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Recasting the North Korean Problem: 
Towards Critically Rethinking about the Perennial Crisis of the Amoral Family 

State and How to Resolve It 
Abstract 

 
A series of tit-for-tat events—from North Korea’s missile launch on April 13, 2012 and 
its third nuclear weapons test on February 12, 2013 to the UN Security Council 
Resolutions 2087 and 2094—has only escalated the North Korean nuclear crisis to its 
new height.  It is highly regrettable, if not preposterous, that the crisis has persisted 
basically unabated for the past 20 plus years—despite umpteen, varied and competing 
statecrafts of all concerned countries.  This paper critically examines the extant 
approaches, investigating how the concerned individual states’ perhaps otherwise 
perfectly rational policies have led to the perpetuation of nuclear crisis, of the amoral 
family state, and of the kind of security and peace of the region.  In so doing, it aims to 
offer some tentative suggestions about how to freshly rethink about the North Korean 
problem and how best to resolve and move beyond it. 
 
Key words: North Korea, nuclear crisis, Korean unification, amoral familism, national 
identity. 



 3 

 

I. Introduction 

Year 2013 started in North Korea with its third nuclear test, which provoked 
uniform condemnation as demonstrated by the United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 2094, and the year ended with the execution of Jang Sung Taek, the uncle 
and guardian who had presumably played a key role in smoothing the process of young 
Kim Jong-un’s succession to North Korea’s dictatorship.  The events showed that the 
new regime in North Korea remained preoccupied with consolidating its, if fledgling, 
power, and its survival continued to depend on support from the army and the state 
security forces.  In the meanwhile, the North Korean nuclear crisis has been persisting 
basically unabated for the past 20 plus years—despite umpteen, varied and competing 
statecrafts of all sorts on the part of all concerned countries, be they power and interest-
centric realist, neo-liberal institutionalist, or cognitivist approaches.1  Now the crisis 
only escalated to a new height, without any satisfactory end point in sight, and in its 
midst, the nuclear problem has darkly overshadowed, if not virtually shackled, other 
sides of North Korea, with its society remaining largely as a black box.  This paper 
argues that even to resolve the nuclear dilemma requires a fresh look at it from the 
perspective of the broader North Korean problem, which not only has security and 
military aspects but also sociological, cultural, economic and psychological dimensions 
as well. 

The present paper critically examines the extant approaches, investigating how the 
concerned individual states’ perhaps otherwise perfectly rational policies have led to the 
perpetuation of nuclear crisis, of the amoral family state, and of the kind of security and 
peace of the region.  In so doing, it aims to offer some tentative suggestions about how 
to rethink about the North Korean problem and how best to resolve and go beyond it.  
The paper proceeds as follows: The section that follows examines how the deadlock 
over the North Korean nuclear crisis manifests the primacy of contending national 
interests of key concerned states in Northeast Asia.  The third section starts by 
switching assumptions underlying the existing approaches to explore some alternative, 
if more open, flexible and positively reciprocal, ways to help resolve the perennial 
North Korean nuclear crisis and the intensifying security dilemma in the region.2  The 

                                            
1 For exemplary works on the competing approaches, see, for instance, Suh (2006); Suh et al. eds. 
(2004); Wit et al. (2004); Christensen (2003); Cha and Kang (2003); Mearsheimer (2001); Sigal (1998); 
Rosecrance (1985); Keohane (1984); Waltz (1979); Keohane and Nye Jr. (1977); Jervis (1976); Haas 
(1964). 
2 For a nice definition and use of the security dilemma as applied to the region, see Suh (2006) as well as 
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fourth section argues that to work out a more lasting solution to the nuclear deadlock 
also requires the concerned countries to go beyond seeking what may be at best 
technical solutions to the nuclear problem, which represents more of a symptomatic tip 
of an iceberg-sized problem called North Korea.  To get at the roots of the problem 
demands a deeper understanding of the nature and magnitude of North Korea’s 
totalitarian political-economic and pathological socio-psychological realities, a much 
bigger challenge which underlies the more immediate nuclear dilemma.  Hence, the 
opportunity costs of not rethinking about the way the North Korean problem has been 
dealt with in the past two plus decades may already have become far too great than we 
know to leave it as is or just continue doing business as.  How one deals with a 
problem like North Korea depends upon how she sees and defines it, and the cognitive 
process underlying the way different countries approach “the North Korean question” 
also redefines the identity of concerned countries, of the Northeast Asian region, and of 
the broader international society.3   The fifth section concludes by way of emphasizing 
the criticality of rethinking about the North Korean question from the perspective of 
international society problematique. 

