
www.manaraa.com

North Korea’s Place in
the U.S. Presidency:
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Abstract

Foreign policy behavior is a function of combined elements such as strategic
calculations, institutionalized mechanisms, interactive constructed identity, and
transaction/opportunity costs. The top leaders’ connectivity serves as an interven-
ing variable in the process. The personal connection, of course, cannot show the
whole picture of behind-the-curtain dynamics, and yet it still is a piece of the puz-
zle in explaining “why it happened the way it happened.” This article, an inductive
analysis of narratives, explains why the current nuclear impasse emerged at the end
of the Clinton administration and how the George W. Bush administration chose to
dismiss the Kim Jong Il regime as a legitimate counterpart by focusing on cultural
elements of the top leaders’ ethos and worldviews.
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Introduction: A Relationship of Their Own

The U.S. and North Korea share a unique relationship, and it is loaded with
mutual distrust and strategic imperatives. Mutual distrust would drive them to dis-
miss each other, and yet the regional security imperatives keep them entangled.
Pyongyang’s 2006 underground test qualifies North Korea as a nuclear power, and
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its subsequent missile launches make the two nations’ relationship ever more tenu-
ous. Nuclear Pyongyang is a sore reminder of Washington’s failure in its nonprolif-
eration policy, while the intricacies of bilateral relations go beyond the conventional
security realms. Pyongyang’s human rights records make it more complicated.1 The
U.S. is under mounting pressure from Japan on North Korean human security threats,
and from the international community on the plight of refugees. In order to under-
stand Washington’s stance towards Pyongyang, this article situates the Korean Penin-
sula within the American presidency.

A perspective entails positionality, which, in turn, reflects upon identity, inter-
ests and priorities.2 When observing Washington, D.C., from the sole focus on North-
east Asia, the evolution of North Korean problem can be puzzling.3 If we, however,
reverse the directionality from Washington to the global affairs, Pyongyang ceases to
be the sole problem, even if still one of many problems. The reversed positionality
from the White House to the Korean Peninsula helps us weigh the multitude of com-
peting agendas in the global setting. Had North Korea not been equipped with deadly
weapons of mass destruction, it would have earned contempt or, at best, dismissal
from the American leadership for its totalitarianism. This article, an inductive analy-
sis of narratives, explains why the current nuclear impasse has emerged at the end
of the Clinton administration and how the Bush administration chose to dismiss the
Kim Jong Il regime as a legitimate counterpart.

An Underexplored Terrain

Given the respective strengths of the four main international relations (IR) the-
ories (e.g., realism, liberalism, institutionalism and constructivism), the human fac-
tor is often missing in foreign policy studies.4 This paper explores the probable causal
association between the top leaders’ belief systems and policy priorities by looking
at the Clinton and Bush administrations’ attitudes toward the Korean Peninsula. The
rationality assumption in realist tradition does not permit the gray area where a top
leader’s worldviews interact with national agenda setting. Political leaders are
assumed only to maximize national interests within the Hobbesian framework, and
the murky reality entailing hard-to-quantify variables such as belief system is hardly
factored in. The liberalist tradition, on the other hand, focuses on interests of actors
leaving the room for ideological influence in the decision-making process. Institu-
tionalism, however, falls short on considering individual human volition because
actors are to play the already prescribed role within limited institutional framework.
Noninstitutional considerations such as cultural affinity and shared worldviews are
relegated to the periphery. Finally, constructivism vindicates the importance of iden-
tity politics, but the debates are mostly at the national (e.g., Muslim nation-state)
and group level (e.g., ethnic politics). The top leaders’ propensities are rarely an issue
for its macro- and mezzo-units of analysis. This article looks into a less chartered
IR territory by linking the top decision-makers’ ethos to foreign policy behavior.5

