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a rare, nuanced analysis of  the North Korean situation

There is hardly another country as isolated and with such a bleak 
image as North Korea. It is portrayed in the Western media as a 
Hermit Kingdom ruled by an outdated, communist dictatorship 
whose clandestine nuclear programmes alarm its neighbours 
and which uses dreadful labour camps to control a population 
wracked by famine. The regime’s poor track record on human 
rights is stressed time and again by both Western governments 
and international organizations. Prospects look bleak for any 
improvement in relations let alone the start of a dialogue on human 
rights. 
 Offering a rare, nuanced analysis of the North Korean situation, 
this short study argues that not only is a constructive and fruitful 
dialogue on human rights possible but also it is desirable for both 
parties. New perspectives are provided on what is generally perceived 
about North Korea, its relationship to the international human rights 
regime, the rationales that underpin decision-making in international 
relations, and the perceptions and expectations of people occupying 
official positions in the DPRK bureaucracy. The authors also draw 
from concrete experiences to give some suggestions to how a dialogue 
could be established and in what specific areas it is realistic. Here 
they point to valuable lessons to be learned from the dialogue so far 
between North Korea and the UN Human Rights regime as well as 
from the experiences of the already established EU-China human 
rights dialogue.
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Preconditions for Talking Human 
rights with a Hermit Kingdom
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Prologue

T
here is hardly another country as isolated and with 
such a bleak image as North Korea. it is portrayed in 
the western media as a hermit kingdom1 ruled by an 

outdated communist dictatorship whose clandestine nuclear 
programmes alarm its neighbours and whose dreadful labour 
camps keep control of a population wracked by famine. the 
regime’s poor track record on human rights is stressed time and 
again by both western governments and international organi-
zations. Prospects look bleak for any improvement in relations, 
let alone the initiation of a dialogue on human rights.

offering a more nuanced analysis of the North Korean 
situation, this study argues that not only is a constructive and 
fruitful dialogue on human rights possible but it is also desir-

1. a hermit is a person who lives in seclusion from society, and accord-
ingly the term ‘hermit kingdom’ applies to a country that willfully 
seeks isolation from the rest of the world. the traditional Korea was 
frequently in the west described as a hermit kingdom during the lat-
ter part of the yi dynasty (1392–1910). the term may still be used 
by Koreans themselves to describe pre-modern Korea but it is also 
used by outsiders to describe North Korea today. For example, in her 
memoir Madam Secretary, former uS Secretary of State Madeleine 
albright entitles the chapter on her visit to North Korea ‘inside the 
hermit Kingdom’. when we use the term in the title of this publica-
tion, it is because it has now become a catchphrase for North Korea in 
western news media, and by using it we want to emphasize that we see 
the continued isolation as disadvantageous for a positive development 
in the country and in the region.
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able for both parties. New perspectives are provided on the 
general perception of North Korea, its relationship to the in-
ternational human rights regime, the rationales that underpin 
decision-making in international relations, and the perceptions 
and expectations of people occupying official positions in the 
North Korean bureaucracy. the authors also draw from previ-
ous experiences to suggest ways in which a dialogue could be 
established and to point out specific areas where it would be 
realistic. they point to valuable lessons to be learned from the 
dialogue so far between North Korea and the uN system of 
human rights as well as from experiences gained in the already 
established eu–China human rights dialogue.

Key findings

North Korea’s behaviour in international relations is greatly 
affected by the actions and reactions of the outside world. this 
also goes for its compliance/non-compliance with the human 
rights regime. a stronger North Korean commitment to the 
uN human rights system has occurred when key international 
players – the uS, South Korea and the eu – have chosen a con-
ciliatory approach towards the North over an antagonistic one.

Contrary to what is generally maintained in the media, 
our experience is that North Korean diplomats, officials and 
professionals welcome outside help and reflect a considerable 
willingness to cooperate with international partners. however, 
there is also widespread agreement among foreign actors with 
working experience from North Korea that it takes time to 
develop positive relations with the people of that country. only 
when such positive relations are established will it be possible 
to reach positive practical results.

when discussing human rights issues with North Korea, 
western governments need to adopt a pragmatic approach that 
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xi

separates sensitive and non-sensitive issues and deal with them 
accordingly. while insistence on a free media or political rights 
would probably lead to a total breakdown of communication 
before it even began, working to set up frameworks for low-key 
and concrete cooperation projects in areas related to food pro-
duction, public health or energy could greatly improve living 
conditions for the North Korean population. 

Due to the existing animosities and conflicting relations 
that currently characterize contacts between North Korea and 
the outside world, we deem improvement of conditions for the 
North Korean people to be the common responsibility of the 
authorities in Pyongyang and governments in our part of the 
world. taking the urgent needs of the North Korea population 
as the point of departure, and based on previous experiences 
with North Korea’s foreign relations, we argue that a positive 
western initiative to end the stalemate would be the best way of 
aiding the people living in North Korea, as well as an important 
step towards creating a base for the normalization of relations 
between North Korea and the world.
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issues and opportunities in the Korean peninsula

 Rason Special Economic Zone, established 1991 based on cities of 
Rajin and Sonbong. Results have fallen behind expectations but pros-
pects are good. The SEZ is one of the few ice-free ports in the area 
(the others being Chongjin and Vladivostok) and its proximity to the 
yanbian K.a.P.  makes it a potential hub for the future development 
of North Korea and Ne China. its business school trains selected 
North Koreans in international trade and business practices.

 Chongjin, the capital of North hamgyong Province and the country’s 
third largest city. Sometimes called the ‘City of iron’ due to its past as a 
centre for steel and other heavy industry. apart from rason  the only 
other ice-free port in the northern area.

 China’s yanbian Korean autonomous Prefecture (capital yanji), desig-
nated thus due to the large number of ethnic Koreans living there. an 
established centre of unofficial and semi-official border trade, esp. in 
areas where the tumen river is easy to cross.
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 Sinŭiju, capital of North Pyeongan Province, neighbours Dandong in 
China. Part of the city is included in a Special administrative region 
established in 2002 to experiment with introducing a market economy.

 the yongbyon Nuclear Scientific research Centre is North Korea’s 
major nuclear facility, operating its first nuclear reactors. it produced 
the fissile material for nuclear weapon tests in 2006 and 2009, and since 
2009 has developed indigenous light-water nuclear power technology.

 location of the sinking of the r.o.K. warship Cheonan on 26 March 
2010 near Baengnyeong island in the yellow Sea, killing 46 seamen.

 Kaesong industrial Park, a special administrative industrial region es-
tablished in 2002. The economic cooperation project is an example of 
inter-Korean cooperation that has managed to survive despite relations 
between the two sides hitting an all-time low after the sinking of the 
Cheonan  and shelling of yeonpyeong island .

 yeonpyeong island, located near the NLL and only 12 km from the 
North Korean coastline. on 23 November 2010, North Korean artil-
lery shelled Yeonpyeong in response to a R.O.K. military exercise in the 
area. two r.o.K. marines and two civilians were killed. the episode is 
the closest the two sides have got to war since the 1953 armistice.

 Dokdo (Jap: takeshima), whose Korean sovereignty is disputed by 
Japan. Many Koreans also claim tsushima island (Kor: Daemado) to be 
Korean but no legal dispute currently exists between the countries.

DMZ The Demilitarized Zone, running across the Korean Peninsula 
roughly at the 38th Parallel, serves as a buffer zone between North and 
South Korea. Created as part of the 1953 armistice, the DMZ is prob-
ably the most militarized area in the world today.

NLL the Northern limit line is a disputed (but de facto) maritime 
demarcation line in the yellow Sea between North and South Korea.

 North Korean detention camps (Kwanliso). North Korea denies the 
existence of such camps or indeed of any penal labour colonies. Accord-
ing to other sources, the Kwanliso is one of three forms of political 
imprisonment in the country, there being an 150,000 to 200,000 politi-
cal prisoners in total. the condemned are said to be sent to Kwanliso 
without any form of judicial process. the most common form of 
punishment for those sent to the camps seems to be forced labour. 
Duties within Kwanliso typically include work in mines (e.g. coal, gold 
and iron ore), forestry or agriculture.

 Baekdusan (or Mount Baekdu), the highest peak on the Korean penin-
sula. this straddles the Sino-Korean border. Koreans on both sides of 
the peninsula consider it a holy place. North Korea’s official historiog-
raphy claims that Kim Jong il was born in a secret military camp on the 
slopes of the mountain while Soviet records and other sources indicate 
that he was born in russia near Khabarovsk.

 Annotation of map and associated notes prepared by Gianluca Spezza
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1

iNtroDuCtioN

Preconditions for a 
Constructive Dialogue

H
ow to establish conditions for a constructive 
dialogue with North Korea on human rights? 
are human rights something that North Korean 

government officials even care about? if so, what are the main 
obstacles to a dialogue on the issue? these are some of the 
questions that this book tries to answer. the aim is to provide 
different perspectives on the general perception of North 
Korea, its relationship to the international human rights regime 
and the bureaucrats populating its political system, and then to 
draw on concrete experiences to suggest ways in which a dia-
logue could be established and in what specific areas it would 
be realistic. the book is motivated by a visit made to North 
Korea in october 2010 by hatla thelle, Senior researcher 
at the Danish institute for human rights and geir helgesen, 
Director of NiaS, the Nordic institute of asian Studies, in 
Copenhagen. 

Is Dialogue with North Korea at All Possible?

a constructive dialogue with North Korea on human rights – a 
dialogue with what is predominantly seen as an irresponsible, 
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unpredictable and aggressive regime unable to create livable 
conditions for its own population and forcing insecurity and 
fear on neighbouring people (in short, an evil entity) – seems 
a mission impossible. however, we do not fully buy the above 
assumptions, or at least we believe that they are only part of 
the entire puzzle. important pieces are missing. an important 
piece is what could be termed cross-cultural empathy. in an 
insightful study published under the title ‘think no evil’ the 
american social scientist Fred alford writes:

an evil other is a welcome idea in the west, giving our dread a 
face and a place. But such an idea is not welcome in Korea. to 
call North Korea evil would be impossibly terrifying for most 
Koreans, because Koreans cannot create the type of distance 
from the North that would allow them to alienate evil there. 
North Korea is quite literally still family.1

a constructive dialogue with North Korea requires a better 
understanding of the country and the rationales that underpin 
its decision-making in international relations.2 also required 
is a better understanding of the people that occupy official 
positions in the North Korean bureaucracy, their perceptions 
and expectations. Moreover, there are valuable lessons to be 
learned from the dialogue so far between North Korea and the 
UN human rights regime as well as from the experiences of the 
already established eu–China human rights dialogue. 

1. C. Fred alford (1999) Think No Evil: Korean Values in the Age of 
Globalization, ithaca and london: Cornell university Press, pp.104–
105

2. the newly elected South Korean President, Ms Park geun-hye, who 
visited Pyongyang and the then North Korean leader Kim Jong il in 
2002, has revealed a belief in dialogue and negotiations without pre-
conditions rather than continued external pressure towards the North 
with resulting inter-Korean animosities and risks of new conflicts (per-
sonal exchange, Copenhagen 2010, Seoul 2011).
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the Nordic countries might be in a favourable position 
to play a positive role vis-à-vis North Korea as we have long-
standing diplomatic relations with them and generally enjoy a 
positive image among North Korean government officials. 

Subtle Variations in a One-Sided Picture

this book has not been drafted to endorse the North Korean 
system, its leadership or their actions. our aim is to challenge 
the existing one-sided pictures and to pinpoint the subtle 
variations in an apparent monolithic reality. this is because we 
see these very pictures – the one promoted by North Korean 
propaganda and the opposite one promoted by western media 
– as both too one-sided and unrealistically positive or nega-
tive to reasonably depict the given reality, and thus as major 
hindrances to establishing a constructive dialogue. our main 
reason for publishing the following pages is concern for the liv-
ing conditions for the approximately 23 million people living 
between the 38th parallel and the Chinese border, a number 
equivalent to the population of all five Nordic countries put 
together. the political system in Pyongyang is considered an 
enemy of the free world, but does that mean that the people 
of North Korea are also our enemies? the western world in 
effect treats them as if they were, by not utilizing every possible 
opening to positively influence the situation this is a mistake. 
the Nordic countries have an obligation with regard to North 
Korea and its population, as we established diplomatic relations 
with Pyongyang back in the mid-1970s. the idea at that time 
must have been that regardless of the character of the system, 
isolation is negative and dialogue is positive.

our ambition here, then, is to identify the precondi-
tions necessary to such a dialogue. we bring to the table the 
experience of two senior researchers: Hatla Thelle, historian 
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and China scholar who has worked for years with Chinese 
and european colleagues to create a human rights dialogue 
with China, and who, when a dialogue was established, has 
taken part in it on various levels; and geir helgesen, cultural 
sociologist and long-term Korea observer who has travelled ex-
tensively in both Koreas, organized track ii dialogues between 
North Korea and the Nordic countries, and maintained a global 
network of colleagues who deal with the divided Korea. while 
Hatla has experienced relative success in her work on human 
rights in China, geir can only argue that the North Koreans 
would welcome a similar dialogue on the basis of his contacts 
with their country over the years.

we visited North Korea in late 2010 to identify hindrances 
and discuss possibilities for cooperation and dialogue. we held 
talks with government officials from various ministries. Many 
items were touched upon, some introduced by us, others by 
the North Koreans. Some were controversial, for example, 
questions regarding the human rights situation in particular. 
others were straightforward and related to issues as diverse as 
health, agriculture, trade, environmental protection and coop-
eration with international organizations. obviously, the North 
Korean officials we met represented the regime, but they did 
not necessarily echo the preferences of the then supreme 
leader only. while North Korea is unfamiliar and difficult to 
comprehend for western observers, the image of a totalitarian 
and monolithic country lacking any kind of human touch is not 
only wrong but also dangerous. 

North Koreans are human beings, too. their socio-cultural 
environment is different from ours, different from the socio-
cultural environment in most countries. this is due to both 
internal and external conditions, some politically decided, 
others the consequence of historical forces and the result of 
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international conflicts. To some extent North Korea remains 
a hostage of the Cold war and a victim of the consequences of 
the Korean war. the North Koreans occupy half of the penin-
sula’s territory and have to compete with a stronger, richer and 
more developed other half for the legitimacy of their regime. 
it would be conducive to dialogue and peace if all parties took 
this contemporary situation as the point of departure.