 
 
II. The International Politics of North Korean Nuclear Crisis 
 
Even after the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

persistently prominent in the international politics of Northeast Asia are quite virulent 
strains of nationalist rivalry and conflict, historically deeply-embedded mistrust and 
animosities, emotionally-charged territorial disputes, and the lack of multilateral 
security cooperation.  In effect, the decades-long deadlock over the North Korean 
nuclear crisis has been a result of the striking, continuing and further intensified 
primacy of fiercely national interest-centric and exclusionary definition of competing 
national interests of the states in the region in the post-Cold War era.  Under such 
circumstances, the security dilemma problem over the North Korean nuclear weapons 
development drive has been particularly acute and serious, as North Korea’s actions to 
enhance its own security and survival chances directly pose threat to the security of its 
adversaries. 

The United States and its foreign policy towards North Korea remain the most 
dominant systemic factor that has influenced the historical trajectory of the nuclear 
                                                                                                                                
Christensen (2003).   
3 For discussions on international society framework of mind, see Bull and Watson, eds. (1984); 
Lumsdaine (1993); Park (2004). 
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crisis.4  Unlike in Western Europe, the United States postwar policy was much more 
hegemonic than multilateral in Northeast Asia.  Whereas in rebuilding West Germany 
as a bulwark against the Soviet threat, the United States was mindful enough of the fears 
of Germany’s war victims to guarantee that West Germany ceded its sovereignty to the 
multilateral North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the European Coal and 
Steel Community (ECSC) frameworks, it preferred to maintain its interests in Northeast 
Asia through bilateral arrangements, viewing its military capabilities as sufficient to 
neutralize the surrounding threat.  In contrast to West Germany, hence, postwar Japan 
ceded its military sovereignty to the United States—without Korea or China having any 
say over the matter.  Such a hegemonic United States foreign policy has tilted towards 
unilateralism increasingly in the post-Cold War period, and the September 11th terror 
attack radically exacerbated the trend—particularly in relation to waging its preventive 
war against nuclear proliferation and what it regarded as terrorist “Axis of Evil” regimes 
such as North Korea. 

The fact of the matter is that America’s anti-terror war since 2001 has had negative 
repercussions on the resolution of the North Korean nuclear crisis, the North Korean 
problem, or building towards the peace and security of the region on a more multilateral 
platform.  For one thing, it surely deflected America’s attention from focusing on 
peaceful resolution of the nuclear crisis.  More importantly, however, the 
confrontational preventive-war approach to North Korea as a rogue state greatly 
magnified the inherent security dilemma problem, leading to the hardening of the hard-
line posturing of hardliners in both the United States and North Korea. 

There is no dispute at all about the immorality and bankruptcy of the North Korean 
regime: It literally killed millions of its own people by years of man-made famine and 
its utter inability to deal with food crisis, socio-economic disaster and systemic failure 
as well as by its dynastic, third-generation family-ruled dictatorship and notoriously 
dehumanizing concentration camps.  Nevertheless, while the heightened American 
security concerns are understandable in the aftermath of the September 11th terror, it is 
difficult to say the subsequent adoption of anti-terror war approach positively 
contributed to achieving its goals and objectives.  While North Korea has not quite 
been a reliable partner for problem solving, history has shown that constructively 
engaging with North Korea has generally produced better and more future-oriented 
outcomes than simply refusing to recognize them as a negotiating partner, no matter 
how opportunistic and repulsive the behavior of North Korean power-holders may have 

                                            
4 This section draws and builds on Park (2007). 
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been.5  Thus it is well worth the efforts to make, if principled, deals with them, 
engaging with them as wisely, accountably and transparently as possible in every 
conceivable way and means, be they administering humanitarian aid and development 
assistance and mobilizing international organizations and private sector investments and 
entrepreneurship (See Haggard and Nolan 2011). 

In effect, however, the preventive war doctrine did further exacerbate the security 
dilemma situation in Northeast Asia.  From the standpoint of North Korean regime, in 
the face of preventive-war threat from the predominant military might of the world’s 
only superpower, nuclear weapons might seem the only thing that can provide its 
insecure state with some sort of deterrence against America’s attack—which had 
become more graphically real and compelling in the wake of America’s war against 
Iraq.6  Since North Korea would not really be able to give up on its nuclear weapons 
program without credible security guarantees particularly from the United States, 
therefore, to resolve the inherent security dilemma in the nuclear issue points to the 
need to recognize North Korea’s perceptions of security threat and its sense of 
vulnerability to America’s preventive attack.  As it turned out, however, the United 
States took the fundamentally power- and national interest-driven hard-line approach to 
the North Korean regime without really taking the security dilemma from the North 
Korean perspective into consideration, which ended up defeating its own North Korean 
policy objective of non-proliferation or denuclearization by compelling and further 
prodding North Korea to press on with building its own nuclear and missile capabilities. 

