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Abstract 
 
This article analyzes the North Korean nuclear crisis as an empirical case that reveals the 
security dilemma logic present in world politics that is overlooked in international relations 
theories of security dilemma. Although many typically blame either Pyongyang or Washington 
for the crisis, this article argues that both the ‘North Korean threat’ thesis and the ‘U.S. threat’ 
thesis are incomplete and partial as an explanation for the North Korean nuclear crisis. A more 
comprehensive, and less partial, understanding of the crisis can be achieved by synthesizing the 
antithetical hypotheses into a dynamic model that takes into account the strategic interactions 
between Pyongyang and Washington. In other words, the crisis itself is a manifestation of the 
security dilemma logic that North Korea and the United States have produced, acting under 
uncertainty about each other’s capacity and intention. And the security dilemma itself has ensued 
because their behaviors are guided by their identities in a way that exacerbates their social 
relationship. The North Korean nuclear crisis is, in short, constituted by destructive interactivity 
between their behaviors and identities. To acknowledge the reality of security dilemma and the 
necessity of positive reciprocity would be the necessary first step in the long journey toward 
ending the nuclear crisis. 
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Producing Security Dilemma out of Uncertainty: 
The North Korean Nuclear Crisis 

 

Introduction 

This article analyzes the North Korean nuclear crisis as an empirical case that reveals the 

security dilemma logic present in world politics that is overlooked in IR theories of security 

dilemma.  If North Korea has since the early 1990s remained a source of grave concerns for its 

potential to develop nuclear weapons, the concerns about its future potential became ominous 

worries about its current capability after October 2006 when Pyongyang tested its nuclear 

weapon.  In order to resolve the issue, international community has spent a considerable amount 

of political and economic capital, and individual countries – particularly, China, South Korea, 

and the United States – have at different times tried their favored solutions, including diplomacy, 

economic incentives and military threats.  While over the course of a decade-long crisis, their 

efforts brought them fortuitously close to a grand bargain at one point and precariously close to 

war at another, the issue refuses to go away, remaining a tinderbox that can at any time blow up. 

This article suggests that some of the key reasons for its intractability lie in two types of 

interactivity: the interactive nature of security action and reaction between the concerned parties, 

particularly the United States and DPRK; and the malicious interactivity between behavioral 

consequences and identity effects of security measures. 

Many typically blame either Pyongyang or Washington for the crisis.1 On the one hand, it 

is common in the West to hear that Pyongyang has sought to acquire nuclear weapons because of 

its inherent aggressive nature, ulterior motive to unify Korea if necessary by force, desire to 

extort concessions from outsiders, or domestic political needs to maintain the regime.2 While all 

of those contain a grain of truth, they share a common failure to acknowledge that even 

Pyongyang, repulsive a dictatorship as it may be, has legitimate security concerns, the concerns 
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that are particularly heightened in the wake of the Bush administration’s adoption of the 

preemptive strike doctrine and designation of the North as part of the “axis of evil.”3  On the 

other hand, many blame Washington, particularly the Bush administration, for causing 

Pyongyang to move away from the negotiating table and plunge into the weapons program. In 

their view, Pyongyang’s behavior is attributable to Washington’s threatening posture, backed up 

by its nuclear strike policy and economic sanctions, particularly the seizure of the North Korean 

account at the BDA, as well as its refusal to conclude a peace treaty with Pyongyang.4 While this 

view holds some truths, they neglect the fact that Washington’s such behavior is at least in part 

driven by Pyongyang’s own and that Washington’s sense of security was profoundly transformed 

after 9-11 in a way that highlights the danger of nuclear proliferation and terrorism.5 

Both the ‘North Korean threat’ thesis and the ‘U.S. threat’ thesis, this article argues, are 

incomplete and partial as an explanation for the North Korean nuclear crisis.  A more 

comprehensive, and less partial, understanding of the crisis can be achieved by synthesizing the 

antithetical hypotheses into a dynamic model that takes into account the strategic interactions 

between Pyongyang and Washington. In other words, the crisis itself is a manifestation of the 

security dilemma logic that North Korea and the United States have produced, acting under 

uncertainty about each other’s capacity and intention.6 And the security dilemma itself has 

ensued because their behaviors are guided by their identities in a way that exacerbates their 

social relationship. The North Korean nuclear crisis is, in short, constituted by destructive 

interactivity between their behaviors and identities. 

The critical role played by identity in the security dilemma logic is dramatically 

illustrated by the divergent ways in which Seoul and Washington have reacted to the North. 

South Korea and the United States are faced with the same problem: that of North Korea’s 

nuclear weapons and missiles. The problem is, as far as their structural conditions are concerned, 

more immediate and pressing for the South. Not only is South Korea within Pyongyang’s missile 
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range, but it would suffer a certain disaster even if Pyongyang should detonate a nuclear weapon 

within its own border. In contrast, the United States is currently out of the North’s missile range, 

and faces no immediate possibility of a nuclear attack at least until Pyongyang succeeds in 

manufacturing a nuclear warhead small enough for its missiles to carry. The North’s nuclear 

threat is today’s reality for South Korea; it is tomorrow’s possibility for the United States. Given 

that many in the South hold a fresh memory of the Korean War, guerilla incursions, and 

aggressive acts by the North whereas to most Americans the Korea War is a “forgotten war,” 

furthermore, it is not unreasonable to expect South Korea to feel much more threatened than the 

United States.7 But it is, ironically, Washington that is more worried about the North than Seoul. 

Their divergent threat perceptions, which run counter to rationalist or materialist expectations, 

can be readily explained in terms of the different identity perceptions that the United States and 

South Korea have of the North: to the former, it is Dr. Evil; to the latter, it is Mr. Korean.8 

The argument, developed to account for the case, also enriches IR theory by specifying 

the role that identity plays in producing security dilemma.9 In general terms, state actors 

transform uncertainty in international politics into a set of ordered possibilities by choosing 

among a repertoire of social devices, such as social rules, norms, identities, or institutions, in 

order to devise simple rules of behavior that enable them to make decision with regard to the 

future. While the transformation process can, reflecting the diversity in the social devices that 

they can choose from, take a multitude of forms, the security dilemma is constituted by the type 

of social interactions that antagonistic identity replaces or reduces uncertainty in such a way as to 

exacerbate enmity.  When social interactions between countries are characterized by 1) truncated 

understanding of dynamic interactions, 2) antagonistic identity, and 3) identity blaming, social 

effects and behavioral consequences multiply each other in a malign way, constituting the 

security dilemma. 
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This article is organized as follows.  First, it develops a theoretical argument that security 

dilemma does not result immediately or automatically from uncertainty in anarchic structure but 

rather grows out of a pernicious kind of interactions between state identity and behavior.  Second, 

using the North Korean case, it details the three attributes that characterize the social interactions 

that produce security dilemma.  It illustrates how such interactions lead to a malign 

multiplication of behavior and identity that constitutes the core mechanism of the dilemma.  

Finally, given the security dilemma that the United States and DPRK are locked in, the article 

suggests that a way out of the impasse can be found only when both sides recognize the 

interactive nature and social underpinnings of the dilemma.  A possible solution lies in a set of 

measures that address security concerns of both within a single framework, which can help both 

Washington and Pyongyang take the first step out of the malign multiplication and into a 

virtuous cycle that constitutes each other’s identity in a more benign way and makes it possible 

for them to take further steps in the positive cycle of mutual security. 

