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Ever since North Korea’s dramatic reve-
lation that it was producing materials that
could be used to make nuclear weapons,
the Bush administration has considered a
range of policy options—including a mili-
tary strike on North Korean nuclear facili-
ties. Although the administration officially
dismisses such talk, President Bush has left
the military option on the table, and influ-
ential advisers outside of the administra-
tion have openly called for military action
along the lines of the Israeli attack on Iraqi
nuclear facilities at Osirak in 1981. 

But a military strike is the least desirable of a
range of unpalatable policy choices. An attack
on North Korea is likely to result in a full retal-
iatory response by the Democratic People’s

Republic of Korea, which would  threaten the
lives of hundreds of thousands of South
Koreans, as well as the nearly 37,000 Americans
stationed on the peninsula. Even a successful
attack could spread nuclear fallout throughout
East Asia. Finally, a unilateral U.S. attack that
destabilized the peninsula could upset relations
with China and South Korea.

Rather than adopting the most danger-
ous course of action as a first resort, the
United States should instead take the
opportunity to reduce its threat profile in
the region by focusing on multilateral
diplomatic efforts that place primary
responsibility for resolving the crisis on
those regional actors most threatened by
the North Korean nuclear program.
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Introduction

During a visit to the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea (DPRK, or North Korea) in
October 2002, Assistant Secretary of State for
East Asian and Pacific Affairs James A. Kelly
informed officials in Kim Jong-il’s govern-
ment that the United States knew about the
secret uranium enrichment program under-
way in the DPRK. This program, Kelly
explained, violated at least the spirit, if not
the letter, of the Agreed Framework, negoti-
ated between the United States and the
DPRK in 1994.

Once confronted, North Korea admitted that
it was processing nuclear material. It then fol-
lowed this unexpected admission by announcing
the reopening of a mothballed nuclear plant to
make plutonium, removing seals and surveil-
lance cameras installed by the International
Atomic Energy Agency, expelling IAEA monitors,
and announcing its withdrawal from the Nuclear
Nonproliferation Treaty.1 At the beginning of
February, U.S. satellites revealed North Korean
technicians moving fuel rods at the Yongbyon
complex, potentially a prelude to reprocessing the
8,000 spent fuel rods to produce plutonium.

The DPRK appears determined to become
a member of the world’s nuclear club. Halting
the North’s program is an important goal, but
exactly how important depends a bit on
Pyongyang’s plans. Does it intend to maintain
only a modest arsenal for the defensive pur-
pose of preserving the regime? Will it marry
this new nuclear capability with existing mis-
sile technology and threaten a first strike on
one of its neighbors, South Korea or Japan?
Will it continue its efforts to build an inter-
continental ballistic missile (ICBM), thereby
threatening the United States? Or, will North
Korea’s nuclear development program shift
into high gear, enabling the impoverished
nation to sell plutonium or highly enriched
uranium on the international market?

It is this last hypothetical in particular—the
prospect of North Korean nuclear technology
falling into the hands of al Qaeda, or other ter-
rorist organizations willing to use them
against the United States—that has prompted

anxious discussion. Some analysts have gone
so far as to argue for a military strike against
nuclear installations in the DPRK, in the hope
of dismantling these facilities before the pro-
gram becomes a threat to the United States.
But while a military attack might appeal to
those frustrated by a lack of good options for
dealing with the problem of North Korean
nuclear weapons, the U.S. should resist the
urge to use military force on the Korean
peninsula. An attack on North Korean nuclear
facilities is unlikely to achieve the desired
result (the complete destruction of the
North’s program) and is likely to lead to a full-
scale military conflict in East Asia that would
threaten the lives of millions of people.

American Troops as 
Nuclear Hostages

The developing nuclear crisis on the
Korean peninsula has played out in the midst
of an ongoing debate over the role and utility
of American troops in East Asia. Today, the
nearly 37,000 U.S. forces in the Republic of
Korea (ROK, or South Korea) and an addi-
tional 50,000 in Japan will be nuclear hostages
if the North marries an effective nuclear device
to a means of delivery, which some fear it has
already done. Nowhere else on earth would so
many Americans be at such risk.