Undoubtedly, North Korea also would have to confront the security dilemma from 
the perspective of its adversaries sooner than later, if it wants to avoid running out of 
alternative and more desirable ways out of the nuclear deadlock.  For the North Korean 
state power holders, or especially hardliners, the nuclear brinkmanship or blackmail 
might seem good enough to deter enemy attack, stave off the regime collapse, or extract 
foreign aid, and the real or perceived security threat from America may seem useful in 
justifying and maintaining their totalitarian regime.  However, such myopia would not 
lead to a better future not only for the ordinary North Koreans but also for the very 
rulers of the failed state; it may be tantamount to sitting on nothing but a domestic time 
bomb until it finally explodes or implodes in one way or another.  

North Korea’s two-track strategy of attaining both recognition and security as a 
nuclear power and saving its famine-stricken economy from the traumatic situation of 
recurrent starvation or perilously precarious survival is unlikely to be feasible or 
                                            
5 See, for instance, Everad (2014). 
6 It goes without saying that Libyan dictator Qaddaffi’s 2003 strategic choice of surrendering its nuclear 
materials in return for better relations with the West was clearly a contributing factor to his own demise. 
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sustainable.  Despite North Korea’s wish to be recognized as a nuclear power, the 
United States and South Korea insist on North Korea’s abiding by all the United Nations 
Security Council resolutions as a precondition for dialogue, flatly demanding North 
Korea’s denuclearization and prohibiting its nuclear tests and ballistic missile launches.  
Partly as a consequence of post-9/11 anti-terror war and partly as a result of failed 
negotiations with North Korea in the past, the current United States North Korean 
policy of “strategic patience” under President Barack Obama has basically been not 
taking any pro-active initiative for dialogue or constructive engagement, simply waiting 
for North Korea to demonstrate its intention to denuclearize first, while increasing 
emphasis and pressure on China’s role in the nuclear non-proliferation.  In effect, the 
persistent presence of threat posed from North Korean nuclear weapons program has 
been a perfectly useful excuse for the United States’ policy to continue building ballistic 
missile defense systems and execute especially the military and security dimensions of 
“Pivot to East Asia” strategy.  Hence, North Korea’s strategy of a nuclear weapons-
based national security cannot be cheap especially under the current Northeast Asian 
context. 

As a matter of fact, Japan has also justified its pursuit of military normalization 
especially since 1996 as a defensive measure against North Korea’s nuclear and missile 
provocations (Rozman 1998).  At the heart of the controversial military normalization 
measures lies the revision of the Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution, which renounces 
“war as a sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use of force as a means of 
settling international disputes.”  While the provision does not recognize Japan’s right 
of belligerency, through loosening the official interpretation of it, Japan’s right-wing 
politicians have gradually been staging a rollback of the Yoshida Doctrine of 
mercantilism, restrained remilitarization, and subordinate foreign policy during the Cold 
War, Japan’s American hegemony-based strategy of the Cold War era (Dower 1993). 
Japan’s new Prime Minister Shinzo Abe represents the current embodiment of that trend 
or change in the post-Cold War strategy. 

Clearly, Abe’s ambition is to stake out an alternative vision and leadership for the 
post-Cold War era—as one of the world’s great powers—for Japan to graduate from its 
second-class power status under America’s nuclear umbrella and the American 
hegemony-based hub-and-spokes system (Dittmer 2002).  While trying to boost the 
economy out of two decades of stagnation by inflationary quantitative easing, fiscal 
stimulus and structural reform, he wishes to revitalize Japan’s security alliance with the 
United States by increasing Japan’s defense budget to $54.63 billion in 2013 for the first 
time in 11 years and by “reinterpreting” the Article 9 for Japan’s exercise of collective 
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self-defense rights beyond its borders (Hankyoreh, January 7, 2014).  Being 
determined to follow through with rearmament and constitutional reinterpretation or 
revision, Prime Minister Abe said in a press conference that the “greater national 
interests must not be sacrificed for the sake of good relations in the short term.”  
Japan’s such an increasingly confrontational approach which entailed Abe’s paying his 
respects at the Yasukuni Shrine, which honors Class-A war criminals of the Japanese 
militarist era and has a museum that denies Japan’s wartime atrocities and justifies its 
invasion of Asian countries both during the post-1941 “Pacific War” and the long-
forgotten pre-1941 “Continental War” periods as a “glorious” war for “liberation” 
(Hankyoreh, January 6, 2014).  And in so doing, Prime Minister Abe and his right 
wing support base have fanned anxieties about the development of North Korea’s 
weapons of mass destruction and ballistic missiles as well as the threat of more self-
assertive China. 

