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New Games in Tightly Fixed Structures:
North Korea’s Volatile Desperation 
and China’s Cornered Strategy
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What has happened to North Korea-China relations since autumn 2009 is nothing
less than a renewal of the alliance. This is a sea change, brought about first of all
by the deterioration of Kim Jong Il’s health and then by all the resulting turmoil
of his regime’s instability and difficulties. Both sides’ policy behavior toward the
other became a “new game,” dictated by a sort of dire emergency, and placed them
in a tightly fixed structure reducing much of the scope for a strategy adjustment.
Pyongyang’s new game has been characterized prominently by volatility or a
malfunctioning of the “rational” policymaking capacity of the ailing dictator.
Volatile desperation dominates behavior in the leadership succession, in military
affairs, the nuclear arms program, its posture toward the United States and ROK,
respectively, and in its relations with China. The new game can be defined as one
between a volatile DPRK and a relatively loyal ally with an anxious strategy that
is cornered in its relations with the ROK and the United States on the North
Korean issue. China’s relationship with the DPRK is the most complicated of all,
and in a sense disabling. As to China-ROK cooperation on the North Korea issue,
the above factors unfortunately dim the prospects; however, there is still reason
for optimism if efforts continue to be made to find a resolution to the problem.

Sea Change: Seeming Intimacy in the Renewed Alliance

The postures and policies of North Korea and China toward each other have changed
prominently since the second nuclear test by the North on May 25, 2009 (and the
following punitive UN Security Council Resolution 1874 against it), especially com-
pared to those prior to early 2003 when China began to intensively involve itself in the
efforts of the international community to deal with the North Korean nuclear problem.
During this six-year period, relations between the Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea (DPRK) and China were often characterized by Pyongyang’s open resentment,
or possibly hostility toward Beijing, as well as by Beijing’s obvious complaints and
occasional condemnation against the adamant provocations of Pyongyang; however,
China’s response was perhaps characterized by something more like reluctant toler-
ance or even nearly helpless “appeasement.”1

Prominent were the following three events that happened respectively at the
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beginning of the “new era” of returned intimacy between China and North Korea,
then at its peak hitherto, and finally at its latest development in 2011. All three
events demonstrate how contrasting the DPRK-China relations have become with
their apparent attitudes toward each other and despite the avoidable continuity of the
negative complexities embedded in the “most tangled alliance” between North
Korea and China.

Firstly, in early October 2009 China’s Premier Wen Jiabao visited Pyongyang
with great fanfare, resulting in a promise of seemingly increased Chinese economic
aid to North Korea, without even receiving at least Pyongyang’s lip service on the
topic of denuclearization. The immediate reaction of the New York Times proved to
be correct: “[T]he deal struck by the North Korean leader Kim Jong Il and Prime
Minister Wen Jiabao of China had far more to do with the two countries’ shared
goal—stability in North Korea.”2

Secondly, toward the end of August 2010 Kim Jong Il conducted what was
undoubtedly his most important visit to China, committing Chinese top leaders to
endorse and support his overwhelming priority in politics and policy, the intended
“dynastic” succession arrangement. In the words paraphrased by the fully authorized
Chinese official report (often a sort of understatement in such sensitive matters), it
was expressed by Secretary-General and President Hu Jintao as China’s “wish for
the forthcoming National Congress of North Korea Worker’s Party to be a success.”3

One month later Kim Jong Il’s third son Jong Un was formally launched on the track
toward the future position of No. 1 ruler, followed by the publicized declaration
from Zhou Yongkang, one of the Chinese top leaders who visited Pyongyang shortly
after the Congress, that “China and North Korea are most intimate comrades.”4

Finally, Kim Jong Il’s most recent visit to China in late May 2011, coming with an
extraordinary frequency as his third within merely a year, seemed unsatisfactory to
him because of China’s “economic stringency” shown toward him in his dire economic
situation. However, political endorsement or support primarily relating to his center
of concern—the succession affair—could be said to be already taken for granted,
with Hu Jintao in full agreement, with his emphasis that the “young generation
should continue the tradition of China-DPRK friendship.”5

