GRASSROOTS POWER, COERCIVE DIPLOMACY, AND
THE FAILURE OF WESTERN ENGAGEMENT WITH
NORTH KOREA
Surulola Eke

This article argues that the civilian population in North Korea is
Pyongyang’s centre of gravity; partly the source of its power and
the determinant of its foreign policy. The country’s pursuit of
nuclear weapons is aimed not only at deterring foreign aggression,
but also creating an external threat. The existence of a credible
external threat demonstrates the need for national solidarity,
thereby ensuring regime survival. Regime survival is defined not
in terms of protection from foreign aggressors, but avoidance of
domestic dissent. The use of coercive measures to respond to the
North Korean nuclear question alienates the civilian population,
thereby advancing Pyongyang’s goal of regime survival through
social cohesion. The alienation of the civilian population is
significant in explaining why the international community
has been unable to find the right answer to the North Korean
question. Engaging positively with the civilian population
will create the conditions under which Pyongyang can view
compromise as its best alternative.

INTRODUCTION
For almost six decades, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK)
has been pursuing its nuclear programme amidst fierce opposition from
the international community.1 One of the key antagonists of the country’s
nuclear ambition is the United States (US). The US has masterminded
western economic sanctions against DPRK in order to compel the DPRK
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government in Pyongyang to abandon its nuclear objectives. The “international community” has on several occasions attempted to resolve the dispute
diplomatically. Despite the attempt at dialogue, the sanctions instituted
against DPRK, the resultant economic toll, and isolation of its government
in the international system, the country went ahead to develop nuclear
weapons and continues to conduct further nuclear research in violation
of several United Nations Security Council (UNSC) resolutions.2 I argue
that the international community has failed to successfully produce a policy
reversal in DPRK because they are yet to fully appreciate the significance of
the civilian population.
The state-centric interventions are symptomatic of the realist assumption that states are the only significant actors in the international system. This
assumption is reproduced in the ways Pyongyang’s “belligerence” has been
problematized, and by extension, the measures designed to contain the Kim
regime. In other words, North Korea’s nuclear ambition and its unwillingness to compromise are explained in ways that overstate the passivity of the
Korean people. Thus, policy prescriptions that flow from these explanations
do not include any potential roles for the civilian population. Yet, my review
of Pyongyang’s actions externally and domestically shows that the civilian
population in North Korea constitute the central determinant of the country’s foreign policy. I make this contention based on the understanding that
the survival of the Kim regime is contingent upon the ideological control
of the people. Even the strength of the military goes beyond their nuclear
weapons and other weapons in their arsenal. Its strength, I argue, derives
largely from the supply of soldiers from the civilian population who are
willing to sacrifice their lives for the cause of the “nation.” This support for
the military is also a function of the ideological control over the population.
It is debatable whether the US adequately grasps the significance of the
civilian population. On the one hand, its Army’s psychological tactics of
dropping propaganda leaflets into Korea during the war of the early 1950s
supports the notion that it does.3 On the other hand, the use of economic
sanctions to force a policy change in Pyongyang suggests differently. Given
that economic sanctions impact the people more than government officials,
the choice of this measure reflects, at best, a poor understanding of the
relevance of the former. Thus, this paper recontextualizes the North Korean
conflict in order to highlight the centrality of the civilian population in
Pyongyang’s calculations. I conclude by explaining how the international
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community can engage with the Korean people to produce a policy reversal
from the Kim regime—a change that doesn’t threaten the human needs of
any of the key stakeholders.
US-LED EFFORT TO STRANGLE PYONGYANG INTO
SUBMISSION
States adopt coercive diplomacy instead of overt military action because it
does not embody the same potential for escalation as the use of military force
nor does it usually suffer from domestic opposition as does the use of overt
force to achieve political, economic, and other goals. It involves an attempt
to influence an adversary’s behaviour through the combined employment
of pressure and persuasion.4 Thus, at the heart of coercive diplomacy is the
use of power to change the behaviour of an adversary in a conflict situation. Therefore, the success of such an exercise of power is defined in terms
of a win for the party with power and a loss for the party against whom
it is exercised. Although a better alternative to war, coercive “diplomacy”
undermines the dignity of the nation, group, or person against whom it is
targeted. One such form of “diplomacy” is the use of sanctions—economic,
political or military—to effect changes in the policy of an adversary.
