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There are situations in international politics, as there are in life, in which there are no good options, 
in which nothing works.  Trying to deal with North Korea is a case in point.  The United States 
has tried everything in its tool kit in an effort to come up with an effective North Korean 
policy.  Positive incentives have not worked; neither have negative ones.  Hard line policies have 
the perverse effect of prodding the North Korean leadership to seek more customers for its nuclear 
technology and ballistic missile exports and to tighten the screws on its long suffering 
population.  Aid and other “soft” inducements to get North Korea to give up its nuclear weapons 
are unavailing.   North Korean leaders are not wrong to believe that a North Korea bereft of nuclear 
weapons would be more vulnerable to efforts to undermine their regime. 
 
The only long term solution to the North Korean problem is the unification of the peninsula under 
the democratic government that rules in the South.  But wishing for the collapse of the North 
Korean regime is not a strategy.  Nonetheless, if the reality is that no policy can be expected to 
work, then “strategic patience,” the Obama Administration’s excuse for a North Korea policy, 
makes some sense. Being patient and engaging the South Koreans and, if possible, the Chinese in 
a discussion on how to manage a process leading to unification when the North Korean regime 
finally implodes may be all that can be done under present circumstances. 
 
The unforgiving reality is that neither carrots nor sticks will have much of an impact on North 
Korea as long as China sees it in its interest to support the regime there.  There is no love lost 
between China and North Korea, but China is loath to see unification under a government that 
would conceivably provide a platform for U.S. military presence on Korea’s border with China. 
So China holds its nose and continues to provide North Korea with nearly all of its energy and to 
be the counterpart for 90 percent of its external trade.  China has tried its own mix of hard and soft 
policies to get the North to desist from developing its nuclear arsenal and ballistic missile 
capability. It has supported UN Security Council sanctions against the North on the one hand and  

 



 

 
has called for a resumption of Six-Party Talks on the other. But for China, as with the United States, 
nothing works. 
 
If South Korea desires unification, it needs to court the Chinese, which is what South Korean 
President Park Geun-hye has been doing.  Park and China’s President Xi Jinping sing out of the 
same songbook about the past perfidy of Japan and the dangers of a revival of Japanese militarism. 
Xi has visited Seoul but still has not set foot inside North Korea or welcomed Kim Jong-Un to 
Beijing.  But as warm as the China-ROK relationship has become, it is not a game changer as far 
as policy toward North Korea is concerned.  South Korea is not interested in weakening its alliance 
with the United States, and China is not about to abandon the North and face an influx of North 
Koreans fleeing their country and unification by America’s ally in the South. Over the years South 
Korea has tried several different strategies to contend with its North Korean brethren.  Here too 
nothing has worked. 
 
So that brings us to Japan.  Prime Minister Abe has said time and time again that he will not rest 
until he has brought home every abductee, those hapless Japanese citizens who were kidnapped 
by North Korean agents and were not heard from until twelve years ago when Prime Minister 
Koizumi went to Pyongyang and returned with five of them.  Kim Jong-Il then told Koizumi that 
the others had died but the evidence the North provided to support this claim was unconvincing to 
say the least.  Japan has been demanding a new and more thorough investigation ever since. 
 
In addition to Japanese citizens that the government officially recognizes as having been abducted 
by North Korea, there are many others who mysteriously disappeared during the years the North 
Korean abduction program was active.  There also are hundreds of Japanese women who went to 
to North Korea in the late 1950s with their Korean-Japanese husbands who are stuck there.  Prime 
Minister Abe has promised to get a full accounting and to bring back to Japan all of those who are 
still alive -- abductees, others whose disappearance is suspected by the Japanese government to 
have been the work of North Korean agents, stranded Japanese wives, and Japanese who as 
children were left behind in North Korea at the end of the Second World War.  There is no time to 
waste.  The average age of those known to have been abducted is over 65.   
    
Almost as soon as he got his second shot at being Prime Minister in December 2012, Abe initiated 
a series of back channel negotiations with the North Koreans in an effort to engineer a 
breakthrough on the abduction issue. His efforts paid off when Kim Jong-Un agreed to launch a 
new investigation into the fate of these Japanese, something that is hard to imagine Kim agreeing 
to if he was not prepared to have the investigation “discover” that there are some abductees still 
alive in the North.   Abe responded by lifting some of the unilateral sanctions Japan had imposed 
on North Korea.  He has promised to remove more of them and to provide economic assistance 
depending on the result of the investigation.   
 