Although the American troops in Korea
serve no useful military purpose and con-
tribute to a growing anti-American sentiment
in South Korea, the troop tripwire makes
North Korea’s nuclear weapons America’s
problem.2 The United States is needlessly
entangled in the inter-Korean conflict and is
seen by Pyongyang as its primary adversary.

Washington’s force deployment has inter-
fered with a solution to the nuclear issue in
another way. Fear of having to discuss U.S.
troop deployments apparently is one reason
the Bush administration has rejected North
Korea’s demands for bilateral negotiations
and a nonaggression pledge.3

The situation is serious. It is widely
assumed that the North possesses, or has at
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least reprocessed, enough plutonium to
make one or two nuclear weapons.4 It is now
clear that North Korea has been enriching
uranium suitable for use in nuclear weapons
despite the 1994 Agreed Framework, which
was supposed to halt Pyongyang’s program.
U.S. officials fear that Pyongyang intends to
build up its stockpile and perhaps test a
weapon.5 The game of brinkmanship grows
more serious almost daily.

Before the meetings in late April between
the United States, North Korea, and China,
the DPRK issued conflicting reports about
the progress of its weapons program that
briefly threatened to scuttle talks. Earlier,
however, Pyongyang claimed to have no
plans to make nuclear weapons and said that
negotiations with the U.S. could resolve the
issue. Bush administration officials chose to
move forward with negotiations.6 When the
North first announced that it was restarting
the Yongbyon reactor, it alleged that this was
only for the purposes of producing electrici-
ty. (This claim lacks credibility, however,
because the five-megawatt reactor is not con-
nected to any power grid, which means its
value in generating electricity is rather
small.)7 Meanwhile, both Koreas have contin-
ued with cabinet level talks, providing fur-
ther evidence of the North’s willingness to
negotiate. The North and South also issued a
joint declaration, in which they “agreed to
actively cooperate to resolve this issue peace-
fully,” for whatever that is worth.8 Indeed,
North Korea’s ambassador to China made
everything sound simple: “If the U.S. legally
assures us of security by concluding a nonag-
gression treaty, the nuclear issue on the
Korean peninsula will be easily settled.”9

Alas, the best strategy for handling the
DPRK is neither obvious nor easy. The North
probably chose to openly affirm its nuclear
plans for a variety of reasons. One may be
that it had decided to cheat all along, and it
was only recently caught red-handed.10 The
North may have concluded that the United
States was serious about inspections being
carried out by the IAEA as demanded by the
agreement.11 Others suggest that the North

perceived that the Agreed Framework was
unraveling, since the United States had failed
to move forward with diplomatic and eco-
nomic relations.12

Another explanation for the North’s behav-
ior may be that Pyongyang believed the Bush
administration had targeted Kim’s regime for
a preventive war. One need not be a commu-
nist apologist to note that if military threats
may deter, they may also provoke. In fact, a
number of U.S. analysts, including some intel-
ligence officers, believe that the North Korean
regime feared attack.13 In this context, the
North Korean nuclear program may be
intended primarily as a defensive measure,
designed to deter a U.S. attack.

Threatening War

Regardless of who is to blame, what is to
be done? Many Americans, including, it
would seem, the president, are willing to con-
template the use of force. A decade ago many
American policymakers, politicians, and
columnists blithely talked about military
options, most obviously the destruction of
the nuclear reactor in Yongbyon and any
other known atomic facilities.14 Today simi-
lar demands are being made. Retired Gen.
John Singlaub and Adm. Thomas Moorer are
avidly pushing a military option.15 Robert
Carstens of the Council of Emerging
National Security Affairs asked “what if,
while everyone was looking towards Iraq, we
turned on a dime and crushed North Korea’s
nuclear and military capability?”16 Editors at
the Weekly Standard innocuously talk about
the need for “regime change” in the North.17

Some analysts, such as Dennis Ross of the
Washington Institute for Near East Policy,
put the threat of military action in the con-
text of negotiation: “The purpose is not to
make the military option inevitable but to
build the pressure to produce a diplomatic
alternative.”18