With respect to the end outcome of the North Korean nuclear weapons issue, to be 
sure, different countries in the region hold divergent policy preferences or priorities. 
China, for instance, has different strategic objectives and policy priorities vis-à-vis 
Japan or the United States.  It is true that after the long-range rocket launch at the end 
of 20127 and the third nuclear test in February 2013, even the Chinese became provoked 
enough in anger to support the United Nations Security Council resolution 2087 on 
North Korea.  However, China is highly unlikely to radically reorient its North Korea 
policy over a short period of time. 

Particularly from China’s standpoint, the current status quo or stable division of the 
peninsula is preferred to an implosion or explosion of the North Korean regime and the 
resultant instability, if not chaos, in the region.  China shares the 1,420 kilometer long 
border, and it fears of any regime change in the other side of the border or a massive 
influx of North Korean refugees, events that can turn hostile to or disruptive of its 
interests.  Hence, while China finds Pyongyang’s military provocations and nuclear 
programs increasingly inconvenient, offensive, costly and burdensome, it remains 
unwilling to make any major shift in its North Korean policy. 

However, China is no different than Japan or the United States in basing its external 
behavior in general and North Korean policy in particular on its national interests 
defined in terms of power.  It has championed the six-party talks for a peaceful 
resolution of the North Korean nuclear crisis as it suits its interests.  In order to make 
China powerful and hegemonic ultimately in the region or the world, it meticulously 

                                            
7 North Korea’s Kwangmyongsong-3 satellite, launched on its Eunha-3 rocket on December 12, 2012, 
was confirmed to be orbiting the Earth in the following day. 
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emphasizes and publicizes its commitment to “peaceful development.”  To promote its 
development while biding its own time requires a stable and peaceful regional 
environment.  And the resultant attainment of continued peaceful development can 
also help China maintain political stability and grow out of a multitude of internal 
problems such as corruption, inefficient state-owned enterprises, and a large number of 
migrant workers in urban slums without family, health care, or resident permit. 

In short, the deadlock over the North Korean nuclear crisis manifests the persistent 
primacy of contending national interests in the international politics of Northeast Asia.  
In the post-Cold War Northeast Asia, where the prospects of return to traditional great 
power politics and rivalry loom large, the North Korean nuclear crisis constitutes a 
flashpoint.  How then can the major stakeholders find more feasible and permanent 
pathways to resolving the security dilemma and the nuclear crisis?  The following 
section starts to suggest some alternative ways by switching assumptions underlying the 
existing approaches. 

 
 
III. Towards Critically Rethinking about the Perennial Nuclear Crisis and 

How to Resolve and Move beyond It 
 
Given the still high level of historically deeply-ingrained mistrust, quite spiteful and 

combustible nationalistic or irredentist sentiments and animosities, and increasingly 
caustic political and military rivalries,8 which aggravate the security dilemma problem 
among the Northeast Asian states,9 resolving the North Korean nuclear crisis remains 
highly formidable and daunting a challenge.  As discussed above, the main stake-
holding states in the region have basically acted in accord with their historically-
grounded and structurally-shaped national interests, power and influence, and it is the 
clash of such contending and conflicting interests that underlies the past 20 plus years of 
deadlock over the nuclear crisis.10   

                                            
8 The striking primacy of conflicting national interests and rivalries is reflected in the lack of peace 
dividends from the end of the Cold War in Northeast Asia and as a consequence the region’s highly 
competitive and dangerous post-Cold War military build-up (See Park 2007). 
9 A mixture of international security competition with rising nationalist rivalry could indeed prove highly 
toxic, increasing the states’ susceptibility and vulnerability to misperception and miscalculation. 
10 Especially in the post-Cold War Northeast Asia, some such cases in point include the concerned states’ 
rigid posturing over the North Korean nuclear weapons development program and missile tests, Japan’s 
revitalization of its security alliance with the United States and identification of its foreign policy with 
America’s anti-terror war, and the steady and disconcerting rollback of its pacifist constitution, China’s 
irredentism and increasingly nationalistic power projection, and North Korea’s resorting to nuclear 
blackmail for less than sustainable long-term gains. 
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In effect, one way to help prevent the security dilemma from spiraling into an 
action-reaction arms race and highly destabilizing security competition is to build trust, 
resolve conflict and manage rivalry and crisis through multilateral forums such as the 
six-party talks.  If successful in helping to resolve the North Korean nuclear crisis, the 
six-party talks would significantly contribute to creating a multilateral institution of 
regional security cooperation.  However, the six-party talking forum remains 
essentially stalemated, and some fresh thinking out of box is necessary for such a 
multilateral forum to better promote confidence building or problem solving.   