Sanctions can be defined as a government’s conscious and intentional
disruption or threat of disruption of relations with a target state,5 or threatening to instigate or instigating a freeze of relations between its allies and
the target state, or both. Similarly, Ruediger Frank defines it as limited or
broad measures adopted against an adversarial country in a conflict.6 One
such measures that may be adopted is economic sanction. Economic sanctions, according to Jiyoun Park (2017), is the “withdrawal or threatened
withdrawal of trade or financial relations... by other states or groups of states
for the purpose of achieving foreign policy goals.7 Frank also refers to economic sanctions as the restriction of economic activities with an adversary
in pursuance of foreign policy objectives.8 The foreign policy objectives that
historically have been pursued through the imposition of sanctions are national security and international trade and investment interests. According
to Frank, the national security objectives that may necessitate the application of sanctions include the need to control weapons proliferation, punish
states that sponsor or condone terrorism, and deter aggressive states.9
Driven by the objective to protect the US homeland and allies in the
Korean peninsula, the US government has imposed several sanctions on
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DPRK to pressure Pyongyang to abandon its nuclear weapons programme.
Some scholars have argued that the aim of sanctions against DPRK is not
merely an attempt to force policy changes; it is also aimed at regime change.
For example, Nitya Singh and Wootae Lee note that the collapse of the Kim
regime through the creation of economic instability is the main purpose for
the economic sanctions imposed on DPRK.10 In his critique of sanctions,
Johan Galtung notes that it is poor judgment for policy makers to assume
that a particular amount of deprivation can produce the political disintegration.11 This objective of political disintegration, according to Singh and Lee,
is premised on the belief that it is only with a different DPRK government
that the US can have a constructive engagement to address the security
concerns of the US.12 If correct, the objective reveals the win-lose orientation that drives the use of coercive “diplomacy” to address the Korean question—the US concern for its own security without caring about the security
implication of its demands for the current DPRK government. The use of
coercive diplomacy also helps to explain why DPRK pulled out of peace
talks—the fact that their participation in the first place did not emanate
from an objective assessment about the potential profitability of talks with
the US, but due to the pressure of economic sanctions. In other words, even
though an adversary is pressured into negotiations, there is no guarantee
that they will enter a bad deal even when under pressure from a powerful
adversary.
Beyond the DPRK case, the effectiveness of sanctions to change the
policy of an adversarial state has been questioned by scholars of International
Relations (IR). For example, Peter van Bergeijk doubts the effectiveness of
sanctions against a state that is not an active participant in a free-market.13
Similarly, Navin Bapat and Bo Ram Kwon argue that sanctioning states lack
the political will to enforce the penalties associated with sanctions when
they are violated by their own nationals.14 Additionally, they note that on
rare occasions in which enforcement is successful, the impact is still minimal because the political leaders have the resources to circumvent its effect,
thereby leaving the burden for the local population to bear alone. Also, longitudinal studies have shown that the imposition of sanctions has a dismal
track record as an approach in influencing the policy of an adversary. For
example, in their study of 204 cases of sanctions between 1914 and 2007,
Garry Clyde Hufbauer, Jeffery Schott and Kimberley Ann Elliot found that
only 34 percent were successful in their objective to change the behaviour of
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the target.15 Other studies have discovered lesser success rates of between 2
to 5 percent.16
Despite such findings, other IR scholars have advanced the idea that
sanctions are an effective tool for making statesmen implement policies that
they otherwise would not adopt. One such category of scholars is instrumental theorists who insist that the policy of hostile states can be altered
through denial of access to critical resources and isolation in the international community.17 It has also been argued that sanctions can be effective
if the target state has significant relations with the sanctioning state. South
Korea and Taiwan are said to be good examples of countries, significantly
integrated into the global economy, whose nuclear weapons objectives were
abandoned in the 1970s after the US exerted mild financial pressures on
them.18 Based on the underlying premise of the instrumental theorists it
would be expected that a target which is geographically contiguous to a
sanctioning state will easily succumb to sanctions from that state.