Others believe that coercion is inevitable
because the North cannot be bought off.19 Some
seem to merely be biding their time. Explained
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columnist Charles Krauthammer: “It is obvious
that, at least until Iraq is settled, nonbelligerence
is warranted. We simply cannot handle two mili-
tary crises at once.”20 He later called for only
“temporary appeasement.”21

This may be the administration’s private
strategy. The administration’s procrastination
in reporting North Korea’s transgressions,
known in June 2002 but not revealed until
four months later, after passage of the con-
gressional resolution authorizing action in
Iraq, appeared intended to avoid complicating
the administration’s planned campaign
against Baghdad.22 Now that the war against
Saddam Hussein is largely completed, pres-
sure may grow for an encore in East Asia. After
all, John Bolton, undersecretary of state for
arms control and international security,
warned in March 2003: “As we near the
endgame in Iraq, it is important to remember
that Kim Jong-il and other budding violators
will watch the world’s response to Saddam
with rapt attention.” Bolton predicted that the
willingness of these “budding violators” to
“risk obtaining weapons of mass destruction
will be based on a careful calculation of the
international community’s likely reaction.”23

Of course, Bush officials have made much
of even refusing to call the North Korean sit-
uation a “crisis.”24 This is a curious stance
coming from people who viewed Iraq as pos-
ing a crisis that required a military resolu-
tion. Washington’s rhetoric may shift once
military operations in Iraq wind down.

Indicative of the seriousness with which
the Bush administration is taking the North
Korean threat, the president himself has indi-
cated that “all options are on the table,”
including military action.25 He has gone so
far to say that if the administration’s efforts
“don’t work diplomatically, they’ll have to
work militarily.”26 War is, after all, the logical
outgrowth of the administration’s doctrine
of preemption, articulated in the National
Security Strategy and being used against
Iraq. Indeed, defense adviser Richard Perle,
who was suggesting military preemption
back in 1991, declared as recently as
December 2002: “The Bush administration

will consider all the alternatives, because the
dangers involved are so substantial.”27

Evidence of plans for military action
abounds. Moving the aircraft carrier USS
Kitty Hawk out of Yokosuka, Japan in
January 2003 could be seen as a step to deter
Pyongyang from military aggression, but
since an attack from the North is extremely
unlikely, it could also be seen as applying
general pressure or preparing for war. Placing
long-range bombers on alert, moving B-1
and B-52 bombers to Guam, planning to
relocate fighters and reconnaissance aircraft,
and adding soldiers to forces stationed in
Korea, seem equally threatening. The Pentagon’s
unsubtle comments have exacerbated the crisis.
For example, the Pentagon explained that
Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld was
“immersed” in the issue of the North Korean
crisis even as he made plans for war in Iraq.28

Rumsfeld also called North Korea a “terrorist
regime,” perhaps the most obvious justifica-
tion for attack, given the Bush administra-
tion’s overarching “war against terrorism.”29

In testimony before the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee, Secretary of State
Powell stressed that “no options have been
taken off the table.” These options included
military action, even though Powell added
that “we have no intention of attacking
North Korea as a nation.”30

Indeed, it is hard to find anyone who
speaks with administration officials off the
record who believes their publicly expressed
pacific intentions. A “prominent Asian acad-
emic” told the Far Eastern Economic Review
that “not one of the senior administration
officials he met with recently would rule out
military action to remove North Korea’s
nuclear threat.”31 New York Times columnist
Nicholas D. Kristof interviewed numerous
administration officials about war plans for
Korea and concluded: “The upshot is a grow-
ing possibility that President Bush could
reluctantly order such a strike this summer,
risking another Korean war.”32

Seymour Hersh reported that the Bush
administration’s “public talk of compromise is
being matched by much private talk of high-
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level vindication.” According to an unnamed
intelligence official who had attended White
House meetings: “Bush and Cheney want [Kim
Jong-il’s] head on a platter.” The official went
on to explain that talk about negotiations was
merely a ruse. “There will be negotiations,” he
was quoted as saying, “but they have a plan, and
they are going to get this guy after Iraq. He’s
their version of Hitler.”33

East Asian Anxieties

It is not surprising that policymakers in
Seoul, within easy reach of North Korean
artillery and Scud missiles, have a different
perspective on the use of force. Those in
Beijing, Moscow, and Tokyo also worry
about radioactive fallout, missile attacks,
refugee flows, economic turmoil, and region-
al chaos. There is no constituency anywhere
in the region, even among the countries most
vulnerable to a North Korea with nuclear
weapons, in favor of war.