This paper is not an attempt to reduce national interests to elites’ personal
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propensities. It instead tries to show an understudied dynamic in the foreign policy
process. Students of diplomatic history often focus on the official records of national
history by putting personal and unofficial narratives to their disadvantage. Doing it
otherwise self-evidently risks trivializing the grandeur of national history making.
Then how can we account for much existing evidence which supports the saliency of
worldviews and personal relationships often projected in (auto-)biographical nar-
ratives and informal testimonies? Great Britain’s Margaret Thatcher and America’s
Ronald Reagan succeeded in ending the Cold War hand-in-hand, and their ideolog-
ical camaraderie is widely known. Two decades later, Tony Blair’s Great Britain
became the biggest supporter for George W. Bush’s “Global War on Terrorism.” The
US and UK are “traditional” allies. Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez is another effective
example in this. With his widely publicized defiance against George W. Bush’s uni-
lateralism, Chavez’s expressive affinity to Cuba’s Castro is not a secret. Venezuelan
populism shares ideological compatibility with Cuban socialism in their collabora-
tive resistance against U.S. hegemony. The historical adversity between Israel and
Palestine is not only strategic, but it also crisscrosses ethnic and religious bound-
aries. These examples support the saliency of ideological orientation and correspon-
ding values among the nation-states. With cultural distance, a disadvantage to further
consolidate alliance, the leaders deploy ingenious tools for personal bonding. Japan’s
Junichiro Koizumi played up his liking of Elvis Presley to better connect with George
W. Bush. Bill Clinton argued for his theoretical appetite in Japanese sushi to amelio-
rate the trade tension with Japanese prime minister Keizo Obuchi. Had the personal
affinity played no role in international relations, the top leaders would not have
expended their energy playing up the mediocre commonality.

Foreign policy behavior is a function of combined elements such as strategic
calculations, institutionalized mechanisms, interactive constructed identity, and
transaction/opportunity costs. The top leaders’ connectivity serves as an interven-
ing variable in the process. The personal connection, of course, cannot show the
whole picture of behind-the-curtain dynamics, and yet it still is a piece of the puz-
zle in explaining “why it happened the way it happened.” Put in plain words, coop-
erative bilateral relations are easier to achieve when negotiation partners share more
similarities than dissimilarities.

Furthermore, foreign policy is a specialized field which often evades the watch-
ful eyes of the citizens. The division of power in a democratic system grants the
elected leaders, the executive branch, considerable authority in the decision making
process, while other branches, judicial and administrative, serve to check and bal-
ance the executive power. Ample evidence points out that the foreign policy domain
lies outside of such mechanism. The American public feels comfortable in delegat-
ing more power to the White House in foreign affairs than to domestic agendas
because of the presumed expertise requirements.6 The top leader’s belief system car-
ries saliency in foreign policy agenda setting.7

This paper uses personal (e.g., autobiographies, biographies, and confidential
interviews) as well as official (e.g., recently unclassified U.S. government documents
under the Freedom of Information Act, briefing materials and other U.S. govern-
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ment official reports for public consumption) data sources for investigative analysis.
The primary research method is content analysis.8 In lieu of presenting a theory-
driven hypothesis drawing on deductive reasoning, this research lets the data speak
for themselves. The comparisons of the Clinton and Bush administrations’ North
Korea policies provide instructive evidence on the impact of top leaders’ belief sys-
tems on foreign policy behavior.

Clinton’s “Ambivalent Engagement”
and Bush’s “Malign Neglect”

One irony in Clinton’s last days at the White House was the incoming George
W. Bush administration’s “ABC (All but Clinton)” policy, which rejected his prede-
cessor’s engagement strategy in its entirety. The Bush government went on to broaden
its Pyongyang agenda to include, not only the nuclear issue, missiles and the terror-
ism list, but also conventional arms, human rights and illegal activities. Pyongyang’s
new counterpart at the White House was more judgmental and determined than
before. Ever since it became clear that the Bush administration was going to discard
Clinton’s policy of engagement, some speculated on Bush’s apparent need to aug-
ment his political legitimacy by differentiating himself from Clinton, while others
attributed it to the radically transformed political milieu in the post–9/11 world.

Clinton’s “Ambivalent Engagement”

The beginning of the North Korean nuclear impasse started with the end of the
Cold War.9 Upon the demise of the Soviet Union, the U.S. and Russia aimed to reduce
the size of their nuclear arsenals, affecting 100 nuclear warheads based in the south-
ern part of the Korean Peninsula.10 The two Korean governments accordingly agreed
on the Declaration on the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula in 1991.

The promising developments did not meet the optimistic expectations. After
North Korea’s ratification of its safeguards agreement with the International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA), the agency discovered “discrepancies” in North Korea’s ini-
tial report on its nuclear programs in September 1992. The discovery caused an alert
in the international community. With the nascent Clinton administration still in dis-
array,11 the Pyongyang regime played the nuclear card by bluffing that it would with-
draw from the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) in March 1993. After
Washington’s assurances that it would not use force against the Pyongyang regime
or interfere with its internal affairs, North Korea agreed to consult with the IAEA in
July 1993.