A Role for the Nordic Countries to Play 

Coming from the opposite side of the eurasian continent, one 
might ask how we (europe and in particular the Nordic coun-
tries) can contribute to aiding and assisting North Korea and the 
Korean peninsula on the whole in easing tension and improving 
the situation of its people? as we see it, there are three main 
reasons why we should be concerned and investigate ways of 
supporting improved relations and establishing a human rights 
dialogue between North Korea and the outside world:
• The North Korean population is in great need of humanitar-

ian assistance and as global citizens we are obliged to help 
people in need.

• The Nordic countries have had diplomatic relations with 
North Korea since the mid-1970s, longer than most states 
in the western world. This obliges us to pay particular atten-
tion to the situation there. 

• The Nordic welfare states are in a position to inspire North 
Korea in its ongoing search for a sustainable reform agenda.

here it is important to emphasize Nordic regionalism, 
where competing countries with a history of war and conflict 
have developed a strong, popularly endorsed regional system 
of cooperation that might not only inspire North Korea in 
its relationship with its neighbours but also create a basis for 
mutual relations between the other nations of Northeast asia. 
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The Structure of the Book

in this book we argue that a constructive dialogue on human 
rights with North Korea is possible. For this to take place, how-
ever, one should take the following points into consideration. 
in the first chapter, we emphasize the need to improve and 
contextualize the understanding of North Korea’s behaviour 
in international politics before western governments engage 
in dialogue with North Korea on the human rights issue. we 
argue that to a large extent North Korea’s experiences with 
the outside world affect its behaviour regarding dialogues 
with outside powers. For example, the initiation of the South 
Korean Sunshine Policy and the relatively open approach of 
the Clinton administration resulted in a more open North 
Korean attitude towards the international community. yet, 
more recent negative experiences, such as Bush’s labelling 
North Korea part of the ‘Axis of Evil’ combined with a more 
hardline uS approach to the unresolved nuclear issue greatly 
affected the regime in the opposite direction. in this sense, 
North Korea’s behaviour could be characterized as ‘tit-for-tat’; 
positive actions beget positive reactions and negative actions 
beget negative reactions. this has implications for the practica-
bility of a human rights dialogue since a minimum level of trust 
and openness between parties is required. Moreover, we stress 
that a social science perspective can contribute to our under-
standing of North Korean actions and reactions and provide 
some much needed cultural interpretations of North Korean 
attitudes towards human rights.

in the second chapter, we analyse the interaction between 
North Korea and the uN human rights regime and address 
some of the difficulties and hindrances to a fruitful dialogue 
that are found on both sides of the table. we find that efforts 
to invite cooperation are difficult, if not impossible, when one 
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party (in this case, North Korea) is one-sidedly singled out 
as a gross violator through the adoption of uN resolutions. 
establishing a constructive and sustainable human rights 
dialogue requires both sides to adopt a careful approach that 
takes the trade-off between cooperation and confrontation 
into thorough consideration. 

In the third chapter, we draw on experiences from the EU–
China human rights dialogues that have taken place since 1998 
to make recommendations for setting up similar talks with 
North Korea. we argue that ‘human rights’ cannot be treated as 
an all-or-nothing question when dealing with North Korea (or 
other autocratic regimes, for that matter). we should instead 
adopt a pragmatic approach to human rights; differentiating 
sensitive and non-sensitive issues and dealing with them ac-
cordingly. this is necessary so that the parties can set realistic 
goals and engage in concrete and practical communication. 

In the fourth chapter, we draw on experiences from our 
recent visit to North Korea. we illustrate that attitudes among 
North Korean bureaucrats are not as monolithic as speculations 
and claims made by media outlets and intelligence agencies 
would have us believe. rather, there are growing and important 
generational differences between North Korean bureaucrats 
and thus different voices when it comes to questions of dia-
logue with and openness to the outside world. Based on our 
visit to North Korea in october 2010 and subsequent research, 
we show that it is important that we understand these voices if 
we are to engage in constructive dialogue with North Korea. 
Moreover, we identify areas related to the human rights situ-
ation in North Korea in which cooperation and dialogue are 
both greatly needed and even welcomed by the North Koreans. 
For example, cooperation in areas such as agriculture, public 
health care and green energy could greatly improve the living 
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conditions of the North Korean population and thus have a 
direct impact on human rights in the country.

the fifth chapter offers our conclusions and some perspec-
tives for future action based on the findings of this book.

The Need for Realistic Expectations

obviously, there are limitations to how much the outside world 
can change North Korea. we do not argue that promoting a 
constructive dialogue will allow the human rights situation to 
change radically. rather, we argue that a constructive dialogue 
carried out carefully and under the right circumstances is the 
first step towards gradual positive changes. Such changes, we 
believe, are possible once the parties involved are invited to 
take on a pragmatic, rather than dogmatic, approach to the 
question.

there is obviously no scientifically correct approach to 
North Korea; involvement stands as the opposite of contain-
ment, and the choice between the two is both a moral and 
a political one. For governments to engage in constructive 
dialogue with North Korea, however, we argue that it is neces-
sary to understand the country’s special circumstances as well 
as how cultural differences between ‘them’ and ‘us’ impact the 
conditions for communication.
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ChaPter 1

North Korea Contextualized

N
orth Korea1 is claimed to be the most isolated 
country on earth today, and the gap between the 
way in which the international community sees 

North Korea and the way in which the North Koreans see 
themselves is huge. if a constructive dialogue on human rights 
between the outside world and North Korea is to be created, it 
is a necessary and urgent task to bridge that gap. therefore, be-
fore entering into a dialogue with North Korea, representatives 
of western governments should take a look at the world as it is 
viewed from Pyongyang. Such an understanding is extremely 
important in any case, but when it comes to such sensitive is-
sues as human rights, it is even more so. thus, the purpose of 
this first chapter is to place North Korea in a relevant historical 
and cultural context. It provides some insights on how North 
Korea’s past and recent experiences with the outside world to 
a large extent affect its present behaviour in international rela-
tions, and thus also in human rights dialogues. it also aims to 
contextualize and improve our understanding of North Korea 
and the rationales of its decision-makers. here, it is important 

1. the official name is the Democratic People’s republic of Korea 
(DPrK). in the west, the geographical term, North Korea, is com-
monly used. Since we address a western readership, we shall hence-
forth use ‘North Korea’.
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to understand that the individuals who occupy positions 
throughout the North Korean bureaucracy do not necessarily 
only echo the preferences of the political leadership but that 
they also represent different views on dialogue and involve-
ment with the outside world. after all, systems are populated 
by people,2 and people are shaped by their experiences. This 
goes for North Korean officials as well. Negative experiences 
promote negative reactions, while positive experiences are 
usually followed by positive reactions. using this relational 
approach to international politics enables us to shift the focus 
from the actions of one actor to the relations between different 
actors. we propose that this relational approach is a construc-
tive way of dealing with a world full of differences. 

why is it important to try to see the world as the North 
Koreans do, when they obviously see things quite differently 
than we do? the simple answer is that without this effort, com-
munication between them and us3 may result in grave misun-
derstandings with possible unfortunate outcomes. An example 
of how difficult it can be to grasp outcomes based on North 
Korean political culture from outside the relevant context is 
discussed in the following section.

International Concern over North Korean  
Nuclear Power

the two issues that prevent normalization between North 
Korea and the outside world are its development of nuclear ca-
pabilities and its human rights record. the present effort aims 

2. lucian Pye (1985) Asian Power and Politics. The Cultural Dimensions of 
Authority. the Belknap Press of harvard university Press. Cambridge, 
Mass. and london. 

3. By ‘us’, we denote the western world writ large, as both europe and the 
uSa have a similar and insufficient understanding of the North Korean 
worldview and political culture. 
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at identifying ways to engage with North Korea on the human 
rights issue, and we propose a relational approach to this aim. 
although we do not intend to discuss the nuclear issue per se, 
we will touch upon it and the reactions it has triggered, as this 
example illustrates well the complicated and conflict-ridden 
relations between North Korea and the uS in particular. as 
will be argued in the following chapters, the two issues are also 
interlinked in that condemnations of the nuclear programme 
affect the regime’s openness (or lack of same) to discussing 
human rights.

the following summary is primarily based on the Nuclear 
threat initiative (Nti)4 report on North Korea and the 
Chronology of uS–North Korea Nuclear and Missile 
Diplomacy.5 already in the 1950s, North Korea started devel-
oping its institutional capability for establishing a nuclear pro-
gramme; for the first 20 years under supervision and technical 
assistance from the Soviet union. the two countries signed an 
agreement in 1959 on the peaceful use of nuclear energy. By the 
1970s, however, North Korean engineers were using indigenous 
technology. in 1977 a safeguard agreement was signed between 
the international atomic energy agency (iaea), the Soviet 
union and North Korea, and in 1985 Pyongyang signed the 
treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear weapons (NPt) 
in exchange for assistance from the Soviet Union in developing 
light-water nuclear reactors. again in 1992, an iaea safeguard 
was signed by Pyongyang. 

according to the 1992 safeguard agreement, North Korea 
was to deliver a complete list of its nuclear facilities and materi-
als and open these facilities to international inspectors from the 
iaea. Neither the list nor the inspections satisfied the iaea. 

4. See www.nti.org/country-profiles/north-Korea/nuclear.
5. See www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/dprkchron. 

Helgesen-Thelle_book.indd   11 05/03/2013   15:08



Dialogue with North Korea?

12

Pyongyang’s answer was to announce its intention to withdraw 
from the NPt in 1993. this triggered a long-lasting crisis, 
especially between North Korea and the uS. when it was 
reported that spent fuel rods were removed from the nuclear 
reactor in yongbyon, the Clinton administration considered 
attacking the site from the air to put a stop to the possible 
military nuclear development in the North. eight years later, in 
2002, then Secretary of Defense william J. Perry and his assis-
tant, defense secretary ashton B. Carter, revealed in an article 
in the washington Post that: ‘the two of us, then at Pentagon, 
readied plans for striking at North Korea’s nuclear facilities and 
for mobilizing hundreds of thousands of american troops for 
the war that probably would have followed.’6 Kim young-sam, 
the President of South Korea at the time, believes that he may 
have prevented a war from breaking out. in a radio interview in 
2009 he said:

[a]t the time, the uS Navy’s 33 destroyers and two aircraft 
carriers were waiting for an order in the east Sea to bomb the 
nuclear facilities in yongbyon. i strongly opposed the military 
action because i thought it could lead to a full-fledged war on 
the Korean peninsula. the united States would have gone 
ahead with the strike without my objection.7

the crisis was calmed when former uS President Jimmy 
Carter in June 1994 met with Kim il Sung in Pyongyang, a 
meeting that later resulted in the agreed Framework,8 in which 

6. ‘Back to the Brink’, Perry and Carter in The Washington Post, 20 october 
2002.

7. The Korea Times, 13 april 2009 (www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/
nation/2009/04/).

8. Delegations of the governments of the uS and North Korea held talks 
in geneva from 23 September to 21 october 1994, to negotiate an 
overall resolution of the nuclear issue on the Korean Peninsula. Both 
sides agreed to attaining the objectives in the 12 august 1994 agreed 
statement between the uS and North Korea and to uphold the prin-
ciples of the 11 June 1993 joint statement of the uS and North Korea 
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the North agreed to freeze its programmes and allow the iaea 
to monitor their actions. they also consented to maintaining a 
nuclear-free Korean peninsula policy as agreed with the south 
in 1991 and to remaining a party of the NPt. in return, the 
uS was to lead an international consortium to construct two 
light-water nuclear power reactors, provide heavy fuel oil to the 
North until the first reactor was completed (which was sched-
uled to happen in 2003), and last, but not least, pledge ‘formal 
assurances against the threat or use of nuclear weapons by the 
uS’.9 while Perry and Carter in the aforementioned article 
maintain that the agreed Framework, although controversial 
and contested, ‘ha[s] served our security interests well’,10 it is 
no secret that both parties (the uS and North Korea) were 
dissatisfied: the uS with difficulties in the inspection of the 
North Korean facilities, North Korea with the slow pace of the 
construction of the light-water power stations. 

usually, the media report on how North Korea fails to keep 
its promises, and this makes continued negotiations with the 
country difficult if not impossible. however, there are also 
failings on the other side, and leon v. Sigal, director of the 
Northeast asia Cooperative Security Project at the Social 
Science research Council in New york writes:

when republicans won control of Congress in elections just a 
week later [after the signing of the agreed Framework in 1994], 
unilateralists in the republican Party denounced the deal as 
appeasement. unwilling to challenge Congress, the Clinton ad-
ministration shrank from implementation. Construction of the 

to achieve peace and security on a nuclear-free Korean Peninsula. See 
www.kedo.org/pdfs/agreedFramework.pdf.

9. ‘agreed Framework between the united States of america and the 
Democratic People’s republic of Korea’ (21 october 1994), www.
kedo.org.

