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How South Korea Can Turn
Washington-Pyongyang Talks to

Inter-Korean Advantage

Brian Myers

Professor in the Department of International Studies at Dongseo University

Introduction

During the Trump administration (2017-2021),
the American and South Korean governments
disagreed not only about the right approach to
the North Korean nuclear issue, but also about
the sanctions that still hinder all but the smallest
forms of inter-Korean cooperation. Joe Biden
having since come to power in the US, many
South Koreans wonder how their country can
better manage the relationship to the American
ally, so that the inter-Korean relationship can
regain the momentum it lost after the failure of
the Hanoi summit between Donald Trump and
Kim Jong Un in February 2019. In the following
brief article, therefore, I would like to offer
some advice for the South Korean government.
First [ will summarize some of the problems that
characterized the ROK-US relationship in the
recent past; then I will venture recommendations
on how to avoid them in dealings with the new

Biden administration.

16 | XAtz

1. The Moon-Trump Era

Americans generally saw no reason to doubt
the allegations that led to President Park Geun-
hye’s impeachment in 2016. (Most allegations
were dropped in the following year or two,
but by then the US press had lost interest.)
American observers thus took the orchestrated
“candlelight movement” at face value as a grass-
roots renewal of the South Korean people’s
commitment to democracy and transparency.
Although its demonstrations had been attended
by progressive and conservative citizens alike,
and joined by Moon Jae-in only after he had
explored other possibilities of effecting Park’s
resignation, Korea watchers widely took him
at his own valuation as the embodiment of

“candlelight spirit.”

Even during the ensuing presidential election
campaign, therefore, the foreign and especially
American media rooted openly for the Minjoo
candidate. Despite having spent the previous

14 years in politics, he was routinely referred



to as “the former human rights lawyer,” and his
passing avowals of a readiness to talk to Kim
Jong Un (a topic he tended to avoid in Korean
speechmaking) sufficed for TIME Magazine to

call him “The Negotiator” on its cover.

Meanwhile the American press conflated South
Korea’s conservative party, many of whose
members had voted Park’s impeachment, with
the flag-waving, Park-loyal street right, the
better to dismiss the party and its candidate as
hardline anti-communists out of touch with
the times. South Korea’s nationalist-left media
drew attention to the friendly foreign coverage
to reassure the electorate that Moon Jae-in was

well regarded by the American ally.

His election in May 2017, although effected with
only 41% of the vote, was generally welcomed
in the US as a step forward in the maturation
of South Korean democracy. From the start of
his presidency many Korea observers sought to
present him to the liberal American public as the
“adult in the room,” a welcome counterweight
to Donald Trump and the equally unpredictable
Kim Jong Un. Not since the Kim Dae Jung
administration (1998-2003) had a South Korean

president enjoyed such positive press in the US.

This had something to do with the significant
amount of money the Moon administration
spent in the United States on lobbying and

public-relations activities. Members of the

Congress and Senate were lobbied in the hope of
effecting the relaxation of sanctions obstructing
inter-Korean cooperation, the re-opening of
the Kaesong Industrial Zone in particular. To
give just one example: The government-funded
Korea Foundation provided financial support
to the Atlantic Council, which in turn hosted
the nationalist-left academic Moon Chung-
in at speaking events in Washington DC, and
sponsored Korea coverage in US media outlets
(e.g. USA Today) that sought to garner support
for Seoul’s softline approach to Pyongyang."

The Moon administration has remained popular
with the Western journalist and academic
communities. It was not until the Minjoo Party’s
defeat in the mayoral elections of April 2021
(Seoul and Busan) that the Western media, with
palpable reluctance, acknowledged the dramatic
decline in President Moon’s domestic popularity

that had in fact begun months earlier.

