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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The United States should abandon its bid 
to separate North Korea from its nuclear 
weapons and, with South Korea in the 
lead, push to normalize relations with 
Pyongyang.

The obsession with nuclear proliferation over the last 
three-quarters of a century has proved to be unwarranted, 
and, in a few cases, catastrophic. The few countries that 
have acquired these weapons have used them to stoke 
their egos or to deter real or imagined threats. In contrast, 
alarmed anti-proliferation efforts, as in the U.S. war in Iraq, 
have proved to be exceedingly costly, leading to the deaths 
of hundreds of thousands of people.

Meanwhile, Korea may well be at an important his-
torical turning point. There is a reasonable prospect that 
North Korean leader Kim Jong-un genuinely wants to see 
his country become developed—he has already instituted 
some notable, if limited, reforms. In this atmosphere, 
it seems likely that relations between the North and 
South can gradually be normalized, which is a develop-
ment that could become permanent. This does not 
mean that unification is in the offing, nor that the re-
gime and the privileged elite in the North will cease to 

exist or even necessarily be weakened. But the prospect 
of armed conflict in the area would decrease substan-
tially following normalization. In turn, the plight of the 
North Korean people—the chief victims of the current 
stalemate—would markedly improve.

However, the U.S. demand that North Korea relin-
quish its nuclear weapons stands in the way of this. North 
Korea considers the weapons to be vital to its fundamental 
security—especially to deter any U.S. attempt to overthrow 
its regime by force. Accordingly, abandoning or at least 
downplaying the nuclear weapons issue is essential to make 
any progress toward normalization. 

The upside to a normalization on the Korean peninsula 
is enormous, while the downside risk is marginal. If the 
effort fails—most likely because the North Korean regime, 
unlike similar ones in China and Vietnam, will prove to 
be unwilling or incapable of taking the required steps of 
economic reform—no one will be much worse off than they 
are now. Accordingly, U.S. policy should focus on the pos-
sibilities for normalization by relaxing or removing sanc-
tions, stopping the threats, and letting South Korea take 
the lead in the process. Any demand that North Korea give 
up its nuclear weapons can, and should, wait.
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INTRODUCTION
For three-quarters of a century now, just 

about everyone, including foreign policy pro-
fessionals from both major political parties, 
has taken it as an article of faith that the prolif-
eration of nuclear weapons is an overwhelming 
danger and that all possible measures, includ-
ing war, must be taken to keep that from hap-
pening. In the past few decades, the focus has 
been on the latest entry in the nuclear-weapons 
club: North Korea. A series of presidents, be-
ginning with Bill Clinton, have declared that 
Pyongyang must not be allowed to possess nu-
clear weapons, and current U.S. policy aims for 
the “verified denuclearization of North Korea,” 
as Secretary of State Mike Pompeo explained 
to reporters in late April 2020.1  

In the first section of this paper, I critique 
the widely held proposition that, given the 
unique danger that nuclear weapons pose, all 
means should be employed to reduce the num-
ber of nuclear-weapons states. In fact, this 
proposition is faulty. Moreover, while nuclear 
weapons have killed no one since 1945, efforts 
to keep nuclear weapons from proliferating 
have led to the deaths of hundreds of thou-
sands of people.

In the second section, I argue that today’s 
obsession about nuclear proliferation stands 
in the way of a development on the Korean 
peninsula that could be extremely important. 
Because North Korean leader Kim Jong-un 
seems to be genuine about wanting to see his 
country become developed, there is a reason-
able prospect of forging a permanent normal-
ization of relations on the peninsula—if the 
United States drops, or at least downplays, its 
demand that North Korea denuclearize. This 
would reduce the prospect of armed conflict 
there while also reducing the perpetual suffer-
ing of the North Korean people.