South Korea is particularly adamant. In
early 2002, South Korean presidential aide
Lim Dong Won said he planned to visit
Pyongyang to stave off a “rumored crisis on
the Korean peninsula in 2003.” Seoul antici-
pated that this crisis would be exacerbated by
delays in the construction of the reactors that
were permitted under the Agreed Frame-
work, the Bush administration’s characteri-
zation of the DPRK as a member of the axis
of evil, and a report that North Korea was
one of seven countries identified as possible
targets by the U.S. military.34 When presi-
dent-elect Roh Moo-hyun denounced “blind-
ly following U.S. policy,” an unnamed U.S.
official returned the favor by denouncing
Roh as “an appeaser.”35

Seoul’s assertiveness on the issue is likely
only to increase. Beating the war drums in
the United States now sparks immediate
South Korean criticism. After President Bush
indicated that military action was an option,
Chang Chun-hyong, deputy spokesman for
the ROK’s ruling Millennium Democratic
Party, wondered aloud “whether emotions

have interfered with U.S. efforts to resolve the
North’s nuclear problem.”36 Howard French
of the New York Times describes South Korean
officials as being “shocked” by Secretary
Rumsfeld’s rhetoric.37

Seoul continues to publicly contend that
Washington would not act without the
ROK’s agreement. Unification minister
Jeong Se-hyun characterized fears of unilater-
al action by Washington as “groundless” and
wondered aloud how Washington could
“ignore or go against South Korea in its
North Korean policy.”38 But that is exactly
what happened in 1994. President Clinton
admitted that his administration had pre-
pared military options for use against the
North a decade earlier, without a nod to the
South Koreans.39 South Korean President
Roh understandably complained, “We
almost went to the brink of war in 1993 with
North Korea, and at the time we didn’t even
know it.”40

The avoidance of war is of primary impor-
tance to Seoul. President-elect Roh declared
that he could not support U.S. policy if that
entailed “attacking North Korea.”41 During a
campaign debate, candidate Roh admitted,
“our nation failed to play our rightful part in
the conflict between the North and the
United States” in 1994, but he affirmed “it is
still our nation that should take the main
role to make the difference.” “For Washing-
ton,” Roh explained, “their prime interest lies
in getting rid of weapons of mass destruction
to restore the world order, but for us it’s a
matter of survival.”42

Some advocates of military action say that
the ROK should not worry, dismissing the
argument that Pyongyang would choose to
retaliate. Referring to the Israeli destruction of
an Iraqi nuclear facility in 1981, intended to
eliminate the Iraqi nuclear program, former
State Department official Jed Babbin argued:
“If the nuclear weapons program continues, we
should consider an Osirak-like strike at the
Yongbyon plant which is the center of North
Korea’s program. It’s quite possible to do that
without beginning a general war.”43 Some
Clinton administration officials similarly
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believed that military action in 1994 would not
precipitate a full-scale war.44 Ralph Cossa, head
of the Pacific Forum Center for Strategic and
International Studies, contends that Kim Jong-
il would not risk the destruction of his regime
by retaliating.45 That appears to be the view of
the hawks in the Bush administration, accord-
ing to Nicholas Kristof.46