First of all, it should be noted that even under the anarchical international structure 
of the international system, the distribution of power or any other systemic factor does 
not entirely determine the outcome.  There is nothing inevitable about any final 
outcome, as the future is in the realm of infinite possibilities—albeit within historically-
shaped ranges.  The outcome is, in fact, at least as much a result of agent choice as of 
systemic structure, and the choice is influenced by socially-constructed ideas, values 
and principles at the level of units or nation-states (Park 2004).  Thus, for instance, 
knowing the intentions of enemy or rival states as well as analyzing the relative—as 
opposed to absolute—capabilities or distribution of power are very important to help 
create or jointly construct a desired future.11  Understanding the security dilemma from 
one’s own opponents’ standpoint represents one such critical move towards problem-
solving and breaking the vicious circle of what Suh (2006) terms “malign 
multiplication,” as each state’s defensive as well as offensive actions or capabilities feed 
and intensify security-heightening competition. 

One can illustrate this point by looking at the latest tit-for-tat between South and 
North Korea.  South Korean President Park Geun-hye likened the South-North Korean 
unification to discovering a “bonanza” during her New Year’s press conference on 
January 6, 2014.  By that, she could have meant that the unification would be a great 
and mutually-beneficial boon to both South and North Korea.  North Korea took it 
differently, however: As the January 18, 2014 edition of Tongil Shinbo, North Korea’s 
weekly overseas newspaper, put it in a vitriolic denunciation, “Park’s words are fueled 
by delusions about unification by absorption, by the hope for a sudden change in North 
Korea” (Hankyoreh, January 21, 2014). 

Clearly, the presence of South Korea itself poses the greatest national security threat 
to the North Korean regime.  Given the fact that the South Korean economy is more 
than 20 times larger than that of North Korea, the South Korean political, economic and 

                                            
11 Being fixated on securing military, strategic interests from a power-driven systemic perspective may 
not lead to a more constructive outcome. 
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cultural system would most likely to dominate the unified Korea, if and when the 
unification were to happen—especially so if without superbly and magnanimously-
designed and executed policy intervention by the unified government.  Hence, it is not 
too unreasonable or irrational that North Korea takes South Korean President Park’s 
“unification-as-bonanza” speech as harboring aggressive intention to absorb or 
“internally colonize” the North and hence as posing direct threat to its very existence.  
In order to make progress on the nuclear deadlock, therefore, it would help if South 
Korea shows improved sensitivity in its relations with the North by recognizing the 
North’s survival and security concerns and needs as well as its sovereignty rights. 

Yet, the patterns of relations have not quite been so managed.  During the 2013 
Summit between President Park Geun-hye of South Korea and President Barack Obama 
of the United States, for instance, in the “Joint Declaration in Commemoration of the 
60th Anniversary of the Alliance between the Republic of Korea and the United States of 
America,” the United States reconfirmed its pledge to support the unification of Korea 
as a liberal democracy and free market economy, a reconfirmation of the same pledge 
during the 2009 London Summit between the then South Korean President Lee Myung-
bak and President Obama in announcing their “Joint Vision for the Alliance.”  To 
North Korea’s nervous and suspicious eyes, such an act constitutes none other than the 
alliance’s subversive promotion of “unification-by-absorption,” which poses a serious 
encroachment upon its national security. 

Against such a backdrop, one way to move forward with improving the South and 
North Korean relations and thereby help resolve or better manage the nuclear crisis 
would be for South Korea to pledge and do firmly abide by the principle of peaceful 
coexistence and mutual respect as embodied in both the June 15 South-North Joint 
Declaration made by the then South Korean President Kim Dae-jung and the then North 
Korean National Defense Commission Chairman Kim Jong-il in 2000 and the October 4 
Joint Declaration made by the then President Roh Moo-hyun and Chairman Kim Jong-il 
in 2007.  The principle of peaceful coexistence and mutual respect emphasizes the 
importance of first and foremost reconciliation and cooperation between South and 
North Korea as a prerequisite to an inter-Korean federation, not to mention the final 
stage of full-fledged unification.12  In dealing with the North Korean nuclear problem, 
such a principle would prescribe a more open and mutually reconcilable and acceptable 
framework for cooperative engagement.13  Perhaps the “three no’s” formula of “No 
                                            
