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The Obama Administration’s “Rebalance Asia” Strategy and North Korea 

The Obama administration has been pursuing the so-called “return to Asia” or “rebalance Asia” 

strategy since 2011, with the ambitious objective of enhancing the stability of the world 

economy that is dependent upon the United States’ security capability. The strategy involved 

reinforcing the U.S. military presence in Asia-Pacific, emerging as the new center of the world 

economy today, and thereby strengthening the United States’ global leadership. 

The “rebalance Asia” strategy, however, has been challenged on multiple fronts, facing the rise 

of protectionism in American politics, the limits to financial resources to support the 

reinforcement of the U.S. military presence in Asia, and Congress’ threat to refuse to ratify the 

Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). The strategy would have been abandoned long ago without 

Japan’s enthusiastic embrace of it and North Korea’s continuation with nuclear threats. 

In particular, North Korea’s nuclear ambitions proved to be valuable assets that legitimized the 

“rebalance Asia” strategy even after worries of China’s military rise subsided. While the strategy 

was first announced in 2011, Washington raised issues with North Korea’s nuclear program 

again in 2013, calling for (1) closer and greater partnerships with Japan and Korea; (2) greater 

cooperation from China regarding North Korea’s threats; and (3) ensuring the defense of the 

mainland United States and its allies (through nonproliferation) as the core principles of its 

policy regarding North Korea. The “rebalance Asia” strategy thus came to mean strengthening 

military cooperation among the United States, Japan, and Korea, and exerting greater pressure 

on China with respect to the North Korea issue. Of course, underlying all these new tactics was 

the Obama administration’s preference for “strategic patience” over active attempts at solving 

the North Korea issue.  

This strategy of treating North Korea’s nuclear ambitions as assets for maintaining the 

“rebalance Asia” strategy, however, leaves the problem to worsen rather than solving it, staking 

peace of the Korean Peninsula on the success of Washington’s nuclear nonproliferation plan. 
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At present, the “rebalance Asia” strategy offers no gains for East Asia and the Korean Peninsula, 

as it has not only failed to eliminate North Korea’s nuclear threats, but also fuelled Japan’s 

ambition for military aggrandizement. The “rebalance Asia” strategy has not contributed 

anything to the establishment of more durable peace on the Korean Peninsula, but has rather 

subjugated the U.S.-Korea partnership to the U.S.-Japan military alliance by bringing South 

Korea under the expanding American missile defense (MD) system (by deploying the Terminal 

High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system), and placing greater stress on South Korea to 

participate more actively in the maritime containment of China. The “rebalance Asia” strategy, 

in other words, has fundamentally compromised South Korea’s ability to maintain its foreign 

policy of relying on China for economy and on the United States for security, and exposed the 

Korean Peninsula to increasing threats on both sides in the forms of a re-militarized Japan and a 

nuclearized North Korea. 

 

North Korea’s “Unification War” and Nuclear Escalation Strategy 

With Washington stressing the threats posed by North Korea and reinforcing the international 

sanction regime with China’s participation, North Korea’s Kim Jong-un regime has altered its 

stance in negotiations with the United States accordingly. Now openly declaring its ambition to 

become “an immortal nuclear power,” Pyongyang has set out to maximize its nuclear 

deterrence capability, while consistently avoiding denuclearization talks, in which China has 

begun to participate. North Korea’s recent behavior suggests that it no longer wants short-term 

agreements with Washington. Rather, it seeks to reach an agreement with mid- to long-term 

consequences, predicated on reconceptualizing the regional order in East Asia that accepts 

North Korea’s right to nuclearization. 

The Obama administration’s rejection of North Korea’s offers for talks since late 2014 has 

hardened this new stance of North Korea. 1  Most painfully, Washington responded to 

Pyongyang’s official mention of “denuclearization,” for the first time since announcing its 

Nuclear-Economy Parallel Plan, with sanctions against the Kim regime for human rights 

violations.2 Humiliated, North Korea thus backlashed by launching its fifth nuclear experiment.  

