether under the youngest Kim or under Kim Jong Il, was the
            focus on deterrence for the sake of regime consolidation. Aware that his position was not assured due to
            his young age, the existence of potential alternative leaders and Washington’s willingness to remove or
            strike its enemies, Kim Jong Un decided to focus on his consolidation in power. This decision was further
            compounded by the presence of potentially hostile leaders in China,
            Japan and South Korea. Consolidation thus excluded prioritization of normalization of relations with the
            USA or even intermediate steps in that direction, including peaceful coexistence or a peace treaty.
          


          
            Complex learning also resulted in a new set of tactics. Pyongyang actually doubled down on brinkmanship.
            The Kim Jong Un regime conducted new nuclear tests and significantly ramped up the number of missile tests.
            North Korea even carried out two nuclear tests in 2016, which was the first time in which Pyongyang carried
            out more than one test on the same year. Verbal and cyberattacks also continued. At the same time,
            Pyongyang rejected alignment with China and Russia. This was the first time since the early months of the
            Obama administration in 2009 that Pyongyang had decided not to soft balance Washington with the help of
            these two countries willing to help in this endeavour. At the same time, Pyongyang abandoned alignment with
            Beijing and Moscow. For the first time since the first year of the Obama administration, North Korea did
            not seek to soft balance the USA. The existing cognitive structures and competency traps of the Kim Jong Un
            regime explain this choice.
          


          
            Starting with cognitive structures, Pyongyang had decided that regime consolidation necessitated a nuclear
            and missile deterrent to avoid either an internal challenge or a US strike. At the domestic level, Kim Jong
            Un had to project the image of a strong leader capable of defending his country. This could be done through
            the completion of North Korea’s nuclear deterrent, a long-term goal dating back to the Kim Il Sung era. At
            the international level, the examples of Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya or Ukraine showed that weaker powers had
            to boost their nuclear and WMD capabilities to defend themselves.
          


          
            In terms of competency traps, Pyongyang was once again hindered by its past behaviour. Simply put,
            high-intensity brinkmanship has been North Korea’s tactic of choice for most of its recent history. Dating
            back to the first nuclear crisis of 1993–4, nuclear brinkmanship had brought the USA to the negotiating
            table and resulted in agreements. It was logical for North Korea to use this tactic once again, this time
            to protect itself from a possible US attack. Pyongyang might have been willing to use diplomacy to prevent
            a potential US strike, but it was more adept at using brinkmanship than alignment or a multilateral regime.
          


          
            There was a second instance of complex learning by the Kim Jong Un regime in January–June 2018. This was
            the start of the second year of the Trump administration in power. The previous twelve months had been
            marked by maximum pressure from the USA and escalating tensions between Washington and Pyongyang. The USA
            had even seriously entertained the idea of a strike on North Korea. The USA had also had diplomatic spats
            with both allies and rivals, and continued to have them during the first half of 2018. But the Trump
            administration had also repeatedly reiterated that it remained open to dialogue with the Kim Jong Un regime
            throughout 2017. Furthermore, Washington was engaging with countries with which it had problems during the
            first half of 2018. This included rivals such as China. Equally relevant, or arguably even more important,
            in South Korea the Moon Jae-in administration, in power since May 2017, was openly calling for engagement
            with North Korea. For the first time since the Roh Moo-hyun administration had ended in early 2008,
            Pyongyang had a welcoming counterpart in Seoul willing to prioritize
            inter-Korean engagement and reconciliation over denuclearization. In addition, China and Russia had not
            prevented the USA from increasing UN Security Council sanctions on Pyongyang during 2017 but had repeatedly
            called for diplomacy to address the North Korean nuclear issue. Therefore, the international context of
            early 2018 was conducive to engagement and diplomacy replacing tensions in the Korean Peninsula.
          