What has happened with DPRK-China relations since Premier Wen Jiabao’s
visit to Pyongyang in October 2009 proves to be nothing less than a resetting of a
direction opposite to what China initially intended after the first nuclear test by
North Korea in October 2006.6 Bilateral relations between the two countries are
developing quickly into a “renaissance.” The formal commitment was probably
made during Kim Jong Il’s second visit to China in 2010, and it was virtually a
renewal of the alliance that had been deactivated or become dormant due to numerous
conflicts in the past over physical and ideational matters. This is really a sea change,
transforming either side’s primary policy behavior toward the other into a systemic
“new game,” a new game characterized by China’s dramatically increased endorsement
of Kim Jong Il’s major domestic arrangement, its further forbearance of North
Korea’s provocative foreign policy, and North Korea’s more effective “management”
of China’s North Korea policy in this context; all after Kim Jong Il’s health problem
became well known to the world.
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Body, Body Politic, and International Relations: 
Stress of Dire Emergency (I)

The single most decisive element for the abovementioned sea change is the health of
Kim Jong Il that has given rise to a shared perception of dire emergency, together
with the structural changes in DPRK internal politics and its relations with China, all
determined by an “individualistic” factor. Since the autumn of 2008 Kim Jong Il’s
health problems became apparent and the under-prepared succession process in
Pyongyang started to get in motion and attract the attention of the outside world.
The disastrous failure of the monetary reform in North Korea and the possible
calamitous implications for North Korea has captured strong attention among Western
opinion-makers, policy-planners in Washington and the government of Seoul. A
possible scenario from the failed monetary reform is that North Korea could become
unviable and lapse into instability and even collapse.7

The Chinese leaders have said nothing about their speculation on the possible
consequences of the “malfunctioning” of the North Korean dictator’s health and his
body politic; in all possibility, they might not view the situation as so catastrophic.
However, one could guess that it is highly plausible that they consider the possibility
of North Korean destabilization as drastically increased. This would necessarily
influence China’s policy toward North Korea, the widely recognized primary interest
of which is to maintain stability, albeit at a minimum level, in North Korea.

There were the persistent lessons learned on the efforts for denuclearization of
North Korea; “we should not persevere with the serious attempt to denuclearize
Pyongyang because we and any others have proved over years unable to realize it”
as well as the resulting “defeatist” opinion.8 It finally changed China’s North Korean
game. China determinedly separated the nuclear problem from assistance for DPRK’s
internal stability and diplomatic relations with Pyongyang. It made the government
of Pyongyang for the first time since 2003 the clear and undisputed priority in
China’s North Korea policy. The often tense China-DPRK relations have become
much improved and more amicable than any time since at least 2005. China seems
“emancipated” from its “persistent policy dilemmas” produced by its “competing
interests”9 especially between denuclearization, maintaining the stability of North
Korea and China’s amicable relations with Pyongyang. China had not achieved any
progress in either the denuclearization or reform of North Korea while increasing the
weight and the effectiveness of a “damage-limiting strategy toward the North” for
curtailing “the possibilities of a severe internal crisis.”10

Body, Body Politic, and International Relations: 
Stress of Dire Emergency (II)

Kim Jong Il’s changed attitude has been an essential agent in establishing all the
above improvements in China-North Korea relations. He suddenly adopted a friendly
posture, as reflected in his exceptionally frequent personal receptions given to nearly
all Chinese high-level visitors since mid-September 200911 and his personal atten-
dance of China-related public activities in Pyongyang despite his ailing health. He
has said nothing about his real motivations for change; however, they can be easily
fathomed from the current political situation he faces. The dire health emergency



was largely an expected contingency because he certainly did not anticipate a sudden
stroke on August 2008. Since then he has designated the highly unprepared succes-
sion process as his top political agenda. The grooming of his beloved third son, who
is under 30 years of age, as the next chosen ruler before his passing has become a
difficult task that requires significant effort. The date of the official succession is
unpredictable but surely much earlier than expected.12