10. The Washington Post, 20 october 2002.
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first replacement reactor was slow to begin – it was supposed to 
be ready by 2003 but is three years behind schedule – and the 
heavy-fuel oil was not always delivered on schedule. above all, 
washington did little to improve relations with Pyongyang.11

what Sigal argues in this and other works is that North 
Korea is playing tit-for-tat: ‘cooperation whenever washington 
cooperated and retaliating when washington reneged, in an 
effort to end enmity.’12 Siegfried S. hecker is an american 
nuclear weapons specialist who has investigated the North 
Korean nuclear programme and visited North Korean nuclear 
facilities like no other Western expert. In a report from 2006 
he states that: ‘it is essential for the united States to demon-
strably address DPrK’s security before there is any hope of 
denuclearization.’13 in 2010 hecker elaborated this by stating 
that: ‘we found that Pyongyang was willing to slow its drive for 
nuclear weapons only when it believed the fundamental rela-
tionship with the united States was improving.’14 and finally, in 
2011 he elaborates further stressing that it is the insecurity that 
informs the regime’s reactions, as well as the issue of normaliza-
tion of relations (between the uS and the North). these issues 
have to be addressed, and it is a process that will take years, 
says hecker. he continues that what it takes is that ‘you have to 
understand the people, you have to understand the history and 
the culture, in order to understand the politics, whether there 

11. l.v. Sigal (2002) ‘North Korea is No iraq: Pyongyang’s Negotiation 
Strategy’, Arms Control Today, December, p. 8

12.  Ibid., p. 9.
13. Siegfried S. hecker (2006) ‘report on North Korean Nuclear 

Program’, Center for international Security and Cooperation, Stanford 
university, p.4

14. Siegfried S. hecker (2010) ‘lessons learned from the North Korean 
nuclear crises’, Dædalus (winter) p. 54.
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is any chance of coming to a resolution.’15 it is particularly these 
observations on the dynamics of the relations between North 
Korea and the outside world that we find interesting. if the 
North Koreans are basically ‘reactive’ to whatever approach the 
international community chooses, then engaging in relations 
is certainly more conducive to dialogue than is confrontation. 

this insight, as well as a close look at the results of the his-
tory of enmity between the two Koreas inspired Kim Dae-jung, 
the world-famous political-activist-turned-president of South 
Korea, to create his so-called Sunshine Policy. For a relatively 
short period of ten years – during the presidencies of Kim and 
his predecessor roh – South Korea made strong efforts to end 
the enmity and change the direction of inter-Korean relations 
built up over the past 55 years. Much was achieved but, despite 
the fact that President Kim received the Nobel Peace Prize in 
2000 for his lifelong fight for democracy and human rights in-
cluding for his ongoing struggle to secure peace on the Korean 
Peninsula, the strategy was not continued when lee Myung-
bak of the conservative grand National (now Saenuri) Party 
moved into the Blue house in the spring of 2008.

During the first stages, when the Sunshine Policy was the of-
ficial South Korean strategy towards the North, it gained quite 
strong international support, illustrated by the peace prize 
and in particular by statements from the third asia–europe 
Meeting (aSeM) in Seoul in 2000 and the fourth meeting in 
Copenhagen in 2002. under Kim Dae-jung’s chairmanship, the 
48 aSeM members ‘welcomed the historic first inter-Korean 
summit held in June 2000 in Pyongyang and acknowledged the 
great significance of this event which has laid the foundation for 

15. Siegfried S. hecker (2011) in google tech talks at Stanford 
university, March 28. available at: (http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=vldrSi7Dc88).
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the peace process on the Korean peninsula’.16 two years later, at 
the Copenhagen aSeM summit, the european and asian state 
leaders still strongly supported ‘the process of inter-Korean 
reconciliation and cooperation’.17 

however, while the aSeM leaders at the Seoul Summit 
had welcomed ‘the recent positive developments in relations 
between the DPrK and the united States’,18 with a new admin-
istration in washington, the situation soon became entirely 
different. in January 2002, then uS President george w. Bush 
termed North Korea, together with a small number of Muslim 
countries, the ‘Axis of Evil’. Later he added another disparaging 
term: the ‘outpost of tyranny’. as a result, relations between 
North Korea and the uS went from bad to worse. Chung-in 
Moon, a South Korean political scientist and specialist on 
North Korea, writes that ‘a deeply rooted distrust of North 
Korea, which was widely shared among key decision-makers in 
the Bush administration, blocked the chance for direct bilateral 
talks’.19 that the distrust was mutual was clearly revealed later 
the same year. 

Lost in Translation: the Failure of Cross- 
Cultural Communication

uS intelligence reports in the summer of 2002 claimed that 
North Korea might have a secret, highly enriched uranium 

16. Chairman’s Statement of the third asia–europe Meeting, Seoul, 
20-21 october 2000. See http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/
cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/er/Chairmans.doc.html. 

17. aSeM 4 – Chairman’s Statement. See www.aseminfoboard.org/sum-
mit-statement.html.

18. ‘Seoul Declaration for Peace on the Korean Peninsula’. located at www.
aseminfoboard.org.

19. Chung-in Moon (2011) ‘The Six party Talks and Implications for a 
Northeast Asia Nuclear Weapons Free Zone’, Report presented at 
the east asia Nuclear Security workshop in tokyo, 11 November,. 
available at http://nautilus.org/napsnet.
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programme. the international community was alarmed. in 
october that year, uS assistant Secretary of State for east 
asian and Pacific affairs James Kelly paid a visit to the North 
Korean capital.20 he confronted the North Koreans about their 
clandestine nuclear programme. his Northern counterparts 
reportedly responded that they had something even stronger 
than nuclear weapons. ‘uS analysts initially concluded that 
the North Korean delegation was alluding to chemical and 
biological weapons’, and ‘it took uS officials weeks or months 
to clarify the meaning of the North Korean delegation’s state-
ment by speaking with foreign envoys [in Pyongyang] and 
the South Korean government’.21 what, then, was the mean-
ing of the North Korean statement? Not surprisingly, when 
interpreted within a North Korean political culture context, 
they had simply said something the gist of which was: as we 
stand united behind the direction of our leader, we constitute 
a fierce and undefeatable force, and as such we will reject any 
sort of aggression. the miscommunication between Kelly and 
the North Koreans is touched upon in a very interesting North 
Korean Foreign Ministry statement:

in october 2002, special envoy Kelly, who visited Pyongyang, 
said that he had intelligence data on the highly enriched ura-
nium program and threatened us by saying that if we did not 
present it not only DPrK–uS relations but also DPrK–Japan 
and North–South relations will enter a catastrophic state. we 
were angered by the US side’s extremely overt pressuring act 
that ignored not only our sovereignty but even the guests’ 
etiquette to the host in the oriental culture. thus our side 
clearly stated that we are entitled to possess even more power-
ful weapons than nuclear weapons to cope with the united 

20. See www.nti.org/country-profiles/north-Korea/nuclear.
21. D.a. Pinkston and P.C. Saunders (2003) ‘Seeing North Korea Clearly’, 

Survival, vol. 45, no. 3, p. 82.

Helgesen-Thelle_book.indd   17 05/03/2013   15:08



Dialogue with North Korea?

18

States’ growing maneuvers to isolate and crush us and we did 
not even feel the need to bother to explain to the US side, the 
most hostile country, what they [the weapons] are.22

although the North Koreans may use a form of communi-
cation unfamiliar to the outside world, it seems clear that there 
is more to this matter than just translation difficulties. had the 
american delegation been more familiar with Korean culture 
(note the reference to oriental etiquette) and North Korean 
political rhetoric, this incipient crisis could have been avoided. 

a dialogue across the ideological divide between North 
Korea and the uS is obviously a challenging and highly sensi-
tive affair. when the equally great cultural divide is added, the 
task is gigantic. Sensitivity to Korean ways is needed. after the 
visit by uS envoy James Kelly, tensions between North Korea 
and the uS became stronger, escalating towards a potential 
conflict. 

at that point, recounts Chung-in Moon, ‘China intervened 
and arranged a three-party talk among uSa, North Korea and 
China in Beijing in april 2003. Strictly speaking, what China 
had in mind in arranging it was to create an opportunity for 
direct bilateral talks between Pyongyang and washington 
within the three-party framework’.23 China’s efforts did not 
yield the expected outcome. While North Korea produced a 
concrete proposal, and China tried to mediate between the two 
adversaries, the uS simply ignored the North’s proposals. the 
american position was – and is – that the North has to start a 

22. ‘uS hostile Policy Disrupting 6-way talks’, issued 8 october, 2004 by 
the Korean Central Broadcasting Station: Compiled and distributed by 
NtiS, uS Dept. of Commerce/world News Connection. available at 
www.dialogueselect.com.

23.  Moon (2011) p. 5.
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verifiable dismantling of its nuclear programme before the uS 
will engage in a dialogue.24

Six party talks and the lack of mutual trust

The three-party talks developed later into six-party talks, 
adding South Korea, Japan and russia. the stated aim of this 
dialogue is to find a peaceful solution to the security concerns 
triggered by the North Korean nuclear weapons programme.25 
the issues that dominate negotiations are that North Korea 
demands a security guarantee from the uS side; the construc-
tion of two light-water nuclear reactors and the peaceful use of 
nuclear energy; trade normalization and diplomatic relations; 
and verifiable and irreversible disarmament.26 hitherto there 
have been five rounds of talks but no tangible results. So called 
breakthroughs were reported in 2005 and 2007, but each time, 
disagreement between North Korea and the uS regarding the 
interpretation of what was agreed upon hindered materializa-
tion of the agreement. 

if one were to try to locate one particular point between the 
parties in the six-party talks as a main reason for the lack of tan-
gible results, it would have to be the different approaches to the 
types of agreements the parties may engage in and the require-
ments they are obliged to fulfil to keep the agreement. the uS 
wants North Korea to give up its nuclear ambitions and accept 
a verifiable dismantling of the programme. this position is 
supported by Japan. North Korea on the other hand, argues for 
a step-by-step solution, where each party moves one step at a 
time in the agreed upon direction. this approach is supported 
by China, russia and, until recently, also South Korea. 

24. ibid. 
25. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Six-party_talks.
26. ibid.

Helgesen-Thelle_book.indd   19 05/03/2013   15:08



Dialogue with North Korea?

20

in the latest ‘breakthrough’ to date, the 2007 agreement, the 
text emphasizes the need to develop mutual trust: ‘the Parties 
reaffirmed that they will take positive steps to increase mutual 
trust, and will make joint efforts for lasting peace and stability 
in Northeast asia. the directly related parties will negotiate 
a permanent peace regime on the Korean Peninsula at an ap-
propriate separate forum.’27 So, aside from their different ideas 
on what the dialogue is about and how the parties concerned 
are supposed to keep to what they agree upon, the parties are 
aware of and have agreed on the need to improve mutual trust. 
while North Korea has maintained that its nuclear ambitions 
have always been and still are civilian, the world has been wit-
ness to the existence of a North Korean military programme 
due to the testing of a nuclear device in 2006, in 2009 and again 
in 2013. the uS – and with it most of the western world – are 
saying that the three nuclear tests have given the ultimate proof 
that North Korea cannot and should not be trusted. another 
option, though, is to see North Korea’s actions as basically rela-
tional. in 1994 the uS considered a pre-emptive attack on the 
yongbyon nuclear facility, and in 2004, then uS vice President 
Dick Cheney told a group of top officials: ‘we don’t negoti-
ate with evil. we defeat it,’28 and as a general threat, he added 
that all options remain on the table. North Korea may well, as 
suggested by Sigal, have wanted to keep weapons developed 
before the negotiations started as its ace in the hole, which 
it will not yield until it feels secure from uS attack.29 today, 
ten years later, former uS ambassador to South Korea and a 
leading expert on Korean issues, Donald Gregg, states: ‘Kim is 

27. See www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/zxxx/t297463.htm. 
28. l.v. Sigal (2006) ‘try engagement for a Change’, Global Asia, The 

Debate, Fall, p. 55
29. l.v. Sigal (2003) ‘Negotiating with the North’, Bulletin of the Atomic 

Scientists, Nov./Dec.. 
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apparently showing his intent to develop his country’s nuclear 
capabilities not as a threat, but as a deterrent.’30 North Korea 
is insecure, the two main parties in the six-party talks stand 
worlds apart regarding what a dialogue covers and implies, and 
trust is at level zero. 

the conflict seems unresolvable. Disagreements regarding 
the nuclear issue illustrate just how far apart the contending 
parties are. The human rights issue is as explosive as the nuclear 
one – here, too, the parties are worlds apart. Still, in this book 
we shall try to take up the human rights issue and reflect on 
what the social sciences can contribute.

Political Culture and Human Cognition Matter

Cross-cultural studies in psychology, sociology and political 
science relevant to the subject at hand show that the basic 
structures in people’s mental maps are influenced by cultural 
traits. they also show that societal institutions and structures 
differ in operational technique according to the personnel who 
populate them. Moreover, they show that such fundamentals 
in politics as power and legitimacy are perceived differently 
within different political cultures, and that these differences 
often, but not always, follow political-geographical borders. 
although such cultural differences are not static, the process 
of change can best be measured in decades, if not generations. 
in the short run, these differences are therefore to be reckoned 
with and taken seriously.

we generally assume that political actors in international 
relations perceive the world ‘as it is’ (that is, as we see it), and 
that possible misperceptions, if they occur, will be corrected 
within larger systems such as governmental agencies, interna-

30. interview, the hankyoreh, http://english.hani.co.kr/popups/print.
hani?ksn=572838. Downloaded: 10.02.2013
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tional organizations and diplomatic institutions. this view is, 
however, not at all supported by studies in social psychology, 
which in recent years have made important discoveries.31 their 
contribution is as simple as it is necessary: in short, the claim 
is that organizations, institutions and countries do not act; 
people act. and because this is the case, human cognition obvi-
ously matters – in foreign policy as well as in world politics.

if, according to volumes of psychological research, it is 
naïve to expect rational actors, what is then to be expected in a 
dialogue between western governments on the one hand and 
the North Korean government on the other? Paul watzlawick, 
psychologist and theoretician of communication found that 
the belief that one’s own view of reality is the only reality is the most 
dangerous of all delusions.32 what psychologists have found is 
that there is a universal tendency to overemphasize the influ-
ence of the external situation when explaining the behaviour 
of the self; we act as we do because of certain external reasons. 
In trying to explain the behaviour of others, it is common to 
overemphasize internal and dispositional factors: they act as 
they do because they are bad, aggressive, suspicious by nature, 
etc. This not only applies when trying to explain the negative 
actions of others: if the other, contrary to our expectations, 
acts positively, we tend to think that it is because certain char-
acteristics of the situation have temporarily forced the other to 
be friendly. in this connection, another general finding holds 
that, if the other acts positively, one is inclined to attribute 

31. C.r. Cooper and J. Denner (1998) ‘theories linking Culture and 
Psychology: universal and Community-Specific Processes’, in Annual 
Review of Psychology, vol. 49, pp. 559–584; J.Y. Chiao, Zhang Li, and 
tokiki harada (2008) ‘Cultural Neuroscience of Consciousness. 
From visual Perceptions to Self-awareness’, in Journal of Consciousness 
Studies, vol. 15, no. 10–11, pp. 58–69. 