More ominous news followed the small concessions made by the Kim Il Sung
regime.12 In late 1993 and early 1994, the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and
Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) concluded that the Pyongyang regime was already
in possession of a couple of nuclear warheads. They estimated that about 12 kilo-
grams of plutonium had been separated from the fuel rods in previous years. Between
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January1994, when the allegations were made, and June 1994, when Pyongyang effec-
tively ceased to be an IAEA member, Clinton’s foreign policy team engaged in intense
negotiations with North Korea. The negotiations were stalemated, however, due to
Pyongyang’s demand for compensation amid Washington’s partisan politics.13

Amid increasing tensions, an inflammatory remark made by a member of the
North Korean delegation fueled the sense of crisis.14 The chilling image of the pros-
perous South Korean capital turning into “a sea of fire” was interpreted to be more
than the usual bluff. With Pyongyang growing increasingly defiant and belligerent,
Washington and Seoul began preparing for a worst-case scenario. President Clinton
seriously considered attacking the North,15 but was soon persuaded not to take the
military option.16 President Clinton was in a situation he could not just “walk away
from.”17 From the time of the “sea of fire” remark in March 1994, North Korea lived
up to its reputation for brinkmanship. In May, Pyongyang was confirmed to have
begun removing spent fuel from its 5-megawatt nuclear research reactor. In less than
a month, the regime took another drastic measure: withdrawal from IAEA.

An unexpected breakthrough was made amid the rapidly deteriorating situation.
Jimmy Carter, the 39th U.S. president, self-initiated a visit to Pyongyang in June and
produced very crucial momentum. He took along a CNN news crew from Atlanta,
and negotiated on his own with Kim Il Sung. He tried to create a fait accompli by
announcing to the world through CNN in real time the result of his talks with the
North Koreans. He single-handedly succeeded in persuading North Korea to freeze
its nuclear weapons program.18 The sudden death of Kim Il Sung, however, almost
immediately after Carter’s visit, made the situation precarious.19

Despite the concerns about the possible consequences of the elder Kim’s sud-
den death, the new leader of North Korea stayed committed to bilateral negotiations
with the U.S. Kim Jong Il turned out to be a shrewd pragmatist.20 Only one month
after his father’s death, intense negotiations with the U.S. bore fruit in the form of
an “agreed statement,” which in turn led to the Agreed Framework in October 1994.
The framework was as close as the U.S. has ever come in its negotiations with North
Korea to achieving a path toward normalization of relations.

The agreement, however, did not stop North Korea from continuing with its
nuclear weapons program. Partisan U.S. politics hindered the administration from
faithfully implementing some aspects of the agreement, and Pyongyang soon began
cheating. The Republican gains in the House from the 1994 congressional elections
were so substantial that it became much more difficult for the Clinton administra-
tion to carry through with aspects of the Agreed Framework.21 The administration
did deliver heavy fuel oil to North Korea, albeit belatedly,22 but eased sanctions only
a very little. The North Koreans could have taken that as a very bad sign and at some
point thereafter secretly restarted their nuclear programs.23

Critics often argue that Clinton was naïve about North Korea and did not under-
stand that it would not keep its promises. Such criticism is not entirely fact-based.
The North did, in fact, keep the specific promises made in the Agreed Framework
about the Yongbyon nuclear project. IAEA monitors verified the freeze on the site.
On the other hand, the North did apparently begin cheating in regard to at least the
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spirit of the Agreed Framework by pursuing uranium enrichment technology from
some point during the Clinton years.24

One valid criticism would be the lack of clear policy focus on the part of the
Clinton administration after the Agreed Framework. Clinton administration officials
believed the nuclear situation had been in check since 1994, and thought primarily
that they now had to restrain North Korea’s missile program. The unexpected Tae-
podong launch over Japan in the fall of 1998, and the close alliance with Tokyo,
blinded the administration to other possibilities.