This kind of situation has always been sufficient to make any “dynastic” total-
itarian regime vulnerable and create a paramount problem. Any failure to deal with
it, especially by a sick old dictator, would vitally imperil the core elite and the foun-
dation of the regime; in addition, the Pyongyang regime faces other serious difficul-
ties. Except for the relations with China, Kim Jong Il and his major subordinates
have never been in such a difficult situation as they are now. The national economy
is in a crisis due to the failure of the ill-conceived monetary reform, perennial severe
shortages of food, agriculture deterioration, and lack of hard currency and credit for
imports as the external observers point out.13 Economic misery with social injustice
has already led to substantial lethargy, cynicism, and occasional local riots despite
the all-permeating indoctrination and regimentation by the regime, accompanied
with the reported reinforcement of strict control and suppression.14

On the external front, Kim Jong Il has burned virtually all bridges to the United
States and the ROK by his adamant persistence in keeping and developing the North
Korean nuclear arms program. His vehement hatred and frequent threats against the
ROK, especially during the incumbent Lee Myung-bak administration, his nuclear
tests and launch of longer range missiles, and his occasional military attacks against
ROK targets have isolated him from the international community. It is particularly
the last two, together with certain hawkish actions on the part of the United States
and the ROK, which have recently brought about the protracted intense military ten-
sion and even occasional armed conflicts with the ROK. Yet, one dangerous and
unpredictable major factor, the malfunctioning of the “rational” policymaking capacity
of the ailing dictator, should be elaborated on further; for example, the disastrous
2009 monetary reform.

In early December 2009, Ambassador Stephen Bosworth, U.S. Special Represen-
tative for North Korea Policy, traveled to Pyongyang for the first high-level bilateral
talks since President Obama took office. This was apparently a hopeful chance with
the accommodating posture shown by President Lee Myung-bak’s “Grand Bargain”
proposal and Obama’s public endorsement of it. However, contrary to his previous
policy of tactical flexibility and strategic desire to engage the United States, this
time Kim Jong Il suggested unexpected preconditions that were impossible to be met
by the United States. These consisted of a negotiated permanent peace treaty
between the United States and North Korea that would replace the Korean Armistice
and the end of United Nations sanctions that were imposed following the North
Korean nuclear tests.15 The Obama administration gave an immediate response and it
publicly dismissed North Korea’s peace negotiation proposal, saying that it would
discuss a peace treaty with North Korea after the it returns to the Six-Party Talks and
begins dismantling its nuclear arms program. It also rejected Pyongyang’s demand
to lift the UN sanctions before it returns to the Six-Party Talks.16 This was a major
change for Kim to engage the United States and mitigate North Korea’s severe
diplomatic difficulties. But he so easily wasted it as he made totally unreasonable
demands.
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This kind of “irrationality” and volatility has virtually become the pattern since
then, revealing that the ailing dictator, Kim Jong Il has in some sense turned into a
different person. His personal difficulties and increasing policy mistakes have left his
regime no option but to rely more and more on China. From an economic perspec-
tive, Mr. John S. Park, Director of the Korea Working Group at the U.S. Institute of
Peace in Washington has stated, “the heavy economic lifting in the near term will
have to be done by China” and “China is the oxygen mask.”17 According to the
Chosun Ilbo, “under the circumstance of the gradual aggravation of North Korea’s
political and economic isolation, Pyongyang believes that it is only China that it
could rely on.”18 It can be said that North Korea now has virtually no diplomatic
relations except with China. Likewise, China has no other brilliant strategy on the
issue. What China has done in trying to sustain the regime in Pyongyang are ineffec-
tive persuasion for the resisted reform, political endorsement to Kim’s succession
arrangement, and appeasement to pacify its most untamed ally that was engaged in
military adventures. Within this tightly fixed structure, new games are being played
on the Korean peninsula by Beijing and Pyongyang respectively.