In retrospect, it seems the American
establishment’s support for the South Korean
president may have made him overconfident
in his ability to coax the Trump administration
into making concessions to Pyongyang. Perhaps
a certain mirror-imaging was also at work;
President Moon may have wrongly assumed that
a) American presidents are as beholden as their
South Korean counterparts to opinion polls,

and b) that the hardliners in Trump’s National

1) Deirdre Shesgreen and David Jackson, “South Korean President Seeks Deal,” USA Today, 10 April 2019. (www.usatoday.com)
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Security Council would be unable to assert
themselves against the apparently deal-hungry
Trump and State Department.

The failure of the Hanoi summit in February
2019 thus stunned the Blue House, where
President Moon and his officials had gathered
in a festive atmosphere to watch the start of
the proceedings on live television. The South
Koreans should then have realized that Trump
himself needed more convincing, and that
the National Security Council traditionally
functions in the US government as a hardline
counterweight to the softline State Department.
Instead Seoul joined Pyongyang in scapegoating
John Bolton for the Hanoi debacle, a misstep
that deepened conservative Americans’ mistrust
of the South Korean president. To make matters
worse, President Moon let it be known that he
wanted his mentor Moon Chung-in, a Yonsei
professor, to be South Korea’s next ambassador

to Washington.

The appointment of someone so well known
in both countries for nationalist, even anti-
alliance statements would have raised American
eyebrows enough in 2018, at the height of the
Beltway’s faith in the South Korean president’s
judgment. Coming as it did in August 2019, six
months after the failure of the Hanoi summit, it
raised suspicions that the Blue House wanted

the academic to agitate publicly for a softer

approach to Pyongyang. I consider it more
likely that he had been selected with a view
to his famously close ties to the US academic
and expert community, which the Blue House
may have wrongly believed would translate
into political influence. In any case the US
government made clear that the professor would
be an unacceptable envoy. The contretemps
undermined the Blue House’s domestic boasts

of harmony in the alliance.

Another indication of much the same error
in judgment was the ruling camp’s passage
in 2020 of a law against sending propaganda
leaflets into North Korea.” To the Blue House’s
apparent surprise, American politicans on both
sides of the aisle sharply criticized the “Kim Yo-
jong law,” as it has been derided in the US as
in South Korea. Whatever mild benefit the law
might have in palliating North Korea’s ruling
family has been vitiated by the damage done to

President Moon’s reputation inside the Beltway.

2. The Moon-Biden Era

The election of Joe Biden to the American
presidency in November 2020 was followed
by South Korean speculation about the
approach he was likely to take to Korean issues,
with conservatives predicting that the new
president would have neither the time nor the

inclination to pursue a deal with Pyongyang,

2) Do Je-hee, “Anti-North Korean leaflet law sparks backlash from within and outside North Korea,” Korea Times, 15 December 2020.

(www.koreatimes.co.kr)
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and progressives taking encouragement from
the Biden administration’s pledge to pursue
an approach that differed from both Obama’s
“strategic patience” and Trump’s summit-

centric, “top-down” approach.

Already it can safely be said that the
progressives had judged Biden better. Hardly
had he been inaugurated than his diplomatic
team reached out to Pyongyang with a proposal.
At the time of this writing, its content is still
unknown to the public, but that it offered a
significant American concession can be inferred
from the official talk of a “new approach,” and
from reports that the North Koreans did not
reject the deal outright.

No less significant, of course, is the wording
of the relevant part of the joint declaration
issued at the end of the Moon-Biden summit in

Washington on 21 May 2021.

President Biden and President Moon
emphasize their shared commitment to the
complete denuclearization of the Korean
Peninsula.... President Moon welcomes
the conclusion of the United States’ DPRK
policy review, which takes a calibrated
and practical approach that is open to and
will explore diplomacy with the DPRK.....
We also reaffirm our common belief
that diplomacy and dialogue, based on
previous inter-Korean and U.S.-DPRK

commitments such as the 2018 Panmunjom
Declaration and Singapore Joint Statement,
are essential to achieve the complete
denuclearization and establishment of
permanent peace on the Korean Peninsula.
President Biden also expresses his support
for inter-Korean dialogue, engagement,

: 3
and cooperation.”