In the aftermath of June 2000 inter–Korean summit talks in Pyongyang, North
Korean Vice Marshall Jo Myong Rok, Kim Jong Il’s second in command, visited
Washington, D.C., in October and delivered Kim’s personal letter to President Clin-
ton. The summit talks were assessed by many to be a potent opportunity to bring
peace to the region. Clinton’s secretary of state, Madeleine Albright, went to North
Korea to lay the groundwork for a possible visit by President Clinton.25 She brought
back very positive reports on North Korea’s sincerity about ending its missile pro-
grams.26 The momentum quickly slowed, however, because Clinton, in his second
term, was running out of time. In his final weeks in office, the American president
chose to work on the Middle East instead of cutting a deal with North Korea. With
North Korea, the Clinton administration tried, but did not try hard enough.

Bush’s “Malign Neglect”

Unlike his predecessor, President Bush was never eager to engage directly with
the North bilaterally. The Bush administration, however, restrained itself from pub-
licly condemning the North Korean regime until the 2002 “axis of evil” remarks. The
CIA report linking the terms of the Agreed Framework to the freeze of North Korea’s
nuclear reactor program triggered the hostile posture on the part of the U.S. in the
post–9/11 context.27 Washington also became adamant about Pyongyang’s complete,
verifiable and irreversible disarmament (CVID) at around this time. With the inva-
sion of Afghanistan and Iraq, a need for multilateral framework became ever more
pressing.28 Nuclear North Korea demanded Washington’s attention, and yet the U.S.
could not engage in multiple contingencies simultaneously.

The six-party talks, Washington’s multilateral invention, have been almost non-
functional to Pyongyang’s advantage. Amid the rising rivalry between China and
Japan, the multilateral parties are deeply divided. While America’s allies share an
interest in neutralizing Pyongyang, there were signs of two divergent camps emerg-
ing within the six-party framework. The first group, consisting of Beijing and Mos-
cow, sees no strategic advantage in cornering Pyongyang for neither of the two
countries perceives Pyongyang to be an immediate military threat.29 They argue for
working with the North so as to deter any destructive behavior. Moscow stressed the
importance of making “compromise solutions,” in order to appease North Korea
with Beijing’s eminence as the key mediator and leader within the six-party frame-
work adds more legitimacy to this line of strategy.

The second group consists of Washington and Tokyo. Unlike the Beijing-Mos-

62 NORTH KOREAN REVIEW, FALL 2009



www.manaraa.com

cow dyad, they believe that North Korea poses a clear and imminent threat to regional
security. They also judge Pyongyang to be morally repugnant, in light of its human
rights record and the abduction incidents of Japanese citizens. These concerns and
sentiments propel the Washington-Tokyo camp toward more punitive attitudes for
North Korea. The passages of the North Korea Human Rights Laws in Washington
and Tokyo were (mis-)construed as a device to induce popular subversion within
North Korea with the hope they would lead to regime collapse. Pyongyang’s nukes
have given Japanese hawks a golden opportunity to reassert their remilitarization
position. It is in Japan’s best interests to endorse Washington’s North Korean policy
and remain its staunch ally. As South Korea’s relations with Washington have been
a bumpy ride, Tokyo’s alliance with the United States has risen to be of supreme
importance.30 The division within the six-party talks and the very installation of the
multilateral framework provoked further hostile reactions from North Korea.

Insistent on holding bilateral talks with the U.S., Pyongyang expelled the IAEA
inspectors in 2002 and restarted its Yongbyon nuclear reactor in 2003. North Korea
made it very clear that it was not going to give up its nuclear capabilities unless the
United States made concessions first. Pyongyang’s list of demands included lifting
the economic embargo, removing North Korea from the list of state sponsors of ter-
rorism, and annulling the North Korea Human Rights Law. Washington, on the other
hand, told Pyongyang that it had to give up its nukes before any concessions could
be made.31 Making it worse, Pyongyang allegedly sold 1.8 tons of uranium hexafluoride
(UF6) to Libya through a Pakistani illegal arms trafficking organization. Thus, the
Kim regime added one more illegal activity to its long criminal record of drug
trafficking, counterfeit circulation, and human rights violations. Nevertheless, North
Korea’s neighboring countries did not have much leverage in sanctioning Pyongyang’s
illicit activities. Instead, the six-party talks have stalled since June 2004, and North
Korea’s announcement to withdraw again from the multilateral talks on April 14,
2009, shows history repeating itself. Pyongyang, through its insistence on bilateral
talks with the United States, was negating the effectiveness of the multilateral
approach. Pyongyang’s stance was that Washington had to be the sole negotiating part-
ner in overcoming the impasse. The Bush administration, on the other hand, argued
that a nuclear North Korea poses a security threat to the entire region of Northeast
Asia and thus requires a multilateral resolution.