Tightly fixed Structure on the Part of North Korea

The term “structure” used here means a fundamental circumscription or limitation
upon state policies and their conduct in a given issue area and they are due to policy
objectives and political circumstances or conditions. If the policy objectives are con-
centrated rather than diversified while the circumstances or conditions are in their
essence practically unchangeable at the present and in the foreseeable future, then
the structure is defined as tight. As long as the objective remains intact and has no
prospect to be substantially revised or replaced, the structure can be defined as fixed
in its nature.

North Korea has been in a tightly fixed structure since its dire emergency men-
tioned in the last section, and this structure has patterned Pyongyang’s struggle for
regime maintenance and survival. It is conditioned by: (1) The paramount yet
severely under-prepared succession process; (2) The ailing dictator, physically and
mentally, whose increasing “irrationality” in policymaking has resulted in obvious
policy failures; (3) Isolation in the international community with only China as its
sole partner.

Regardless of Kim Jong Il’s health problems and any other possible scenarios;
without a detente with the ROK and the United States, the Pyongyang regime will
remain confined in a tightly fixed structure, within which it has little room left for
maneuver or flexibility in domestic or foreign policies. The Songun Policy, Pyongyang’s
‘military first’ strategy, and North Korea’s system and ideology along with its severe
economic crisis and paranoid regime, make things even more rigid.19 In the words of
Nam Sung-wook, an influential ROK expert and director of the Institute of National
Security Strategy in Seoul, “Having observed whatever dimensions, all of us no
longer need to expect and dream that North Korea under Kim Jong Un would attempt
to reform, open-up, or denuclearize.”20

The key effects of this tightly fixed structure, which North Korea now faces, are
obvious. It has not engaged in any serious reform, abandoned its nuclear arms program,
or attempted serious talks with other parties involved; in addition, it has intensified



its hostile attitude toward the ROK. The overwhelming priorities are the succession
and the continuation of the dynastic regime. There been unprecedented volatility in
Pyongyang’s domestic and international policy and stratagems, with unusually
numerous failures, because of bad choices made by the ailing but still all-powerful
dictator, as well as of the desperately difficult situation under which the country and
the regime struggle for survival.

North Korea’s New Game: Volatile Desperation on Three Fronts

North Korea’s new game can be defined as volatile desperation on three fronts. The
first front is the leadership succession, it is the most important issue but at the same
time the least known. Although the outside world depends largely on guesswork,
some clues suggest that there is a high level of volatility in the first stages of the
attempted succession. The virtually dynastic succession process poses many puzzling
questions. Kim Jong Un has still not been appointed to the political/constitutional
supreme power organ, the National Defense Commission, eight months after his
father’s unexpected introduction of Jong Un to the North Korean people and the
world with his appointment to the rank of four-star general and the office of the Vice
chairman of the Party’s Military Committee. Kim Jong Un has still not paid a visit to
China after he was selected as “crown prince” unlike what many observers and some
major foreign media predicted,21 and despite the repeated invitation by President Hu
Jintao for North Korea’s “new leaders” to visit China.22

Kim Jong Un’s relatively young age and lack of political base and experience
might cause high volatility and even in a worst-case scenario unavoidable turmoil. If
his father leaves the political scene relatively soon, he would have to be supported
and guided by a “regent committee” headed by a few family Old Guards. This could
create a situation where a few other power elites enter into a rivalry with him.23 He
would also have to reshuffle the higher-level positions of the armed forces of the
Songun state as already seen under way, because his father’s men who are currently
in position cannot necessarily be trusted. In both scenarios, there is a high potential
for an intense power struggle. As long as his father, a powermonger dictator, is politi-
cally active and dictatorial, attempts on power usurpation to any degree might end
the chances of his succession.