 

Security Dilemma 

There is no denying that security dilemma does exist or that it makes up a critical feature 

of international relations.  It has caused arms races and conflicts, as many point out; even when it 

does not, it remains conspicuous in the background, making international cooperation more 

difficult.10  Of many cases of security dilemma in history, the Cold War in particular produced an 

intensive and extensive arms race between its two superpowers, leading many scholars fixated on 

this important development that had the potential to spin out of control, with wide and far-

reaching repercussions.  As a result of intense scholarly efforts, we have developed a better 

understanding of the logic and scope conditions of the security dilemma that has produced many 

historical and contemporary cases of arms race, power competition and war.11 
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This, nevertheless, does not mean that security dilemma is ubiquitous or inevitable, as 

some realists suggest.12  Even during the Cold War when the U.S. and Soviet Union were locked 

in a security dilemma, there were many other countries that managed their relationships without 

the usual trappings of the security dilemma.  Even the U.S. and Soviet Union were at times able 

to reign on their arms races to agree to arms control measures and to bring about periods of 

détente and ultimately the end of the Cold War.  While arms races have historically occurred in a 

dramatic way and often ended in a tragic war, highlighting the importance of understanding their 

causes, they make up a subset of the universe of possible dyadic relationships.  The small 

number of their occurrences, or at least the absence of security dilemma induced behavior under 

some conditions, suggests that uncertainty about structure or intention is a necessary but not 

sufficient condition for security dilemma. As illustrated by the history of the relations between 

the United States and Soviet Union, which has a period of intense security dilemma followed by 

one of détente, enmity too is a necessary but not sufficient condition for the emergence of 

security dilemma.13 

The sufficient conditions are provided by the type of social interactions that antagonistic 

identity replaces or reduces uncertainty in such a way as to exacerbate enmity. This article 

specifies the sufficient condition by developing a structuration model that highlights the 

interaction between behavioral consequences and identity effects.14  A security dilemma emerges 

when and only when two states are locked in the kind of social interactions characterized by the 

following dynamics. State A believes State B to be acting in isolation, that is, that its own actions 

have had no effect on State B’s. State B, simultaneously, believes the same to be true about State 

A. While each state believes itself to be acting non-spontaneously, that is, it believes itself to be 

reacting rather than acting, it simultaneously believes its counterpart state to be acting 

spontaneously, that is, without external or structural cause. State A believes itself to be 

responding; it believes State B to be acting, and vice-versa (truncated understanding). This non-
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responsive, spontaneous act by the counterpart state must have some cause, and here is where 

identity enters the equation. Each state interprets the actions of its counterpart as resulting from 

non-external factors: the counterpart state’s actions are seen as non-responsive acts inhering in 

and issuing from that state’s aggressive identity (antagonistic identity). State B is developing 

nuclear weapons because it is aggressive. All of this leads to full blame being placed on the 

essence, as it were, of the counterpart state (identity blaming). State B could have no outside 

reason for acting as it does; it acts this way because of who it is. If that blaming is being issued 

from both sides, it goes around and around and gets worse and worse because the counterpart 

state’s behavior is seen aggressive and thus necessitating a countervailing move. As a result, both 

states end up in the security dilemma. 

The above story can be analytically separated into three distinctive parts. First, if state A 

sees state B’s arming as a reaction to its own efforts to increase security, the cycle of action-

reaction that constitutes the security dilemma is less likely to start.  The security dilemma is 

much more likely to emerge when states fail to recognize their counterpart’s action as caused by 

its own because such a failure leads them not only to blame the other side for its behavior but 

also to maintain their innocence. If they have a truncated understanding of what is inherently a 

strategic interaction, they are likely to look for the cause of their counterpart’s behavior in its 

attributes. They are also likely to believe that it is necessary and just for them to take a 

countermeasure in order to neutralize the adverse effect that their counterpart state’s move 

causes on their security. 

The truncated understanding alone does not necessarily lead to the security dilemma 

although it sets the states on the path to it. Since the states transform the uncertainty about 

others’ intent or motive into a probability by indexing it to their identity, their identities 

determine whether or not they will move down the path that leads to the security dilemma. If 

their identities are constituted in a non-antagonistic way, the states may still attribute their 
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counterpart’s move to a temporary exigency or idiosyncrasy, which makes it possible for them to 

develop a more benign understanding of its move. They are then able and likely to avoid the path 

leading to the security dilemma.  But if their identities are constituted in an antagonistic way, 

they start to interpret their counterpart’s move against the background of its perceived hostility. 

Such an interpretation tends to privilege “stick” over “carrot” as a mode of reaction. And they 

begin to move closer to the security dilemma. 

Even if the states perceive each other in an antagonistic way, they do not necessarily end 

up in the security dilemma unless they blame their counterpart’s identity for its behavior. When 

State A is engaged in identity blaming, it tends to understand all of State B’s behaviors in terms 

of its hostile identity: its acquisition of arms is proof of its aggressiveness; its disarmament is at 

best its capitulation to State A’s power or at worst a deception. When a pair of states does that, 

one’s malignant move elicits a more malignant response by the other; one’s benign act is replied 

by the other’s malignant act, making the security dilemma much more likely to emerge.  The U.S. 

and Soviet Union, for example, were caught in an arms race when they suspected the other’s 

arming was motivated by its aggressive identity; but they were able to agree to arms control 

measures when they developed an understanding of the structural situation.15 

And finally, if all of the above characteristics are present in a relationship, the states end 

up transforming uncertainties in their relationship in a way that produces the security dilemma 

because their behavior and identity amplify each other in a malignant way.  When the three 

conditions are present, one is predisposed to overreact to another’s act.  Restoring a balance of 

power, a difficult task to accomplish in the first place, is further complicated by the fact that 

one’s move to restore the balance does not only affect the material condition of security but it 

also, in the context of truncated understanding, antagonistic identity constitution and identity 

blaming, exacerbates its social relationship with the other.  One’s move to restore the balance 

only confirms its aggressor identity in the eyes of the other and strengthens the other’s resolve to 
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defend against it, compelling a reaction and justifying an overreaction.  Behavior and identity get 

locked in a negative feedback loop where they reinforce and amplify each other.  When it 

happens, each reaction is magnified in a malign way, resulting in the security dilemma.  It is that 

kind of interaction between behavior and identity that makes up the core mechanism of security 

dilemma. 

 

Producing the North Korean Nuclear Crisis 

Throughout the process of interactions, Washington (Pyongyang) believed itself to be 

reacting to the actions by the Pyongyang (Washington) that was acting spontaneously. In its view, 

Pyongyang started to develop nuclear weapons on its own and reneged its side of the bargain 

many times without provocation while Washington was scrambling to manage the problem 

created by its counterpart. Washington (Pyongyang) believed that its counterpart was behaving 

that way because of its inherent aggressiveness while maintaining its own innocence. In its view, 

Pyongyang (Washington) desired nuclear weapons because it wanted to use them to attack us or 

threaten us to extort concessions.  Hence, no matter what Pyongyang did, it was seen deriving 

from its evilness. When it reneged on the Geneva Agreement, it was seen inevitable; when it 

halted its nuclear programs or proposed to conclude a peace treaty, its behavior was rejected as 

implausible. Because one attributed all of its counterpart’s behaviors to its inherent aggressive 

identity, both ended up in an action-reaction chain that escalated the level of countervailing 

moves and amplified the enmity.  The end result is what we know as the North Korean nuclear 

crisis. 

 

Truncated Understandings of Dynamic Interactions 

Both Washington and Pyongyang act as if they were not aware that they are caught in a 

relationship of strategic interactions, which makes it all the more difficult to come to terms with 
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each other.  Because neither recognizes the interactive nature, neither realizes that the other’s 

action, which it finds undermining its security, might have been triggered by its own action 

which it thinks of as a purely defensive measure and which the other nonetheless perceives as an 

aggressive move.  Either actor looks only at the actions by the other side and overlooks his own.  

Such truncated understandings of what is inherently an interactive process make up an important 

aspect of the security dilemma. 

International relations consists of a series of interactions among actors in a given issue 

area, a reality with which most schools in IR try to come to terms in different ways.  One of the 

main reasons why game theory remains an effective theoretical tool with which to analyze 

strategic issues lies in the reality that actors make and implement their decisions in an interactive 

situation where one’s choice affects the payoffs of the other’s choices.  Barry Buzan’s notion of 

“security complex” underlines the importance that one’s strategic decision has for the security of 

others.16 If realists focus on strategic interaction in a narrow sense of national security, liberals 

observe a broader set of interactive pattern where one’s choice in a non-security issue has an 

effect on others’ behavior in another issue area: security community, interdependence, 

democratic peace, commerce and peace.17 Although scholars in sociological school put an 

emphasis on social factors that shape actors’ preferences that inform and guide their decisions, 

they too recognize that individual actors, bound within a set of social bonds, behave in a way that 

reflects their understandings of social interaction. 