To attack on the assumption that the
North would not respond would be a wild
gamble. Some advocates of military action
have proposed that an attack on Yongbyon
be coupled with a nuclear ultimatum and
even tactical nuclear strikes on North Korean
artillery and troop emplacements.47 But a
military strike might not get all of Pyong-
yang’s nuclear assets; the North Koreans
favor underground facilities, which might
prove difficult to destroy, even with newer,
more destructive bombs. Warns Joshua
Muravchik: “the North Koreans have also
built underground nuclear reactors, plutoni-
um reprocessing plants, and uranium-
enrichment facilities—and who knows what
else?”48 Moreover, hitting the reprocessing
plant and spent fuel rods might also create
radioactive fallout that could drift over
China, Japan, Russia, and South Korea. That
would be a high price to pay for an unsuc-
cessful strike. Most important, warns Stanley
Kurtz of the Hudson Institute, “The true dis-
aster for the United States would be a strike
against North Korea that does anything less
than successfully intimidate its military
capacity. Short of rapid and total success, we
face the deaths of hundreds of thousands,
even millions, of South Koreans.”49

Yet U.S. military action would virtually
force Pyongyang to respond militarily. The
North’s response could come in two forms:
full scale war, or limited retaliatory attacks.
Given the formal U.S. policy of preemption,
and the designation of the North as a mem-
ber of the “axis of evil,” Pyongyang might
decide that a military strike on its nuclear
facilities was evidence of America’s determi-
nation to destroy the Kim Jong-il govern-
ment, the opening phase of a war for regime
change. Indeed, it is obvious that Pyongyang

fears, and has considered the possibility of,
an American attack.50 The North explicitly
threatened in early February 2003 that “a sur-
prise attack on our peaceful nuclear facili-
ties” would “spark a total war.”51

That is precisely what most analysts pre-
dicted would happen during the previous cri-
sis in 1994. Gen. Gary Luck, U.S. commander
in Korea, observed: “If we pull an Osirak, they
will be coming South.”52 Bill Taylor, formerly
of West Point and the Center for Strategic
and International Studies, and who met with
Kim Il-sung and other senior leaders in the
early 1990s, believes: “faced with a major mil-
itary strike on its territory, the North Korean
leadership will respond with everything it has
against Americans and our allies.”53 South
Korean Defense Minister Lee Jun says simply:
“If America attacks North Korea, war on the
Korean peninsula will be unavoidable.”54

An account by a high-ranking North
Korean defector, Cho Myung-chul, is particu-
larly sobering. In analyzing Iraq’s defeat in the
(first) Gulf War, North Korean military offi-
cials concluded that Baghdad was too defen-
sive. Cho characterized the North’s approach,
growing out of the lessons learned from Iraq:
“If we’re in a war, we’ll use everything. And if
there’s a war, we should attack first, to take the
initiative.” Cho estimates the chances of gen-
eral war at 80 percent in response to even a
limited strike on Yongbyon.55 Unfortunately,
“everything” is a daunting force: in addition to
an army of more than a million soldiers, the
North possesses long-range artillery and rock-
et launchers, deploys up to 600 Scud missiles
and additional longer-range No Dong mis-
siles, and has developed a significant number
and range of chemical and perhaps biological
weapons.56 Estimates of the number of likely
casualties from a full-scale North Korean
attack exceed one million.57

An alternative strategy for the North short
of full-scale war would be a limited retaliato-
ry strike, perhaps focused on the Yongsan
facility in Seoul, the primary American base
on the peninsula. Such an attack, although
ostensibly directed at military forces, would
be accompanied by heavy civilian casualties.
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The Seoul-Inchon metropolis hosts roughly
half of South Korea’s population, some 24
million people. The region is also the ROK’s
industrial heartland, and is being developed
into a regional economic hub for East Asia.
Pyongyang is thought to be able to fire up to
an incredible 500,000 shells an hour into
Seoul.58 North Korea also might choose to
hit Japan.59 Retaliation could easily lead to a
tit-for-tat escalation that would be difficult
to halt short of general war.60 It is this sober-
ing reality that should give serious pause to
anyone contemplating a precipitous military
strike against a still nascent nuclear threat.