32. Paul watzlawick (1976) How Real is Real? Confusion, Disinformation, 
Communication. New York: Vintage Books, Random House, p. xiii.
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this to one’s own conduct and to believe that our actions have 
forced them to do so – that is, one overestimates one’s own 
importance. these traits are all clearly present in the above-
mentioned dialogues between North Korea and the uS. one 
solution to this problem is to try to use empathy to understand 
North Korea’s motives.

Is Empathy Warranted?

in an insightful article entitled ‘Seeing North Korea Clearly’, 
Saunders and Pinkston, two scholars from the Monterey 
institute’s James Martin Center for Nonproliferation Studies, 
advocate empathy.33 the authors stress that one should not 
confuse empathy with sympathy: to understand reality as it 
is understood by others does not imply agreement. it is vital, 
however, to understand the world as viewed from Pyongyang 
in order to avoid sub-optimal solutions at best and inadvertent 
war at worst. Such an understanding is extremely important in 
order to be able to engage with North Korea in a constructive 
dialogue.

empathy presupposes an ability to accommodate differ-
ences, and that the parties concerned – despite their differ-
ences – are able to establish bonds and build mutual trust. 
this should not be alien to any of the parties concerned, as the 
ability to put oneself in the shoes of the other is considered a 
virtue both in Christianity and in Buddhism, the main religions 
of the west and of east asia respectively. the importance of 
trust in human relations is one of the major contributions of 
the social sciences in the twentieth century. this insight is also 
increasingly acknowledged in real-world politics. as already 
mentioned, in the joint statement of the 2007 breakthrough 
meeting of the six-party talks in Beijing, it was stated that ‘[t]he 

33. Pinkston and Saunders (2003).
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Parties reaffirmed that they will take positive steps to increase 
mutual trust …’ (paragraph vi).34

one can hardly imagine, however, that mutual trust can 
be established without a certain level of acceptance between 
the parties concerned. the present relations between North 
Korea and the Western world are, as the example of the visit by 
uS special envoy James Kelly showed, based on anything but 
trust. But as an approach based on empathy may prove to be 
the most creative and productive approach between adversar-
ies, the search for a remedy is crucial. a point of departure for 
establishing better relations must then be to acknowledge the 
legitimacy of the other party and continue to stress the impor-
tance of understanding the background of their perceptions, 
expectations and actions. In the case of the North Korean 
mindset, it seems clear that the impact of more than half a cen-
tury of isolation must have had psychological consequences 
and affected the North Korean understanding of reality and the 
surrounding world. 

From Relative Success to Economic Collapse

the division of Korea and the subsequent war from 1950–53 
totally destroyed relations between the two halves of the penin-
sula. During the ensuing Cold war, the regimes in Pyongyang 
and Seoul were each backed by one of the two competing 
military superpowers of that time, and each Korean regime 
used the threat of the other as part of their raison d’être thus 
developing in total isolation from each other. while military 
rule in South Korea was presented as liberal democracy, in the 
North the tradition-based leadership cult with its strong sense 
of broken nationalism was disguised as a ‘people’s democracy’, 
that is, a communist dictatorship.

34. See www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/zxxx/t297463.htm.
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Serious efforts and lost opportunities

there are not many observations available to portray a 
North Korean leader, although several state leaders have 
dropped a word or two to the press after having met ‘the 
hermit’ himself in Pyongyang. Surprisingly the few state-
ments that can be found giving accounts of the number one 
Kim in the North are quite positive. an observer not af-
fected by a positive bias beforehand is Madeleine albright, 
u.S. State Secretary under President Clinton. in her book 
Madam Secretary: A Memoir (2003), she has a full chapter 
on her october 2000 visit to Pyongyang: inside the hermit 
Kingdom, where she frankly states: ‘we knew little about 
Kim, who was reputed to be an unworldly recluse, more 
interested in making and watching movies than in govern-
ing.’(462)

During her talks with the hermit (who talked) she 
found out that he was well aware of the dreadful situation 
of his country (466), that he saw Sweden as having a better 
socialist system than his own(!) (ibid.), that he was ready 
to trade weapon programmes for economic assistance 
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(467). But ‘what did he want? above all, normal relations 
with the united States; that would shield his country from 
the threat he saw posed by american power and help him 
to be taken seriously in the eyes of the world.’(ibid.) was 
Madeleine albright fooled by a soft-spoken communist 
dictator, east asian style? No, summing up her impressions 
from Pyongyang and her meetings with Kim Jong il, she 
states that: ‘one could not preside over a system as cruel as 
the DPrK’s without being cruel oneself, but i did not think 
we had the luxury of simply ignoring him. He was not going 
to go away and his country, though weak, was not about to 
fall apart.’(ibid)

Back in washington, discussions focused on the pos-
sibility to make a deal with the North Koreans. albright 
and her staff believed so, ‘the President himself was more 
than willing to make the trip…’ (468). ‘the best leverage 
we had was North Korea´s desire for full normalization of 
relations.’(469) ‘Kim Dae-jung strongly urged the President 
to go to Pyongyang, saying he was sure Kim Jong il would 
want the trip to be a success (ibid.). But ‘[m]any in Congress 
and within the punditocracy opposed a summit because 
they feared a deal with North Korea would weaken the 
case for national missile defense’(ibid.). it was not this fear, 
however, or the uncertainty about success in Pyongyang, 
or the limited time left for the Clinton administration, but 
rather the crisis in the Middle east that stopped President 
Clinton from going to North Korea. (470) in January 19, 
2001, a day before the President and his Secretary of State 
was to leave office they exchanged words on missed op-
portunities. albright refers Clinton’s reflections as follows: 
‘Fuming about all the time we had invested in arafat, he said 
he wished he had taken the chance of going to North Korea 
instead of staying in washington to make a final push on the 
Middle east.’(508).
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half a century spent as enemy powers vying for national 
legitimacy has formed the two halves of Korea. in the South, 
nationalism and a period of ‘guided democracy’ or rather 
benevolent but authoritarian leadership was gradually replaced 
by an american-oriented two-camp political system with what 
is effectively a presidential democracy. this notwithstanding, 
a traditional deference to great leaders is not alien to South 
Koreans, who seem somewhat torn between their support of 
democratic ideas, institutions and procedures, and an under-
standing of – and sometimes a craving for – paternalistic power 
and, hence, strong leadership.35 the northern version of power, 
on the other hand has not been ‘contaminated’ by western ideas. 
in the isolation enforced upon the country through an effective 
trade embargo and self-imposed by way of a proclaimed self-
reliant development strategy, North Korea’s political system has 
developed internally ‘untainted’ by any foreign ideas other than 
those accepted by the leadership.

During the colonial period, between 1910 and 1945, many 
patriotic and nationalistic Koreans fighting for their country’s 
independence adopted socialism or communism as their ideol-
ogy. Thus, indigenous Korean socialism already existed when 
the Soviet red army arrived in 1945. at the end of wwii, due 
to international agreements between the victorious powers, in 
particular the uS and the Soviet union, Korea was divided: the 
north was absorbed into the eastern communist sphere; the south 
into the western, liberal-democratic sphere. this temporary divi-
sion became the sustained misfortune of the Korean people, who 
were thus deprived of their chance to develop a modern country 
after 35 years of colonial suppression under Japan.

35. geir helgesen developed this perspective in his Democracy and 
Authority in Korea: The Cultural Dimension in Korean Politics. Curzon 
Press, 1998.

Helgesen-Thelle_book.indd   27 05/03/2013   15:08



Dialogue with North Korea?

28

a particular trait in the development of North Korea as a 
communist type of state was a strong emphasis on its indepen-
dent position vis-à-vis the Soviet union, China and others. 
the state ideology, Juche, was created around 1958, hailing 
national self-reliance and independence as core values. By do-
ing it their way, the North Korean model was coloured more 
strongly by values and norms inherent in the pre-communist 
social system than by foreign ideological constructions à la 
Marx, Engels and Lenin. Initially, from an economic point of 
view, this indigenous system functioned well, partly due to its 
inner workings and partly because of strong support from the 
communist bloc (the Cia reported in 1972 that North Korea in 
several areas, notably energy and heavy industry, was ahead of 
South Korea).36 as a result, North Korea commanded respect 
and goodwill abroad, especially in poorer and less-developed 
countries as well as among many students and intellectuals in 
South Korea.

the problem, however, has been an increasingly stagnat-
ing economy that was on the verge of total collapse in the late 
1990s. Several attempts to boost production by mass campaigns 
after the collapse of Soviet communism and the fundamental 
changes in the Chinese economy, both strongly affecting North 
Korea, did not produce the expected outcome. In the mid- to 
late 1990s, large parts of the population suffered malnutrition 
and hunger. the consequences were grave and many paid with 
their lives. North Korea appealed for and received humanitar-
ian aid, which must be seen as a new chapter in the country’s 
relations with the outside world. 

around 2002 the leadership decided to embark on eco-
nomic reforms, although cautiously, and without using the 

36. Cia, National Intelligence Estimate (Nie) 42, 14.2–72, no. 288: ‘the 
two Koreas’.
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concept ‘reforms’ directly, but instead a more neutral term 
– adjustments. local markets, which seem to have been initi-
ated locally, were now endorsed centrally. although markets 
were downscaled a few years later, they had come to stay. the 
energy situation remained precarious, and as a consequence 
agricultural production was far below expectations. In 2008 
and 2009 a relatively good harvest was reported. Markets were 
now allowed back in full scale. the energy situation was also 
somewhat better, as a number of new hydropower stations were 
opened. Frequent visitors to North Korea claim that people in 
the cities now seem to have more freedom to manage their daily 
lives, an observation we tend to support and will take up later. 

although the economy seems to have improved, not much 
improvement has been seen in the countryside. the change 
from the paternal state that provided welfare to all to a state that 
hardly could provide for itself and its immediate supporters has 
most likely contributed to undermining the trust between the 
people and the system. in general, therefore, the current eco-
nomic crisis is seen as a state of affairs that will continue until a 
clear and sustainable reform strategy is implemented and starts 
to produce tangible positive results. 

there are obviously different ideas and strategies among 
the North Korean elites regarding ‘adjustments’,37 as will be 
made clear in the proceeding chapters. one might think that 
such differences would be outside of external influence and 
that the question of whether reformers or hardliners gain the 
upper hand in Pyongyang is ultimately an internal struggle 
upon which we have no effect. in a relational perspective this 
is not necessarily so: the outside world can stimulate the one 
or the other faction by choosing a tough or a lenient approach. 

37. North Korean bureaucrats prefer the term ‘adjustments’ to ‘reforms’ 
when discussing economic and societal development strategies. 
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a huge problem, however, is that the North Korean leadership 
is not only unable to provide for its own population, it is also 
depicted as the worst thinkable political entity, governing a 
country populated by suppressors and victims only. hence, 
normalcy has no place in the international community’s pic-
ture of North Korea, a country with a population of 23 million. 
By condemning the country’s dictatorship from a democratic 
position while ignoring the North Korean population, the 
west is contributing to rendering the people at large irrelevant. 
our advice here is that instead of contributing to North Korea’s 
further isolation, we make relations and engage in dialogue. But 
how should we address questions such as human, individual 
and collective rights in a country as singular as North Korea?

The Individual and Society: a Korean Model?

when dealing with human rights, there are strong reasons 
for sensitivity to Korean ways. David Steinberg, a long-term 
observer of the Korean scene, writes: ‘[i]n societies, such 
as Korea, in which individualism is not held as sacrosanct, a 
strong tradition of shared values, relationships, and social 
expectations, together with the acceptance of the political 
legitimacy of a particular regime, may create forces toward 
ideological conformity and orthodoxy that have both positive 
and negative attributes’.38 From a western viewpoint, one may 
be inclined to dwell on the negative effects, especially in the 
case of North Korea, but foreign observers should be able to 
contextualize things more objectively from a historical perspec-
tive. In Steinberg’s words, ‘perceived external threats, in the 
Korean cases from either the left or the right in the instances 

38. D. Steinberg (1998) ‘human rights in North Korea: a reinterpretation’, 
in C.i. Moon (ed.), Understanding Regime Dynamics in North Korea, 
Seoul: yonsei university Press, pp. 241–242.
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of the South and the North, produce a sense and manifestation 
of nationalism that encourage the subjugation of individual or 
group concerns to the common, threatened, weal’.39

one may find the social dynamics described by Steinberg 
quite negative, undemocratic and clearly against the human 
rights perspective. Nevertheless, until recently such social 
rules were entrenched in Korea, both South and North, and 
especially in the northern part of the peninsula they still are. 
western observers should be careful not to employ their 
own worldview as the sole determinant when observing and 
evaluating events in Korea. individualism, civil society and the 
hard-won independence of the individual in relation to the 
state are not necessarily universal ideals. the role of the state 
versus society is different in both Korea and in east asia as a 
whole from what we are used to. this means that the state has 
a much more active role and intervenes in social as well as in-
dividual affairs more than is normally accepted in the west. in 
Korea this is built on extensive historical precedence. ‘Koreans 
in both North and South’, writes Steinberg, ‘rule on the basis of 
perceived moral authority, however defined, and that authority 
is likely to continue to give the leaders the motivation to act 
paternally. and the people to accept such actions from a regime 
that is regarded as politically legitimate.’40

Politics and Traditional Korean Culture

in order to understand the peculiar North Korean system it is 
important to realize that the long period in almost total isola-
tion has formed the way in which leaders and followers coexist 
– the way the individual versus the group is perceived, how 
people at large view the world outside their own country, and 

39. ibid., p. 242.
40. ibid., p. 248.
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how they see their own role in society. a lot of traits attributed 
to the political Juche ideology and rationalized within that 
context were actually already deeply rooted in the traditional 
culture. Examples are the emphasis on the collective before the 
individual, the patriarchally based leadership and the percep-
tion of the society as an extended family. When people are 
virtually cultivated to see the leader as their father, his hardship 
and failures (which of course are theirs as well) will not neces-
sarily make them turn against him. the results untold, ordinary 
people tend to believe that whatever the leader chooses to do, 
it is for the sake of the people, as was assumed in the traditional 
paternalistic family. in his ‘human Needs, human rights, and 
regime legitimacy’ the prominent american-Korean scholar 
han S. Park writes: ‘the ordinary people submit themselves 
voluntarily to the authority because they are not accorded with 
alternative choices or oriented toward doubting the virtue of 
the leadership’.41 are they then blind to the dire reality of their 
daily life? Do they not feel their own hunger and discomfort? 
according to Park, ‘the people in North Korea are sufficiently 
informed and socialized with the notion that their economic 
difficulty is due to the hostile international community and 
natural disasters for which their regime is not liable’.42 

in the particular North Korean version of tradition-based 
‘communism’, political socialization has been designed to 
imbue a system of mass belief reminiscent of that often found 
in sectarian and fanatical religions. a basic goal of the mass 
belief system has been the creation of charismatic leadership. 
this again is based on a traditional patriarchal social and moral 
ideology informed by the teaching of Confucius, with which 

41. h.S. Park, in C.i. Moon (ed.) (1998) Understanding Regime Dynamics 
in North Korea: Contending Perspectives and Comparative Implications. 
Seoul: yonsei university Press, p. 234.