The lines above represent a large American
step toward the ROK government’s view of the
North Korean nuclear problem and of inter-
Korean issues; this view in turn is close to the
Kim Jong Un regime’s position as hitherto
expressed in export propaganda. Most obviously,
the expression of a shared commitment to
denuclearizing the Korean Peninsula reflects a
softening of Washington’s traditional insistence
on the North’s unilateral denuclearization. It
would appear that the Biden administration is
ready in principle to engage in nuclear-relevant
disarmament of its own, perhaps even to allow
North Korean verification of this disarmament.
The joint declaration’s reference to a “calibrated
and practical approach” is in the same softline
vein. Calibrated implies the possibility of small
or action-for-action deals between Washington
and Pyongyang, while practical implies the

abandonment of firm or absolute principles.

Particularly noteworthy is President Biden’s

surprising affirmation of the 2018 Panmunjom

3) “US-ROK Leaders’ Joint Statement,” 21 May 2021. (www.whitehouse.gov)
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Declaration signed by the two Korean leaders.
The latter agreement had of course renewed the
two Koreas’ commitment (first made in the 2000
Pyongyang Summit) to the common pursuit of
some sort of confederation. It follows, therefore,
that President Biden has indirectly given his
government’s blessing to the confederation
drive. Similarly, his declaration of support for
inter-Korean “cooperation” can be interpreted,
regardless of the conspicuous absence of the
word economic before it, as a sign of greater
American readiness to allow some exemption
of inter-Korean projects (e.g. the Kaesong
Industrial Zone) from the current sanctions
regime. Whether the Biden administration is
fully aware of the implications of the joint
declaration is of course questionable. It may well
share the wishful consensus of American and
South Korean conservatives that the declaration
gave Moon Jae-in little of what he had come to
Washington to achieve. Nevertheless, it affords
the South Koreans plenty of justification to push
harder for American concessions in the near

future.

3. Recommendations

This raises the question of what the ROK
government can do to help effect progress in
Washington-Pyongyang relations that serves
South Korea’s own interests on the peninsula.
To make the most obvious point first, it should

review the mistakes made during the presidency

120 | X%AtE|

of Donald Trump and resolve not to repeat them.

Greater effort must be made this time to
encourage a supportive bipartisan consensus
inside the Beltway, as opposed to relying on
the US State Department, the liberal press, the
expert-academic community and other generally
softline forces to carry the day over skeptics
and hawks. This would have to entail not only
the sending of different, i.e. more moderate or
tactful South Korean envoys to the Beltway than
were sent there in the Trump years, but also a
moderation or cessation of domestic policies
that have aroused American concern about the
current ROK administration’s commitment to

liberal-democratic principles.

The anti-leaflet law, for example, is clearly
more trouble than it is worth, having already
aroused great indignation in the US. It cannot
realistically be enforced without doing further
damage to the ROK government’s reputation
and thus deepening many Americans’ doubts
about its vision of a “peace system” on the

peninsula.

Although President Moon arguably served as
an effective intermediary between Trump and
Kim Jong Un in the early months of 2018, it
soon become clear that neither the American or
North Korean leader was interested in trilateral
negotiations or even a bona fide trilateral
summit. This is not likely to change under the
new American administration. President Moon

should come to terms with this and not attempt



to function as a neutral intermediary, a role the
US considers incompatible with the alliance, and
North Korea regards as a betrayal of the shared

nation.

On the foreign policy front, the South Korean
government should work towards improving
Seoul-Tokyo relations or, failing that, at least
to stop the roughly biennial recurrences of
Japan-bashing that make them worse. After all,
the Democrats in Washington have long been
as exasperated as the Republicans by the top-
down exacerbation of ethnic animosities in
East Asia. In 2015 the Under Secretary of State
Wendy Sherman complained about the “cheap”
exploitation of these animosities to political
ends, instancing heated arguments about
comfort women, history books, and even names
for bodies of water (e.g. the Sea of Japan).” At
that time the Park government as well as the
ROK media and public reacted to this scolding
with great indignation; yet Sherman is now
President Biden’s Deputy Secretary of State.
It is unlikely that her views of the region’s
“victimhood nationalisms,” to borrow a critical
term popularized by the South Korean academic
Jie-Hyun Lim,” have changed significantly in
the meantime. Needless to say, many Americans’

suspicion is that Seoul is willfully worsening

regional tensions so as to have an excuse not
to join a trilateral US-Japan-ROK alliance. The
best way to reassure them is to pursue a more

stable, future-oriented relationship with Tokyo.