          
            Pyongyang’s new instance of complex learning made North Korea dramatically shift its main goal in early
            2018. For the first time since October 2006, Pyongyang unambiguously prioritized normalization of
            diplomatic relations with the USA over any other goal. Arguably, it was not only the new international
            context that resulted in this change in goal. At the domestic level, Kim Jong Un had announced that North
            Korea had successfully completed its nuclear programme with the ICBM test of November 2017. He reiterated
            this claim in early 2018. In theory this meant that North Korea had no reason to continue its nuclear and
            WMD brinkmanship. A fully developed nuclear programme also ensured regime consolidation, especially the
            potential to launch a nuclear strike on the US mainland. Notwithstanding possession of this deterrent,
            without the new international context North Korea would have not had the possibility to shift its goal
            towards normalization.
          


          
            Complex learning also came with a change in tactics. The Kim Jong Un regime abandoned high-intensity
            brinkmanship. Indeed, Pyongyang announced a moratorium to nuclear and long-range missile tests in April
            2018. Thus, November 2017 was the last instance of North Korean high-intensity brinkmanship. At the same
            time, Pyongyang engaged in the soft balancing of Washington through alignment with Beijing, Moscow and
            Seoul. It was particularly noteworthy that Kim Jong Un held two summits with Moon and Xi in January–June
            2018. In the case of Seoul, the two Koreas signed the Panmunjom Declaration during their April summit. The
            declaration essentially called for inter-Korean reconciliation. The Moon administration also engaged in
            shuttle diplomacy between Washington and Pyongyang, helping to bring the Trump–Kim Jong Un summit of June
            to fruition. Cognitive structures, especially, and competency traps explain North Korea’s complex learning.
          


          
            With regard to cognitive structures, the Kim Jong Un regime had detected a window of opportunity to seek
            normalization of diplomatic relations with the USA. Pyongyang had been committed to the development of its
            economy since March 2013, when Kim Jong Un had announced the byungjin line of parallel development
            of its nuclear programme and the economy. In April 2018, Pyongyang had announced that it would prioritize
            economic development now that it had successfully completed its nuclear programme. However, North Korea
            cannot fully realize economic development without normalization of relations with the USA. Normalization
            would entail the removal of US and UN Security Council sanctions on Pyongyang and access to funding from
            international institutions. North Korea was aware of this. Once regime consolidation had been achieved,
            Pyongyang’s cognitive structures led it to focus on the goal and tactics more conducive to achieving
            normalization.
          


          
            Regarding competency traps, Pyongyang had been closest to achieving
            normalization with Washington during the Clinton and Bush administrations when it had used alignment with
            Beijing, especially, and, if available, Seoul. The Clinton and Trump administrations had also been willing
            to seriously contemplate normalization only in the absence of brinkmanship. It was therefore a rational
            decision for Pyongyang to employ the tactics that had worked in the past, even if they belonged to the Kim
            Jong Il era. But North Korea was only able to overcome the competency trap of overreliance on
            high-intensity brinkmanship once the international context had clearly changed and after realizing that
            this tactic would make it impossible to achieve normalization of relations with the USA, its long-term
            goal.
          

        
      
    


    
      North Korea at a crossroads: can the Kim Jong Un regime achieve normalization of relations with
      the USA?


      
        North Korea is at a crossroads as of 2019. Is Pyongyang willing to trade off its nuclear programme, or at least
        to take meaningful steps towards denuclearization, in exchange for the normalization of diplomatic relations
        with the USA and the real promise of economic development that normalization holds? Almost thirty years after
        the end of the Cold War, North Korea remains one of a handful of countries yet to normalize relations with the
        USA. This has been the foremost foreign policy goal of this Asian country for over four decades. Although
        unrealistic during the Cold War, normalization could have been accomplished once the international system
        ceased to be bipolar and the establishment of diplomatic relations among most countries in the world became the
        norm. The fact that North Korea is one of the few countries to have been unsuccessful in normalizing relations
        with the USA suggests that its foreign policy has failed.
      