The Future of North Korea

None of the DPRK’s neighbors are eager
to destabilize the North. South Korea is most
strongly opposed. It worries about undercut-
ting the trend toward improved ROK-North
Korean relations and is mindful of the poten-
tial for lost business opportunities.61

Moreover, any measure encouraging the col-
lapse of the DPRK could spark internal
armed conflict that would spill into the
ROK. Even absent a violent civil war, refugees
would undoubtedly flood south from a
destabilized North. A delegation of South
Koreans sent by President-elect Roh report-
edly shocked their Washington hosts when
they stated that it would be better for
Pyongyang to acquire an atomic bomb than
to collapse.62 Although South Korean offi-
cials later denied these comments, which
were attributed to South Korean foreign
minister Yoon Young Kwan, other evidence
suggests that the ROK is seeking accommo-
dation with the North.63

Given the sober assessments of East Asian
nations, the United States should not over-
state the nature of the North Korean threat.
There is no artificial timeline beyond which
negotiations will be automatically ineffective.
Though the DPRK is flirting with brinkman-
ship, it is merely threatening to build nuclear
weapons, not to use them. And the world has
survived far worse international crises: the

Cuban missile crisis, China’s intervention in
the Korean War, Douglas MacArthur’s pro-
posal to strike the Chinese mainland, and the
confrontation over Quemoy and Matsu.64

Through all of its bluster and vitriol, the
North at least claims a willingness to resolve
issues peacefully.65

Although Pyongyang has behaved in a
reckless manner in recent months, over the
last decade the regime’s behavior has actually
improved. The DPRK has been more engaged
with the outside world than it was before,
and it appears to want to increase that
engagement. Thus it has quite a bit to lose
from confrontation.

The DPRK’s emphasis so far on negotia-
tions with the United States is another indica-
tion of its willingness to bargain. An overture
through former United Nations ambassador
and current New Mexico governor Bill
Richardson was another sign.66 If the North
simply wanted to build a bomb, it did not have
to flaunt before Washington its nuclear activi-
ties. Its emphasis on the United States suggests
an attempt by Pyongyang to win what only
Washington can give—the security guarantees
and status conferred on nuclear powers.

That is what Governor Richardson
believes: “They use those cards to get what
they want. They also have a mind-set that
they demand international respect. They
want to deal directly with the United States,
not with South Korea. They want to be con-
sidered big, major powers.”67 Seoul’s
Ministry of Unification argues that the
North Koreans’ “true aim is not to continue
the nuclear development program, but to
seek a breakthrough in relations with the
United States.”68 That is the clear implication
of Pyongyang’s rejection of an ROK offer of
increased aid in exchange for an end to the
North’s nuclear program.69

The North’s ongoing provocations—
buzzing an American reconnaissance plane
in March 2003 for instance—occurred at a
time when Washington’s attention was
focused on the Middle East. Although the
Bush administration has largely ignored
Pyongyang’s escalations, it has also fed a
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sense of panic, discussing the possibility that
the North’s Taepo Dong 2 rocket could hit
the western United States. But the North is
far from developing the capability to attack
America. There is no evidence that the North
Koreans have ever successfully tested a Taepo
Dong 2. The missile’s range and accuracy are
uncertain, and it is unclear whether the mis-
sile has the capability of carrying a nuclear
payload. It is also not clear whether the
North has, or will soon have, nuclear
weapons suitable for delivery via ICBM.
Finally, the uncertain and nascent threat
posed by a North Korean nuclear-tipped
ICBM could be effectively countered by the
United States’ prodigious deterrent
(Pyongyang must know that an attack on
American soil would result in the complete
destruction of the regime) and by an effective
missile defense in the highly unlikely event
that deterrence failed.70

Nevertheless, there remains a substantial
possibility that North Korea is committed to
becoming a nuclear state or that it at least
wants to see what the United States and its
allies are willing to offer in return for aban-
doning the North’s one claim to international
attention and regional power status.71 In that
event, the United States should distinguish
between two different dangers. The most seri-
ous but also most potentially manageable
would be if the DPRK matched missile sales
with plutonium sales, including, conceivably,
to terrorist groups such as al Qaeda. In 2001,
Pyongyang earned $560 million in missile
exports.72 Deputy Secretary of State Richard
Armitage rightly argues that “the arms race in
North Korea pales next to the possibility . . .
that she would pass on fissile material and
other nuclear technology to either transna-
tional actors or to rogue states.”73