Despite such a wide consensus on the centrality of interactions in international politics, 

state actors themselves behave as if they were not aware of the interactive nature of their 

relationships.  For example, although an arms race may be self-defeating, actors are caught in the 

race because it looks compelling and unavoidable to them because they perceive the other side’s 

arming as a unilateral move.  When an agreement breaks down, they blame the other for not 

holding up its side of the bargain even if its reneging was a reaction to their prior behavior.  A 
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negotiated solution is cautioned against for fear that it might be exploited by the adversary who 

is suspected of using an agreement to disarm one side while keeping its own arms. 

Such truncated understandings of strategic interactions are well illustrated by the ways in 

which Pyongyang and Washington understand the breakdown of the Geneva Agreed Framework 

as the result of the other side’s reneging.  In 1994 the two made a landmark deal that was 

characterized by a set of carefully measured quid pro quo, which, as a safeguard against cheating, 

allowed them to withdraw its quo in response to the other’s renege on a quid.  Now that key parts 

of the agreement – the construction of a Light Water Reactor (LWR)18 and the freeze of the 

North’s nuclear programs19 – are not honored, the agreement is all but torn to tatters.  Although it 

is difficult to pinpoint the first cause of its breakdown, it is clear that both have taken many 

measures that cumulatively brought down the agreement.  And one common feature of the 

degeneration process lies in the fact that neither acknowledges its responsibility while both 

blame the other for the breakdown. 

Every story has to start somewhere, and each side starts its story with the transgression by 

the other.  At every juncture of the North Korean nuclear crisis, Washington and Pyongyang 

blame the other for breaking the promise it had previously made while insisting they kept their 

end of the bargain.  For example, President Bush’s remark made on March 6 represents a 

prototype of such truncated understandings: 

My predecessor, in a good-faith effort, entered into a framework agreement.  
The United States honored its side of the agreement; North Korea didn’t.  
While we felt the agreement was in force, North Korea was enriching 
uranium. 

 

In fact, Washington was slow to implement the terms of the agreement back in 1997 before 

Pyongyang began to look into HEU technology.  In the face of what it perceived was 

Washington’s intransigence, Pyongyang threatened to break the agreement.  The North’s 

acquisition of technology to enrich uranium from Pakistan began soon thereafter – in 1998, 
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according to Secretary of State Colin Powell.20 And yet President Bush did not recognize that 

part of the story, demonstrating his truncated understanding of strategic interactions. 

For its part, Pyongyang was responsible for Washington’s slow implementation, but it 

denied any responsibilities.  On the construction site of the LWR, North Korean workers had 

refused to work due to a dispute over their wages, causing a delay of the construction work.  

While Pyongyang entered into negotiations with Washington over its missile production and 

export – as per terms of the Agreed Framework that conditioned political normalization on the 

resolution of political and security concerns – it stuck to its position, stalling an agreement on the 

missile issues.  In 1998 it even test fired a missile over Japan, under the pretext that it merely 

launched a rocket that put a satellite on an orbit.  Thus, the North is at least partially responsible 

for the breakdown of the Framework Agreement, and yet it refuses to acknowledge its 

responsibility, accusing only Washington. 

Just as they do not acknowledge the action-reaction cycle that coalesced to kill the 

Agreed Framework, they blame only the other for the arms race that culminated in Pyongyang’s 

declaration of “nuclear deterrent”.  While the action-reaction chain can be traced back to the 

Korean War, significant changes in military formation and strategy have been adopted as a way 

to counter what was perceived as the other’s advantage.  The Pentagon had introduced nuclear 

weapons into South Korea as a way to counter the North’s large conventional forces; the Korean 

People’s Army amassed its forces near the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) as a “bear hug” tactic that 

would make it difficult for the U.S. military to use nuclear weapons against them; the Combined 

Forces Command applied the AirLand Battle doctrine to deal with the conventional forces 

imbalance in the frontline; the North Korean military responded by deploying the long-range 

artilleries that would threaten the rear bases critical to the implementation of the new doctrine; 

Washington increased counter-artillery systems and made public its preemptive nuclear strike 

doctrine; and Pyongyang responded with its declaration of “nuclear deterrent capability”.  The 
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end result of the long chain reaction is the “asymmetric balance of terror” that both try to deter 

the other from initiating an attack by threatening an unacceptable degree of destruction with 

asymmetric means.21 Yet neither acknowledges that the other was reacting to its own action, 

blaming the other for what is perceived as its unilateral, unprovoked, and perpetual arming. 

 

Antagonistic Identity: The “Axis of Evil” Meets the “Empire of Devil” 

Even if two states have a truncated understanding of their strategic interactions, they may 

not get locked in security dilemma so long as they do not perceive each other in an antagonistic 

manner.  Security dilemma is less likely between allies and between friendly states because they 

are more ready to give a benefit of doubt to each other and more likely to predict each other’s 

future behavior on the basis of their benign perception of each other’s identity.  While allies face 

many problems, including abandonment and entrapment, security dilemma between them is rare 

or at least less intense than between adversaries.22  To the extent that states impute a benign 

intention to other’s security enhancement, they are not so concerned about others’ security 

enhancing efforts as to cause security dilemma. 

When there is enmity between states, however, uncertainty about the other’s future 

behavior is more likely seen in an alarmist manner that highlights a worst-case scenario. Under 

such circumstances that tints states’ perception of the offense-defense indistinguishability of 

security measures with the enmity, the other’s move to increase security becomes one’s source of 

insecurity that needs to be counterbalanced with defensive measures.  Security dilemma is most 

likely to emerge if one’s hostile identity is so reciprocated by another’s as to mutually constitute 

enmity.  The interdependence of hostility creates the condition under which one’s sense of 

insecurity is both the cause and result of the other’s insecurity.  The second necessary condition 

for security dilemma to arise, therefore, is that there is an antagonistic interdependence of hostile 
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identities between two states.  At the heart of security dilemma logic lies a clash of antagonistic 

identities.23 

It is easy to see such an antagonistic interdependence of hostile identities between the 

United States and DPRK.  Washington sees in North Korea a rogue state that is hell bent on 

acquiring weapons of mass destruction that it desires as a tool of threats, coercion and aggression.  

Pyongyang views Washington as an “imperialist warmonger” that is constantly looking for an 

opportune moment to strike it. 24  Because both see the other as an adversary whose identity is 

the polar opposite of their own, they are predisposed to interpret the other’s behavior as 

manifesting its aggressive intention.  They tend to reduce uncertainty about the other’s intention 

and its likely future behavior by referring to its antagonistic identity.  As a result, they will not 

merely react to the other’s act, but they will react more strongly and more quickly than a state 

that sees its environment as benign. 

One characteristic of the U.S. and the North’s perception of each other is a kind of 

generalized identity language, where the other side is sharply ‘othered’, and where stark (often 

‘orientalizing’ and ‘occidentalizing’) differences between the way the ‘North Koreans’ think and 

the way the ‘U.S.’ thinks are presented as truths about each side.25  They routinely resort to 

overly generalized characterizations that pit one’s own peacefulness against the other side’s 

aggressive nature. This convergence in rhetorical type and polarization in rhetorical content 

reproduces the antagonistic interdependence of hostile identities. As it moves to extreme levels 

on both sides, it also has a more important impact on framing definitions of interest and threat in 

an antagonistic and irreconcilable manner. As it moves to extremes, the leaderships in both 

countries are more likely to interpret the other’s intentions in an alarmist way, to give up 

searching for cooperative solutions to conflicts of interest, and to prefer a “stick” as a reaction to 

the other side.   
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When Americans look at North Korea, they see a dangerous state whose nuclear arming 

is inevitable and nuclear disarming out of the question.  When they think of North Korea, they 

think of gulags, one-man rule and dogmatic devotion to the ideology of Juche.  They point out 

that North Korea started the Korean War in 1950, and that North Korea has perpetrated a number 

of terrorist attacks including commando style operations inside the South and the 1983 Rangoon 

bombing that killed 17 members of the South Korean President’s entourage.  According to some, 

the North’s regime can even be suicidal – i.e., out of desperation, it may lash out against the 

South even if it knows that means its total destruction – making it all the more unpredictable and 

dangerous.  They mobilize different evidence and offer various reasons but most in the United 

States agree that North Korea is a dangerous revisionist state that must therefore be guarded 

against.  When American policy makers formulate policies, they act on this kind of 

understandings of North Korea’s identity.26   

Within such a frame of mind, evident in the “axis of evil” speech and the “outposts of 

tyranny” comments, North Korea is naturally seen determined to acquire nuclear weapons.  