The Kim regime will steadfastly hold onto its strategy of enhancing its nuclear capability toward 

                                           
1 Pyongyang suggested, in November 2014, the temporary cessation of the joint R.O.K.-U.S. military exercises 

in exchange for the cessation of nuclear experiments, and also offered chances of talks over a possible 

peace agreement in August 2015. Seoul and Washington flatly rejected these calls, stressing “the process of 

denuclearization” as the first and foremost precondition to any talks. 
2 North Korea’s July 6 proposal called for (1) the disclosure of all American nuclear weapons brought into 

South Korea, (2) the termination of all nuclear weapons and their stations in South Korea, (3) the guarantee 

that no nuclear weapons be re-introduced into the Korean Peninsula and the surrounding areas, (4) the 

confirmation that no nuclear weapons would be used against North Korea, and (5) the announcement of 

the plan of withdrawing US troops and their control over the use of nuclear weapons from South Korea as 

the five prerequisites for the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula. 
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compelling Washington to seek mid- to long-term agreement with Pyongyang. In response to 

Secretary of State John Kerry’s mention of denuclearization talks and nuclear freeze at the 

Korea-U.S.-Japan foreign ministers’ meeting on September 18, Pyongyang thus sullenly 

remarked: “America has sapped denuclearization talks of any effectiveness by continuously 

condemning our nuclearization program as provocative and irrational.”3   

Pyongyang has begun to harness the aggressive tone of its nuclear strategy as well, going so far 

as to demand a “unification war.” At the Seventh Labor Party Convention, the Kim regime 

officials stressed the need for “the non-peaceful reunification” of the two Koreas. Ever since, the 

Kim regime has been threatening that it would resort to a “resolute and powerful” preemptive 

nuclear strike should “the enemies” make any further attempts at undermining “the dignity and 

power” of North Korea, and that North Korea “will seize upon the opportunity for initiating the 

unification war ahead of others.”4 The rhetoric is intense and vivid: “Should the American 

regime and its followers show even a minute sign of trying to join the ‘decapitation strategy’ 

aimed at the toppling and collapse of Pyongyang, they shall be met with unmerciful nuclear 

bombardments.”5  

North Korea’s call for the “unification war” entails reinforcing and escalating its nuclear 

weapons strategy so as to counter threats of conventional attacks from the enemies with 

(preemptive) nuclear strikes.6 Although the Kim regime stated, in the Seventh Labor Party 

Convention Resolution, that North Korea, as “a responsible nuclear power,” would not “first use 

nuclear weapons insofar as the hostile forces do not invade upon the autonomy” of the country, 

such statement holds out little comfort for South Korea and the United States, as Pyongyang 

regards the two countries as the “hostile forces” intent upon “invading” North Korea by jointly 

exercising preemptive nuclear strikes.  

North Korea, moreover, claims that its “strategic rockets mounted with nuclear warheads and 

powerful strategic submarines are now on standby,” emphasizing its readiness to deploy nuclear 

weapons. Even if this claim were true, North Korea is far from having secured adequate 

capability for secondary nuclear strikes. However, the country appears to have made significant 

progresses with minimizing the weights of nuclear warheads and improving launchers, as the 

country managed to shock the world with the success of its submarine-launched ballistic missile 

test on August 24, followed by another successful ground test of a rocket engine, designed to 

launch satellites, on September 20.  

                                           
3 “Spokesman for DPRK Foreign Ministry Condemns America’s Game of Criticizing DPRK’s Nuclear Self-

Defense Program,” Joseonjungangtongshin, September 20, 2016. 
4 “We Call the Shots. Stop the Silly Dreams,” Joseonjungangtongshin, September 14, 2016. 
5 “Pyongyang Finally Ratifies Its Plan for Ruining US Stations on Mainland and in the Pacific,” 

http://www.newsis.com/ar_detail/view.html?ar_id=NISX20160921_0014399610&cID=10301&pID=10300. 
6 As for the types of nuclear strategies chosen by small and middling countries, see Vipin Narang, Nuclear 

Strategy in the Modern Era: Regional Powers and International Conflict (Princeton University Press, 2014). 
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A nuclear power opts for the nuclear escalation strategy in the face of realistic constraints, such 

as inferiority in conventional capabilities and the lack of capabilities for perfect secondary 

nuclear strikes. North Korea’s choice of this strategy reflects the culmination of the vicious cycle 

over decades on the Korean Peninsula, in which the North has been solidifying its nuclear 

doctrine and the South, with the help of the United States, has been strengthening its 

conventional capabilities for preemptive and decapitation strikes.7 North Korea’s declaration on 

the “unification war” thus captures its intent to maximize the nuclear asymmetry. The Kim 

regime has thoroughly learned the importance of nuclear deterrence in witnessing the fall of 

Iraq and Libya. The nuclear escalation strategy may strike outsiders as extremely dangerous and 

fanatic, but it may be the last recourse and an embodiment of “rational irrationality” for a 

country like North Korea.8 For North Korea believes that the extreme danger of this strategy is 

precisely what buys it the time against possible preemptive or decapitation strikes from South 

Korea and the United States, until it succeeds in developing secondary nuclear strike capabilities.  