But the United States has a number of
options for dealing with that threat.
Evidence of weapons proliferation would
warrant consideration of interception of any
air or naval shipments abroad—a possibility
that Pyongyang should be made aware of
long before such a course appeared likely.74

Other options include further economic

sanctions or a more aggressive blockade,
policies that would be made more effective
through regional cooperation. Finally,
Pyongyang should be warned that evidence
of even a contemplated transfer of nuclear or
missile technology could trigger a military
response directed at the regime as well as its
nuclear facilities. A nuclear-armed North
Korea serving as “Plutonium-R-Us” to
America’s enemies would be unacceptable.
But military action would be the last, not the
first, resort. And a North Korean regime ded-
icated to self-preservation could easily distin-
guish between building an arsenal to guaran-
tee its own existence and putting out an
international “for sale” sign that would draw
Washington’s wrath.

Short of that worst-case scenario, howev-
er, the possibility of the North modestly
expanding its presumed arsenal of one or two
atomic bombs poses a far different security
threat. Such a development would be worri-
some, to be sure, but the DPRK could be
deterred. With regime survival being Kim
Jong-il’s highest priority, he need only know
that use of such weapons would lead to the
destruction of his regime. That could be
accomplished through a U.S. threat to retali-
ate, but maintaining a permanent nuclear
umbrella over South Korea and Japan would
keep the U.S. needlessly entangled in a dan-
gerous situation potentially forever. Over the
longer term, the United States should pro-
mote alternatives, including a greater
involvement on the part of regional powers
to provide for their own defense. Such an
approach would involve missile defense for
not only for the United States but also its
East Asian friends, who should develop their
own systems. Moreover, South Korea and
Japan should be left free to develop their own
nuclear arsenals, a prospect that should be
communicated to the North. (An ancillary
benefit of this approach would be to encour-
age China to pressure Pyongyang to bargain
away its nuclear program.)75 Further prolifer-
ation in East Asia would be a bad solution—
but far better than the alternative of risking
Los Angeles to protect Seoul and Tokyo.
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Conclusion

In October 1950, during the first Korean
War, Gen. Douglas MacArthur, the comman-
der of U.S. forces on the peninsula, advocat-
ed a military strategy of carrying the fight
well into North Korea, a sharp departure
from the original mission of simply expelling
DPRK forces from the South. Critics warned
that such a strategy risked drawing the
People’s Republic of China into the war. It
would, in the words of Gen. Omar Bradley,
involve the United States “in the wrong war,
at the wrong place, at the wrong time, and
with the wrong enemy.”76 A similar case
could be made today. 

The timing of the Bush administration’s
exposure of North Korea’s nuclear program is
curious. It might be merely coincidental that it
has emerged when the U.S. administration is
promoting the doctrine of preventive war,
which it employed in Iraq. Or it might be a
matter of design by the DPRK, tied to a dis-
pute with the United States over the Agreed
Framework and a change of administration in
Seoul—circumstances that, given the potential
for further strains in the U.S.-ROK relation-
ship, increase opportunities for mischief.
Regardless of the origins of the crisis, however,
the risks of a war arising from a preemptive
U.S. attack far outweigh the likely benefits of
halting the North’s nuclear program, or even
the more ambitious goal of toppling Kim
Jong-il’s regime.

In short, the dangers posed by a nuclear
North Korea are significant, but even limited
military action would likely spiral into a dev-
astating war. Thus, the United States must
find an alternative—the least bad option
available. That would almost certainly
involve a messy mix of negotiations, deter-
rence, and cooperation with neighboring
states and would yield uncertain results.
Ultimately, however, instead of searching for
ways to become more involved in a potential-
ly catastrophic military conflict, Washington
should withdraw from its dominating posi-
tion in the region, which makes the United

States the focus of Pyongyang’s attention
and discourages other nations from fulfilling
their normal international responsibilities.
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