President Bush’s speech writer and a defense policy advisor hence state without qualifications: 

“the North Korean leadership craves a nuclear arsenal even more desperately than it hungers for 

international approval or American aid.”27  Others, sharing the same mind-set, believe that North 

Korea’s nuclear intention is so entrenched that it is unalterable: 

Pyongyang pushes its nuclear weapons project overtly when it can and 
covertly when it must.  With the right enticements, furthermore, 
Pyongyang can be convinced to promise to give up its nuke program: it 
just can't be convinced to give up the program itself.28 
 

According to this view, the history of nuclear diplomacy is a story of the South’s and U.S. 

genuine efforts and the North’s deceptions.  Following is a typical account of nuclear diplomacy 

with the North, which draws on the presumed perception of the North’s identity.  In the early 

1990s, South Korea's President Roh Tae Woo managed to hammer out the North-South Joint 
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Declaration on the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula, only to find out that Pyongyang 

was cheating on that agreement.  Then the United States signed the 1994 Agreed Framework, 

only to be cheated on by the North again.  When that Framework began to wobble because of 

North Korean nuclear cheating, the Clinton Administration tried to stop North Korea's nuclear 

intentions through the Perry Process.  Despite the Perry Process and the Sunshine 

Policy, Pyongyang was caught once again cheating on its nuclear deals in 2002.  Instead of 

scrapping its weapons programs, North Korea admitted the violation, declared the Agreed 

Framework dead, and forged ahead with its nuclear weapons program.  

Such a storyline reflects a truncated understanding of dynamic interactions.  At the same 

time, it is predicated upon, and reproduces, a belief about the North’s identity as inherently 

untrustworthy and dangerous.  There is indeed a positive feedback loop between Washington’s 

truncated understanding and its identity perception of the North as the two reproduce and 

reinforce each other.  Furthermore, the positive feedback loop, in which Washington is caught, is 

buttressed by another feedback loop: one that Pyongyang is caught in about the U.S. identity.  

The two loops are mutually interdependent and reinforcing because one is the mirror image of 

the other.  This mechanism is well illustrated by the events following the 2002 state of the union 

address.  In the address, President Bush restored the North’s identity as the “evil” that must be 

terminated, thereby effectively putting to an end the virtuous cycle that had begun under his 

predecessor’s administration.  Bush’s name-calling was angrily returned by Pyongyang, which 

called the U.S. the “empire of devil.”  Here it is important to recognize that no obvious changes 

in material power condition triggered such vitriolic verbal exchanges.  It is a change in actors’ 

understanding that started the vicious cycle.  After 9/11, the Bush administration brought to 

American decision making its Manichean understanding of the world where the North, together 

with Iraq and Iran, constituted the axis of evil that proliferates the danger of terrorists, missiles 

and nuclear weapons.  Not only did the verbal exchanges reflect the new understanding of actors’ 
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identities but they also provided the ideational context within which Washington and Pyongyang 

took actions that restored the vicious cycle.  Because the former could not trust the “intransigent 

North” to honor its end of the Geneva Framework Agreement, it halted the shipment of heavy oil; 

because the latter feared the “aggressive Washington,” it restarted its nuclear programs.  And 

one’s action does not only necessitate but also justifies the other’s reaction; such an action-

reaction chain reinforces one’s identity perception.  Within the restored Hobbesian culture, the 

other was always a suspect that compelled one to take preventive defensive measures.  Within 

the enmity, such defensive steps were perceived as a renege, an aggression, or a preparation for 

an attack.  Now the vicious cycle of insecurity was restored with vengeance.   

The social structure of enmity serves as a perceptual prism that privileges an 

interpretation of facts and uncertainties about the North's nuclear program as the proliferation 

dangers.  It discounts the possibility that the North, as well as the U.S., is caught in a security 

dilemma; it amplifies the possibility that the North lies, cheats, and deceives.  It skews the 

discursive space in such a way as to dismiss as a deception Pyongyang’s offer to negotiate while 

accepting its rhetoric of war as true.  Its denial of a weapons program is a lie; its admission a 

truth.  The enmity constitutes the ideational context within which realists have it both ways.  

What is striking about the nuclear crisis is the ease with which many of the uncertainties and 

facts about the North's nuclear program were assumed away or disregarded.  Alternative 

interpretations were quickly brushed aside as the threat of the “North’s nuclear weapons” 

established itself as the reality. 

In the beginning years of the 21st century when North Korea's conventional military 

threat was increasingly coming into question, the reality of “missile threat” and “nuclear threat” 

added another layer to the master narrative, the “dangerous North.”  Because that master 

narrative had existed ever since Korea’s division in 1945, it was all the easier to return to the 

familiar reality.  The relative ease with which the vicious cycle was brought back and the relative 
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difficulty that the virtuous cycle faced provide evidence that the discursive playing field was 

skewed in favor of the North’s dangerous identity.  If the U.S. perception of the North as the 

danger had been heavily influenced by the global Cold War enmity, since the 1990s the reality of 

the “dangerous North” was reproduced through the articulation of “nuclear threat” and “missile 

threat.”  U.S. practices produced a constant articulation of danger to the national security of the 

allies.  The “danger,” through these practices, has become part of the social reality within which 

the U.S. understands the North and the world. 

This is not to suggest that North Korea’s nuclear or missile threats are nothing but lies 

fabricated by intelligence officers.  I am not arguing that their threat perception has no material 

basis or that their interpretation of material facts is so out of touch it borders on fantasy.  It is 

undeniable that there are “stubborn realities.”  For example, it is a well-established fact that 

North Korea has a nuclear reactor and a reprocessing facility; it is also a fact that it fired a 

projectile into the space in 1998.  It is also true that Pyongyang’s past behavior warrants caution 

and suspicion.  At the same time, however, there are other possible interpretations that explain 

the same “stubborn realities” as well as the conventional wisdom.  The alternative interpretations 

have the advantage of marshalling novel facts that do not fit the conventional discourse and that 

support the alternatives.  If the public space were a “level playing field,” therefore, one would 

expect at least a debate between different discourses.  But one observes none.  The fact that there 

were no meaningful public debates between different views shows that the “playing field” was 

not level.  The policy debates, to the extent that they existed, were carried out only within the 

discursive space demarcated by the dominant discourse; and policies that were not predicated on 

the same understanding of North Korean identity were excluded from the debates themselves.  It 

is this skewed nature of the discursive playing field – the hegemonic status of North Korea’s 

identity as “danger” – that I am pointing out. 
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Joseph Nye’s famous statement about the self-fulfilling nature of the ‘China threat’ is 

applicable to the ‘North Korean threat’ to the extent that security dilemma dynamics explain the 

evolution both of North Korea’s sense of insecurity and of American perceptions of the North’s 

revisionist goals.29 This kind of argument has little appeal in both the more traditionally 

realpolitik and the overtly primacist factions in the Bush administration precisely because it 

requires them to accept that definitions of interest are dynamic. Similarly, security dilemma 

arguments rarely have appeal inside Pyongyang because they require the recognition that 

Pyongyang’s own behavior has been counterproductive and has undermined its own security. 