12 Without the process of South and North Korean reconciliation and cooperation on track, as the current 
relations are, any unification initiatives or gestures are likely to be seen by the weaker side as unilateral, 
one-sided or unrealistic, if not outright threatening. 
13 Such an approach to resolving the nuclear problem would also be consistent with the spirit of the 
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more nukes, No better nukes, No proliferation,” as proposed by a former head of the 
United States Department of Energy laboratories in Los Alamos Siegfried Hecker, 
provides a feasible option and realistic way out of the nuclear deadlock, which if agreed 
and implemented would significantly contribute towards nuclear nonproliferation, 
regional stability and multilateral security cooperation at the cost of North Korea’s 
keeping a part of its small nuclear arsenal for deterrence and blackmail (See Lankov 
2013, 253-256).   

It should be noted here that despite decades of international sanctions and pressures, 
whose premise has been based on the imminent implosion of the North Korean regime, 
the dominant view especially of the 1990s, North Korea still survives, eking out its 
existence, while traumatizing and atomizing the society of its own people.  As a result, 
the terrible plight of ordinary people in North Korea continues unabated, in spite of the 
continuation of, if limited, humanitarian assistance efforts by a few of the United 
Nations institutions and non-governmental organizations, whereas the nuclear crisis 
grabs practically all the international attention.   

The failed North Korean regime will surely fall sooner or later.  It is only a matter 
of time; the bigger and far more important question concerns the manner, pace and 
sequence under which the regime change, transition, or fall will take place.  As 
Bennett (2013) acknowledges, an uncontrolled collapse of the current North Korean 
regime or a poorly-managed transition could lead to an even worse humanitarian 
disaster than the famine of the mid-1990s in the country.  Managing the process of 
regime transition to prevent it from falling into a violent chaos is one thing; however, 
planning and preparing for what comes after the change of the current regime is another.  
And the latter may well be far greater or more formidable a challenge, especially 
because the outside world possesses so scant knowledge about inside the North Korean 
society.14  As discussed in the next section, the North Korean problem may actually be 
far messier and complicated than what has so far been manifested in the form of crisis 
over its weapons of mass destruction.  Thus, to find a more real and permanent 
solution to the North Korean problem including the nuclear issue calls for not only 
genuine meeting of open and reciprocal minds, but also clearer understanding of the true 
nature and size of the North Korean problem, to which we now turn in the following 
section. 

                                                                                                                                
September 19 Joint Statement of 2005, the first major achievement of the six-party talks, which provided 
a broader solution for North Korea’s denuclearization as part of the reciprocal package of helping to 
develop the North Korean economy and building more future-oriented peace and stability in the Korean 
peninsula. 
14 Some useful, albeit limited, sources include IPUS (2014), Everad (2012). 
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IV. Amoral Familism in North Korea and What to Be Done? 
 
Although the number of premature deaths in the midst of the famine and mass 

starvation in North Korea of the mid-1990s peaked in 1997, even today there is no 
evidence to suggest that the dire and precarious economic and social situation has 
fundamentally changed or improved.  Overshadowed by the nuclear issue, in fact, the 
horrible human catastrophe in North Korea has not been receiving due attention from 
the international community. 15   As Natsios (2001) demonstrates, however, the 
pathological consequences of North Korean famine on the state of North Korean society 
and psyche may well have been more grave than even many genocides of shorter 
duration in terms of the “pain and disfigurement” it has inflicted on its victims, and thus 
to deal adequately with the North Korean problem would require a deeper and more 
penetrating look into the social psychology of the wretched society. 

Edward Banfield (1958) provides such a highly critical and especially illuminating 
framework of understanding, which helps recast the North Korean problem, increase 
our awareness about the problem’s seriousness and urgency, and even rethink about the 
society’s future or development in terms of Amartya Sen’s “freedom and increased 
capacity of ordinary citizens.”  In fact, the self-interested society of amoral familism 
that Banfield observes in a Southern Italian region may well powerfully characterize the 
kind of society that North Korea finds itself increasingly to have become today.  The 
conventional wisdom would have us expect economic and political associations and 
organizations to arise quickly in accord with their necessity for development to occur, 
whenever technical conditions or natural resources permit.  Such a view overlooks the 
crucial importance of culture, however: The higher the level of living to be attained, the 
greater the need for associations and organizations, or social capital.  As Banfield 
(1958) explains it, in fact, the extreme poverty and backwardness in the amoral familial 
society stems “largely”—albeit not entirely—from “the inability of the villagers to act 
together for their common good or…for any end transcending the immediate interest of 