This outcome has not resulted from the sanctions imposed on Qatar by
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, such
as the closing of Saudi Arabia’s border with Qatar and the prohibition of the
latter from the former’s airspace. In overcoming the resultant burden, Qatar
has turned to Turkey and Iran for food supplies and now routes its flights
through the latter’s airspace. The import of the Qatari case for this discussion
is that the denial of access to critical resources can only produce the desired
objective if there are no alternative sources for the same. A further implication of Qatar’s survival strategy is that the sanctioning state may sometimes
hastily try to compel the compliance of an adversary through power politics
without carefully examining the overall condition of the target. The failure
to fully understand an adversary’s total situation because of the irresistible
urge for realist power politics also resulted in America’s imposition of sanctions on DPRK even though those sanctions aid, rather than hurt the Kim
regime. I now discuss some of those sanctions.
The imposition of sanctions on DPRK by the US dates back to the
early 1950s, meaning that a whole generation of North Koreans only know
the US as an adversarial country. The first of these sanctions was the prohibition of all exports to DPRK, which came into effect on 28 June 1950.19
On 1 September 1951, the United States excluded DPRK from the list of
Most Favoured Nation (MFN), which meant that higher tariffs applied to
imports from DPRK and discouraged US businesses from patronising the

48

PEACE RESEARCH | Vol. 51, No. 2 (2019)

country’s companies.20 The US State Department also issued the International Traffic in Arms Regulations (ITAR) in August 1955 which prohibited
imports and exports of defence equipment to DPRK and other countries.21
The European Union (EU) also prohibits EU banks from having offices in
DPRK and vice versa,22 thus, significantly undermining the country’s ability
to operate in the global economy.
Although China remains DPRK’s largest trading partner, it has been
under pressure from the US to punish North Korea for continuing its
nuclear programme. In response to US pressure, the four largest Chinese
banks (Industrial and Commercial Bank of China, Bank of China, China
Construction Bank, and the Agricultural Bank of China) suspended their
business relationship with North Korea’s Foreign Trade Bank in May 2013.23
In February 2016, South Korea, another adversary of DPRK and a US
ally, responded to DPRK’s rocket launch by shutting down the Kaesong
Industrial Complex, a major source of revenue for North Koreans.24 In a
bid to exert maximum pressure on DPRK, the Trump Administration, in
November 2017, returned the country to America’s list of state sponsors
of terrorism and blacklisted one Chinese businessman and 13 companies
for doing business with sanctioned DPRK companies. Sanctions have
also been designed to have a direct impact on the Kim regime itself. Such
targeted sanctions are commonly referred to as “smart” sanctions because
they avoid impacting the civilian population.25 The ban on luxury goods
and on the export of the country’s natural resources under United Nations
Security Council (UNSC) resolution 2270 of March 2016 is one such smart
sanction.27
As instrumental theorists argue, the above sanctions have strangled
DPRK but have not resulted in the desired policy change; the sanctions
did not prevent the country from acquiring nuclear weapons and have not
succeeded in pressuring Pyongyang to scale back the enhancement of its
nuclear weapons arsenal. Instead, the impact of the sanctions has been appropriated by the Kim administration to perpetuate its rule.
DPRK’S NUCLEAR PROGRAM AS A STRATEGY FOR
DOMESTIC CONTROL
The security threat posed by America’s position, power and policies is manipulated by Pyongyang to keep the Korean people in a state of perpetual
control. As Mun Suk Ahn explains, nuclear weapons capability is a political
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instrument through which political actors strengthen their interests or positions domestically. Under this perspective, threats are amplified or downplayed based on the estimation of the kind of perception that can advance
the interests of the national political elites.28 In this sense, the threat posed
by the US was manipulated to create high fear perception among the Korean
people. In other words, Pyongyang’s belligerence is not aimed at resisting
US aggression per se. Rather, the goal is to demonstrate the regime’s staunch
commitment to protecting the homeland in the face of hostility from one
of the world’s superpowers. In essence, the aggressive pursuit of its nuclear
weapons programme is meant to prove that the Kim regime is the country’s
only hope of fending off a possible US invasion, thereby legitimizing its
rule. Given this motivation, I argue that the regime will continue to advance
its nuclear capabilities as long as it remains a mechanism for controlling the
civilians to reduce the prospects of rebellion and as long as the regime lacks
an internal basis of legitimacy.