The upside to a normalization on the 
Korean peninsula is enormous. And there is 
not much of a downside: if the effort fails, no 
one will be much worse off than they are now. 
Accordingly, U.S. policy should involve down-
playing the nuclear issue, actively exploring 
the possibilities for normalization, relaxing or 

removing the sanctions, stopping the threats, 
and letting South Korea take the lead in the 
normalization process.

NUCLEAR PROLIFERATION
Like the notion accepted in the 1950s that 

World War III was pretty much inevitable, 
the notion that nuclear weapons proliferation 
is a major problem has been substantially over-
wrought.2 At the same time, the costly impact 
of aggressive policies to combat proliferation 
has often been overlooked or ignored.

The Benign Consequences 
of Proliferation

When China began building a nuclear 
capac ity, President John F. Kennedy seri-
ously considered bombing Chinese nuclear 
facilities. He was heard to declare that “A 
Chinese nuclear test is likely to be histori-
cally the most significant and worst event of 
the 1960s,” and his director of the Central 
Intelligence Agency soberly prophesied that, 
with that event, nuclear war would become 
almost inevitable.3

Declamations like Kennedy’s continue to 
this day.4 Elected officials and foreign policy 
experts have repeatedly warned that if Iran 
or North Korea were to get a nuclear weapon, 
there would be a proliferation cascade, result-
ing in an increased risk of nuclear war or, in 
the words of Mohamed ElBaradei, the head 
of the International Atomic Energy Agency, 
“the beginning of the end of our civilization.”5 
North Korea has now had the weapons for 
well over a decade, but there is little sign of 
the warned-about cascade: thus far, no coun-
try in the region has altered its commitment 
to remain a nuclear-weapons-free state.

Despite decades of such fears, the conse-
quences of the nuclear-weapons proliferation 
that has taken place have been substan-
tially benign. As it turned out, the United 
States did not attack or otherwise pun-
ish China for devel oping nuclear weapons, 
and a nuclear-armed China did not become 
more aggressive: in fact, the existence of its 



3

“It is 
questionable 
whether 
nuclear 
weapons have 
ever been 
deterrents.”

arsenal has proved to be of little historical 
consequence. In retrospect, “historically the 
most significant and worst event of the 1960s” 
stemmed not from China’s nuclear weapons, 
but from Kennedy’s tragically misguided de-
cision to begin sending American troops in 
substantial numbers to Vietnam—largely to 
confront the Chinese threat that he believed 
lurked there.6

In general, regimes that have acquired the 
weapons have used them to stoke their egos 
or to deter real or imagined threats. They 
have quietly kept the weapons in storage (or 
even denied their existence) and haven’t even 
found much benefit in rattling them from 
time to time.

Ego-stoking was on full display in France 
when it exploded its first nuclear bomb in 
1960. President Charles de Gaulle was jubi-
lant: “Hoorah for France!” he proclaimed, 
“since this morning she is stronger and 
prouder.”7

There are conceivable situations under 
which nuclear weapons could serve a deter-
rent function: perhaps if Iran had possessed 
them in 1980 or Kuwait had possessed them 
in 1990, Iraq would not have invaded those 
countries. However, under the conditions in 
which we have actually lived, it is question-
able whether nuclear weapons have ever been 
deterrents.8 In particular, it is far from clear 
that nuclear weapons are what kept the Cold 
War from becoming a hot war. Indeed, the 
Soviet Union seems never to have seriously 
considered any sort of direct military aggres-
sion against the United States or Europe. As 
the respected scholar Robert Jervis notes, 
“the Soviet archives have yet to reveal any se-
rious plans for unprovoked aggression against 
Western Europe, not to mention a first strike 
against the United States.” And, after re-
searching those archives, historian Vojtech 
Mastny concludes that “all Warsaw Pact sce-
narios presumed a war started by NATO” and 
the “strategy of nuclear deterrence [was] ir-
relevant to deterring a major war that the en-
emy did not wish to launch in the first place.” 
As Andrian Danilevich, a top Soviet war 