Thus the North’s and U.S. perceptions feed security dilemma dynamics precisely because leaders 

on both sides tend to ignore or downplay the existence of these dynamics.30  The 

interdependence of hostile identities makes it all the more difficult to escape the security 

dilemma. 

 

Identity Blaming: “The Basic Intentions…Have Not Changed” 

Truncated understandings compel states to react; a hostile identity predisposes them to 

favor a “stick” over “carrots” as a method of reaction.  And when state actors single out the 

other’s identity as the root cause of its conflictual behavior, their “stick” tends to be bigger and 

stiffer than necessary to restore status quo ante.  A mere tit for a tat is not enough because they 

are not just reacting to the other’s action.  A stronger measure is privileged by the perception that 

while its current behavior may be moderated by their countermeasure, its future behavior is 

likely dictated by its identity.  In order to solve the problem, therefore, its aggressive nature, not 

just its behavior, has to be corrected.  With the identity blaming, the name of the game is no 

longer “give and take” but rather “crime and punishment”.31 

Identity blaming refers to the use of language that generalizes about the nature of the 

‘other side’ and one’s own side in a way the other’s nature is solely held responsible for conflicts. 
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That is, ‘the North Koreans’ are like X, ‘we’ are like Y, where X is an attribute that carries a 

great deal of moral opprobrium, and Y is a quality that carries great moral value.32  In identity 

blaming, X stands in as a proxy for uncertainties about the country in three ways: 1) the North’s 

past action is attributed to X even if it was reacting to America’s own action; 2) its current 

capabilities are assessed by indexing them to X; and 3) its future behavior is predicted more on 

the basis of X than an assessment of its structural condition.  Such identity blaming does not 

merely compel the United States to react to every move the North makes.  It increases the 

urgency of a reaction, and justifies the adoption of a tough reaction. 

Character attribution has long been recognized by the political psychologists who note 

that images and stereotypes provide cognitive categories that allow people to sort and make 

sense of the political environment and their relationships.33 As cognitive shortcuts and heuristic 

rules, they facilitate decision-making by managing both information overloads and shortfalls.  

They can also lead to biased patterns in foreign policy thinking.34 Identity blaming serves a 

similar cognitive function on an intersubjective level.  It pictures the other actor as motivated by 

evil and unlimited motives: it explains the enemy’s hostile behavior in terms of its inherent evil 

motivations while accounting for its non-hostile actions according to the exigencies of weakness.  

Such a depiction in turn reinforces the original identity perception, creating a positive feedback 

loop where behavior and identity reinforce each other.  Consequently, when the target country 

behaves aggressively, this confirms the initial premise about its identity; when it does not, the 

apparent restraint is typically received with the suspicion that it is a trick designed to lull the 

perceiver’s state into a condition of relaxed vulnerability. 

That kind of identity blaming characterizes the relationship between the United States 

and North Korea.  One sees the other as a threat no matter what it does, for the other’s behavior 

is attributed to its nature that is seen as inherently and permanently aggressive.  When 

Pyongyang is engaged in a dangerous action – for example, by declaring that it possesses 
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“nuclear deterrent capability” – its behavior confirms its identity as a danger.  When its behavior 

is ambiguous – as when it declared a moratorium on missile developments – Washington tends 

to err on the safe side and interpret the ambiguity as a potential threat, thereby forging ahead 

with what it considers defensive measures, such as the deployment of missile defense systems.  

If Pyongyang’s behavior does not fit the enemy identity, for example, by proposing to conclude a 

peace treaty, Americans become suspicious: Is it trying to throw them off guard, trying to drive a 

wedge between them and their allies, or is there a sinister motive behind the apparent “peace 

overture”?   And, of course, Pyongyang sees in Washington what the latter sees in the former, 

generating an antagonistic interdependence of identity blaming. 

When identity blaming becomes the dominant framework of strategic interactions, 

character attribution plays a critical role in strategic assessment.  While over the Korean 

peninsula the condition of mutual deterrence constitutes the structural condition under which the 

United States and North Korea must formulate their policies,35 the “reasons adduced by scholars 

as to why they worry about North Korea’s intentions are attributes, and little mention is made of 

the situation within which North Korea must make decisions.”36 One can make the same 

argument about the United States that mirrors Kang’s observation: North Korean policymakers 

and scholars alike worry about the United States because they act on their perception of U.S. 

identity while ignoring the structural condition under which Washington must make her 

decisions.  And because the countries hold the view that the other side is inherently aggressive, 

they worry about the possible military capability that the other state might acquire rather than the 

actual capability that it has.  Their worries about possibility of harm are expressed in discursive 

claims, which provoke reciprocating claims, leading to a process of increasing conflictual 

interactivity in discursive claims. 

Not only does identity drive a strategic assessment to focus on the adversary’s possible 

capability, but it also helps resolve uncertainty about the adversary’s capabilities in a way that is 
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consistent with the identity.  Identity blaming in the context of antagonistic identity predisposes 

state actors to interpret the uncertainty by privileging the worst case over the best; amity in 

contrast orients them to perceive the uncertainty in a more benign light.  The former mechanism 

is responsible for the first nuclear crisis with DPRK, which began in earnest in 1993 when IAEA 

inspections revealed an uncertainty about the amount of plutonium that North Korean scientists 

had extracted.  Although the North’s authorities claimed in the documents submitted to the IAEA 

that they had extracted 100 grams of plutonium in a single reprocessing campaign of spent fuel, 

IAEA inspectors found evidence that they had reprocessed the spent fuel more than once.  An 

uncertainty consequently emerged because IAEA could not establish the exact number of 

reprocessing operations or the precise amount of plutonium extracted.  All it could say was that 

the North had extracted more than the 100 grams that it had admitted and less than 

approximately 20,000 grams, the maximum amount of plutonium that would have been 

contained in the spent fuel. 

Within the wide range, the Central Intelligence Agency and Department of Defense 

settled on the upper limit, claiming Pyongyang had manufactured two to three nuclear weapons.  

This claim represented the worst-case scenario based on the two heroic assumptions that the 

North Koreans had extracted all the plutonium and that they had successfully converted all of it 

into fission bombs.37 Although these assumptions were little warranted by the past history of 

DPRK nuclear activity and its level of technology, they seemed a justifiable, and at least safe, 

conclusion given the North’s dangerous, irrational identity around which there was a strong 

consensus in the United States. 

Once the uncertainty about DPRK nuclear capability was resolved this way, the issue 

quickly became a grave, urgent international security concern that necessitated an immediate 

reaction.  Because Washington did not see Pyongyang’s action in the historical context of the 

long chain of security measures-counter measures between the two, it isolated the issue as 



  22 
 

triggered by Pyongyang and requiring Washington’s reaction.  Because of the antagonistic 

identity Washington perceived in Pyongyang, the nuclear capability in its hands was a grave 

threat.  Because Pyongyang was driven to this capability by its aggressive nature, it needed to be 

taught a stern lesson, with a stick if necessary.  Within Washington’s social context of the 

truncated understanding, the antagonistic identity, and the identity blaming, a tough measure 

such as a demand for special inspections of the North’s facilities seemed natural. 

Within Pyongyang’s mirror image social context, the tough measure seemed a hostile 

move designed to spy upon its military facilities, a move that must therefore resisted.  Upon 

Pyongyang’s refusal, which confirmed Washington’s perception of the North’s antagonistic 

identity, it seemed justifiable to resume the Team Spirit exercise as a way to increase military 

pressure on Pyongyang to come clean.  The resumption of the exercise, which strengthened 

Pyongyang’s perception that U.S. identity was the root cause, led it to respond with a stronger 

measure: the declaration of a “semi-war state”.  Pyongyang’s continued recalcitrance justified, in 

Washington’s eyes, the need to consider a military strike and prepare for the worst.  Out of what 

seemed to either side a reasonable series of security measures came the crisis of the summer of 

1994 where the two countries ended up on the brink of war.   