Stephan Haggard and Marcus Noland have argued that nuclear
development afforded the Kim regime an opportunity to gain legitimacy
domestically which it seriously needed in the face of dwindling economic
fortunes.29 Similarly, Jongseok Woo notes that DPRK employs nuclear
weapons development to create a sense of national pride among ordinary
people and key elites, and manipulates international reaction to its nuclear
programme to generate security threats based on which the regime’s intolerance of political opposition is rationalized. This strategy, according to Woo,
flows from the late Kim Jong-Il’s belief that the Socialist bloc collapsed not
because those states failed militarily or economically, but due to the lack
of ideological indoctrination among their citizens.30 Thus, for Kim Jong-Il,
the development of “cult followership” domestically was the guarantor of
regime survival, and the way to achieve this kind of followership was to
develop nuclear weapons.
The argument above is supported by Hyo Jong Son’s contention that
political leaders pursuing nuclear weapons capability can “lock in nuclear
development” to advance their political interests.31 Haggard and Noland
make an important argument by suggesting that the economic problems
in DPRK undermine the legitimacy of the Kim regime, thus, leading it
to pursue nuclear weapons development. However, they do not state why
the regime opted for nuclear weapons development instead of economic
reforms. Woo’s perspective helps to clarify why the Kim regime chose to
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sustain its grip on power through acquiring nuclear weapons rather than
other means32 —economic development, for example. Whereas performance
through economic development could have created “cult followership” as in
Venezuela under Hugo Chavez, the muting of political opposition cannot be
rationalized by economic performance. Thus, in nuclear weapons, the Kim
regime sees a weapon to prohibit dissent and an instrument for promoting
solidarity through national pride.
Historically, however, the Kim family has promoted internal cohesion
(or coercion) through means other than nuclear weapons development. For
example, it appropriated the war with Japan and the Korean war to create
an ideology of self-reliance and isolation.33 Given his role in the armed resistance against Japanese invasion during the Second World War, Kim Il-Sung
was able to justify clamping down on political dissenters by stressing the
importance of solidarity in fending off external threats. Not only did Kim
Il-Sung leverage his involvement in the resistance against Japan to rationalize his intolerance of opposition voices, the guerrilla tactics employed were
extended to the general society to facilitate mass mobilization of the Korean
people.34 As alluded to by Woo,35 the Kim regime perceived the ideological
indoctrination of the people as a critical factor of regime survival. Thus, the
Juche ideology was espoused to control the cognitive systems of the Korean
people in order to make them susceptible to manipulation. The ideology includes ideas of political autonomy, economic self-reliance, and self-defence.
Kim Il-Sung was promoted as the guarantor of this DPRK form of independence, hence the protection of the regime was advanced as the only means
through which the people could safeguard their autonomy.36 In other words,
the regime promoted an isolationist ideology that engendered groupthink
and facilitated compliance with the dictates of Kim Il-Sung.
Despite its contribution to the longevity of the Kim dynasty, the ideology of self-reliance was relaxed in the face of economic problems that necessitated Pyongyang’s acceptance of food aid in the early 1990s. As Juche lost
its charm, the Kim regime had to seek alternative means of instilling a sense
of national pride. Nuclear weapons development was that alternative,37 but
its function transcends the promotion of national prestige. Because DPRK
lacks a legitimate mechanism of political transition, each political leader
selected by an incumbent must consolidate this position by securing the
loyalty of key military elites. Ahn notes that Kim Jong-Il’s approach to
ensuring the security of his regime was to stress a “military-first” policy,
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which prioritized military spending over economic development. According to Ahn, the development of nuclear weapons to strengthen DPRK’s
military was a corollary of this policy.38 Not only did this strategy strengthen
the DPRK’s military, there is ample evidence suggesting that it helped to
galvanise support for Jong-Il within the military establishment.