planner, put it in a 1992 interview, “We never 
had a single thought of a first strike against 
the U.S. The doctrine was always very clear: 
we will always respond, but never initiate.”9 
It could be argued, of course, that this per-
spective stemmed from American nuclear 
deterrence policy. However, those who would 
so contend need to demonstrate that the 
Soviets had any desire to risk provoking any-
thing like the catastrophe they had just en-
dured in World War II, in which an estimated 
26 million Soviet citizens died. Moreover, 
they were under the spell of a theory that said 
they would inevitably come to rule the world 
merely by inspiring, encouraging, and aiding 
like-minded revolutionaries abroad.

Some have suggested that nuclear prolif-
eration has had little consequence because 
the only countries to possess nuclear weapons 
have had rational leaders, and that circum-
stances would be far different when dictators 
get the bomb.10 But nuclear weapons have 
proliferated to large, important countries run 
by unchallenged monsters who, at the time 
they acquired the bombs, were certifiably de-
ranged. For example, Joseph Stalin had been 
plotting to transform nature by planting lots 
of trees and was given to wandering around 
the Kremlin mumbling that he could no lon-
ger trust anyone, not even himself. And Mao 
Zedong had launched an addled campaign to 
remake his society that instead created a fam-
ine that killed tens of millions of people.11 Yet 
neither country used its nuclear weapons for 
anything other than to seek prestige and to 
deter real or imagined threats, and China has 
so far built far fewer of the weapons than it 
could afford to.

Moreover, nuclear proliferation has pro-
ceeded at a remarkably slow pace and the 
nuclear club has remained a small one, con-
founding the somber prophesies of gen-
erations of alarmists: even the supposedly 
optimistic forecasts about nuclear dispersion 
have proved to be too pessimistic.12 It was in 
1960, for example, that presidential candidate 
John F. Kennedy insisted there might be 10, 15, 
or even 20 countries with a nuclear capacity 
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by 1964.13 However, although dozens of tech-
nologically capable countries have considered 
obtaining nuclear arsenals, very few have done 
so. A key reason for this is that the possession 
of such expensive armaments generally con-
veys little advantage to the possessor. They are 
difficult to obtain and of dubious military util-
ity. The effort of becoming a nuclear-weapon 
state requires a spectacular investment of 
time, money, and scientific talent, and it has 
been particularly difficult for administratively 
dysfunctional countries.14 And an enthu siastic 
effort to enter the nuclear-weapons club may 
well rile neighbors.15 

Nor have the weapons proved to be crucial 
even as status symbols. Pakistan and Russia 
probably garner more attention than they 
would if they did not have nuclear weapons. 
But how much more status would Japan have 
if it possessed nuclear weapons? Would any-
body pay more attention to Britain or France 
if their arsenals held 5,000 nuclear weapons, 
or would anybody pay less attention to those 
countries if they had none? Did China need 
nuclear weapons to impress the world with its 
economic growth? Or with its Olympics? 

Proliferation alarmists may occasionally 
grant that countries principally obtain a nucle-
ar arsenal to counter real or perceived threats, 
but argue that the newly nuclear country will 
then use its nuclear weapons to dominate its 
area. That was the language President George 
W. Bush used in building the case for war with 
Iraq, while Sen. John McCain (R-AZ) con-
tended that a nuclear-armed Saddam Hussein 
“would hold his neighbors and us hostage.” 
Later, Bush maintained that a nuclear Iran 
would become “the predominant state in the 
Middle East,” lording it over its neighbors.16  