The second front is strictly in military affairs, the nuclear arms program and the
posture toward the United States and the ROK. North Korea’s volatile new game on
this front was very dynamic in the past two years. The military/political conflicts
between North Korea and the U.S.-ROK alliance since the sinking of the ROK warship
Cheonan on March 26, 2010 have been the core source of tension in East Asia
throughout the year. The failure of the Bosworth mission has already been mentioned.
“Under the leading theory of the American intelligence agencies, Mr. Kim ordered
the attack [against Cheonan] to re-establish both his control and his credentials after
a debilitating stroke two years ago, and by extension reinforcing his right to name
his son Kim Jong Un as his successor.”24 If this were true, it would be really a very
drastic, volatile, and “irrational” decision. Not long after North Korea’s three top
diplomats in charge of nuclear arms negotiations and the diplomacy toward the United
States were promoted in September 2010,25 North Korea fired dozens of shells at
South Korea’s Yeonpyeong Island on November 23, 2010, killing two South Korean
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soldiers and setting off an exchange of fire “in one of the most serious clashes
between the two sides in decades.”26 However, the most puzzling event happened
days later when North Korea showed Dr. Siegfried S. Hecker, a visiting American
nuclear scientist, a vast facility, secretly built to enrich uranium, the existence of
which it had denied for eight years.27

North Korea’s posture toward South Korea has been remarkably precarious in
the first half of 2011. After facing the most severe military confrontation with the
U.S.-ROK alliance since the armistice and the strong reactions of the ROK,28

Pyongyang had focused its diplomatic efforts on resuming the Six-Party Talks, from
which it withdrew in April 2009 with the declaration that it would no longer participate
in the Six-Party Talks nor be bound to any agreements produced through the Six-
Party Talks.29 It wanted to move its game to the table, knowing clearly that the para-
mount precondition demanded by the United States for the resumption is to first
have effective North-South talks. It, appealed for the mitigation of the North-South
confrontation “as soon as possible” and claimed that it would like to “promote posi-
tively” the DPRK-ROK talks.30 There were unsuccessful preliminary military-level
talks that followed a statement from President Lee Myung-bak that a North-South
Summit “may be politically possible” and few moderate postures in mid-March with
a public message from Kim Jong Il to former U.S. President Jimmy Carter at the end
of his Pyongyang visit in late April that he was willing to meet President Lee.31

However, North Korea suddenly revealed in early June a list of secret contacts that
included names of ROK envoys who proposed a North-South Summit three times. It
condemned South Korea for trying to “bribe it with a large sum of money” for the
summit. It declared that it would “no longer pay any heed to the band of Lee Myung-
bak, the national traitors and scoundrels.”32

Relations with China are the third front on which North Korea has displayed its
recent volatility. Pyongyang’s behaviors have been no less volatile and unpredictable
in dealing with China, its “renewed” ally and only source of assistance, than with its
enemy, the ROK. The dramatic shift in its attitude toward Beijing is no secret. Kim
Jong Il had made friendly gestures with the renewal of the alliance and embraced
China’s advice asking for prudence and forbearance over the Yeonpyeong crisis,
which came immediately after President Obama’s off-the-record threat to China.33

However, less than one and half months after China identified North Korea as an
“intimate comrade” the Pyongyang shelled Yeonpyeong Island and declared with a
“lofty tone” its possession of a vast uranium enrichment facility.34 The two actions
are totally opposite of China’s repeated persuasions for peace and denuclearization
and surely made without any advanced information provided to China and they were
a diplomatic slap in the face to China.

Another slap was given again immediately after Kim Jong Il’s third visit to
China in May 2011. During his visit, Kim declared that “the relay baton [of DPRK-
China friendship] should be carried forward generation after generation” and that he
“always has sincerity to improve the North-South relations [on the Peninsula].”35

Yet, the spokesperson of the National Defense Commission formally declared the
abrupt severance of all contacts with the ROK government and North-South military
communication, with the words that the DPRK “will wage an all-out offensive by
the whole nation, in order to stop the traitor Lee Myung-bak’s confrontational activity
against our republic.” This was again, opposite to what Hu Jintao tried to persuade
Kim not to do during the visit.36 This type of surprise is puzzling without any definite



reason known; however, “[i]t is embarrassing that China invited Kim Jong Il to visit
three times within just one year, but still has not successfully expedited the resump-
tion of the Six-Party Talks.”37

China’s New Game Tightly Fixed: A Loyal Ally with a Cornered Strategy

In its contemporary relationship with North Korea, China has often acted like a kid-
napped country, kidnapped by that much weaker neighbor depending on China’s
assistance. China is playing a new game of foreign relations in a more rigid and
tighter structure than in the past decade, while its North Korean partner has fixed
objectives; however, the DPRK is becoming more fickle in its behaviors, ironically,
with increasing dependency upon China, dictated by its much aggravated difficulties.