      
        Nonetheless, North Korea and the USA have agreed to normalize relations three times, via the 1994 Agreed
        Framework, the 2005 Joint Statement and subsequent implementation agreements, and the 2018 Singapore
        Declaration. This shows that there is an underlying desire to normalize diplomatic relations. In the case of
        North Korea, this dates back to the 1970s. As for the USA, the wish has been shared by Democratic and
        Republican governments alike, suggesting that it crosses party lines. For North Korea, the normalization of
        relations with the USA would be a great diplomatic achievement. For any US administration, an agreement to
        establish diplomatic relations with North Korea, accompanied by denuclearization or significant steps in this
        direction, would help to eliminate a recurring problem without provoking any significant domestic backlash.
      


      
        Does the Kim Jong Un regime want to normalize relations with the USA? Yes. Does North Korea understand how it
        can achieve normalization? Most probably, yes. As explained in this book, normalization is a long-term North
        Korean goal. Normalization would be a diplomatic victory for the Kim dynasty, which has ruled the country since
        its foundation in 1948. North Korea has no underlying grievance with the USA. Certainly, both countries went to
        war between 1950 and 1953. Historically, though, Japan and, to some extent, China have posed a bigger threat to
        Korea. In the long run, they should be of greater concern to North Korea
        than the USA, since they will probably seek to exert more direct influence over Korean Peninsula affairs. Even
        South Korea can be portrayed as a bigger threat to North Korea insofar as it presents Koreans on both sides of
        the 38th parallel with the example of a successful, modern and free Korea. The USA, in contrast, would not pose
        a significant threat to North Korea following normalization.
      


      
        North Korea probably understands that it will need to give up its nuclear programme to achieve normalization,
        or at least take significant steps in this direction. After all, during the Hanoi summit of February 2019, Kim
        Jong Un publicly stated that he would not be there if he were not willing to discuss denuclearization.
        Pyongyang also seems to be aware that diplomacy is the best path to achieve normalization. However, North Korea
        is reluctant to give up its nuclear weapons. The invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq with the subsequent removal
        of their respective leaders from power sent shudders down the spines of other authoritarian leaders. The fate
        of Muammar Gaddafi also did. The Libyan leader even bandwagoned with the Bush administration and relinquished
        his country’s WMD programme. Yet, the USA helped to seal his fate. Only eight years after Gaddafi’s decision,
        he had to confront US support for rebels fighting his regime. The Libyan leader therefore did not derive any
        benefit from his decision to bandwagon with the USA. This complicates negotiations between North Korea and the
        USA, whose relationship is marked by deep mutual distrust.
      


      
        Thus, denuclearization of North Korea, if an option at all, will most probably only take place after the
        normalization of relations between Pyongyang and Washington. Or perhaps both will occur simultaneously. If the
        USA wants to put a conclusive end to the North Korean conundrum, it will first have to agree to the
        normalization of diplomatic relations. Otherwise, the Kim Jong Un regime will have no incentive to consider
        giving up its nuclear weapons. The longer this conundrum remains unresolved, the more demands North Korea will
        make in exchange for denuclearization. However, Washington can rein in Pyongyang’s nuclear and missile
        brinkmanship and establish a diplomatic process. The Clinton, Bush and Trump administrations have shown that.
      


      
        But it should not be forgotten that North Korea is the weaker power that has most to gain from normalization of
        diplomatic relations with the USA. Kim Jong Un is a young leader who conceivably could be in power for decades.
        His focus on economic development suggests that he sees himself as a potential Park Chung-hee, Chiang Kai-shek,
        Lee Kuan Yew or Deng Xiaoping. That is, an authoritarian leader who will bring economic prosperity to his
        country. To realize this vision, however, Kim Jong Un needs normalization of relations with the USA. Only this
        will bring the necessary full-scale sanctions relief and foreign investment that North Korea needs. Arguably,
        economic development, which would inevitably mean deeper integration in North-East Asian trade, investment and
        transport flows, would be a greater security guarantee for Kim Jong Un. This would also, and above all, benefit
        the North Korean people who live in an increasingly marketized economy and have ever-growing greater knowledge
        about the outside world.
      