Exactly how that domination is to be car-
ried out is never made clear. One scenario 
might involve an atomic country rattling the 
occasional rocket, after which other coun-
tries in the area, suitably intimidated, would 
bow to its demands. However, Saddam pre-
sided over a deeply resentful population and 
an unreliable army—fearing overthrow, he 
was wary about issuing his army bullets and 

would not allow it to come within 30 miles 
of Baghdad with heavy equipment.17 It is far 
from clear what he could have done with a tiny 
number of bombs against his neighbors and 
their massively armed well-wishers. He was 
fully containable and deterrable.18 Most like-
ly, any threatened states would make com-
mon cause with each other and with other 
concerned countries against the threatening 
neighbor—rather in the way they coalesced 
into an alliance of convenience to oppose 
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990.19 Indeed, 
an extensive study of the historical record 
by scholars Todd Sechser and Matthew 
Fuhrmann concludes that nuclear coercion 
doesn’t work primarily because “threats to 
launch nuclear attacks for offensive purposes 
fundamentally lack credibility.”20

The Destructive Consequences 
of Anti-Proliferation Policy

Although the consequences of nuclear 
proliferation have proved to be substantially 
benign, the same cannot be said for those 
policies aimed at halting nuclear prolifera-
tion. Indeed, efforts to keep certain states 
from obtaining nuclear weapons have caused 
far more deaths than have been inflicted by 
nuclear weapons (or even all weapons of mass 
destruction) in all of history.21

There is bipartisan support for active 
counterproliferation policies, up to and in-
cluding preventive war. In the presidential 
campaign of 2008, candidate Barack Obama 
repeatedly announced that he would “do ev-
erything in [his] power to prevent Iran from 
obtaining a nuclear weapon—everything.”22 
And his opponent, John McCain, insisted 
that Iran must be kept from obtaining a nu-
clear weapon at all costs.23 Neither bothered 
to tally what “everything” might entail or 
what the costs might be.

The war against Saddam Hussein in Iraq 
has shown what the consequences of such 
thinking can be. It was sold as a militarized 
anti-proliferation effort required to keep the 
regime from developing nuclear (and simi-
larly threatening) weapons. An additional 
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concern in the post-9/11 era was that he might 
give some of these weapons to eager and con-
genial terrorists.24 Thus, Bush pointedly and 
prominently warned that the United States 
“will not permit the world’s most dangerous 
regimes to threaten us with the world’s most 
destructive weapons,” noting that “we don’t 
want the smoking gun to be a mushroom 
cloud.”25 Karl Rove, one of Bush’s top politi-
cal advisers, acknowledged in 2008 that, ab-
sent the belief that Iraq possessed, or would 
come to possess, nuclear or other weapons of 
mass destruction, “I suspect that the adminis-
tration’s course of action would have been to 
work to find more creative ways to constrain 
him like in the 90s.”26 Although Democrats 
have derided the war as unnecessary, most 
came to that conclusion only after the United 
States was unable to find either nuclear weap-
ons or a nuclear weapons program in Iraq.27 
Even knowing about the resulting bloodshed 
in Iraq, many continue to argue that their 
support of the war would have been justi-
fied if the intelligence about Iraq’s programs 
had been accurate. Conservative estimates 
of the number of deaths resulting from the 
anti-proliferation war against Iraq run well 
over two hundred thousand—more than 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki combined.28

Moreover, the devastation wrought on 
Iraq in the service of limiting nuclear prolifer-
ation did not begin with the war in 2003. For 
the previous 13 years, under both Democratic 
and Republican administrations, that coun-
try had suffered under economic sanctions 
that were designed to force Saddam Hussein 
from office (and, effectively, from life, since 
he had no viable sanctuary elsewhere) and to 
keep the country from developing weapons, 
particularly nuclear ones.29

There is nothing wrong with making nucle-
ar nonproliferation a high priority—indeed, 
it would do a favor to dissuaded countries 
by saving them a lot of money and pointless 
effort. But avoiding policies that can lead to 
the deaths of tens or hundreds of thousands 
of people should surely be a higher priority. 
Nuclear proliferation, while not particularly 

desirable, is unlikely to prove to be a major 
danger, and government officials and na-
tional security professionals should recon-
sider anti-proliferation policies, which can 
do more harm than the potential (and often 
imaginary) problems they seek to address.