There has been a tightly fixed structure on the part of China since, as mentioned
above, autumn of 2009. However, Beijing’s policy on the North Korea problem has
faced repeated frustration and it had not been limited by a structure so tightly fixed
as it is now. China’s policy swayed from one end to another because of its own dilemma;
for instance, at one time it promoted peace on the Korean Peninsula, denuclearization
of North Korea, and amicable relations with other powers. Yet, at another time, it put
more weight on its historically/geographically shaped “strategic relationship” with
North Korea and its domestic stability.38 This has definitely changed since the
autumn of 2009. China now has prioritized its support for the survival of the North
Korean regime survival through an endorsement of its hereditary succession, renewal
of the alliance, and diplomatic appeasement, driven by China’s overwhelming concern
about instability, if not collapse, of North Korea.

The fear and unwillingness by Chinese leaders has played a significant role in
setting such priority. This is shown in their fear, especially under pressure, of the
unpredictable and extremist character of the ailing North Korea dictator and their
unwillingness to return to the cool or even icy relationship that created significant
problems for China since Beijing’s involvement in efforts to denuclearize North
Korea. In a sense, accompanied by a huge gap over the North Korean problem from
the United States and ROK, China seems to be left with virtually no room to maneuver
in its relations with North Korea.39

Given the tight structure, China’s new game on the North Korean issue has been
transformed into a relatively loyal alliance, yet with a concerned strategy. China is
cornered because of its conflicting objectives, discussed above, as well as its self-
contradictory effects that have heavily influenced its relations with the major parties
involved and its capacity to steer games on the Korean peninsula in its desired direction.
China’s “emancipation” from persistent policy dilemmas produced by its competing
interests over the issue is only apparent, rather than substantial. However, due to the
tightly fixed feature of the structure and the newly established priority on stability in
North Korea and the basic partnership, Beijing’s dilemma has become less complicated
and less likely to result in vicissitudes in China’s policy. However, China is ultimately
left with an unattainable strategy.
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A Cornered China in relations with the ROK, U.S., and Volatile DPRK

China’s political relations with the ROK and its public image in South Korea are
most damaged in the area of international relations. In the beginning of China’s new
game, immediately after Premier Wen Jiabao’s visit to Pyongyang in October 2009,
the ROK government publicly expressed its concern: “We are expecting China to
explain the details of its economic cooperation programs with North Korea and
whether they violated the Security Council resolutions,” Foreign Minister Yu Myung-
hwan said to a group of South Korean news media editors.40 The following opinion
made known four months later by Jack Pritchard, the former U.S. special envoy for
negotiation with North Korea, could largely be the same as that of ROK policymakers:
Wen’s visit with “generous gifts” made Pyongyang “quite a different person” in its
much-hardened position toward nuclear negotiation, preconditioning it with a peace
treaty.41

There is an enormously referred and discussed subject: China’s embarrassing but
consistently firm position on the Cheonan incident and its reception of Kim Jong Il
during the last stage of the ROK government’s investigation of the case. It is sufficient
to refer to an analytical report from Reuters: “China’s Embrace of North Korea’s
Kim Irks Neighbors,” especially the ROK.42 For South Koreans, China’s second
reception of Kim Jong Il in 2010 and a sign of the renewal of alliance shortly after
have been so conveniently simplified as a booster for the dynastic hereditary succession
with its quite unfavorable implications. “China has stymied the U.N. Security Council
from rebuking North Korea over its uranium enrichment activities and … shelling of
a populated South Korean island [Yeonpyeong],”43 together with declaration of its
proposal for emergent meeting of the heads of delegations to the Six-Party Talks to
deal with the situation hours after the ROK President politely refused it.44 These
contributed nothing to mitigate ROK’s resentment against China’s North Korea policy
and the related strategic suspicion.