42. ibid., p. 225.
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the Korean people were imbued throughout the yi Dynasty 
(1392–1910), when Confucianism was the state ideology as 
well as a dominant social morality. the selective utilization 
by the political elite of certain aspects of this widespread and 
deep-rooted creed may explain the durability of the political 
ideology, even beyond the material collapse of the system. the 
present North Korean worldview is to be understood as the 
result of a cleverly designed combination of political socializa-
tion and political propaganda, both based on a total informa-
tion monopoly. the effect is that it sustains the support for 
the given system. the political socialization, an area of top 
priority in North Korea, has been emphasizing this Confucian-
communist view without any challenge from alternative ideas 
or views for 50 years. Nowadays, of course, this education and 
the resulting political culture is totally outdated and has no 
place in the contemporary world but its result, a particular 
mental state, lingers on. Professor Park has with deep insight 
into the psychology of the North Korean people explained this: 

without interruption in the progression of socialization for 
several decades, Juche has been able to deeply penetrate and 
assimilate itself into the mass belief system. the degree of 
rigidity and saliency of beliefs may have reached a point at 
which external disturbances may not easily cause psychologi-
cal dissonance.43 

this is not to say that all North Koreans think alike – on 
the contrary, we want to stress that among North Korean 
bureaucrats there are different opinions on the question of 
opening up to the international community. yet what is de-
scribed above is important when western governments try 
to understand the background of the perceptions, expectations 

43. han S. Park (2002) North Korea. The Politics of Unconventional Wisdom. 
Boulder, Colorado: lynne rienner, p.63.
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and actions of North Korean government officials. without an 
understanding of what basically informs the way one’s counter-
part understands reality and perceives the world, a dialogue can 
hardly produce results that aim at changing relations between 
those very partners.

unfortunately, western media have no patience to seek 
reasons and causes and they seem to be doing what they can to 
sustain an extremely negative and bleak picture of North Korea 
by disregarding the historical and cultural background of that 
country.

Effects of this Bleak Picture

Few countries, possibly no others in our contemporary world, 
are branded as negatively as North Korea. ‘North Korean con-
ditions’ are almost universally used to depict the worst possible 
state of affairs. and more than that, the apparently ‘formidable’ 
military force of North Korea is used as a strong reason for 
the west to stand by the uS in its global defence strategies.44 
North Korea has long occupied a position as a pariah state. No 
claim seems too horrific to be believed, if it is said to be hap-
pening in North Korea. During the periods of hunger in the 
1990s, cannibalism was reported and, since it happened in that 
country, it was not only cannibalism that was reported – it was 
also said that the human flesh that was being consumed came 
from children. 

recently, the transfer of the dictator’s mantle from father 
to (third) son preoccupied world media to an astonishing 
degree. Nothing substantial was then reported about the 

44. The Minister of Defence in Denmark at the time, Søren Gade, ex-
pressed strong concerns about the nuclear programmes in North 
Korea and iran, claiming that the alarming developments in these two 
countries were the reason that Denmark joined the uS anti-missile 
shield program. Information, 25 July 2007.
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next-generation leader in Pyongyang, but this did not stop 
the media from continuous speculation. then, the rumours 
from the intelligence world concerning the designated leader 
of the Pyongyang regime claimed that he had been observed 
during his childhood years enjoying inflicting pain on insects 
and animals. in this regard, it seems appropriate to recall a 
statement about intelligence by the former uS ambassador 
to South Korea, Donald gregg, who before that important 
post was head of the Cia activities in South Korea and later 
became National Security advisor: ‘i refer to North Korea as 
the longest-running intelligence failure in the history of uS 
espionage.’45 

the problem with the often monotonous media focus on 
negative and critical stories from North Korea is that the general 
picture of the country turns out worse than necessary, creating 
obstacles for the establishment of contacts and dialogue. By 
demonizing the country, the population of North Korea is basi-
cally being divided into two very unequal groups, the crude op-
pressors and the poor oppressed. the first group is obviously 
small, and commands an extensive repressive apparatus; the 
second, then, is the majority of the population, who have no 
way to influence their life situation short of fleeing the country. 
Such a crude picture, repeatedly transmitted through media 
outlets with no space left for alternatives, means that even plain 
descriptions of daily life activities in North Korea risk being 
seen as pro-regime propaganda. Although terms such as ‘axis 
of evil’ and ‘outpost of tyranny’ are less frequently used now 
than they were some years ago, the North has never escaped its 
extremely negative image. This directly affects relations with 

45. interview with Donald gregg in Frontline, 20 February 2003, seen at 
www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/kim/interviews/gregg.
html.
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the outside world, not least the likelihood of a constructive 
dialogue on human rights.

The Aborted Human Rights Dialogue

in 2001 the eu engaged in a human rights dialogue with North 
Korea. there had been some meetings in Brussels and also in 
Pyongyang before the eu at a uN human rights session in 
geneva proposed a resolution condemning the human rights 
situation in the North. the resolution was adopted in april 
2003. North Korea immediately pulled out of the dialogue 
process. 

Shortly after the collapse of the dialogue we met with 
representatives from both the eu side and the North Korean 
Ministry of Foreign affairs, which revealed a profound dif-
ference in how this event was perceived. the eu representa-
tives justified the condemnation by pointing to the fact that, 
according to available information, the human rights situation 
in North Korea was critical. these representatives said directly 
that it would be impossible for elected politicians in europe 
not to support a declaration condemning North Korea in light 
of the very negative press coverage of the country.46 

From the opposite side of the table, the reality looked dif-
ferent. For the North Korean regime to engage in a dialogue 
with western powers took guts. after long and difficult internal 
deliberations, it had been decided that it was reasonable to 
meet the eu in a human rights dialogue, even if this was the 
ballgame of the other, and particularly as the North Koreans 
had to prepare themselves for criticism. they prepared for 
that, but they were not ready for dire condemnation. that was 
too much for the leadership in Pyongyang, and, from their 
perspective, unacceptable, as then it was no longer a dialogue 

46. Personal communication, Pyongyang, 2004.
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but a relationship between a superior and an inferior power, 
a picture to which the regime is allergic based on historical 
experiences. Whether the North Korean perspective is seen as 
right or wrong has no bearing in this connection; here we are 
dealing with the attitude and behaviour of the country’s elite in 
their relationship to the outside world. 

a senior North Korean official wondered how the eu could 
propose a dialogue and initiate a condemnation at the same 
time:

they should have been aware that some people on our side 
are in favour of a dialogue, while others reject it. the eu-
sponsored condemnation of the human rights situation in 
North Korea was a welcome support to those who reject any 
dialogue.47

one younger government official said that, if the whole 
world is preoccupied with the human rights situation in North 
Korea, there should be a dialogue on this issue. in his opinion 
it was too defensive to refuse such a dialogue because it would 
only make it easier for enemies of North Korea to paint the dark-
est possible picture of the situation in the country. referring to 
his colleagues, he claimed that those belonging to the younger 
generation generally seek more openness and want to meet the 
challenges from the outside world, while the old guard is not 
at all keen on this – they claim that it is tantamount to ‘playing 
with fire.’ he described the human rights dialogue with the 
EU as an example of how the younger and older generations 
disagree:

after the collapse of that dialogue, we, the younger officials, 
were criticized for having put ourselves and also them (the 
older generation) in a weak or even impossible position.48

47. ibid.
48. ibid.
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the conclusion of this younger official was that the actions 
of the eu, in this case, benefited the hardliners who are fighting 
openness and change. then, how can the North Korean regime 
be dealt with? how can one enter into involvement with North 
Korea without fortifying the existing system’s most conserva-
tive forces? how could North Korea be approached and what 
should be avoided? First, we suggest looking more closely at 
North Korea’s interactions and experiences within the UN 
human rights regime.
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ChaPter 2

North Korea’s Interaction with 
the UN Human Rights Regime, 

2000–11

I
n the previous chapter, we contend that the west gener-
ally lacks knowledge and understanding of North Korea’s 
relations to the outside world, the reasoning of its 

decision-makers, and thus how a dialogue on human rights 
can be facilitated. it goes without saying that the North Korean 
elite also has an inadequate level of information on and under-
standing of the west. the point of departure for a dialogue is 
therefore weak and, unless this fundamental flaw is remedied, 
the likelihood of a collapse of new attempts at dialogue is im-
minent. yet, dialogue and interaction on human rights have 
been tried, specifically through the uN human rights regime, 
to which we will now turn.

North Korea has involved itself in the international human 
rights system since the early 1980s, even though the country 
first gained a seat in the uN in 1991. this interaction runs 
along several tracks that are interrelated and, in their totality, 
present a sad picture of blocked communications and lack of 
results. The expressed intention from both sides is a construc-
tive communication and mutual support but the reality is the 
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exact opposite: unending talks at cross-purposes for more than 
a decade now.

the human rights regime of the united Nations consists of 
a web of bureaucracies and mechanisms relating to each other 
and aimed at, on the one hand, furthering the implementation 
of human rights treaties, on the other, monitoring compliance 
with these standards – that is to say, investigating violations 
and imposing sanctions. these two functions can easily come 
into conflict with each other, as we shall see in the following. 
the conflict is inherent in the system and does not specifically 
pertain to the relations between the North Korean leadership 
and the uN treaty bodies or specialized agencies but to rela-
tions between all states and the uN system.

the most important channels of interaction between the 
uN human rights system and a member state are: 
• ratification of human rights treaties and periodic reporting 

to the matching committees. 
• Since 2006, examination of member states under the 

mechanism of the universal Periodic review (uPr), un-
der which all countries’ human rights record are examined 
every fourth year. 

• Participation in the annual sessions in the main body, the 
Commission on human rights (Chr), which in 2006 
was replaced by the human rights Council (hrC).1 The 
human rights Council conducts the universal Periodic 
review; it can adopt resolutions on specific countries and 
establish so called Special Procedures.

• The Special Procedures involve appointment of a Special 
rapporteur (Sr) – an independent academic or a working 

1. the human rights Council is an inter-governmental body within the 
uN system subsidiary to the general assembly. it is made up of 47 
states on a rotating basis. the hrC is responsible for strengthening the 
promotion and protection of human rights around the globe. 
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group scrutinizing human rights protection in one country/
region or investigating a topic related to systematic viola-
tions of human rights across countries.

North Korea has been engaged in all these kinds of inter-
action and the processes will be discussed below one by one. 
there are clear links and even trade-offs between the different 
avenues. ratification of treaties or conventions and report-
ing to treaty bodies is the ‘normal’ means of interaction, as is 
examination by the committees and, after 2006, undergoing 
the universal Periodic review. these mechanisms are equal 
for all. every country in the world must interact with the uN 
system in that way; it could be called ‘support implementation’. 
however, the international human rights system has certain 
other measures available for special cases in which the ‘system’ 
(or the most powerful members of the system) finds them 
necessary in order to guarantee the most basic rights for the 
population of a country or a region, or to solve some special 
problem areas such as ‘involuntary disappearances’. these 
Special Procedures, as they are aptly called, single out a country 
as a perpetrator of human rights violations to a greater degree 
than other countries and, by their very nature, they are seen 
as an exercise in degradation – or even punishment for what 
can be viewed as an unwanted political system or behaviour. 
here we call them ‘investigation of violations’. the two tracks, 
on the one hand to promote the implementation of human 
rights and on the other the monitoring process, are also viewed 
by the countries subjected to Special Procedures, or those 
threatened with subjection to them, in light of the dichotomy 
of cooperation vs. confrontation. in the case of North Korea in 
the following analysis we shall see how these two ‘tracks’ of the 
same system influence each other so that activities on one track 
destroy the foundation for success on the other.
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Human Rights Treaties: North Korean Ratification  
and Compliance 

Four of the six core conventions have been ratified by North 
Korea: the international Covenant on Civil and Political rights 
(iCCPr) and the international Covenant on economic, Social 
and Cultural rights (iCeSCr) in 1981 – even though the coun-
try at that time was not a member of the uN. the Convention 
on the rights of the Child (CrC, also called the Children’s 
Convention) was ratified in 1990 and the Convention for 
elimination of all Discrimination against women (CeDaw, 
also called the women’s Convention) in 2001. Few of the ob-
ligatory reports2 have been submitted and, with one exception 
none since 2002. a report on children’s rights was submitted 
in 2007, but for the other reports due in 2008, 2009 and 2010 
respectively, none have been submitted. Compliance with the 
CrC has been rather consistent and has followed the rules ir-
respective of conflicts between the uN and the North Korean 
regime, while compliance with the other treaties has not. the 
CrC is often regarded as the least politically sensitive conven-
tion as protection of children is considered an issue everyone 
can support.3 Cooperation on issues such as children, disabled 
persons and so on is also often regarded as the most viable 
means of engaging the North Korean leadership in a discussion 
on human rights issues.4

the delay in submission of reports is, however, not really 
exceptional. Many countries, especially the poor ones, have 
difficulties living up to the demands of the uN system. there 

2. each convention is implemented through a committee, requiring a 
comprehensive report every four or five years.

3. the CrC has been ratified by all (192) members of the uN, which is 
by far the highest score for any treaty.