THE CASE OF NORTH KOREA
Since World War II, then, none of the hand-

ful of countries with nuclear weapons have used 
them for anything other than to gain prestige 
and/or to deter real or imagined threats. North 
Korea seems likely to do the same. History 
strongly suggests that the alarm its nuclear pro-
gram has inspired is not justified.

North Korea’s Nuclear Program
The regime in North Korea is perhaps the 

most pathetic, insecure, and contemptible 
in the world, excelling mostly at maintain-
ing itself in power. And it knows that launch-
ing a nuclear bomb—or even a conventional 
one, for that matter—against a country armed 
with thousands of nuclear weapons could 
result in its annihilation. Unsurprisingly, 
Pyongyang insists that its nuclear program is 
entirely for defensive purposes. Moreover, if 
its goal were to commit self-destructive may-
hem by launching an international war, it has 
long possessed the capacity to do so. With 
the artillery that it has amassed, it could pul-
verize much of South Korea, including the 
capital city, Seoul.30 

The regime brandishes its nuclear weap-
ons program to stoke North Koreans’ sense 
of national pride, of course.31 And the threat 
it needs to deter has not been difficult to iden-
tify. Since the 1950s, the United States has 
persistently and unambiguously wanted to 
take out the regime, and has, at times, actively 
schemed to do so. For example, in the 1990s, 
the Clinton administration, alarmed by con-
cerns about a North Korean nuclear weapon, 
moved to impose deep economic sanctions to 
make the isolated country even poorer than 
it already was (insofar as that was possible).32 
In the next few years, when floods and bad 
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weather exacerbated the economic disaster 
that had been inflicted upon the country by 
its rulers, U.S. officials denied the existence 
of a famine in which more than a million 
people perished. They did so, in part, to use 
food aid to wring diplomatic concessions from 
North Korea on the nuclear issue.33

Shortly after the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001, President George W. 
Bush announced that America’s “responsi-
bility to history” was now to “rid the world 
of evil.”34 A few months later, he specified 
that a special “axis of evil” existed, and that 
it lurked in this order: North Korea, Iran, 
and Iraq.35 As Bush geared up to attack num-
ber three in early 2003, North Korea an-
nounced that it would be withdrawing from 
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. It 
conducted its first nuclear test in 2006, and 
has subsequently developed nuclear weapons 
and a capacity to deliver them—perhaps even 
on the United States.

Kim Jong-un and the Present Situation
Until recently, North Korea’s of-

ficial policy was focused on Juche, or 
self-reliance—particularly a self-reliant econ-
omy.36 However, in 2013, Kim Jong-un an-
nounced a two-track policy, byungjin noseon 
(“parallel lines”), stressing two important 
themes: becoming a nuclear power and fur-
thering economic development.37 The policy 
sought to guarantee North Korea’s security 
with a nuclear-weapons and missile program 
designed particularly to deter the distant 
but threatening United States.38 And the 
policy sought to generate economic de-
velopment, perhaps with the experience 
of China, Viet nam, or even Singapore in 
mind—countries where economic develop-
ment has occurred without toppling the 
regime. Cato Senior Fellow Doug Bandow 
compares this policy to that of the two previ-
ous leaders in Pyongyang and notes that Kim 
Jong-un’s “emphasis on economic growth dis-
tinguishes him from his father and grandfa-
ther, who appeared to fear the destabilizing 
impact of almost any change.”39

The younger Kim seems increasingly com-
fortable with progress on the first goal—even at 
times declaring it to have been “perfected.”40 
Indeed, in 2018, he declared that North Korea 
would now focus on economic development 
because the goal of becoming a nuclear power 
had been achieved.41