It is widely known that Pyongyang is a very difficult negotiation partner. The
Kim Jong Il regime was making unrealistic demands as preconditions for the resump-
tion of talks. For instance, North Korea demanded an apology from the Bush admin-
istration for having been labeled as one of the six “outposts of tyranny.” It also asked
the United States and Japan to resign from the talks. In addition, it expressed resent-
ment towards Washington’s attempts to put human rights on the negotiation table
as an agenda.

A nuclear North Korea occupies a unique geostrategic position in Northeast
Asia. Its three bordering countries (China, Russia and South Korea) and its neigh-
bor (Japan), share a mutual interest in neutralizing North Korea. China does not wel-
come the massive influx of North Korean refugees taxing its infrastructure. More
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fundamentally, Beijing fears an abrupt collapse of Kim Jong Il’s regime that would
lead to regional instability that in turn would hamper Chinese economic growth.
South Korea fears that Washington might provoke paranoid Pyongyang by initiating
a military confrontation, which might lead to Kim’s fall, but would have horrific
implications for the entire peninsula.32 Tokyo reacts to its armed and dangerous
neighbor with particular anxiety; Japan went into panic after North Korea’s Tae-
podong 2 missile flew over the island country on April 5, 2009, and it is still angry
over Pyongyang’s admission that North Korea abducted Japanese civilians during the
1960s and 1970s.

The Bush administration’s securitization of nontraditional security issues was a
crucial departure from that of the Clinton administration. Despite the existence of
a plethora of critical policy assessments, the Bush White House did not demonstrate
genuine concerns for the North Korean situation.33 Pyongyang’s nuclear test on Octo-
ber 9, 2006, further toughened Washington’s stern approach.34 The UN Security
Council’s unanimous resolution sanctioning North Korea on October 14, 2006, sug-
gested room for temporary unity within the multiparty framework, but North Korea,
as expected, was defiant against the U.S.–led sanction measures. The same story
repeats itself in the aftermath of April 5, 2009, missile launch.

The Bush administration inherited the nuclear North Korea from President Clin-
ton, and yet its efforts were not much more than “multilateral make-over.” The
Obama administration has inherited the self-inflicted wound of Bush’s “malign neg-
lect” tactics. North Korea, the ever-defiant underdog of the hegemonic world order,
is a reminder of a series of U.S. policy failures in Northeast Asia. The following sec-
tion addresses the “why” and “how” questions by focusing on the top leaders’ ethos
and diplomatic contingencies.

Ethos and Worldviews:
Foreign Policy and Cultural Affinity

Ethos is an abstract concept. The most authoritative definition comes from
anthropologist Clifford Geertz: “[Ethos] is ... the tone, character, and quality of their
life, its moral and aesthetic style and mood; it is the underlying attitude toward them-
selves and their world that life reflects.”35 Following up on the explication made by
Schwartz and Kim, this paper uses “ethos” and “worldview” interchangeably: “World-
view rationalizes ethos; ethos instills worldview with affect. Worldview and ethos
are inseparable and converge in every cultural realm, including philosophy, religion,
ideology, political values, mythology, art, and collective memory.”36 The foreign pol-
icy domain cannot be an exception for the affect of ethos and worldviews. As Hunt-
ington’s “clash of civilizations” argument powerfully alludes to, religious and cultural
considerations deserve more serious attention to better understand foreign policy
behaviors.37 The following section addresses the questions of how the American pres-
idents’ religious and moral ethos translated into their stance towards North Korea.
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Clinton: Christian Ethos and the Middle East Peace Process

Despite what some assessed as a southerner’s parochialism, President Clinton
turned out to have a keen interest in international affairs. Having been taught to “look
up to people others looked down on,”38 Bill Clinton paid attention to world prob-
lems such as global poverty and AIDS. He was a sympathetic internationalist. As he
tried to introduce progressive domestic policies such as welfare and medical reform,
he also utilized foreign aid as an effective policy tool.39 North Korea, however, failed
to bring out the sympathetic internationalist in Bill Clinton. The Clinton adminis-
tration’s approach, derived from rational strategic calculations, was shaped by little
vision or emotional investment. While avoiding public name-calling, Clinton did not
show much compassion for the people of North Korea until he decided to provide
large-scale food aid in the late 1990s.