                                            
15 See, for instance, Gunjal et al. (2013); Sheinkman et al. (2011); Haggard and Noland (2007).  The 
problem of malnutrition and stunted growth among children is particularly endemic and serious, and as a 
result, North Korea remained as the only country in Asia to belong to the Tier 3 of human trafficking 
countries, as classified by the United States Department of State.  Tier 3 countries are those whose 
governments do not fully comply with the Trafficking Victims Protection Act’s (TVPA) minimum 
standards and also are not making significant efforts to do so, and only 13 out of a total of 177 countries 
in the world including North Korea belonged to this rock bottom tier.  See 
http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2010/142755.htm. 

http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2010/142755.htm
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the nuclear family.”16  
In such an amoral familial society, there is no significant element of public 

spiritedness or even of enlightened self interest.  Individuals maximize the material, 
short-term advantage of their own nuclear family at the expense of fellow citizens, 
assuming that all others do likewise.  This may be the same as the world we may 
experience if everyone were to become selfish, utility-maximizing and economically-
calculating beings.  Unlike the expectations of neoclassical economics theory, the 
growth-generating market does not actually get created automatically by just having the 
existence of rational, self interest-seeking individuals.  The free market is neither self-
sustaining nor self-regulating.  The kind of market or community is not a natural 
outgrowth of individual-level self-interested behaviors.  Nor is it sustainable without 
the presence of what Adam Smith (2000[1759]; 1986[1776]) calls “fellow feeling,” 
sympathy, empathy, or good will in the hearts and minds of the citizens. 

In masterfully accounting for the rise of the Western world, while North and 
Thomas (1973) identify the development of an efficient economic organization there as 
the key to the growth and development, they also know full well that success for such 
an organization for wealth creation depends on human beings’ ability to learn to work 
together.  While technology is said to drive growth, it is after all human beings who 
embody the technology and engender innovation, entrepreneurship and development by 
way of forming associations, organizations and communities.  As with every human 
endeavor, in brief, the human factor or human capacity to cooperate and coordinate 
holds the ultimate key to success in development.  Although we do not have any 
definitive evidence on the North Korean society, however, such human capacity to 
cooperate and coordinate might well be sorely lacking after having gone through the 
horrible human catastrophe under the immoral, capricious, distrustful and ferociously 
repressive totalitarian regime.  There is actually no reason to believe that such a human 
condition would get fundamentally better or regain some semblance of normalcy on its 
own with only passage of time, and if left unattended, it is not hard to imagine the 
society engendering Frankenstein’s monsters—with weapons of mass destruction on 
their hands. 

To nudge or shift an amoral familial society like North Korea back towards a more 
normal societal development trajectory would require not only a concerted help and 
support of the international society, but also a strategic and successful national-level 
                                            
16 Banfield (1958) attributes the origins of the amoral familism in the Southern Italian region to a 
combination of three factors: 1) a high death rate and the fear of premature death; 2) the absence of the 
institution of the extended family—the mechanism of survival and stability in subsistence farming; and 3) 
certain land tenure conditions. 
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coordination of empowering developmental policymaking and implementation efforts.  
However, such a developmental or normalization process is likely to get further 
complicated by the two Koreas‘ having been so divided for almost 70 years. 17   
Building a national community is a social psychological phenomenon, and a sense of 
belonging to a same community or nationhood among the people in the North and the 
South is unlikely to come naturally from being just physically reunified or reintegrated.  
Hence, the role of government in particular, both before and after reunification, can 
hardly be overemphasized not only in coherently orchestrating the developmental 
efforts, prioritizing and profusely investing in human beings and human capacity to 
cooperate, but also in building a unified and well-integrated national community out of 
the people of the two Koreas. 

In thinking about the problem of mal-integration or the prospects of such a scenario 
seriously materializing in a reunified Korea, Michael Hechter (1975) provides one of 
the most influential works.  His notion of “internal colonialism,” much like that of 
external colonialism, depicts a minority group of elite emerging to dominate the people 
politically in the periphery or semi-periphery and to exploit them materially, entailing 
“development of underdevelopment” or “dependent development” in the peripheral 
areas of the country.  The super-ordinate group, now ensconced as the core, seeks to 
consolidate and monopolize its advantage through policies aiming at the 
institutionalization and perpetuation of the existing stratification system.  As a 
consequence, structural, political, economic and regional inequalities do not lessen but 
worsen and persist, and high status occupations tend to be reserved for those of 
metropolitan culture.  The resultant mal-integration gets increasingly seen as unjust 
and illegitimate. 