There has been some progress on the eco-
nomic development goal—mostly in the grow-
ing presence of private markets that at one time 
would have been closed down by the regime.42 
For the most part, as researchers Stephan 
Haggard and Marcus Noland point out, prog-
ress has been de facto rather than de jure, but 
it is nonetheless real.43 Analyst Chung Min Lee 
believes Kim “genuinely wants to transform 
North Korea into an economic powerhouse,” 
and he points out that Kim has let farmers keep 
more of their harvests; permitted factories to 
have more leeway to make their own decisions 
on quality control, prices, and wages; and al-
lowed small enterprises to conduct a greater 
number of direct business-to-business inter-
actions.44 And Lee notes that Kim repeatedly 
talks about producing quality consumer goods 
and about following “worldwide trends.”45

Although Kim appears serious about 
economic development, there could be set-
backs, whether caused by his capricious rul-
ing methods, opposition within the party, 
or fears of setting in motion developments 
that might threaten the existing regime. Lee 
stresses that “structural reforms are extreme-
ly risky” because of the potential of open-
ing a floodgate that can’t be controlled.46 
And there might also be a danger, as Haggard 
and Noland suggest, that “a truly reformed 
North Korea would be pulled into South 
Korea’s orbit,” an outcome that the North 
might “regard as unacceptable.”47 However, 
the direction so far is distinctly positive, 
and judicious efforts to nudge the progress 
along, particularly by South Korea, could cre-
ate a more relaxed atmosphere and eventually 
lead to a highly desirable normalization of 
relations on the peninsula. It seems entirely 
possible that Korea is at one of the most im-
portant turning points in its history. 
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This does not mean that unification is in 
the offing. The economic and cultural diver-
gence of the two Koreas over the last seven de-
cades has been extensive, and the notion that 
they could or should be unified any time soon 
is at best romantic and at worst dangerous. The 
unification of the two Germanys was a remark-
ably difficult and costly process even though 
those two countries were far less different 
from each other than the two Koreas have 
grown to be. A better model might be found in 
the peaceful and mutually advantageous coex-
istence of Germany and Austria—two separate 
countries that share a common language, his-
tory, and cultural heritage. It is very sensible 
for South Korea to expand economic and so-
cial contacts with North Korea, and to seek 
family reunifications. But a conscious drive for 
unification in the near future would be unwise 
for the South and threatening to the North.

Nor does normalization of relations mean 
that the essential nature of the regime in the 
North will change and that human rights 
there will be honored. Whatever its defects, 
the North Korean leadership does seem 
to know how to stay in control. As noted 
earlier, efforts by the United States in the 
1990s to exac erbate economic suffering in 
hopes of toppling the regime proved to be 
severely—and tragically—misguided. Some 
force may yet topple the regime, but efforts 
from the outside to hasten this development 
are likely to be futile and potentially coun-
terproductive. There is no way to aid the 
people of the North without also aiding their 
leaders, and outsiders should be prepared to 
grasp this unfortunate reality. Indeed, note 
Haggard and Noland, efforts at engagement 
are likely to work best when they “directly pay 
off the leadership and its core supporters.”48

But economic development is likely to 
improve the condition of the North Korean 
people—the chief victims of the current 
situation—as it has in Vietnam and China. 
Since the end of the Cold War, famines and 
food shortages have led to stunted growth 
and potentially to brain damage in the people 
affected, and they continue to do so.49

POLICY SUGGESTIONS
Decades of experience with the prolifera-

tion of nuclear weapons suggest that it doesn’t 
make much difference whether North Korea 
has them or not. Moreover, it seems that the 
time may well be ripe for very substantial 
progress toward normalization on the Korean 
peninsula—a development that could become 
permanent. These two propositions lead 
to a set of policy suggestions.