For example, on the 10th commemoration ceremony of Kim Jong-Il’s
appointment as North Korean Armed Forces supreme commander, Vice
Marshall Cho Myong-Nok, stated that because the Korean People’s Army
(KPA) had been strengthened through Kim Jong-Il’s uncommon leadership,
its officers must now be prepared to “fight for the supreme commander.”39 In
the same vein, in commemorating Kim Jong-Il’s 9th anniversary as supreme
leader of DPRK in 2002, the Chief of the General Staff of the North Korean
Army, Vice Marshal Kim Yong Chu’un, stated that the soldiers of the KPA
are in “perfect harmony” with Jong-Il in promoting his “military-first”
policy so much so that “the first, second and third duties of every soldier”
is to secure the Kim regime and the country’s socialist system.40 If Jong-Il’s
hold on power was threatened by political rivals, Kim Jong-Un’s position
was dangerously uncertain given his young age and inexperience at the time
he became DPRK’s supreme leader.
Having inherited power from his late father with only a short prior
relationship with the Party and Army, Kim Jong-Un was faced with a greater
challenge of consolidating the control of the civilian population and obtaining the loyalty of the military. Although Kim Jong-Un modified his father’s
“military-first” policy by transferring power from the KPA back to the
Korean Workers Party (KWP), Park notes that he essentially maintains Kim
Jong-Il’s nuclear policy.41 Thus, the escalation of Pyongyang’s war rhetoric
and the acceleration of DPRK’s nuclear weapons programme under Kim
Jong-Un can best be understood within the context of the need to overcome
his internal political deficits. As Sun Lee Dong notes,
[I]n the potentially violent succession process, North Korean
politicians and soldiers had strong incentives for using force.
Emerging politicians needed to secure soldiers’ loyalty by
demonstrating tangible military accomplishments and signalling
their commitment to military ideals. Soldiers, for their part,
supported military operations in order to signal their loyalty
to the new leaders. The resultant uses of force were particularly
large scale and bold...42
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The way in which the Kim dynasty has been sustained through military loyalty cannot be divorced from the control of the civilian population.
In other words, acquiring nuclear weapons facilitates the development of
national pride and military loyalty. Both these outcomes work in tandem
to ensure the survival of the Kim regime. The military is responsible for
protecting the country’s autonomy and the people’s pride in the nation flows
from this autonomy. Thus, the military is guaranteed a steady supply of
human resource since it is the pride-sustaining institution of the state and
the rule of the supreme leader becomes invaluable since he doubles as the
supreme commander of the KPA.
EFFECTS OF COERCIVE DIPLOMACY: PLAYING INTO THE
HANDS OF NORTH KOREA’S STRONGMEN
The logic of sanctions is that as long as the demand for goods and services
in a country does not change even when prices rise, reducing their supply
can be used to cause price increases thereby pressuring an adversarial state
to change its policy. The actions of the segment of the population that lack
the resources to keep up with increasing prices are expected to provide the
linkage between economic pressure and political change. This expectation is
based on the belief that a large part of the population will lack the resources
to overcome the economic pressures resulting from the increase in the prices
of goods and services, and that they will channel the resultant frustration to
the government who would then be pressured to improve the situation.43
This perspective implies the government will have to comply with
the demands of the sanctioning state so that the supply of the restricted
goods and services can be restored. As stated in the previous section and
demonstrated below, the sanctions against DPRK have produced enormous
economic and other related problems, but the resultant pressure has not
translated into pressure on the Kim regime for policy reversal. The consequences of the sanctions imposed on DPRK can be divided into direct and
indirect effects. The indirect effects which emanate from the government’s
attempt to overcome the economic and political challenges engendered by
sanctions include forced overseas labour, increased surveillance, and a greater
crackdown on dissent. The direct effects of sanctions include the reduction
in foreign investment and the concomitant loss of revenue, poverty, and
death.
The closure of the Kaesong Industrial Complex in February 2016 dealt

Grassroots Power

53

a significant economic blow to DPRK, especially the civilian population.