Had it been without its nuclear capability and severe famine, North Korea would
not have drawn much attention from the Clinton administration. The administra-
tion saw the strategic importance in the North Korean problems and negotiated with
the Pyongyang regime with patience. The eight-year saga of Clinton’s engaging with
Pyongyang, however, ended without disarming the country. A deal with North Korea
was “tantalizingly close” at the end of the Clinton administration, but he let the
opportunity slip through his fingers.40 How did Bill Clinton’s ethos get played out in
his foreign policy priorities?

As his term was nearing the end, President Clinton had to choose between the
Middle East peace process and cutting a missile deal with North Korea. As previously
noted, he had received a personal letter of invitation from Kim Jong Il to visit North
Korea, and Secretary of State Madeleine Albright brought back very positive reports
from her visit to the country. Around the same time, Yasir Arafat had given him
hope for reaching an agreement with Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak, Yitzhak Rabin’s
successor. Clinton put priority on trying to reach an Israel-Palestine deal. His mem-
oir does not give evidence that Clinton agonized about letting North Korea go. He
was driven to close a deal with Israel and Palestine before his time expired.41

As for the reasons behind his choice, Clinton was not only aware of the power-
ful influence of the Jewish population in domestic U.S. politics, but the Middle East
was also culturally closer to him than North Korea. His commitment to the Middle
East goes back to his early days in Little Rock, Arkansas.42 After having lost the guber-
natorial reelection campaign in 1980, he joined a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. The trip
had a deep impact on Clinton.

Although North Korea posed as grave a security threat to the administration,
there was no evidence of Bill Clinton’s emotional attachment to the region. This was
in stark contrast to his direct personal involvement with the Middle East peace pro-
cess. Half-baked success and lost momentum define the Clinton administration’s
North Korea policy. It would be illogical to assert that Clinton’s choosing of the Mid-
dle East peace process over North Korea at the crucial juncture came simply from
his Christian faith and close personal ties with the Israeli leaders. Other variables,
such as the Jewish influence on the U.S. domestic politics and the Middle East oil,
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should not be excluded. And yet, the cultural elements discussed in this paper shed
a light on the murky gray area in the Clinton administration’s North Korea policy.

North Korea was marginal in the American president’s full plate of global issues.
The issues that prevailed among the competing agendas meet certain qualifications
such as crucial strategic importance, domestic political advantage, and emotional
commitment, such as the president’s own ethos. North Korea met only one category,
whereas the Middle East peace process satisfied all three.

Bush: Moral Judgments and Global War on Terrorism

Americans are some of the most religious people in the world, and the Bush
administration’s Christian ambience received favorable approval ratings from the
largely religious public.43 As a born-again Christian, President Bush’s religiosity
lacked self-reflexivity and fluidity in viewing the world,44 and this ethos was reflected
in his foreign policy orientation. A clear-cut division between good and evil consti-
tuted the perceptual dichotomy in the Bush Doctrine.45

Considering the centrality of moral clarity and tactics of preemption in the Bush
Doctrine, the question was “Why Iraq, not North Korea?” After all, it was his father,
George Herbert Walker Bush, the 41st American president, who installed Saddam
Hussein in power, and yet George W. Bush tried to remove Hussein. The Persian Gulf
War was an impressive accomplishment, and “U.S. support for Iraq in the Iran-Iraq
conflict in the 1980s contributed to Hussein’s power in the first place.”46 Despite the
White House’s 2002 national security strategy paper on mutual assured destruction
(MAD), it was Iraq, not North Korea, which was targeted first.47

The choice of invading Iraq, not North Korea, was an enigma in the U.S. intel-
ligence community even though the community was an accomplice in falsifying doc-
uments in the circumstantial support of Hussein’s possession of weapons of mass
destruction (WMD). Then why did the Bush administration continue to morally
denounce the Kim Jong Il regime? As Hersh points out, the ideological nature of
attacking Iraq was deeply embedded in post–9/11.48 Its security paradigm changed:
the U.S. was at war with a faceless enemy, and Saddam Hussein put a face to the
invisible adversary. The American government reshuffled its structure, including the
creation of the Department of Homeland Security and Office of Homeland Security
at the White House.49 The doctrine justified taking a revenge on an enemy (any
enemy, for that matter) for the attacks, and Iraq was the most convenient target. Fur-
thermore, the oil-rich Middle East was more attractive to an American president
who had his first big business break from the Texas oil industry.50 His first choice of
retaliation, Saddam’s Iraq, did not mean other enemies were off the hook. On the
contrary, his condemnation of the Kim Jong Il regime remained personal and harsh.