Downplay the Nuclear Issue 
while Actively Exploring the 
Possibilities for Normalization

For progress to take place on normaliza-
tion, it is vital that the nuclear weapons issue 
be detached from the process. According to 
Lee Jong-kook, South Korea’s consul general in 
Chicago, “Substantial progress depends on the 
success of the denuclearization negotiations.”50 
To the degree this is true, it presents a conun-
drum: progress on normalization will be slow 
or nonexistent because North Korea thinks 
it needs the weapons for security. As Bandow 
stresses, “there is a great reluctance to admit 
the obvious, that North Korea is already a nu-
clear state and is highly unlikely to surrender 
what the regime sees as the ultimate tool to 
guarantee its survival.”51 Moreover, as Bandow 
also points out, North Korea’s wariness about 
negotiating away its nuclear capacity can only 
have been enhanced by the experience of 
Libya’s dictator, Muammar el-Qaddafi, who 
cut a deal with the Americans in 2003. When 
Qaddafi was confronted with an insurrection 
in 2011, the Obama administration militarily 
intervened, speeding his downfall and brutal 
execution.52 Citing that episode, political sci-
entist James Fearon points out that there is an 
enormous credibility problem. “No U.S. admin-
istration,” he notes, “can commit itself not to 
act to help replace Kim’s government if it were 
to face major domestic instability.”53

Perhaps the nuclear issue could be revived 
in the long run. But this would be productive 
only if the North feels secure, and a general 
normalization of relations on the peninsula 
seems clearly to be prerequisite.54
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Relax or Remove the Sanctions
The sanctions on North Korea are designed 

in considerable part to force the regime to 
cut back, or even cut off, its nuclear program. 
Last year, Nicholas Eberstadt of the American 
Enterprise Institute noted that “a drought 
and crop shortfalls were exposing as many as 
10 million North Koreans, about 40 percent of 
the country’s population, to ‘severe food short-
ages,’” and he anticipated that “As sanctions cut 
off the oxygen in the tent, these trends can be 
expected to worsen.” He predicted that “when 
the North Korean government starts running 
out of currency reserves and strategic stock-
piles of food and energy, the crisis will no longer 
be possible to conceal.” Eberstadt provocative-
ly called this “the sanctions noose.”55

Given the current state of tensions and dis-
trust, however, the removal of North Korea’s 
nuclear arsenal is a nonstarter for the North 
under just about any condition, and the sanc-
tions seem to be having little or no effect ex-
cept to make the North Korean people even 
more miserable.56 Whatever happens, the re-
gime is likely to remain in control while pass-
ing on negative consequences to its people. In 
addition, the sanctions include a set of second-
ary sanctions on other countries, and these 
hamper South Korean efforts to reach out to 
the North at this crucial time. The sanctions, 
then, are doubly foolish.57

Stop Threatening to 
Overthrow the Regime

Pyongyang and Washington have at vari-
ous times issued a series of escalating threats. 
However, these exercises in name-calling and 
mindless bloviating have declined in the last 
few years. That is a desirable development and 
should be continued.

One way to reduce the likelihood that 
some countries will go nuclear is a simple one: 
stop threatening them. It seems clear that 
China’s acquisition of the weapons, like that 
of North Korea’s, was impelled primarily by 
incessant threats from the United States. In 
an extensive analysis of the evidence, scholars 
John Wilson Lewis and Xue Litai conclude 

that, faced with “increased American threats 
to use nuclear weapons against them,” in 1955 
the Chinese “resolved to acquire nuclear 
weapons of their own.” McGeorge Bundy 
reached a similar conclusion, observing 
pointedly that “the weapon was first sought 
when Mao felt bullied by Washington.”58

Let South Korea Take the Lead
For decades the United States has been ut-

terly obsessed by the North Korean nuclear 
arsenal and has embraced extreme, even hys-
terical, worst-case-scenario fantasies about 
what the North Koreans might do with such 
weapons. In the process, America has adopt-
ed a hostile and threatening posture that only 
increases North Korea’s desire to have nuclear 
weapons and the systems to deliver them. And 
that hostility fuels North Korea’s nuclear de-
velopment in another, rather perverse, way: it 
seems that the only way that country can gar-
ner international attention is when it advances 
its nuclear program.