Although only 20% of the $100 million wage bill that accrued to DPRK
annually from the Complex went to the North Korean workers themselves,
its closure undermined the ability of about 54,000 North Koreans to meet
their basic needs.44 The total value of trade between China and DPRK
reduced from $3.14 billion to $2.95 billion in 2012. Additionally, Chinese
exports to DPRK declined by 14% between January and June, 2013.45 These
reductions cannot be unconnected with US-inspired Chinese sanctions on
DPRK, such as the suspension of banking relations and others. The impact
of the reduced volume of trade on DPRK’s economy can best be appreciated
in the context of China’s share in the overall volume of DPRK’s foreign
trade. China is the destination of 42% of DPRK’s exports and the source
of 57% of the country’s imports.46 Thus, it is plausible to argue that a 14
percent reduction in China’s export to DPRK dealt a serious blow to the
country in terms of goods and service availability. However, this is not to
suggest that sanctions are the only beast in the room. In other words, the
economic restrictions imposed by the US and its allies are not the only cause
of poverty in DPRK.
Haeyung Kim argues that the dearth of foreign investment occasioned
by sanctions inhibits trade liberalization and other economic reforms in
DPRK and undermines the government’s effort to produce better economic
outcomes for North Koreans.47 The author’s main argument is that economic
sanctions are a major cause of North Koreans’ loss of economic rights.48
Although, as shown above, sanctions have had a negative impact on the
ability of North Koreans to meet their basic needs, the author’s argument
presupposes that the Kim regime is disposed to liberalizing the country’s
economy and prioritizing the welfare of its people over its survival. Such an
argument is ahistorical as it ignores how the regime has prioritized military
development over economic prosperity over the years. In addition, the argument is inconsistent with the behaviour of the Kim regime in terms of its
pursuit of nuclear weapons and engagement with the US government. If
indeed the government was interested in economic reforms and sanctions
were undermining this objective, then the logical thing to do would be to
accede to America’s demands by suspending further nuclear activities in
exchange for an end to sanctions. Of course, this has not happened yet and
does not seem to be in the calculations of Pyongyang.
The scholarship on coercive diplomacy,49 argues that one way to make

54

PEACE RESEARCH | Vol. 51, No. 2 (2019)

economic sanctions effective is to ensure that they are “smart”. That is, to
impose them on significant figures in the target country. The idea is that
political change will stem not from generalised sanctions, but policies that
restrict policy-makers’ access to important resources and affect them personally.50 One such “smart” sanction was the prohibition of any business dealings
between US companies and the Macao Bank due to the latter’s clandestine
dealings with the DPRK government. The sanction resulted in Kim Jung-Il
losing about $25 million. This sanction has been touted as the most effective
yet because it resulted in personal discomfort for top officials of the DPRK
regime.51 Unfortunately, however, such assessment of the effectiveness of
“smart” sanctions ignores the indirect consequences, specifically the actions
taken by the regime in a bid to offset the shortfall in revenue, such as forced
overseas labour, etc. For example, it has been reported that the Kim regime
receives between $200-$300 million from forced overseas labour, especially
in China and South Korea.52 Thus, the responses of the regime to targeted
sanctions must be included in evaluating their effectiveness or otherwise.
As noted in the previous section, the use of sanctions to change the
behaviour of an adversary has a poor record globally. In the case of DPRK,
attempts to explain its ineffectiveness have revolved around the conduct of
the entities responsible for implementing them, the responses of the civilian
population, and the actions of the DPRK government. The language used
in United Nations Security Council resolutions is said to foster asymmetric
compliance. For example, Jin A. Kim notes that Resolution 1718, which
froze the assets of individuals involved in DPRK’s nuclear programme,
requires that implementing states fulfill this obligation in accordance with
their national laws.53 Kim suggests that the language produces an uneven
commitment of states to executing sanctions because it does not strictly demand compliance (pp. 319-322).54 In addition to Kim’s point, the individual
responsibility of states and the established asymmetry in their capacity both
make the uneven implementation of sanctions likely. The factors also call
into question the rationality of sanctions as a tool of coercive “diplomacy.”
In other words, if their successful implementation ultimately depends on
individual states and their will and capacity to execute them, how can such
measures be expected to be effective enough to change the behaviour of a
determined adversary like the Kim regime?