4. Personal notes from conference in Chatham house, london, 2–3 
December 2010.
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are nine committees – and North Korea is responsible to four 
of them through ratification – which all expect a comprehen-
sive report every fourth year. writing such a report is a time-
consuming and difficult task, as it means that the necessary 
statistics and information must be available, that different 
ministries must work together and deliver data, and that social 
organizations – if there are any – must be heard, among other 
things. all in all, it is a cumbersome process usually coordinated 
by a special office, which is probably understaffed and overbur-
dened, in the Ministry of Foreign affairs. we know little about 
how the reporting process in North Korea is organized,5 but it 
seems the efforts to draft reports have been stalled for quite a 
while. table 1 (above) provides a summary of North Korea’s 
compliance with its treaty obligations.

the North Korean state reports of the early 2000s follow 
the prescribed pattern, commenting on the conventions 
paragraph by paragraph. the content basically states that eve-
rything is fine: the legal guarantees are in place and citizens’ 
human rights are fully protected; every adult is provided with 
a job by the state ‘in accordance with their wises and skills’; all 
citizens enjoy social security; all citizens are equal before the 
law; court hearings are open to the public ‘on principle’; and 

5. For CrC and CeDaw we know that the government has set up 
National Coordination Committees including officials from the rel-
evant ministries and law enforcement agencies. CrC/C/65/add.24 
par. 16 and CeDaw/C/PrK/1, par. 4.

Table 1: history of North Korean Compliance with treaty obligations 
Conven-
tion

Ratified 1st 
report

2nd 
report

3rd 
report

4th 
report

Concluding 
observations

ICCPR 1981 1983 2000 Due 2004 Due 2009 1984–2001

ICESCR 1981 1983–89 2002 Due 2008 2004 and before

CEDAW 2001 2002 Due 2006 Due 2010 2005 and before

CRC 1990 1996 2002 2007 2007 2003-04-09
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so on. There are no sections on problems or challenges except 
for the often-repeated information that ‘successive natural 
disasters from 1994 and the collapse of the socialist market 
in the early 1990s … brought about unexpected difficulties 
in … various … sectors of the national economy’.6 the con-
sequences of these ‘unexpected difficulties’, however, are not 
hidden. Alarming figures are published, for example, a fall in 
average life expectancy for females from 78 years in 1991 to 
71 years in 1999. the mortality rate for children under the age 
of five rises from 27 in 1993 to 48 in 1999. grain production 
falls from 9.1 million tons in 1990 to 3.3 million in 2000. thus, 
one can say that the hard facts of the human rights situation in 
the 1990s are not concealed, even though the economic and 
social system is characterized as sound and generous towards 
the welfare of the population.

the submission of a report is followed by discussions (or an 
‘examination’) between the committee in charge of the specific 
convention and a delegation from the member state. the com-
mittee will subsequently issue so-called ‘concluding observa-
tions’ containing recommendations from the Committee to 
the member state after having read the report and heard the 
answers from the delegation.

in the concluding observations on North Korea from the 
different committees, there are certain recurring elements 
pointing at alleged systemic weaknesses in the North Korean 
system. even though each convention treats different areas 
and has different target groups, a recommendation concern-
ing health and more specifically malnutrition appears in all of 
them. even in the recommendations from the human rights 
Committee in 2001 – dealing with civil and political rights 
– there is a clause on the food situation, referring directly to 

6. e/1990/6/add.35, par. 66.

Helgesen-Thelle_book.indd   44 05/03/2013   15:08



45

InteractIon wIth the Un hUman rIghts regIme

article 6 on the right to life.7 thus the food situation in North 
Korea is very high on the agenda of the human rights system 
as such. the mentioned concluding observation can be said to 
accuse the North Korean government of killing people; obvi-
ously a serious violation. in relation to the food situation, the 
obligation to seek international assistance if a state is not able 
to live up to its obligations is stressed many times. additional 
recurring comments are related to occurrences of torture and 
other forms of violence including use of the death penalty and 
public executions, to the need for reliable and systematic data 
collection aiming at following development over time, to the 
urgency of allocating sufficient budgets to the different areas, 
and to the difficulties in travelling into and out of the country 
and the practice of severe punishment for crossing the border. 
An unusual concern is expressed in the concluding observa-
tions on the Children’s Convention, namely an appeal to avoid 
institutionalization of children unless it is absolutely necessary 
and to strengthen the role of the parents.8 the Children’s 
Convention Committee is concerned about the ‘significant 
number of children who are placed in institutions’. there is also 
a call for restraint in militarization of children, ‘particularly in 
schools’.9 In general, the concluding observations also express 
the fear that security concerns override the protection of hu-
man rights. 

Certain comments in the history of reporting support a 
North Korean claim discussed below, namely that the relation 
with the treaty bodies from 2000 to 2002 was developing posi-
tively. For one thing, the fact that state reports on all four of the 
conventions to which North Korea is a party were submitted in 

7. CCPr a/56/40 (2001), par. C12.
8. CrC/C/PrK/Co/4, par. 37.
9. ibid., par. 59.
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the period 2000–2002. this shows a degree of conformity to 
treaty obligations never seen before or since. in the 2001 con-
cluding observations, the human rights Committee praises 
the state party for sending a strong delegation for the examina-
tion composed of representatives of different state agencies 
and for expressing a readiness to continue the dialogue with 
the committee after the examination.10 this is in contrast to 
the sarcastic remark made in a concluding observation from 
1987, in which the Committee on Social, economic and 
Cultural rights – apart from complaining about the meagre 
report – says that ‘many members felt that the reference to 
“a paradise on earth” seemed somewhat inappropriate’.11 the 
North Korean delegation answered that ‘the word “paradise” 
was simply utilized in order to make a contrast between the 
present situation and the doomed past, when the people were 
subjected to feudalism, slavery, servitude and foreign exploi-
tation and domination’.12 No more references to a ‘paradise 
on earth’ can be found in the later reports from Pyongyang. 
Moreover, the international Covenant on Civil and Political 
rights Committee in 2001 appreciates, among other things, 
that domestic laws had been translated and made available; that 
the number of criminal offences carrying the death penalty had 
been reduced; that the women’s Convention had been ratified; 
and that exchange visits between families from the two Koreas 
had taken place on several occasions.

The Human Rights Council

in spite of its disagreements with the human rights system since 
2002, the government of North Korea submitted a report to 

10. CCPr a/56/40 (2001), par. a2.
11. CeSCr e/1987/28, par. 268.
12. Ibid., par. 270.
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undergo the universal Periodic review as scheduled in august 
2009 and the review was held in December the same year. the 
final report from the working group13 came out on 4 January 
2010 and was, together with responses from the North Korean 
government, adopted as part of the report from the following 
annual session of the human rights Council held 1–23 March 
2010 in geneva. according to procedure, the country makes 
a report, which is then published. all the other countries can 
then pose questions during the review itself, following a fixed 
procedure called an ‘interactive dialogue’. the country then 
responds to the questions and all questions and answers are 
collected and adopted as the outcome of the universal Periodic 
review at a session of the human rights Council.

in the national report from 2009, the North Korean 
government uses the first 14 out of 20 pages to describe how 
everything in North Korea is arranged strictly in accordance 
with international standards and, concerning international co-
operation, how ‘invitations were extended to the delegations of 
the amnesty international, international association against 
torture and the Committee on the rights of the Child and the 
team of Special rapporteurs of the Commission on human 
rights on violence against women’.14 the rest of the report is 
dedicated to ‘obstacles and challenges to the protection and 
promotion of human rights’. these obstacles are, first, the 
hostile policies of the united States, second, the ‘anti-DPrK 
campaigns, including adoption of ‘human rights resolutions’ at 
the united Nations, and third, the dissolution of the socialist 
market and natural disasters.15 If the order expresses a priority, 

13. a ‘troika’ of rapporteurs is selected to facilitate a review, in this case: 
Mexico, Norway and South Africa (A/HRC/13/13, psr. 2).

14. a/hrC/wg.6/6/PrK/1, par. 76.
15. ibid., par. 79–91.
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foreign relations are seen by the Pyongyang leadership as the 
most important obstacles to improved protection of human 
rights in the nation. Considerable space is given to the resolu-
tions:

[t]he ‘resolutions’ are the root source of mistrust and con-
frontation, and the impediments to international cooperation 
(par. 85). … [t]he very impediments in the way of material-
izing this cooperation are the above-mentioned ‘resolutions’, 
which are thoroughly politicized and selective. Selective 
attack and cooperation are incompatible (par. 86).

During the universal Periodic review event itself in Dec-
ember 2009, no less than 52 countries took the floor and 
posed questions. Many countries balanced positive comments 
with critical questions. For example, Brazil commended 
North Korea’s participation in the universal Periodic review 
process and at the same time expressed concern about alleged 
executions in political detention camps. The North Korean 
delegation came up with the expected answers: citizens enjoy 
absolute freedom of expression, assembly, religion; people are 
not classified into categories and discriminated accordingly; 
political prisoners do not exist; the issue of malnutrition is a 
thing of the past, and so on. Some countries, like Cuba (but 
not China!), agreed with North Korea that the country had 
wrongfully been imposed upon with a Special rapporteur and 
was a ‘victim of imperialist aggressive policies’ while a number 
of countries urged the Pyongyang leadership to invite the 
Special rapporteur on a visit there.16 thus, the consideration 
of the outcome of the universal Periodic review,17 which in 
some ways can be compared to the concluding observations, 

16. a/hrC/13/l.10.
17. the outcome of the uPr is adopted as part of the report from the fol-

lowing annual session of the hrC, in this case the 13th session, held 
1–23 March 2010 in geneva.
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namely the response of the uN system to the self-appreciation 
of a member state, contains all the usual criticisms of human 
rights violations in North Korea as well as the usual defence 
by the leadership, including the claim that the ‘resolutions’ 
obstruct full cooperation with the uN human rights regime, 
consequently harming the North Korean citizens’ enjoyment 
of human rights. the pattern of the ongoing fight about the 
‘resolutions’ unfolding below repeats itself: the outside world 
insists on criticizing North Korea and the North Korean lead-
ership insists that nothing is wrong.

Special Rapporteur: Communication Obstructed

looking at table 1, it appears that the process of interaction 
lost momentum after 2002, when the relationship between 
North Korea and the international community went from bad 
to worse. Several actions from 2003 onwards strengthened the 
confrontational approach on the side of the uN, as is discussed 
in the following section. on January 19, 2011, the permanent 
representative of the DPrK to the united Nations office at 
geneva, So Se Pyong, addressed a letter to the president of the 
human rights Council,18 in which he stated that his country 
‘categorically and resolutely’ rejected the Special rapporteur, 
who was to give his report to the sixteenth session of the Human 
rights Council scheduled to take place in February. the letter 
refers back to similar protests in 2007, 2008, 2009 and 2010; the 
wording in these letters is practically the same. the letter could 
also have mentioned a letter from February 2005 declaring its 
non-recognition of a resolution from 2004, where the mandate of 
the Special rapporteur was decided upon. this move was never 
accepted in Pyongyang, which accused it of being ‘an extreme 
manifestation of politicization, selectivity and double standards 

18. a/hrC/16/g/2.
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in the area of human rights’19 – and these same arguments for 
refusing to recognize the mandate have been used in all later 
reactions from the North Korean representative. Between 2005 
and 2011, the Special rapporteur has submitted twelve reports 
to the general assembly – almost two per year – and the North 
Korean permanent representative has responded seven times 
with repudiations and accusations. For more than five years, the 
process has consisted of the same exchange of accusations and 
counter-attacks; each side using exactly the same weapons in an 
endless battle over names and words.

the main complaint from the North Korean side is that in 
2003, the uS, Japan and the european union, without notice 
and proper consultations, tabled a resolution on the human 
rights situation in North Korea and got it adopted in the 
Commission of human rights. at that time, a dialogue between 
North Korea and the EU allegedly was at ‘an excellent phase’, 
according to the personal recollections of one of the authors in 
the introduction. North Korea ‘was involved in various activities 
of cooperation with international human rights mechanisms, 
including, in particular, the human rights treaty bodies’.20 the 
main argument for tabling the resolution from the opposite side 
was concern about ‘reports of systemic, widespread and grave 
violations of human rights in the Democratic People’s republic 
of Korea’ in a number of areas and the fact that ‘the authorities of 
the Democratic People’s republic of Korea have not created the 
necessary conditions to permit the international community to 
verify these reports in an independent manner’.21

a birds-eye view of the time-line at this moment reminds us 
that Madeleine albright visited Pyongyang in october 2000; 

19. a/65/391, par 29 and 30.
20. a/hrC/16/g/2.
21. e/CN.4/reS/2003/10.
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the eu–North Korea human rights dialogue was prepared 
the year after  at about the same time that the North Korean 
leadership moved towards economic reform. then came the 
Bush doctrine defining North Korea as part of an ‘Axis of Evil’ 
in early 2002, and the uS National Security Strategy followed 
in September. Drastic fluctuations in a short period of time 
relations between North Korea and the rest of the world were 
reflected on the human rights scene.

By the time of the fateful resolution, the channels of 
communication seemed to be seriously obstructed, and the 
appointment of the Special rapporteur was doomed from 
the very beginning. however, the newly appointed Special 
rapporteur, vitit Muntharbon, in his first report from January 
2005, describes his initial steps upon having received the as-
signment thus:

[i]n September 2004, i spent one week in geneva meeting 
with key actors, and i was pleased to be received by the rep-
resentatives of the Democratic People’s republic of Korea in 
geneva, although in my capacity as an academic rather than 
as Special rapporteur. the meeting was cordial and construc-
tive, and i look forward to further meetings in future.22

and later:

the process adopted by this Special rapporteur is based 
upon a constructive step-by-step approach, working progres-
sively to promote and protect human rights in the country in 
a fair, balanced and independent manner.23

He continues by expressing his intent to serve as a ‘catalyst 
for change’, a ‘humble change agent’, and he looks forward to 
visiting the country, though ‘to date, no invitation has been 
forthcoming’. he would have to wait a long time – in fact, no 

22. e/CN.4/2005/34, par. 4.
23. ibid., par. 5.
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invitation was sent during his period of service, which, follow-
ing the rules, expired in 2010. This initial optimism on the part 
of the rapporteur stands in sharp contrast to the attitude of the 
leadership in the country he set out to investigate. as men-
tioned above, only one month after the report of his ‘cordial 
and constructive’ meeting with the North Korean delegation, 
Pyongyang issued a strong condemnation and repudiation of 
the entire foundation for his mission:

the resolution, as initiated by the european union, is based 
on political motivations, taking sides with the united States 
policy of hostility against the DPrK and, therefore, has no-
thing to do with genuine promotion and protection of human 
rights.24

the regime goes one step further, declaring that the resolution 
is a ‘fundamental obstacle’ to any technical cooperation with 
the office of the high Commissioner for human rights, which 
aim is also stated in the resolution. however, it is promised that:

in the absence of any resolution against DPrK, the technical 
cooperation in the area of human rights would be realized 
spontaneously.25

thus, the attempt to set up a human rights dialogue be-
tween North Korea and the european union and, in fact, any 
discussion of human rights, ended with the resolution of april 
2003. the same conclusion appears in talks with North Korean 
diplomats seven years later, as we shall come back to in Chapter 
4 of this book. the North Korean government interprets the 
resolutions in the uN human rights system as hostile and 
confrontational actions, causing the North Korean leadership 
to reject offers of cooperation. 