The China-U.S. strategic relationship has been another factor that cornered
China as its relationship is characterized as competitive, especially in 2010, by the
Korean issue as well as other disputes, mistrust, and rival interests between them. The
China-U.S. strategic rivalry or even confrontation, especially along Chinese offshore
interests in the latter half of 2010, has also been extensively reported and discussed
around the region and the world. This is mainly due to the North Korea problem and
the ROK-U.S. military reactions in the form of massive naval drills conducted in the
Yellow Sea despite China’s security concerns.

China-U.S. relations have more at stake than those relating to the Korean peninsula
and the military rivalry, while Washington often has a marginal advantage in terms
of willpower as well as strategic options. With the advent of renewed armed conflict
on the Peninsula in 2010 and revelation of the DPRK’s uranium enrichment program,
President Obama exerted strong pressure by urging China twice to restrain Pyongyang.
First, in a phonecall to Hu Jintao on December 6, 2010 and again over a private dinner
at the White House on January 8, 2011 during Hu’s state visit, President Obama
pressed the Chinese leader to take a harder line toward North Korea or otherwise the
United States would have to take long-term measures like redeploying its forces,
changing its defense posture, or beefing up military exercises in Northeast Asia.45

The first attempt led to China’s resolute persuasion of Pyongyang advising prudence
and forbearance over the Yeonpyeong crisis, and the second one led to China’s



unusual reaction to North Korea since the autumn of 2009; China made an indirect
public criticism of North Korea’s behavior in the China-U.S. Joint Statement issued
during President Hu’s state visit to the United States; however, it was a reluctant
action made for the sake of the desired China-U.S. “détente,”46 that has not reduced
the huge gap between the two countries over the North Korea issue.

The most dramatic relationship that China has on the Peninsula is that with
North Korea, even after the renewal of alliance. It has already been mentioned that less
than one and a half months after China identified North Korea as “intimate comrade,”
Pyongyang fired artillery shells at Yeonpyeong Island and then made public the pos-
session of a vast uranium enrichment facility, openly challenging China’s position.
Even after these events and in the context of the China-DPRK joint push for uncon-
ditional talks, if there are to be any talks, Kim Jong Il made his third visit to China
within the year. The main purpose of his trips seemed to be: (1) Requesting lavish
economic assistance, especially free aid grants, as every commentator said during
and after the event (2) Attempting to make China escalate the alliance renewal from
a de facto and limited one to a formal and “legalistic” re-installment, a detail that has
been overlooked by almost all observers. Kim’s perceived plan was to hold lavish
ceremonies in both countries in 2011 to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the China-
DPRK alliance treaty. He mentioned his celebration plans emphatically at mid-Feb-
ruary 2011 meetings in Pyongyang with Meng Jianzhu, China’s State Councilor and
Minister of Public Security and in Beijing with Hu Jintao in late May. However, for
obvious strategic and diplomatic reasons, the Chinese leaders paid no heed to avoid
any possible entrapment into military conflict with the United States following future
North Korea’s provocations and to give any unintended sign of encouragement to
North Korea.47

China’s polite refusal to extend generous economic aid,48 obviously displeased
Kim Jong Il. Only three days after his returning home, North Korea suddenly declared
its intention to end all contacts with the ROK government and then disclosed with
harsh condemnation the secret list of the ROK envoys who had recently proposed a
North-South Summit. This was a diplomatic slap in the face for China and it was
entirely the opposite to what Hu Jintao tried to persuade him to do, and it is also a
devastating blow to any possibility of a quick resumption of talks on the North Korean
issue. Such volatility in North Korea’s behaviors pushed China further into a corner.