Apart from the schizophrenic implementation, the way North Koreans
have responded to the consequences of sanctions, for example, the inability
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of the regime to sustain the central distribution of food and other goods,
is also an explanation for the ineffectiveness of sanctions. To overcome the
shortfall in the supply of basic goods, the Korean people sought alternative
sources of these basic goods, resulting in the emergence of street markets or
what In-Taek Hyun refers to as Jangmadang.55 These markets, according to
Mikael Weissmann and Linus Hagstrom, have grown in size to the extent that
they now constitute a second tier, or in their words, shadow, economy that
exists side by side with the official state-controlled one.56 Although between
30-70% of the profit of these privately-owned ventures goes to the regime,
they provide an avenue for people to satisfy their needs without help from
the state. From the point of view of Weissmann and Hagstrom, sanctions
have been ineffective because of the difficulty in targeting this semi-official
market, but there is no doubt that the Kim regime allows such semi-official
trade practices to continue because it is beneficial to its survival. Thus, rather
than seeing the shadow market as merely a reason for the ineffectiveness of
sanctions, we should understand it as part of the regime’s effort to ward off
any potential uprising in response to its economic failures.
The regime has also attempted to sidestep sanctions through other
means. As noted above, it dispatches thousands of North Koreans to work
overseas and receives the larger part of their wages. In addition, it evades
export and import sanctions by using trading routes that have poor capacities for inspection and control.57 These factors are important for understanding why sanctions have been ineffective in changing the nuclear policy of
DPRK. However, what is of utmost significance is how the regime has appropriated these sanctions to its advantage. Simply put, sanctions provided
an opportunity for the regime to blame external forces for the failure of
its economic policies and evidence of why its isolationist and military first
policies are in the best interest of the country. The processes which enabled
the appropriation of sanctions in this way, more than anything else, are
important for understanding why the economic pressures on the population
have not translated to pressure on the regime. In other words, the important
question is not why sanctions have failed, but why they should be seen as
a gift to the DPRK’s strongmen. The answer to this question lies in understanding the political ideologies of Juche and Songun. I next examine how
these ideologies aid the regime’s appropriation of sanctions for its benefit.
The Juche ideology, briefly noted above, emphasizes the importance of
an independent military, a self-reliant economy, and an autonomous political
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system in DPRK. Under Juche, the supreme leader is the only source of
policy and custodian of the country’s freedoms. Because he serves in the
interest of Koreans, his decisions, according to Juche, cannot be subject to
review by external entities. An independent military, according to this ideology, is necessary to guarantee national security, and national security can be
guaranteed through pre-emptive offense or defense. Economic autonomy in
the context of Juche implies the development of the economy with locally
available resources.58 Songun, meaning “military first”, was developed by
Kim Jong-Il based on the perception of a changing world in which national sovereignty was increasingly threatened by the hegemonic ambitions
of America.59 It stresses that the people must be ready to pay any price in
the effort to protect the country’s autonomy.60 The Songun ideology was
developed as justification for prioritizing military spending over economic
development. The “military first” policy was propagated as critical to the
sustenance of DPRK’s autonomy.
Both ideologies were constructed, and are propagated, in ways that
(mis)represent the regime’s actions as being in the interest of the people,
thereby legitimizing its policies—including nuclear weapons development.
The result is that any external policy that contradicts or undermines the
regime is considered as illegitimate. In this context, the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty and the US effort to end DPRK’s nuclear weapons
programme are understood as an affront against the Korean people. Because
the people have been indoctrinated into the idea of economic and political
self-reliance, economic sanctions do not produce the desired effect of pressure on the regime. Rather, it demonstrates why self-reliance is critical to
the survival of the country. Moreover, the regime’s complete control of the
channels of communication makes it easy to spin the reportage of sanctions
to propagate this perspective. Additionally, it is plausible to argue that the
mounting economic pressure occasioned by sanctions has not translated into
pressuring the government because the minds of people have already been
conditioned to accept any suffering as sacrifice for the good of the collective.
In this perspective, the “fire and fury” rhetoric of President Donald Trump
cannot scare the regime into submission; rather it provides new propaganda
material that proves America’s hegemonic intentions.