North Korea is simultaneously a victim and an impetus of the United States’ “rebalance Asia” 

strategy, justifying the re-militarization of Japan and further intensifying insecurity on the 

Korean Peninsula and East Asia at large. 

 

Trump’s “Make America Great Again” and the Korean Peninsula 

Both China and North Korea have expressed open excitement for Donald Trump’s Presidency. 

China expects that the Trump administration would weaken the call for “return to Asia,” now 

that the TPP negotiations that the United States and Japan have led, by persistently excluding 

China, are effectively dead. North Korea has also favored Trump over Hilary Clinton, ridiculing 

the latter’s attempt to apply the Iran model to the denuclearization of North Korea as “foolish,” 

while welcoming the former’s apparent willingness for engaging North Korea in direct dialogue. 

Nevertheless, the Trump Presidency would present more risks and threats than opportunities to 

the Korean Peninsula. Trump’s challenge against the status quo and the establishment 

ultimately serves enhancing the United States’ hegemony based on military power. Trump 

scorns interventionism not because he is a pacifist, but because he seeks to strengthen the 

status and prestige of the American military with Rambo-like strategies and policies. Throughout 

his campaign, Trump kept promising voters that he would make the American military “too big, 

too strong, and too great” for any enemy to dare get in its way. He openly disdained the norms 

and etiquette of peace, saying he had no time “to waste” on being “politically correct.” In other 

                                           
7 Jeffrey Lewis, "More Rockets in Kim Jong Un’s Pockets: North Korea Tests A New Artillery System,” 

http://38north.org/2016/03/jlewis030716/. 
8 Max Fisher, “North Korea, Far From Crazy, Is All Too Rational,” 

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/11/world/asia/north-korea-nuclear-missile-programs-rational.html?_r=0. 
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words, Trump is likely simultaneously to roll back America’s military involvement in other 

regions and to enlarge the country’s military superiority to an overwhelming extent. 

The Trumpian attempt to challenge the status quo using military superiority is likely to have its 

fiercest bout over the North Korea issue and the Korean Peninsula. When a rash president 

lacking self-control like Trump is surrounded by hawks, such as John Bolton and Mike Flynn who 

call for military intervention to expedite the collapse of the Kim regime, he will more likely to 

approach the North Korea and its leader as a “brat” to be disciplined rather than as a partner to 

be negotiated with on equal and respectful terms. 

Even more worrisome is the fact that the Park Geun-hye government’s continued hardline 

stance against North Korea and the joint ROK-US military exercises focusing on preemptive 

nuclear strikes are fostering an atmosphere in the Washington policy circles that justifies the 

eventual use of military power against North Korea. This atmosphere could further encourage 

the new administration’s shatter the status quo on the Korean Peninsula. 

Alternatively, the Trump administration may abandon the North Korea issue altogether, after 

concluding that Pyongyang is not likely to relinquish its nuclear ambitions. Although the 

mainstream media in the United States picks the North Korea issue as the third most urgent 

issue of foreign policy for the incoming administration, next only to the Islamic State and Russia, 

the Trump administration, in the absence of information and conviction on making North Korea 

renounce its nuclear program, may well leave the North Korea issue to China, focusing instead 

on increasing pressure on China regarding the South China Sea and commerce issues. 

Pyongyang has been calling upon Washington and the incoming administration to “decide how 

it shall deal with the East Asian nuclear power,” claiming that “Trump has little time to waste 

before moving into the White House next January.” North Korea claims that, with more time 

wasted, its “nuclear deterrence capability will improve even further and the environment for 

American security will take turns for worse.”9 Faced with the Trump administration’s neglect, 

North Korea will more than likely to maintain “the already chosen path” of “aggressively and 

relentlessly” enhancing its nuclear strike capability.10 Pyongyang is thus poised to clash, with 

increasing intensity, with the hardline Trump administration. 

Pyongyang’s policymakers will likely attempt to open up dialogue with Washington, calling for 

the cessation of the joint ROK-US military exercises that embody the West’s hostility against 

North Korea. The hardliners in the Trump administration, however, are likely to refuse such calls, 

preferring to blame China instead as the more responsible party for the current North Korea 

issue and focusing solely on toppling the Kim regime. The Washington-Pyongyang stalemate will 

then continue on, with North Korea maintaining its pursuit of developing both its economy and 

                                           
9 “Obama Administration’s Lessons for Next American President,” Joseonshinbo, November 10, 2016. 
10 “Isn’t It About the Time They Made a Different Choice?”, Joseonjungangtongshin, November 9, 2016. 
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nuclear arsenal, and the United States insisting upon sanctioning North Korea until the Kim 

regime falls apart.  