If identity blaming affects the states’ strategic assessment in a subtle but substantial 

manner to contribute to the emergence of security dilemma, it deepens the dilemma by weighing 

their prognosis of the other’s future behavior with the burden of its identity.  Since there is no 

realistic way to assess its intention and to predict its future behavior with 100 percent certainty, 

states are bound to deal with a level of uncertainty as much as they can and they interpret the 

residual uncertainty on the basis of the target country’s identity to transform it into a distribution 

of probabilistic behaviors. When its identity is seen as the root cause of its behavior, changes in 

the behavior provide insufficient evidence of a “genuine change,” the kind of changes of 

essential characteristics   
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At the heart of the current debate between the Bush and Roh administrations – and within 

each capital – about how to deal with the North is a fundamentally disparate assessment of how 

much its intentions have changed.  Advocates of engagement, on one side of the debate, justify 

their policy preference on the basis of the assessment that Pyongyang’s recent policy changes 

represent a fundamental change in DPRK intentions away from revisionism and in the direction 

of reform.  They, for example, point to Pyongyang’s formalization of market measures and 

creation of special trade zones as evidence of giant leaps toward economic reform.  Critics, on 

the other hand, argue that those changes are mere baby steps, representing a change in DPRK 

tactic aimed at improving the short-term situation.  They point to “a deeply held set of 

revolutionary beliefs and values in North Korea” as evidence that “the basic intentions of the 

DPRK have not changed.”38 

It is difficult to resolve the debate because there are enough facts to support both 

positions.  Empiricism alone leaves unresolved a degree of the “true uncertainty” about 

intentions for an empirical analysis is contingent as much on evidence as on its interpretation that 

is fundamentally framed by analysts’ or policy-makers’ understanding of the target’s identity.  

When an antagonistic identity and a truncated understanding represent a dominant characteristic 

of debate, identity blaming tends to help resolve the uncertainty in an alarmist way that 

privileges the worst case scenario; absent the first two conditions, the identity blaming settles the 

uncertainty about intention in a benign manner that allows the benefit of doubt.  The divergent 

paths are illustrated in the opposite ways in which the Bush and the Roh administrations react to 

the North.39 The Bush administration, which attributes to the DPRK regime’s evil nature its 

aggressive behavior and intransigency, interprets its economic reforms as tactical changes 

designed to strengthen its power without modifying its ultimate aggressive intentions.  

Negotiations and engagement are therefore seen counterproductive; a tough stance and 

punishment remain the only effective course of action.  In contrast, the Roh administration of the 
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South, which sees the North caught in a security dilemma situation with the United States, 

perceives its reforms as indicative of its desire to secure its survival and to change its way of life.  

It therefore sees exchanges and engagement more effective.  Under the same condition of 

uncertainty that neither Bush nor Roh knows Kim Jong-Il’s true intention, both design their 

policies in a way that reflects their respective ways of identity blaming.  As a result, one chooses 

a course of action that reproduces the security dilemma whereas the other moves away from the 

dilemma.  The contrast in their relationships with the North former starts with the divergent ways 

in which they attribute its behavior to its identity. 

 

Malign Multiplication: “Our Adversary’s Gun Will Be Met with Our Cannon.”40 

The more the interactions between two actors are characterized by the above three 

attributes, the more likely one’s action is to be reciprocated by the other’s reaction in a way that 

undermines the first actor’s security and deepens the enmity between the two.  Because they 

have a truncated understanding of their interactions, each fails to recognize that the other’s action 

might be the reaction to its own move, a failure that precludes the possibility of undoing its own 

original move as a solution and that compels it to make a new move to counter the others’ action.  

The countermove tends to take the form of a “stick” because the antagonistic identity distribution 

precludes the possibility of offering a carrot as its countermove and predisposes either actor to 

favor a tough measure.  And the countermove is likely to exacerbate the status quo as the identity 

blaming intervenes in the action-reaction cycle to amplify each reaction.  The end product is a 

malign multiplication between security measures and identities, which makes up the core 

mechanism of security dilemma.41 

Not only do the actors, caught in the malign multiplication, react to the other’s move but 

they are also predisposed to overreact because their action-reactions are embedded in, and 

contribute to, the increasing conflictual interactivity in discursive claims about the others’ 
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potential capability.  The actions that the two sides take show greater interactivity or endogeneity 

not just because one’s behavior elicits the other’s reaction but also because one’s behavior 

confirms its malignant identity.  This interactivity between behavior and identity exacerbates 

enmity to the extent that non-cooperative moves are reciprocated in kind while being also 

perceived as evidence confirming the other’s hostile identity.  The process of this malign 

multiplication becomes more entrenched over time, as each move exacerbates antagonism 

between the actors. 

Such a malign multiplication is at the heart of security dilemma for it escalates security 

tensions and makes a negotiated resolution progressively more difficult.  A dispute, which may 

have been negotiable, becomes progressively more difficult to resolve because a series of 

intervening actions and reactions creates bad blood and increases suspicion.  As a negotiated 

resolution becomes less promising, so the actors tilt progressively more toward unilateral self-

regarding measures, which in turn exacerbates the deteriorating relationship.  Not only does this 

escalating cycle of malign multiplication between behavior and social relationship reproduce the 

security dilemma but also entrenches it by making it increasingly more difficult for the actors to 

escape the dilemma.  In game theoretic terms, a game of chicken, which simulates a security 

dilemma situation, locks two players in a test of resolve;42 in terms of malign multiplication, 

each iteration of the play exacerbates the social underpinning of the game, shifting the players’ 

payoffs in a more confrontational direction, which gradually transforms the game of chicken into 

a cock fight.43 

The same kind of malign multiplication can be seen in the ways in which the United 

States and the North are caught in the nuclear crisis.  The crisis was the product of both parties’ 

behavior and identity that bound them in an escalating security dilemma.  Pyongyang might have 

believed that it took what it deemed an evidently defensive measure because it was facing an 

aggressive revisionist opponent in the Bush administration.  Its action was in turn seen as a 
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hostile move by Washington who held the mirror image of the identities: the U.S. as a status quo 

state and North Korea as a revisionist.  In the nuclear politics, furthermore, one side sought to 

deter attack by convincing the other of its willingness, as well as capacity, to inflict an 

unacceptably costly damage, and this type of behavior only ended up adding to the view that its 

identity was truly aggressive and revisionist.  Both sides’ words and actions reinforced the 

enmity between them, which in turn justified stronger reactions, which then further deepened the 

enmity, ad infinitum. The escalating cycle between behavior and identity lay at the heart of the 

security dilemma. 

The first phase of the nuclear crisis began in 1993 when uncertainty about the North’s 

reprocessing emerged as a result of IAEA inspections.  Because the IAEA suspected that the 

North’s untrustworthy nature would render regular and ad hoc inspections useless in resolving 

the uncertainty, it demanded special inspections.  Suspecting an aggressive U.S. hand behind the 

demand, Pyongyang rejected the demand that it charged was a ploy to spy on its military 

facilities. In the context of the truncated understanding, hostile identity, and identity blaming, the 

Clinton administration saw in Pyongyang’s rejection its unilateral and aggressive move to 

develop nuclear weapons.  Reacting to its dangerous move, the Pentagon resumed in March the 

Team Spirit exercise that had been cancelled the previous year.  Gripped by its own truncated 

understanding, hostile identity, and identity blaming, in turn, the DPRK found the military 

exercise confirming an aggressive U.S. identity, and responded four days later with a stronger 

measure: by announcing that it would withdraw from the Nonproliferation Treaty, thus no longer 

prevented from developing nuclear weapons.  Behavior and identity multiplied each other in a 

malign way to escalate an uncertainty about the amount of extracted plutonium into 

Washington’s resumption of a military exercise and the North’s withdrawal from the NPT. 
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Table 1. Malign Multiplication in the First Nuclear Crisis, 1993-1994 

Date Actions by the U.S. side Actions by North Korea 
2/9/93 IAEA requests special inspection  
2/20/93  Rejects special inspections 
3/8/93 Team Spirit exercise begins Declares "semi-war" state 
3/12/93  Announces its intention to withdraw from NPT 
6/11/93 High-level talks first joint statement Suspends withdrawal from NPT 
12/29/93 Agrees to third round of high-level talks, 

suspension of Team Spirit 
Accepts "inspections necessary for continuity of 
safeguards," resumption of talks with ROK 