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“DEFEATING” DPRK’S STRONGMEN BY WINNING HEARTS
AND MINDS AT THE GRASSROOTS
In “The Strategy of Nonviolent Defense”, Robert Burrowes surmised as
follows:
... the power of the opponent elite to conduct the aggression
depends on the level of support that their strategy commands.
This includes the support that is offered from . . . key social
groups . . . Therefore, a strategy to undermine the power of the
opponent elite should be directed at their centre of gravity; that
is, it should aim to alter the will of those key social groups . . .
that support the aggression.61
Applied to DPRK, the power of Kim Jong-Un to continue developing
nuclear weapons depends, not on its existing military arsenal, but on the
support of the programme by the civilian population. Thus, the key to
halting further nuclear weapons development lies in policies that erode the
people’s support for the nuclear programme. The current sanction regime
does not accomplish this; it only serves to increase the desire for nuclear
weapons as an insurance against foreign aggressors. Moreover, sanctions or
any other form of coercive diplomacy undermines the dignity of the person
or nation on whom it is exercised.
Thus, the international community should be contradicting Pyongyang’s propaganda, not fuelling it. In other words, the conflict must
be understood as a battle over the civilian population in DPRK and the
strategy of the international community must be constructed to reflect this
understanding for it to be successful. One way to erode the people’s support
for Pyongyang is to create cognitive dissonance by easing sanctions and using strategic aid to improve their living conditions in ways that contradict
the regime’s misinformation campaign. By strategic aid, I mean aid that will
directly improve education, health, food availability, transportation, and
any other sector that directly impacts people’s lives. Changing the policy
of the international community towards DPRK does not guarantee that
the people will begin to question the regime’s propaganda. After all, the
only information that gets to the people through the mass media are those
sanctioned by Pyongyang. So, how can this contradictory information be
transmitted to ordinary North Koreans?
Inter-Korean contact at the grassroots holds the key to peace between
the two Koreas and the resolution of the conflict between DPRK and the
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international community. John Paul Lederach sees middle-range leaders,
such as educators, business people, and clergy as an important element
of peacemaking because they are connected to both decision-makers and
ordinary civilians.62 In contrast to this vision, I argue that the ordinary
civilians in DPRK are the significant agents for peace in the region given
that the so-called middle-range leaders are appendages of the Kim regime.
Therefore, what the international community should be doing is facilitating
the creation of a peace force within South Korea to engage with ordinary
North Koreans. Through such engagement, contrary information will be
shared, thus creating a new consciousness. It is this new consciousness that
will lead North Koreans to begin to question their support for the regime’s
nuclear weapons programme.
CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS
The sanctions imposed on DPRK are ineffective because they adversely impact the civilian population who are critical to the effort to halt Pyongyang’s
nuclear programme. The Korean people are key to restoring peace in the
Korean peninsula. They are the ones to pressure the political leaders to a
point where genuine negotiations with the international community will
be in their best interest. However, this process of change cannot be initiated through sanctions because it alienates the very people who should be
championing it. However, many questions remain. For example, how can
the peoples of the two Koreas organise without the Kim regime cracking
down on its own people? I doubt that that the regime will respond politely
to grassroots mobilisation for change. Even so, this does not spell doom for
the future of the peace force discussed in the previous section. The people’s
resilience, developed under a brutal dictatorship and US sanctions, can
become the foundational element of the peace force. The most important
actions that should take place now are those that will bring about its development—change the current policy towards DPRK and publicize the good
deeds of the international community through inter-Korean interaction at
the grassroots.
To conclude, this is only “one slice of the pie.” After the civilian population is brought on board, other key stakeholders in the conflict must also
take steps to disincentivize nuclear weapons development. As the saying
goes, “what is good for the goose is good for the gander.” If the US, Russia
and others are committed to the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons, they
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too should destroy their stockpiles through a safe and internationally supervised process. If the US is committed to a nuclear-free Korean peninsula, it
should provide some security guarantees to Pyongyang, such as, for example,
signing a peace agreement to replace the 1953 Armistice Agreement. The
DPRK conflict is a complex one, but the first step to solving it lies in getting
the civilian population on board. They are the “prize” to be won. The Kim
regime understands this, but the international community, especially the
US, is yet to comprehend their significance.
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