Unlike the case of external colonialism, the source of dominance and exploitation 
comes not from a foreign power but from those within the boundaries of what is to be a 
nation state.  However, a more normal diffusion process of national development fails 
to take root under such an internal colonial setting.  Instead, the persistence of an 
ethnic and cultural identity as well as a distinct social awareness about the core-
periphery relations being unjust and illegitimate becomes more pronounced over time, 
despite the power of central state to coax and coerce the recalcitrant collectivity into 
acceptance of the core culture and its manipulation of cultural symbols and values 
especially through the use of mass media.  Under such circumstances, even increase in 
core-periphery interactions may not entail increased commonality or a sense of 
                                            
17 Based on a critical reassessment of the process of German reunification, Niederhafner (2013) cogently 
argues against the wisdom of Korea’s plunging into a German-style “[rapid political] reunification first, 
[social and economic harmonization] later” strategy. 
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belonging to a shared community; instead, the people in the periphery may increasingly 
feel themselves as a separate nation within the nation-state.  Such a mal-unification or 
mal-integration may be worse than non-unification, and hence asking how to turn the 
people in the northern half of the Korean peninsula into an integral part of an open, 
inclusive and collaborative national community may well be far more helpful, 
productive and constructive than making unification-as-bonanza arguments.  It would 
be a shame if Korea or the international society allows the preoccupations with the 
nuclear weapons issue carry the day without regards to what is underlying it: A better 
understanding of the true nature and state of the North Korean problem and what to do 
about it, let alone the widening cognitive gap over the security dilemma and contending 
national interests among the concerned countries.  It is all the more so because how we 
address a problem like North Korea, much like the way we treat strangers or enemies, 
would reflect our identity as a society of human beings, and coming to grips with the 
true magnitude of North Korea’s extant societal challenges would constitute a necessary 
first step in that direction towards addressing it right. 

 
 
V. Conclusion 
  
It is indeed deeply regrettable that the North Korean problem—including the socio-

psychological state of the society as experienced at the grassroots level—has remained 
overshadowed, if not forgotten, by the deadlock over the nuclear crisis.  This is not to 
gainsay the importance of North Korean nuclear weapons issue, which threatens the 
security of South Korea, Northeast Asian region and the world.  Moreover, the post-
Cold War era has ominously witnessed an intensification of conflict, rivalry, and 
security competition especially in Northeast Asia, and the North Korean nuclear crisis 
has frequently been used as pretext by the concerned states for further intensification.  
North Korea as an international societal problem may be at a crossroads, and so is 
Northeast Asia as a region of increasing political and military rivalry over fiercely 
nationalistic and exclusionary definition of strategic interests. 

As this paper has argued, working out a more permanent solution to the nuclear 
deadlock would require more principled, if positively reciprocal, choice of policy 
actions perhaps along the line of the three no’s formula of no more or better nukes and 
no proliferation.  Such a policy change requires an adaptive change, a non-technical 
change which entails switching from power and interest-driven assumptions to 
recognizing not only the security dilemma, but also the fact North Korea’s existential 
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problem of what may be characterized as amoral familism may constitute a bigger and 
more pressing threat or challenge.  North Korea’s socio-psychological pathologies 
festered under the bankrupt totalitarian regime could be a breeding ground for umpteen 
sorts of vices. 

Ultimately, the North Korean problem poses the challenge of identity about who we 
are and what kind of society we want to live in—not only for the two Koreas, but also 
for the international society.  It is so because what is at stake includes constructing a 
sense of security and community in the region in the process of dealing with the North 
Korean problem.  While helping the North Korean society to move back to a more 
normal development trajectory by way of peaceful integration with the outside world 
would clearly be consistent with the norms and values of humanitarianism and universal 
human rights, we as members of international society may know still too little about 
how serious the pathological consequences of the Kim family’s dynastic rule of whim 
and terror and the “arduous” years of recurrent famine and starvation since the 1990s 
have really been on the state of North Korean society, culture, and psyche.  The way 
we understand, sympathize, and empathize with fellow human beings in difficulty in 
North Korea or elsewhere would demonstrate our identity and values.  While the fall 
of North Korean ruling regime is certain, even if exactly when, how, and with what 
consequences it will is not as yet so clear, the key to realizing a preferred future in the 
Korean peninsula and the Northeast Asian region may lie in how we choose to see, 
approach and manage the process of change.
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