24. e/CN.4/2005/g/13.
25. ibid.
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No government wants to be criticized publicly in uN organs 
and other member states have reacted in the same way. the 
process of conferring with a party while simultaneously dis-
crediting it within the same organizational framework (the uN 
human rights system) has, as this example shows, not proved 
very effective. the perceptions of the parties involved in the 
dialogue process are well documented in public statements 
and the temporal link between resolutions and cooperation 
projects establishes the fact that, following upon resolutions, 
little cooperation ensues. a basic conclusion of this study must 
then be that cooperation and contact strengthen opportunities 
for making an impact on the party with which one is dealing. 
the argument is not that criticism from the outside has no ef-
fect at all or must not take place. the problem is rather whether 
the same institution or organ can do both.

thus, establishing a constructive and sustainable human 
rights dialogue with North Korea does not come easily and, as 
the above shows, requires a careful approach by both sides. the 
trade-off between cooperation and confrontation is well estab-
lished and must be calculated into any decision to discredit a 
single country. the same trade-off can be seen in the case of 
the eu–China human rights dialogue, where ‘constructive 
involvement’ was also initiated under the precondition that 
no resolution against China would be put on the table.26 in the 
following chapter we take a look at that particular process – and 
although its successes so far are relatively limited – it might of-
fer some advice that can be utilized in the North Korea case.

26. Katrin Kinzelbach and hatla thelle (2011) ‘talking human rights to 
China: an assessment of the eus approach’, in The China Quarterly, 
no. 205, pp. 60–79. 
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ChaPter 3

Lessons from the Human 
Rights Dialogue with China

I
n the previous chapter, we described how encounters 
between nations on human rights issues take place within 
the uN framework. international efforts to promote 

protection of human rights in a particular country, however, can 
also be set in motion outside of this regime through multi- or 
bilateral exchanges of opinion, cooperative projects or promises 
of support by other means. history has shown that the different 
approaches are intertwined so that cooperation on human rights 
protection outside the uN system by the parties will or can be 
linked to behaviour within the uN system and vice versa. we 
have seen that North Korea declares that it is willing to cooper-
ate and receive help from other countries if these actors do not 
support uN resolutions and other perceived hostile measures. in 
the case of China, the same mechanism is at play. 

in the following, we will show how a precondition for par-
ticipation in multi- and bilateral activities concerning human 
rights in China has been that the potential partner countries do 
not support critical resolutions in the uN. 

Human Rights Dialogues Outside the UN System

the so-called human rights dialogues are one type of interac-
tion utilized instead of – or concurrently with – confrontation 
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within the uN system. Such dialogues can be structured in 
numerous ways and have so far had varying results. in certain 
cases, cooperative projects seeking to promote human rights 
across borders take the following form: an institution in one 
country signs an agreement with an institution in another 
country to provide financial aid for activities aimed at im-
proving protection in specific areas. In some contexts, these 
projects are labelled ‘technical assistance’, for example within 
the office of the high commissioner for human rights. on 
the bilateral level, they are extensively used as development 
projects or partnerships. the human rights dialogue between 
the european union and China includes talks at the political 
level, academic discussions at the so-called expert level and 
cooperation projects between institutions and organizations.1 
China shares some traits with North Korea pertaining to the 
political system and security concerns voiced by the interna-
tional community, despite some major differences between 
the two countries, especially with regard to size and political 
leverage. But lessons from China’s human rights dialogue with 
the eu might be of use in the case of North Korea.

Dialogue Background, 1989–97

the fourth of June 1989 marks a turning point in China’s rela-
tions with the outside world. the date carries a symbolic weight 
for non-Chinese scholars and activists as well as for the Chinese 
exile community. On that morning, the People’s Liberation 
army opened fire on unarmed protesters in the heart of Beijing 
and an unknown number of them were killed. human rights in 
China had not been an issue at the international level until that 

1. the basis for the different kinds of human rights dialogues in which 
the eu engages is formulated in the ‘eu guidelines on human rights 
Dialogues with third Countries’ of 2001.
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day.2 opening up and market reform began in China in 1978 
and the world market received the nation with open arms after 
30 years of isolation, hoping to benefit from the fast-growing 
consumer market in the world’s most populous country. But 
this incident in 1989 changed the picture. the Chinese leader-
ship was heavily criticized and relations were severed in many 
different areas. 

 on 7 June, three days after the ‘incident’ (the official 
Chinese word for it), or the ‘massacre’ (the word used in most 
foreign media), the twelve european union countries suspend-
ed economic and cultural relations with China, only gradually 
opening up again by the end of the following year.3 official 
visits were cancelled, development aid was discontinued, an 
arms embargo was adopted by the european union and heavy 
criticism was voiced in uN settings. the Chinese leadership 
fought back with denials and claims of rights of national sover-
eignty and began to publish so-called ‘white papers’ on human 
rights, documenting progress in almost all areas. Contact was 
gradually re-established over the subsequent couple of years. 
at the same time, from 1990 and up through most of the new 
decade, the western world, led by the united States and sup-
ported by the european union, proposed resolutions to the 
human rights Commission condemning human rights viola-
tions in China.

at that time a resolution against a specific nation could 
be put forward by a single nation or a group of nations in the 
human rights Commission. then other countries could put 
forward a so-called ‘no-action motion’, which had the effect 
that the resolution was not to be discussed and voted upon. if 

2. roberta Cohen (1987) ‘People’s republic of China: the human 
Rights Exception,’ Human Rights Quarterly, vol. 9, no. 4, pp. 447–549.

3. David gosset (2002) ‘China and europe: toward a Meaningful 
relationship’, Perspectives, vol. 3, no. 7.
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the no-action motion received a majority of the votes, then the 
resolution fell and was not brought to a vote.4 this procedure 
was certainly utilized liberally by the Chinese delegation in 
the wake of June fourth. From 1990 to 1997, eight resolutions 
were put forward criticizing China’s human rights record. with 
only one exception, China succeeded each time in gathering so 
many votes for their no-action motion that the resolution was 
not discussed. But in 1995 China lost the motion; the resolu-
tion was voted upon and was almost adopted, with developing 
countries and China voting against and rich countries voting 
in favour.5 

the Chinese government had anticipated this danger, and 
opened up for a human rights dialogue with the europeans in 
the beginning of 1995,6 presumably in order to prevent support 
for another resolution in 1996.7 two dialogue meetings were 
held, the first in January 1995 and the second in early 1996. 
But when the Chinese understood that the eu was going to 
vote for a resolution anyway, they broke off the process. this 
tug-of-war continued the following year and the Chinese made 
it clear behind closed doors that it was willing to resume the 
dialogue on the condition that the eu did not support a reso-

4. See www.unhchr.ch/html/menu2/2/rules.htm, rule 65, pt. 2. accessed 
on 27 March, 2012. 

5. e/CN.4/1995/l.86 in e/CN.4/1995/176: 388–391. in a dramatic 
move, Russia changed sides from one day to the next, first voting 
against China and then casting the decisive vote on China’s side in the 
second round. russia thus saved China the humiliation of having a 
resolution passed against them, and it is commonly believed that they 
were paid for this.

6. eu Commission (1995) ‘Communication of the Commission: a 
long-term Policy for China–europe relations.’ CoM (1995) 279/
final. See http://eeas.europa.eu/china/docs/com95_279_en.pdf.

7. robert Baker (2002) ‘human rights, europe and the People’s republic 
of China’, China Quarterly, 169: 58.
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lution.8 at the same time, the unity of the european countries 
had gradually evaporated as memories of June fourth faded 
and several european countries were enticed by new, lucrative 
business deals in China.9 the last attempt at getting a resolu-
tion adopted was made by Denmark in early 1997 but, with no 
united front, a uN resolution was a no-go and could even harm 
individual member countries economically so the exercise 
was not repeated. other countries and regions took the same 
constructive-criticism path as the eu. human rights dialogues 
with China were established with a host of other countries such 
as australia, Brazil, Canada, Norway and Sweden.10 

in europe, invitations to a human rights dialogue meeting 
were sent out to member states in early 1998, and since that 
time the eu–China human rights dialogue has taken place 
regularly, with only a few interruptions caused by political 
tensions between the two parties. that the Chinese side had 
a strong wish to avoid resolutions was proven by its intensive 
lobbying for the no-action motion and, indeed, by its efforts to 
prevent the Commission’s adoption of nation-specific resolu-
tions at all, advocating that it should limit itself to thematic 
resolutions.11 in 2011 researchers reported that China was still 

8. Katrin Kinzelbach (forthcoming 2013) The EU’s Human Rights Dialogue 
with China. Quiet Diplomacy and its Limits. london: routledge.

9. especially the sale of airbus aircraft to China was at stake. this gave 
countries standing to gain financially from this, for example France and 
germany, the derogatory nickname, the ‘airbus Club’.

10. ann Kent (1999) China, the United Nations, and Human Rights. The 
Limits of Compliance. Philadelphia, university of Pennsylvania Press, 
p. 78; Caroline Fleay (2008) ‘engaging in human rights Diplomacy: 
the australia–China Bilateral Dialogue approach’, The International 
Journal of Human Rights, vol. 12, no. 2, pp. 233–252; Sophia woodman 
and Carole Samdup (2005) ‘Canada’s Bilateral human rights Dialogue 
with China: Considerations for a Policy review’. Briefing paper, 
international Centre for human rights and Democratic Development, 
Montreal, Canada.

11. See the extensive study of Ann Kent (1999). Another example is dis-
cussed by Katrin Kinzelback in her empirical analysis, where she con-
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investing much effort in avoiding resolutions against it in the 
human rights Council, and it consistently argues against the 
adoption of country-specific resolutions in all cases.12 again in 
March 2012, the Chinese delegation used a standard wording 
on the practice when explaining its opposition to a resolution 
criticizing North Korea and extending the Special Rapporteur 
mandate on that country: 

China was always in favor of appropriately resolving differ-
ences in human rights through dialogue and cooperation. 
China was against the use of resolutions for exerting pres-
sure on certain countries. China expressed disappointment 
that members of the Council were continuing to target the 
Democratic People’s republic of Korea. greater attention 
should be paid to difficulties faced in terms of economic, 
social and cultural rights in the country.13

The same expressions were used concerning a resolution on 
the human rights situation in Iran (see box), which was also 
adopted on the same occasion, at the 19th annual session of the 
human rights Council in geneva. 

North Korea likewise often protested against the whole idea 
of country mandates, as we have seen above. For example in 
2009: 

the country-specific procedure which was a fundamental 
cause of the dissolution of the Commission on human rights 
continues to remain. there is no single country mandate on 
western countries. all such mandates are related to the devel-
oping countries. therefore, the country mandates introduced 

cludes that China in 2003 agreed to a visit by the Special rapporteuron 
education, motivated by the fear of a critical resolution in the 2003 
Chr session.

12. author’s notes from a roundtable in Chatham house, 30 November 
2011.

13. See http://www.ohchr.org/eN/Newsevents. accessed on 27 March 
2012.
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The EU–Iran Dialogue on Human Rights

the history of the relations between iran and the interna-
tional community exhibits traits similar to the story of North 
Korea. 

Iran was part of the club entitled the ‘Axis of Evil’ by 
george w. Bush in January 2002 together with iraq and 
North Korea. Prior to that, iran had been the subject of 
uN resolutions for almost twenty years from 1982-2002, 
and a Special rapporteur had been assigned to the country 
since 1984. in spite of the Bush doctrine, the mandate of the 
Special rapporteur was not prolonged in 2002, resolutions 
were discontinued and a dialogue with the eu was set up. 
the first meeting took place in December 2002.

in July 2002 the iranian government sent out invitations 
to all the thematic rapporteurs, leading to plans for receiv-
ing the Special rapporteur on women early in 2003. in 
December 2002 a moratorium on the practice of stoning was 
announced.1 During 2003 to 2005, six Special Procedures 
visited iran.2

1. DiiS Policy Brief, May 2011, Dealing with Iran: How Can the EU 
Achieve its Strategic Objectives?

2. ineke Boerefin (2003) ‘human rights Dialogues’, Netherlands 
Quarterly of Human Rights, vol. 21, no. 1, pp. 3–6.
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in June 2004 the eu issued a statement concluding that 
no progress in the human rights field had been made in iran 
and, after much diplomatic maneuvering in the subsequent 
year, the resolutions were re-introduced, the dialogue 
stopped and resolutions against iran in the uN system have 
been adopted every year since then.3

a policy brief from the institute of international Studies 
in Copenhagen from May 2011 recommends that the eu 
defuse tensions with iran by initiating discussions ‘on 
non-controversial areas of mutual interest such as ‘narcot-
ics, trafficking … energy policy, and improved response to 
humanitarian or environmental catastrophes’.4) the brief 
argues that the basic interests of the eu are better protected 
through exchange and cooperation with the Iranian gov-
ernment than through pressure and stigmatization on the 
international scene. the latter strategy only risks reinforcing 
hardliners in the iranian government.