Some see in Abe’s actions a kind of Machiavellian maneuver to orchestrate a Japanese opening to 
Pyongyang in order to counter South Korea’s growing coziness with Beijing.  But Abe’s North 
Korea policy is driven by the domestic politics of the abductee issue rather than by a calculated 
response to the shifting dynamics of international politics in East Asia.  Securing the return of all 
abductees has been a key objective of Mr. Abe ever since he was a deputy chief cabinet secretary  

 



 

 
in the Koizumi government.  It is an issue to which he is deeply and emotionally committed.  If he 
is able to visit Pyongyang and bring back with him surviving abductees as well as Japanese wives, 
who until now have been unable to leave North Korea, his popularity will soar. Depending on the 
timing, it could help produce a landslide LDP victory in the Diet elections that will be held in 2016, 
possibly giving his party the two-thirds control of seats in both houses of the Diet that he needs to 
initiate the process of revising the Constitution.   
 
Although Abe’s North Korea initiative has been driven by domestic concerns, North Koreans no 
doubt see it as an opportunity to get much needed economic assistance and to sow division among 
the U.S., South Korea, and Japan.  But North Korea has a problem.  Its leverage to extract 
economic and other concessions from Japan derives from the Japanese belief that it continues to 
hold Japanese citizens captive.  Abe will risk irritating the United States in order to make a deal to 
get them released and returned to Japan.  But the day after the last abductee is accounted for and 
he announces that the abductee issue has been resolved will also be the day he can revert to a hard 
line policy, re-impose sanctions, and repair whatever damage had been done to U.S.-Japan 
relations. Therefore, it is possible that North Korea would not want to see a resolution but instead 
will try to drag out the negotiations and get Japanese concessions at each step along the way.   
 
There is considerable angst in Washington and even among the abductee families in Japan about 
Abe’s North Korea policy. Family members are worried that Abe will be deceived by North Korea 
or that he will decide to treat the results of the new investigation as conclusive and close the book 
on the issue without satisfying the families that all those who had been abducted have been 
accounted for.  The Obama Administration is nervous enough about what Abe is up to that it has 
sent a message to him that it expects him to consult with Washington before making a trip to 
Pyongyang.   
 
But such worries are unrealistic.  Hopefully Abe will get something from the North Koreans since 
he is in essence willing to buy the freedom of the surviving abductees. But a full and complete 
accounting is unlikely.  Instead of a definitive accounting that Abe is demanding, what the North 
Koreans are likely to produce instead is disappointment and frustration in Tokyo by failing to come 
clean about the fate of all the Japanese who disappeared there.  The Japanese are most likely to 
find themselves in the same boat with the Americans, South Koreans, and Chinese in their North 
Korean policy: nothing works. 
 
So what is to be done? First on the list is not to harbor any illusions about America’s ability to 
change North Korea’s policies or to end the Kim dynasty.  China, the only country that is in a 
position to pull the moorings out from under the North Korean regime, is not about to do so. And 
as long as it throws a lifeline to the North it can survive U.S. sanctions. 
 
We also need to be realistic about denuclearization.  The cat is out of the bag: North Korea has 
nuclear weapons and it will not give them up. But we should not exaggerate the danger of North 
Korea using them. Its leaders are well aware that their use would result in the virtual total 
annihilation of their country. A far greater and more immediate concern is nuclear 
proliferation.  The Obama Administration needs to engage the Chinese in a conversation on how 
to prevent North Korea from exporting nuclear materials, something it will be sure do if it sees the  

 



 

 
opportunity. 
 
We know remarkably little about what is happening inside North Korea and have even less of an 
idea of when the regime will implode.  But sooner or later it will.  The U.S. can help hasten its end 
by using all possible means to get information about the outside world and about their own rulers 
to the North Korean people.  When the end comes, we -- the U.S., China, South Korea, and Japan 
-- need to be prepared to respond in a coordinated manner. At that point we cannot afford to throw 
up our hands and say that nothing works. 
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