 

An Exit Strategy Out of the Military Conflict on the Korean Peninsula 

On November 4, the Commander of the US Forces Korea announced the plan to complete the 

deployment of the THAAD system in South Korea in the following eight to 10 months. In the 

meantime, amid a massive scandal, the Park government has lost all the ability to push forward 

its policy regarding the North rooted in the irrational conviction that the Kim regime would 

come to collapse in less than two years. This has opened up a new opportunity for addressing 

and correcting the absurdities of the South-North relations and foreign policies. In the short run, 

however, Washington could single-handedly handle all matters of the ROK-US military 

partnership, neglecting the Park government that no longer retains legitimate power. The rush 

to complete the THAAD deployment process and to negotiate the General Security of Military 

Information Agreement (GSOMIA) with Japan despite severe public backlashes attest to the Park 

government’s rising fear of being deprived of any power left to it.  

Important figures in the incoming Trump administration, such as Mike Flynn, have actively 

advocated using the “strategic value” of the North Korea issue as a way of maintaining the US 

hegemony over the world and boosting the US defense industry. A number of figures in the 

Trump administration have records of using the North Korea issue to maintain the hardline 

policies of both Seoul and Washington, to keep China in check, and to inhibit the budding 

partnership between China and South Korea. Rather than supporting the Korean Peninsula 

Peace Building Initiative, these figures will fuel the hawkish stance of both Seoul and 

Washington against Pyongyang, managing the North Korean nuclear threat only so as to prevent 

it from crossing the critical point. 

The fundamental solution of the current crisis on the Korean Peninsula thus depends critically 

on the South Korean government, which has the most urgent stake in achieving the 

denuclearization and pacification of the region. The fall of the Park government, which has 

irrationally focused on the collapse of the Kim regime, has ushered in a better environment for 

direct dialogue over denuclearization, and given Washington a greater range of policy choices. 

Seoul should capitalize upon the present situation to emphasize to the Trump administration 

how the “rebalance Asia” and “strategic patience” strategies of its predecessor have failed, and 

how to mitigate mutual hostility and foster denuclearization and peace-building on the Korean 

Peninsula through dialogue. Seoul should persuade the Trump administration that Korean peace 

is in America’s own interest, as it seeks to challenge the status quo with the new President and 

better guarantee its security and national interests in the process.  



7 

 

North Korea, of course, has equally important roles to play in establishing peace. It ought to 

abandon the unrealistic demand for the “denuclearization of the entire world” as the 

prerequisite for its participation in denuclearization talks. It should actively attempt to contact 

officials in the Trump administration to explain and discuss its July 6 Proposal. 

Pyongyang’s July 6 Proposal signifies a major progress toward denuclearization of North Korea 

since it openly embraced the parallel nuclear-economic development plan. The United States 

has already met or expressed principled consent to the five preconditions Pyongyang demands 

for the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.11 There is also room for negotiations over the 

withdrawal of the US forces from South Korea, as the late Kim Jong-il already evinced a 

willingness, during the South-North Korean Summit of 2000, to accept their continued presence 

for peace-keeping purposes.12 North Korea should revive the interest in this “serious, yet 

unfortunately forgotten” proposal for peace and actively foster an atmosphere for dialogue.    

North Korea should refrain from long-range missile tests, localized combats, and other such 

forms of provocative behavior at least during the transition and early phases of the Trump 

administration. It must not forget how its long-range rocket test (Unha-II) and second nuclear 

experiment, shortly after President Obama’s declaration of “a nuclear-free world” in April 2009, 

became the fatal stumbling block to the building of rapport between the two countries 

throughout the Obama Presidency. 

Peace-building on the Korean Peninsula will not work without these preconditions first satisfied. 

The first and foremost steps to peace-building, of course, are the timely restoration of 

democracy in South Korea and the increased willingness, on the North’s part, to engage the 

United States in dialogue. 

 

 

 

* This essay is the fifth essay written for the 2016 English Contents Project of the Civil Peace Forum, under the 
sponsorship of Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, Korea Office.  

                                           
11 Robert Carlin, “North Korea Said it is Willing to Talk about Denuclearization…But No One Noticed,” 

http://38north.org/2016/07/rcarlin071216/. 
12 During the summit, Kim Jong-il, then the leader of North Korea, remarked that the US forces “should stay 

in Korea not as hostile forces against North Korea, but as military means for maintaining peace on the 

Korean Peninsula” (Lim Dong-won, Peacemaker, (Jungang Books: 2008), p. 63). Kim Gye-gwan and Lee 

Yong-ho also remarked, on two separate occasions (in 2007 and 2012, while on visits to New York), that 

the DPRK-US reconciliation needed not depend upon the withdrawal of the US forces from South Korea. 