The Bush doctrine’s “moral clarity” was manifested in the personalized con-
demnation of Pyongyang’s leader. President Bush’s disgust for North Korea’s human
rights record was one of the driving forces behind the vilification of Kim Jong Il. Pres-
ident Bush called Kim Jong Il a “tyrant,” Vice President Dick Cheney denounced him
“one of the world’s most irresponsible leaders,” National Security Adviser Con-
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doleezza Rice labeled his regime “outpost of tyranny,”51 and Undersecretary of State
John Bolton referred to North Korea as “a hellish nightmare.”52 There exist ample
accounts of President Bush’s personal hatred of Kim Jong Il.53 The Bush administra-
tion’s public denouncement of its North Korean adversary is another demonstration
of its moral crusade.54 Washington’s moral clarity was translated into a direct and
clear setback for its handling of the North Korean situation. The distinction was
blurred between strategic rationality and personal denunciation in its execution of
the North Korean policy.55

Amid harsh moral judgment, the Bush administration’s half-hearted approach
led to several years of brinkmanship, missed opportunities, and the disastrous results
of North Korea as a nuclear power.56 The post–9/11 threats helped the Bush admin-
istration to consolidate strong internal cohesion. The resulting absence of internal
diversity and healthy dissent led to hegemonization of the American power in the
world. As Gramsci’s discussion on hegemony directs much attention to the way pub-
lic consensus is elicited, nonstrategic apparatuses (e.g., framing of North Korean
moral degeneration) exerted significant influence on the U.S. approach to Pyong-
yang.57

Conclusion: North Korea and
American Presidency

For the Clinton and Bush administrations, the gray area in their North Korea
policies was salient in explaining why the current situation has reached the point it
has today. The North Korean problem is an amalgam of historical, cultural, moral
and strategic residues. As Clinton’s domestic reform efforts have a checkered record,
his foreign policy behaviors have left mixed appraisals. The Clinton administration’s
deployment of a skillful negotiating team resulted in last-minute breakdown, paving
the road for nuclear Pyongyang. Bill Clinton’s political ambitions and religious devo-
tion led him to work on the Middle East instead of the culturally alien Korean Penin-
sula: the Middle East won to lose, and North Korea lost to stick around.

The Bush administration’s subsequent multilateral installation of six-party talks
has been ineffective in improving the situation. Making it more challenging, the Kim
Jong Il regime remained as defiant against the U.S. as ever until the Bush adminis-
tration signaled a willingness for a compromise in the aftermath of October 9, 2006,
nuclear test. The Bush administration’s delisting of Pyongyang as a terrorism-spon-
soring state came too late, as its term was ending with the Iraq and Afghanistan fail-
ures. Diplomacy is a complicated process which often lies outside of the rationality
assumption of realpolitik. This historical-cultural analysis of the two U.S. adminis-
trations’ North Korea policy suggests little room for optimism in the future of
U.S.–DPRK relations. The Obama administration has reconfirmed its commitment
to nuclear nonproliferation, and that obviously includes nuclear North Korea, but
Pyongyang’s April 5 missile launch was a bold tester of Obama’s determination to
reactivate the dialogical mode of diplomacy, a clear demarcation from the Bush Doc-
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trine. The U.S. is concerned with North Korean nuclear development for two pri-
mary reasons: 1) Japan, equipped with high levels of dual technology and economic
strength, may decide to arm itself to deter the North Korean threat, emerging as a
U.S. military rival; and 2) the North Korean proliferation of nuclear technology to
the Middle East might add fuel to the hard-to-put-out fire.58

Making predictions is beyond the realm of this research. And yet, my analysis
leaves us with more reasons to be pessimistic than hopeful. Had the pending issues
been purely strategic in military and economic terms, making predictions would be
a less challenging task. The differences in moral judgment and aesthetic values can
undermine relations among theoretical allies.
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