      
        Normalization will only result from diplomacy, especially direct engagement
        between the USA and North Korea. A multilateral framework is useful to support the steps to be taken before
        normalization takes place. However, Washington and Pyongyang must lead the way. Only if both countries initiate
        a sustainable process through which to build mutual trust and confidence will they be in a position to
        negotiate and agree on normalization. Such a process was initiated towards the end of the Clinton
        administration. A similar one, albeit not as straightforward, was developed during the last two years of the
        Bush administration. At the time of writing, we are in the midst of yet another similar process, even if
        seemingly more chaotic, under the Trump administration. There is no reason to doubt that this or a future
        process can result in the normalization of diplomatic relations between the USA and North Korea.
      

    


    
      

      
        1 Turnover of high- and mid-level ranking North Korean
        officials is low. Hence, many of the officials involved in resolving the second nuclear crisis were veterans of
        the first crisis.
      


      
        2 Author’s interview with a Chinese foreign policy
        official, conducted on 26 July 2011 in London.
      


      
        3 The four-party talks evolved into a bilateral affair
        between Washington and Pyongyang, with Beijing and Seoul mostly acting as spectators rather than active
        negotiators.
      


      
        4 Mearsheimer (1993) and Waltz (2002) concur that
        developing a small nuclear arsenal protects weak states from the threat of great power attack because it
        provides them with the capacity to retaliate against the latter’s civil population. Craig (2009) adds that
        developing a small nuclear arsenal, or the capability to have one, serves weak powers in providing for their
        own security better than alignment with other great powers.
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Tactic: alignment Tactic: brinkmanship Tactic: int. Regime Main objective Learning
January 1993-October 1994 No Nuclear No Normalization Simple
October 1994-Tanuary2001 Balancing (China) Missile, verbal Agreed Framework Normalization Simple
January 2001-September 2002 No No No Normalization None
October 2002-March 2003 Balancing (China) Nuclear, verbal Yes Normalization None
April 2003-September 2005 Balancing (China, Russia, South Korea) No Six-Party Talks  Normalization Simple
October 2005-October 2006 No Nuclear, missile  No Normalization Simple
October 2006-February 2007 Balancing (China) No Six-Party Talks  Peaceful Complex
coexistence
March 2007-January 2009 No Verbal Six-Party Talks  Peaceful Simple
coexistence
January 2009-May 2009 No Nuclear, missile ~ No Unclear None
May 2009-November 2010 Balancing Military, verbal  No Peace treaty, Complex
(China, Russia) deterrence
December 2010-December 2011 Balancing No Six-Party Talks  Peace treaty, Simple
(China, Russia) deterrence
January 2012-February 2013 Balancing Nuclear, missile, ~ No Deterrence, peace  Simple
(China, Russia) verbal treaty
March 2013-January 2016 No Nuclear, missile, ~ No Deterrence, regime  Complex
verbal, cyber consolidation
February 2016-January 2017 No Nuclear, missile, ~ No Deterrence, regime  None
verbal, cyber consolidation
January 2017-December 2017 No Nuclear, missile, ~ No Deterrence, regime  None
verbal, cyber consolidation
January 2018-June 2018 Balancing (China, Russia, South Korea) Verbal, cyber No Normalization Complex
July 2018-April 2019 Balancing (China, Russia, South Korea) Verbal, cyber No Normalization None
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Tapan 473bn 247,150 56,000  4.873tm
North Korea 438bn (2009) 1,280,000 600,000 28bn (2013)
Russia 453bn 845000  20,000000  1.578tm
South Korea 392bn 900000 2,000,000  1.54tm
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