3/21/94 IAEA refers North Korea to Security Council  
5/4/94  Begins nuclear reactor refueling 
6/3/94 Withdraws its offer to resume high-level talks, 

discusses sanctions & military strike 
 

6/13/94 
 

Officially withdraws from IAEA; UN sanctions 
regarded as "a declaration of war" 

 

 

A similar malign multiplication is also responsible for the second phase of the nuclear 

crisis that began to escalate in October 2002 when Assistant Secretary James Kelly charged the 

North, in a contentious meeting with Vice Foreign Minister Kang Sok-Ju in Pyongyang, of 

running a secrete uranium enrichment program in violation of the Agreed Framework.44 The 

Bush administration, upon receiving the information that the North Koreans had acquired 

aluminum tubes and other parts that could be used to enrich uranium for a weapons purpose, 

perceived it as the evidence that they were engaged in a weapons program, for it blamed their 

behavior ultimately on their inherently “evil” nature that would not change.  Kelly was instructed 

to confront the North Koreans with the charge, and allegedly succeeded in getting their 

admission.  Kelly’s success vindicated the Bush administration’s identity blaming.  It justified 

the measures designed to punish them for their violation while solidifying its doubts about the 

usefulness of negotiations.  The Bush administration thus in November 2002 proceeded to stop 

its fuel supply that it had maintained as part of the 1994 Agreed Framework.   

In a public rebuttal, Pyongyang insisted that what its representative said to Kelly was 

only that the North was “entitled to acquiring nuclear weapons.”  It saw the White House’s 
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public allegation as an outright lie that revealed its true untrustworthiness; it perceived the U.S. 

decision to stop the heavy oil shipment as a flagrant violation of the Agreed Framework, which 

justified a strong reaction.  In a tit for tat move, Pyongyang reactivated in December the 5 MW 

reactor that had been frozen – in exchange for the provision of the heavy oil – under the Agreed 

Framework.  And because it felt justified punishing Washington for lying, it took further steps: it 

removed IAEA seals and cameras from its nuclear facilities, and expelled IAEA inspectors in 

December 2002, and completed its withdrawal from the NPT the following January. 

All these moves by Pyongyang were worrisome to Washington not just because they 

constituted real steps towards manufacturing nuclear weapons.  They were ominous also because 

they bolstered its suspicions about the North’s identity: “Was it ever plausible that Kim Jong Il 

would keep his word? He signed, then cheated. When caught cheating, he reneged.  If he signs 

another agreement today, he will renege on it, too.”45 Given the perception that some of Bush 

administration officials, including President Bush himself, held of the North, it seemed logical to 

think that the only way to end the problem would be the toppling of Kim Jong Il.46 The North’s 

action, seen through the prism of its identity, therefore, justified stronger countermeasures, 

including a scenario of a nuclear attack on the North, the dispatch of an aircraft carrier group, the 

initiation of a military exercise, etc.  

As the two moved up the ladder of escalating hostility, Pyongyang defiantly declared that 

its “attack can be taken to all military personnel and all military commands of the United States 

in the world”.  Soon after the U.S. launched its “preventive war” against Iraq in March 2003, 

DPRK Foreign Ministry announced that the North was being compelled to “mobilize all 

potentials to acquire war deterrent,” strongly indicating it would proceed to develop nuclear 

weapons. 

As a result of the malign multiplication, the relationship between the two deteriorated to 

the lowest point in short order.  In October 2002 when Kelly visited Pyongyang, there was a high 
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hope that the disputes between the two countries could be peacefully resolved.  Not only did the 

meeting dash the hope but also triggered a chain reaction that amplified suspicion and anxiety.  

By May the following year, the two countries considered the Agreed Framework all but dead and 

found any meaningful negotiations all but impossible.  By the beginning of 2005 when the Bush 

administration started its second term, its perception of the North’s identity had been entrenched: 

Secretary of State Rice began her tenure by calling the North an “outpost of tyranny”; and 

President Bush inaugurated with the “great objective of ending tyranny”.  Such remarks, seen 

through Pyongyang’s perceptual framework of Washington’s intransient identity, in turn led it to 

take a yet stronger countermeasure: DPRK Foreign Ministry announced in February that it had 

“manufactured nukes” and would “take a measure to bolster its nuclear weapons arsenal”. 

Washington responded by tightening financial sanctions, to which Pyongyang responded by test 

firing missiles, to which Washington responded by working with the UN Security Council to 

penalize it, to which Pyongyang responded by testing its nuclear bomb. What began as a 

diplomatic meeting ended up the death of diplomacy for behavior and identity multiplied each 

other in a malign way to turn a verbal accusation into the mobilization of military and the 

explosion of a nuclear weapon. 

 

 

 

 



  30 
 

Table 2. Malign Multiplication in the Second Nuclear Crisis, 2002-2006 

Date Actions by the U.S. side Actions by North Korea 
1/29/02 State of the Union address calls North 

Korea "axis of evil" 
 

3/9/02 US media reveals Nuclear Posture Review 
(NPR) includes North Korea in nuclear 
targets 

 

3/13/02  Foreign Ministry states if NPR is true, DPRK is "to 
take a substantial countermeasure against it, not 
bound to any DPRK-U.S. agreement" 

10/4/02 Kelly charges the North of running HEU 
program 

 

11/14/02 Announces halting heavy oil supply in 
December 

 

12/12/02  Reactivates 5MW reactor 
12/22/02  Removes IAEA seal and camera from nuclear 

facilities 
1/6/03 IAEA refers North Korea to UN Security 

Council 
 

1/10/03  Withdraws from NPT 
1/23/03 Sends Kitty Hawk to Korea  
3/4/03 Foal Eagle exercise begins  
3/20/03 Iraq War begins  
4/6/03  Foreign Ministry: "to mobilize all potentials to acquire 

war deterrent" 
4/9/03 NK brought to UN Security Council   

9/3/03  Supreme People's Assembly approves the 
"possession and strengthening of nuclear deterrent 
force" 

9/10/03 PSI exercise  
9/10/03 Imposes sanctions against DPRK for 

human trafficking 
 

10/2/03  Declares completion of reprocessing, and changes 
the use of plutonium "in the direction of increasing 
its deterrent force" 

11/21/03 KEDO decides to suspend the construction 
of LWR 

 

1/19/05 Rice calls North Korea "outpost of tyranny"  
1/20/05 Bush in inauguration speech talks of "great 

objective of ending tyranny" 
 

2/10/05  Declares it "manufactured nukes" and will "take a 
measure to bolster its nuclear weapons arsenal" 

9/17/05 Freezes NK’s account in Banco Delta Asia  
7/5/06  Test fires missiles 
7/15/06 UN Security Council condemns the test  
10/9/06  Tests nuclear weapon 
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In order to appreciate the critical role that the identity blaming played in creating the 

second crisis, it is useful to remember that although the Clinton administration had a similar set 

of information about the North’s uranium program, it was not as worried about the program 

because it was treating the North as a negotiating partner whose trustworthiness needed to be 

tested.47 It was not because of a change in the North’s material capability or behavior that the 

Bush administration began to change the course of diplomacy.  It was rather because it came into 

office with a different set of mind, reflected in speeches of the “axis of evil” and the “outpost of 

tyranny”.  The conviction – that “evil” must be ended, not negotiated with – was only 

strengthened and deepened with the shock of 9/11.  The different view of the North’s identity 

oriented the administration to prefer punitive measures and to interpret DPRK moves in a malign 

way.  The DPRK, in turn, unable to recognize the changed security mind-set triggered by 9/11, 

saw the Bush administration exactly the same way as the latter perceived of the former.  Identity 

blaming, under the condition of the interdependence of hostile identities, resulted in the malign 

multiplication that constituted the North Korean nuclear crisis. 