Conclusion

What has happened in North Korea-China relations since the autumn of 2009 proves to
be nothing less than a virtual renewal of the alliance that had been deactivated or dor-
mant for years due to diverging interests in spirit and substance. This is really a sea
change, brought about first by Kim Jong Il’s deteriorating health condition and then by
the apparently worsening elements of his regime’s instability and difficulty. Either
side’s policy toward each other has been set for a “new game” that is dictated by dire
emergency and placed in a tightly fixed structure that offers comparatively less room
for maneuver, flexibility, or strategy adjustment.

Pyongyang’s new game has been prominently characterized by volatility; this is
a dangerous and unpredictable factor for the malfunctioning of the “rational” policy-
making capacity of the ailing dictator. Something like volatile desperation dominates
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its behaviors on three fronts: the leadership succession, the nuclear arms program,
the posture toward the United States and the ROK and lastly the relations with
China. On China’s part, the new game can be defined as a loyal China-DPRK alliance
with a concerned strategy. China is cornered in its relations with the ROK, and with
the United States on the North Korean issue and with a volatile DPRK. The last one
has been the most complicated as well as the most disabling that aggravated the
unpredictability and instability of the whole North Korean problem.

From the above conclusion, and taking into consideration the torturous course of
the ROK-China relationship over the North Korea problem since 2003 when the related
consultation between these two countries began, one could derive a pessimistic corollary
that the ROK-China cooperation vis-à-vis Pyongyang’s adventurism only has a little
leeway in an attempt to accelerate denuclearization and exert a reformist influence.
Years ago, Beijing and Seoul took a similar stand toward the North Korea nuclear
issue within the framework of Six-Party Talks; however, the ROK-China consultations
on that issue at that point in time were still far from sufficient. A few years ago,
China once was active in promoting its political relations with the ROK and declared
with the South Korean government in May 2008 its intention to enhance bilateral
relations, raising it to the level of “a partnership of strategic cooperation;”49 however,
this was in a large part a mere rhetoric of good intentions. In comparison with these,
the current state of the China-ROK political relationship shows that the relations
have been undergoing a major negative change.

Factors that have made for bleaker prospects in China- OK cooperation on the
North Korean issue include: 1. The virtual renewal of the China-North Korea alliance;
2. The enormous gap between Beijing and Seoul in the attitudes and policies 
toward the DPRK since the sinking of the Cheonan naval corvette; 3. The strong
volatility of Kim Jong Il that caused the Chinese leaders’ increased hesitation or
even “timidity” in dealing with him; 4. The extreme difficulties in North Korea that
remind people in Seoul of the northward unification option, or General Douglas
McArthur’s “drive to the Yalu [River],” in which South Korea takes measures to
accelerate the regime’s collapse and then overtakes the North by imposing more
pressure. However, there is still hope for advancement to be made. Rhetoric of “the
partnership of strategic cooperation” should be revived when mutual resentment or
suspicion fades out as both countries have already experienced in the second half of
2010. Beijing and Seoul may produce substantial changes like the regular “strategic
dialogue” between the two governments that was agreed to in 2008.50 Policy consul-
tation should be continued and closer consultation should be frequently made
between higher-level officials, especially during future military crises triggered by
North Korea when the common interest of China and the ROK in maintaining peace
on the Peninsula is most prominent. Information exchange should be promoted and
developed that will contribute to restraining Pyongyang’s adventurism and reducing
the politico-strategic suspicions between Beijing and Seoul.

Seoul should understand Beijing’s difficult and unenviable position of publicly
explaining in its dealings with Pyongyang, and trust that the primary aim of China’s
policy toward North Korea is damage-prevention rather than profit-making. President
Lee Myung-bak has shown profound patience; for instance, he made a truly states-
manlike public declaration shortly after Kim Jong Il’s second visit to China in 2011
saying that he positively assessed Kim Jong Il’s “frequent visits to China, which
bring about many opportunities to see the Chinese type of economic development,



and therefore being advantageous to North Korea’s economy. I regard China’s role as
positive.”51 This sort of patience and statesmanship combined with more attention,
respect, and diplomatic efforts, which China should reciprocate toward the ROK,
will contribute greatly to cooperation and coordination plans against North Korea’s
adventurism and build a stable future for all countries in Northeast Asia.
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