Until significant progress is made in nuclear
negotiations between Washington and
Pyongyang, South Korea should refrain from
trying to win American support for grand-scale
peninsular ventures such as the construction
of inter-Korean railroads and highways.
Since the Pyongyang Summit of 2000 even
relatively small and easy forms of inter-
Korean cooperation have failed or sputtered
out. Naturally, therefore, American observers
are skeptical when Seoul talks of multi-billion
dollar projects that envision ten or more years of
smooth, uninterrupted and intensive cooperation
between the two Koreas.” Their suspicion is that
the ROK government is only seeking pretexts to
provide massive unilateral aid to North Korea. It
only makes matters worse when South Koreans
try to present such projects to the outside world
as a humanitarian outreach that should unfold

independently of nuclear talks.

Instead the ROK government should focus
its diplomatic resources and ingenuity on
persuading the Kim Jong Un regime to resume

reunions of separated families. If these take place

4) Joan Boo, “South Korea Criticizes US Official's Comments on ‘Comfort Women’,” VOA, 3 March 2015. (www.voanews.com)

5) Kim Hyung-eun, “Understanding how history is remembered: Progressive historian challenges commonly accepted paradigms,”

Joongang Daily, 19 March 2017. (www.koreajoongangdaily.joins..com)

6) Jung Suk-yee, “South Korean Government Aiming to Interconnect South and North Korean Railways,” Business Korea, 24 May 2021.

(www.businesskorea.co.kr)
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often and regularly enough to be considered
routine, it would do much to restore America’s
faith not only in the two Koreas’ ability to work
together, but also in their shared commitment
to basic humanitarian values. Conversely, a
continued inability of the two Koreas to sustain
even something so inexpensive, small scale
and easy to organize will cast doubt on the
seriousness and feasibility of infrastructural
projects. The current, rather cynical notion of
using family reunions as an excuse to pressure
the Biden administration into allowing a range
of allegedly vital side-projects, such as the
construction of railroads, highways and hospital
facilities for use by separated families making
their way to the meeting place, seems to me
highly unlikely to succeed, especially in view
of the tiny number of people involved. Family
reunions must achieve routinization within the
current parameters before American support for

greater plans can be realistically expected.

Conclusion

The Moon administration has good reason
to hope that enough progress can be made in
negotations between the US and North Korea to
make possible some relaxation of the sanctions
that now prevent inter-Korean economic
cooperation. Considering the economic
difficulties North Korea is now undergoing,
and the growing number of American observers

calling for the US to recognize it as nuclear

122 | X|AtE|

power, the two governments are not unlikely to
agree on a “calibrated and practical” deal by the

end of this year.

If Seoul wants to turn such progress to rapid
advantage for the cause of inter-Korean relations,
it must reassure Washington in the meantime
of the health of the alliance. This means that
instead of again counting on the softliners
in the US government to assert themselves,
the Moon administration should do more to
persuade American centrists and conservatives
that it shares their liberal democratic values
and a commitment to human rights. It is not
enough merely to widen South Korea’s lobbying
and P.R. outreach; it must rethink some of the
domestic and foreign policies that have alienated
influential American friends of Korea. Finally,
if South and North Korea want the Biden
administration to exempt larger, more cost-
intensive forms of inter-Korean cooperation
from sanctions, they must routinize reunions of
separated families as soon as progress on the

COVID front makes it possible.

Brian Myers Profile

Professor in the Department of International Studies
at Dongseo University. Researcher of North Korean
ideology and propaganda, inter-Korean relations, and
the history of the South Korean left. Books include Han
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