 

Conclusion: To Turn the Dilemma into a Virtuous Cycle 

The North Korean nuclear crisis is a manifestation of the security dilemma between the 

United States and North Korea, two antagonistic state actors who operate under the condition of 

anarchy where there is no international sovereign that can make and enforce a rule over all state 

actors.  As such, they find it imperative that they provide for their own security and take 

measures to close their perceived security gap.  But one’s actions are perceived by the other who 

understands them in a truncated manner as an attempt to put it in a relatively weaker position, 

prompting it to take a countermeasure to compensate for the effect that the other is suspected of 

intending to produce.  As a result of the countermove, each actor’s initial move to increase 

security ends up undermining it while exacerbating the enmity.  As a result, the United States is 
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now faced with the nuclear-armed North Korea; and the latter with the United States that is 

tightening its noose around Pyongyang and prepared to strike preemptively. 

And yet neither Washington nor Pyongyang acknowledges that they are caught in the 

security dilemma.  Believing that what their potential adversary insists is a defensive capability 

is in fact a weapon of aggression, both insist they must take actions to defend against the threat 

that they see in the other side.  Maintaining that their own military capability is purely defensive, 

both insist that their opponent does not need to worry about their military if it harbors no 

aggressive intentions.  Failing to see that the other’s action may be a reaction to one’s own action, 

both are troubled by what they perceive to be unilateral escalation of tension or outright reneging 

of previous commitments to cooperation.  Both find every move of the other’s as a further 

confirmation of its hostile intention.  As a result, they end up increasing their military 

preparedness and entrenching the enmity. 

A way out of the dilemma, therefore, starts with an understanding that the North Korean 

threat and the U.S. threat are mutually constitutive.  This requires underscoring the social aspects 

of the security dilemma, rather than treating the dilemma, as IR theory has done to this point, 

simply as insecurity spirals in which rational unitary actors get locked in response to uncertainty 

under anarchy.  Needed are not just institutional measures that constrain state behavior but also 

social steps that contribute to a transformation of the social reality between the countries.  

Because a solution to security dilemma requires an attention to the underlying social dimension 

as well as the adoption of appropriate behavioral measures, this final section turns to some of the 

specific issues that stand in the way of reaching these goals. 

In order to find a way out of the dilemma, it is instructive to reexamine the chain of 

events in the 1990s that ultimately culminated in the North-South summit in 2000.  A critical 

turning point in the convoluted nuclear history came in 1991 when President Bush announced 

that the U.S. would pull out all its nuclear weapons from South Korea.  Also it was critical for 
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the process to move forward that Pyongyang did not take advantage of the American action by 

launching a surprise attack on the South – as in a realist’s “worst case scenario” – but 

reciprocated with its own disarming moves: Pyongyang within several months thereafter signed a 

safeguard agreement with IAEA and a denuclearization declaration with Seoul.  Such positive tit 

for tat was made possible under the propitious political milieu created in the early 1990s by the 

end of the global Cold War as well as by the regional rapprochement between South Korea and 

its erstwhile enemies, China and Russia.  Washington’s positive tit and Pyongyang’s positive tat, 

in turn, created an opening for the Koreans to rise above their Cold War division.  Quickly taking 

advantage of the opening, the two Koreas held a series of exchanges – reunion of separated 

families, cultural performances, and sports events – all of which contributed to unraveling the 

Hobbesian culture between the Koreas.  The cascading events of rapprochement culminated in 

the summit between Kim Dae-Jung and Kim Jong-Il in 2000.48 

The effects these developments have on ameliorating the security dilemma are 

dramatically illustrated by the opposite ways in which South Korea and the United States reacted 

to the North’s nuclear weapons and missiles in the 21st century.  Seoul received with a relative 

calm the bombastic announcement Pyongyang made about its nuclear deterrent force in 2005, 

despite the apparent material reality that South Korea was physically extremely vulnerable to the 

North’s weapons of mass destruction.  Although it was far from clear that the North had the 

delivery capacity to threaten American security with its nuclear weapons, in contrast, 

Washington took the announcement in a more alarmist manner.  Also in 2006 when the North 

test-fired several missiles at once, Seoul – within the easy reach of these missiles – continued its 

exchanges with the North and proceeded with its planned high-level meeting with Pyongyang 

whereas Washington – outside the range of most, if not all, of the missiles – demanded tougher 

measures, including UN sanctions. 
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The difference stems from divergent degrees of enmity.  Because the two Koreas have 

managed to lower the level of enmity through engagement policy, cultural exchanges, and 

economic intercourse, they could moderate the process of malign multiplication.  The 

rapprochement on the peninsula allowed the Koreans to see the interactive nature of the security 

measures, helping them slow down the action-reaction chain.  Truncated understandings, hostile 

identities, and identity blaming have decreased between the two Koreas, reducing the level and 

speed of malign multiplication and creating an opening for diplomacy, although there still 

remains the potential that the cycle of malign multiplication may restart, particularly given that 

South Korea’s security policies are still guided by its alliance identity. 

While national security concerns drove the Clinton and Kim Il-Sung administrations to 

the negotiating table at which the Agreed Framework was signed, in contrast, the agreement 

ultimately failed because the enmity between the United States and North Korea was brought 

back to the fore under the Bush and Kim Jong-Il administrations. The United States and North 

Korea, unlike the two Koreas, had no commonly shared identity that would facilitate the process 

of rapprochement.  Nor did they start the process of exchanges that would expand the scope of 

interactions beyond that of national security and that would lay a basis of mutual understanding.  

In the absence of such a foundation, the political negotiations were susceptible to sudden 

changes of perception brought about by exogenous shocks. 

Key to the Agreed Framework’s initial success lay in the Clinton and Kim Il-Sung 

administrations’ willingness to recognize the other side’s core security concerns and address 

them on the basis of the principle of reciprocity.49  When the willingness was undermined by a 

changed understanding of international security, facilitated by 9/11, that underlined the dangers 

of weapons of mass destruction and the “evil” identity of actors, the tit for tat – contained in the 

Agreed Framework – served as a step by step mechanism that ultimately undid the agreement.  

Only if the two are willing to move out their Manichean view of the other and to return to the 
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principle of reciprocity will they be able to get out of the stalemate.  This process may be 

facilitated by relatively easy and tangible steps similar to the Kumchangri “inspection”: as a way 

to address U.S. concerns, Pyongyang invites U.S. officials to “visit” its facilities that Washington 

suspects produce HEP for weapons purposes; as a way to reassure its willingness to honor the 

Agreed Framework, the Bush administration, in turn, resumes its supply of heavy oil. 

A possible institutional solution may take the form of a nuclear weapons free Korean 

peninsula treaty, following the Six Party statement of 2005, whereby Pyongyang commits to 

ridding itself of nuclear weapons productions while at the same time Washington gives a 

negative security guarantee to the North.  Although North and South Korea signed the 

denuclearization declaration in 1991, they kept it at the level of a declaration and left out a 

negative security guarantee by the nuclear powers, a key component of a nuclear weapons free 

zone (NWFZ) treaty.  The absence of an additional protocol, containing a negative security 

assurance, was the fatal flaw that subsequently all but killed the declaration.  Immediately 

following President Bush’s decision to withdraw nuclear weapons from South Korea, the North 

signed the declaration because it believed that it no longer faced U.S. nuclear threat.  After 

learning that its belief bore little relationship with U.S. military strategy, however, Pyongyang 

started dragging its feet in implementing the declaration as well as the Safeguard Agreement 

with IAEA, triggering what is now known as the first North Korean nuclear crisis. 

In order to avoid repeating the same mistake, it is imperative that a new NWFZ treaty on 

Korea contains assurances from both Pyongyang and Washington.  The former promises not to 

maintain or develop nuclear weapons while the latter not to use or threaten to use nuclear 

weapons against the North.  The two’s concurrent declarations within the framework of an 

NWFZ treaty would represent the first step that they take together to allay the other’s security 

concerns, laying the groundwork for further concrete measures that address other specific 

issues.50  To acknowledge the reality of security dilemma and the necessity of positive 
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reciprocity, however, would be the necessary first step in the long journey toward ending the 

nuclear crisis. 
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