Some Americans have even declared 
that a war on the Korean peninsula—which, of 
course, would mostly kill Koreans—would be 
preferable to letting the North pursue a nucle-
ar weapons program. As Sen. Lindsey Graham 
(R-SC) put it in 2017, “If there’s going to be a war 
to stop [Kim Jong-un], it will be over there. If 
thousands die, they’re going to die over there. 
They’re not going to die here.” And, he added, 
President Trump “told me that to my face.”59

It may well be time for South Korea to 
take charge of its own destiny. North Korea 
is a friendless, pathetic, insecure, fuel-short 
country, and its government is in no position 
to launch a sustained military adventure. Its 
1950 invasion of South Korea could not have 
happened without support from Communist 
China and the Soviet Union, and that sort of 
outside support will not be forthcoming in the 
future—quite the contrary. Moreover, even 
with support, North Korea’s 1950 invasion 
failed in a few months and it had to be rescued 
by China. And, even if North Korea were to 
attack, the world community—including the 
United States—is likely to rally behind South 
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“It would be 
sensible for 
South Korea 
to take the 
lead in the 
normalization 
process, 
and the 
administration 
of President 
Moon Jae-in 
seems well-
positioned 
politically to 
take on the 
task.”

Korea even as they did for alliance-free Kuwait 
when Iraq attacked it in 1990.60 Thus, it is not 
clear that South Korea needs American forces 
for deterrence because the North Koreans are 
unlikely to attack. South Korea’s formal alli-
ance with America seems scarcely necessary.61

It would be sensible for South Korea to 
take the lead in the normalization process, 
and it seems eager to do so. And in the wake of 
its remarkably successful handling of the 2020 
coronavirus pandemic, the administration of 
President Moon Jae-in seems well-positioned 
politically to take on the task. Should the 
Korean problem become less of a military 
one, South Korea might consider reducing its 
expensive military forces and holding fewer 
military exercises, which is something that 
would help to reduce tensions with the North. 
Obviously, there would be something of a risk 
to this, but, given North Korea’s feeble friend-
lessness, it is not likely to be a great one.

CONCLUSION
Historically, South Korea has been rela-

tively poor. In the 20th century it experienced 
Japanese occupation, the destruction and tur-
moil of World War II, the Korean War, and the 
misguided policies and corruption of some of 
its early leaders after 1945. The progress it has 
made in the last few decades approaches the 
miraculous. And it is its economic develop-
ment (including the way it survived and pro-
ductively learned from the 1997 economic 
crisis) and its democratic stability, not its 

military capacity, that causes people and na-
tions around the world to pay attention to it. 
Today, international status flows primarily 
from economic progress, maintaining a stable 
and productive society, and, for many coun-
tries, putting on a good Olympics or send-
ing a rocket to, or toward, the moon.62

It is apparent that history is on the side of 
democratic, capitalistic South Korea, while 
North Korea is a bizarre relic of a bygone era. 
Korea has a very long history, and its sheer du-
ration suggests that there is no need to take 
risks to speed up historical processes, espe-
cially when those processes are almost inevita-
bly going to work to South Korea’s long-term 
benefit. What is most required is not persis-
tent alarm, but hard work at negotiating and 
judicious, watchful patience.

It seems reasonable to suggest, even taking 
the difficulties into account, that a permanent 
normalization would eventually result. The up-
side to a normalization on the Korean peninsula 
is enormous. And there is not much of a down-
side: should the effort fail—most likely because 
the North Korean regime, unlike similar ones 
in China and Vietnam, will prove to be unwill-
ing or incapable of taking the required steps of 
economic reform—no one will be much worse 
off than they are now. Accordingly, U.S. policy 
should focus on the possibilities for normaliza-
tion by relaxing or removing sanctions, stop-
ping the threats, and letting South Korea take 
the lead in the normalization process. Any 
demand that North Korea give up its nuclear 
weapons can, and should, wait.
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