3. a/hrC/16/75: 45.
4. Seyyed hossein Mousavian (2012) Iran–Europe Relations. Challenges 

and Opportunities. london: routledge, pp. 216–217.

against the will of the countries concerned … constitute a 
major source and institutional structure infringing upon the 
rights and interests of not only the DPrK but also the devel-
oping countries as a whole. the country-specific procedure 
should have been removed in conjunction with the dissolution 
of the Commission on human rights. (a/hrC/10/g/6: 4)

But the difference between China in 1997 and North Korea 
in the late 2000s is that China at that time was able to mobilize 
enough votes against a resolution among the other members 
of the Commission on human rights. whether North Korea 
tried to do the same we cannot say, as its ‘silent’ diplomacy is 
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not on record, but the North Korean delegation did complain, 
among other things, that the adoption of the first resolution in 
2003 came as a surprise attack at the very last moment and that 
the countries behind it enforced its adoption through ‘pressure 
and blackmail behind the screen.’14 the wording gives the im-
pression that North Korea might have tried to avoid the resolu-
tion by persuading other countries to vote against it, had they 
been ‘warned’ in due time. anyway, it is probable that North 
Korea does not have enough friends in the world community 
to be able to mobilize enough votes and thus avoid this form of 
exposure.

The EU–China Dialogue Structure, 1997–2012

the eu–China human rights dialogue has since 1998 been 
running on three tracks:
• a political dialogue with participation of officials from 

China and the eu; 
• Academic seminars, also called expert seminars; 
• Bilateral or multilateral technical cooperation projects. 

in theory, the three tracks should be mutually beneficial and be 
linked in time and substance. this has not always been the case. 
the intention of the parties to have meetings twice a year has not 
always been fulfilled; in 2003 due to the outbreak of SarS and 
in 2007 because of disagreement on the participation of inter-
national Ngos such as the China-critical organization, human 
rights in China, which is based in New york. then in 2011, the 
bestowal of the Nobel Peace Prize on a Chinese prisoner caused 
the government to cancel political consultations. the political 
and academic meetings have often been placed close to each 
other in time, while the cooperation projects have lived their 

14. a/hrC/5/g/11, p. 2.
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own lives entirely, with only marginal relations to the other two 
levels. each year two political sessions and two academic semi-
nars have taken place, alternating between China and europe. 
Political discussions have been held behind closed doors while 
information on the seminars is easier to find, though procedures 
for reporting or adoption of joint statements have not been con-
sistent. a short description of topics and participants will follow 
below with greater weight given to the academic consultations, 
as most is known about them.

each academic seminar typically has two themes, and these 
are grounded in both civil and social issues. Some of them are 
presumably also discussed at the political level. Such themes 
as the death penalty and torture have been discussed several 
times, but women’s rights, the right to health and the right to 
education have also been on the agenda. Participants at the 
political level are officials, mostly from the ministries of foreign 
affairs but also from line ministries pertaining to the chosen 
topics. Participants in the seminars are mainly academics from 
Chinese and european universities and research institutions, 
but also staff from official circles like the Chinese Ministry 
of Foreign affairs and the european Commission. on the 
european side, each member country selects its participants, 
but practices are not the same; some countries often send 
the same people, while other countries send new people each 
time. Some countries pick China scholars while others select 
researchers specialized in the topics to be discussed, and this 
means that many european participants know nothing about 
China. on the Chinese side, one think-tank close to the top of 
the political hierarchy, the institute of law under the Chinese 
academy of Social Sciences, is in charge of the programme, 
and the coordinators there most often choose lawyers who are 
competent in Chinese law but know very little about europe.
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Dialogue – Challenges and Impact

the process of dialogue as it has developed in the way sketched 
above has its limits and challenges. the impact of it can be and 
has been discussed in stacks of books, articles and reports.15 
we will return to that at the end of this chapter. in general, 
one important issue worth considering is the compatibility 
between the objectives of the two sides in the ‘cooperation’. 
Clearly, the two parties have different motivations for entering 
the dialogue. Bluntly speaking, the eu embarks on the jour-
ney with the aim of changing the Chinese system16 while the 
Chinese are set on silencing the criticism of its human rights 
situation from the international community, and especially on 
avoiding the adoption of critical resolutions in the Chr, or, as 
it now is named, the human rights Council. the eu is partly 
influenced by outspoken actors like politicians and activists, 
who – perhaps with the noblest of intentions – demand a tough 
attitude on what is perceived as a brutal regime. China, on the 
other hand, seeks recognition as a responsible equal partner in 
international relations. having two nearly contradictory aims 
does not seem conducive to a true dialogue, which, after all, 
means ‘a conversation between two or more parties’, if one 
consults a dictionary.17

15. See Fleay (2008); woodman and Samdup (2005); and Jan wouters 
(2007) EU Human Rights Dialogues. Current Situation, Outstanding Issues 
and Resources. leuven Centre for global governance Studies, Policy 
Brief no. 1.

16. this aim is not clearly put in the guidelines from 2001, which are quite 
vague on the objectives. But participation in the process clearly sup-
ports the understanding expressed above. Similar views can be found 
in other material, e.g. a policy brief from 2007: ‘the two aims of the 
hrD are to improve the human rights situation in the country with 
which the dialogue is initiated and to keep the channel of communica-
tion with regard to human rights open’ wouters (2007).

17. wikipedia has this, among other things, to say about dialogue: ‘Dialogue 
is not about judging, weighing, or making decisions, but about under-
standing and learning. Dialogue dispels stereotypes, builds trust, and 
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Concerning the academic seminars, the political nature of 
the whole exercise has turned out to be a major impediment to 
success. Neither China nor the eu is prepared to let academics 
discuss human rights freely with each other in such a relatively 
high-profile environment. as with North Korea, the Chinese 
leadership is very sensitive to being lectured. actually, this 
goes for european leaders as well. the discussion of problems 
regarding human rights in europe during the dialogue have not 
really been intended from the side of the eu and have, even in 
closed communications, been discouraged. From both sides, 
ministry or commission staff have participated in the academic 
seminars, thus giving it all a political twist – the two delega-
tions do not mingle but keep apart during breaks and meals. 
this problem is reflected in several more or less internal or 
confidential evaluations or reports suggesting how to improve 
the seminar process. these include lamenting the overly 
rigid and technical presentation of legislation and the lack of 
knowledge and openness on both sides, as well as suggesting 
moving the seminars to academic institutions instead of hotels 
or separating financial support for academic cooperation from 
the political process. the vagueness of clearly defined objec-
tives and benchmarks is also among the concerns expressed 
from all sides. their conflicting goals preclude a common 
understanding of what it all leads up to. related to that is a 
rather tense conflict on whether to end each session with joint 
statements. the Chinese have been rather strongly opposed 
to the publication of written agreements and the eu side has 
been just as eager to have some tangible results to show their 
constituencies back home.18 the outcome has been that either 

enables people to be open to perspectives that are very different from 
their own.’

18. the eu Commission is under pressure from international Ngos 
to make the process more transparent. FiDh and human rights 
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no statement has been made or two separate statements have 
been made in which each side reports its own understanding of 
what has been discussed. 

the cooperative projects on the ground are less influenced by 
the political level and thus less exposed to political pressure, but 
they do not have very much leverage higher up in the system. the 
two problematic issues touched upon above – incommensurable 
goals and politicization – are not so strongly felt at the lowest 
level of the dialogue process, that is, in the implementation of 
cooperative projects. the project managers rarely participate at 
the higher levels, and although the projects always require ap-
proval from a higher political or academic level, the activities are 
not as exposed to political pressure; as a result, the atmosphere 
becomes less politicized. the project managers will actually of-
ten shy away from involvement in the other parts of the dialogue 
for fear of entering the politically sensitive stage.19 on the other 
hand, the projects are often seen as being part of the dialogue 
and evaluations have stressed the positive contribution of coop-
eration on practical low-profile topics.20

in China, 2004, ‘Preliminary assessment of the eu–China human 
rights Dialogue’. Paper submitted to an eu–China hrD meeting: 15. 
on file with the authors.

19. Sophia woodman (2004) ‘Bilateral aid to improve human rights: 
Donors Need to adopt a More Coherent and thoughtful Strategy’, 
China Perspectives, no. 51, p. 29.

20. See, for example, a review of the Swiss human rights dialogue with 
China. it is true that it is separated from the eu dialogue, but the dis-
cussions and concerns involved are very similar to what we see in the 
eu case. thomas richter and Frauke Seidensticker (2007) ‘evaluation 
of Switzerland’s human rights Dialogue with the People’s republic of 
China’. Deutsches institut für Menschenrechte, Berlin. 
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Has Human Rights Protection in China  
Been Improved?

has the dialogue with China improved the protection of 
human rights in China? The question has been extensively 
debated, and naturally, many different positions have been put 
forward. In the present context, we have to discuss the issue 
if we want to argue for a dialogue type of process between 
North Korea and the Nordic countries or the international 
community. Basically, as could be expected, there are both 
strong positive and strong negative answers depending on the 
political position and the individual leanings of the observer. 
overall, there is no doubt that human rights protection in 
China has improved over the last 30 years.21 the rule of law has 
been strengthened compared to the late 1970s, when reforms 
began. the security of the individual, freedom of movement, 
freedom of association, access to justice and the like are more 
consolidated now than they were in Mao’s era from 1949-1979. 
however, more progress has been made on the formal level 
than on the practical level, as much new legislation remains to 
be implemented. Black-letter law has to become law in practice. 
and a wide range of violations of fundamental rights continue 
to haunt part of the population. Still, a birds-eye view reveals 
a freer and more secure life for most Chinese citizens. has 
the eu–China dialogue helped or halted this development? 
technically it is impossible to measure, as there are no valid 
indicators to use, and it is possible to argue, as does Katrin 
Kinzelbach, that the ‘eu–China human rights dialogue can be 
categorized as a policy failure.’22 her conclusion is the result 

21. randall Peerenboom (2007) China Modernizes. Threat to the West or 
Model for the Rest? Oxford: Oxford University Press.

22. Katrin Kinzelbach (forthcoming 2013) The EU’s Human Rights Dialogue 
with China. Quiet Diplomacy and Its Limits. london: routledge.
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of an evaluation of the dialogue as a policy instrument, as she 
asks: ‘is the eu-China human rights dialogue a policy instru-
ment that enables the eu to influence China’s human rights 
policy and practice?’ an answer will always depend on the 
nature of the question, and in the study she cannot document 
any direct links between the dialogue activities and domestic 
developments in China.

we pose a different question, one based on the simple con-
viction that richer countries have an obligation to help poorer 
countries and that it is impossible to help someone with whom 
you cannot communicate. Support for the people of North 
Korea presupposes recognition of their government in the 
form of extending an invitation to dialogue.

What Can Be Learned from the EU–China Dialogue?

The Chinese experience tells us that it is of utmost importance 
for an asian country with a Confucian background to avoid 
public denigration, and leaders will be prepared to go a long 
way to avoid this. the moral implications of buying interna-
tional influence by abstention from criticism may be debatable, 
but the fact is that this is how the international system works.

Now, one may ask whether discontinuing the adoption of 
critical resolutions on North Korea and dismantling the Special 
rapporteur mandate will improve the lot of North Korean 
citizens, or whether the constructive dialogue with China 
since 1998 has produced better results than the confrontations 
in geneva during the 1990s. we contend that the resolutions 
have not set a positive development in motion in North Korea, 
and that the human rights situation remains critical. our visit 
to Pyongyang in the autumn of 2010 revealed a severe eco-
nomic crisis and a desperate desire on the side of North Korean 
academics and officials to gain support and recognition. while 
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the results of the eu–China dialogue are contested and the 
process has been far from flawless, one can hardly deny that 
China during the last decades has seen substantial improve-
ments in its preservation of human rights. in comparison to the 
beginning of the reform period in the late 1970s, the rule of 
law is now stronger, personal security and freedom are greater 
and opportunities for public participation have expanded. The 
last decade has in general been characterized by a continued 
expansion in human rights maintenance, even though serious 
setbacks have been seen, especially since 2008. the overall 
situation is, however, far better now than in the 1980s. 

the cases of China and North Korea are not fully compa-
rable. Nonetheless, China and North Korea share important 
similarities in terms of political system; both are centres of 
attention in terms of international security concerns (albeit in 
different ways) and both have previously been singled out as es-
pecially grave violators of human rights. we therefore conclude 
that the China dialogue represents a good example of what is 
realistic and what is not when dealing with states that have au-
thoritarian governments and a general allergy to international 
pressure. we will therefore put forth three preconditions for 
success based on the eu–China dialogue. 

First, interaction requires a pragmatic approach on behalf 
of both parties, which means that the international community 
needs to alter its expectations as to how and where changes in 
human rights can be realized. Most importantly, interaction 
with the structure of power in a single-party system like North 
Korea has to accord with the priorities and commitments of 
the government in order to establish a basis for rational com-
munication.

Second, communication on human rights protection needs 
to be low-key, concrete and practically oriented, and deal with 
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non-sensitive issues, rather than be absolute and all-encom-
passing.23 Communication on human rights protection could, 
for example, be differentiated so that instead of speaking of 
‘human rights violations’, the international community could 
try discussing food supply, health care, renewable energy, clean 
water and/or primary education with the Pyongyang leader-
ship.

third, formally established dialogues like that between 
the eu and China are too easily dragged down into the quick-
sand of mistrust and mutual accusation. as we have seen, the 
eu-driven dialogues are meant to change the policies in the 
‘target country’ – as the dialogue partner was referred to in one 
academic policy brief.24 Most countries are not really interested 
in being lectured from the outside. at the level of academic 
seminars or technical cooperation projects, political tensions 
can be avoided and results more easily obtained. 

what, then, do North Korean government officials actually 
think about such suggestions for dialogue? what obstacles do 
they perceive to greater openness, international assistance and 
cooperation? in the following chapter we will take a closer look 
at the situation as it appears to the North Korean officials in 
Pyongyang, based on our dialogue with them and our own 
observations.

23. the same argument was put forward in the conference ‘towards a 
human Security Framework for North Korea. Promoting human 
rights through Pragmatic approaches’, in Chatham house, london, 
2–3 December 2010.

24. wouters (2007), p. 2.
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Photo eSSay

Everyday Life in North Korea

B
eyond the contentious issues of nuclear weapons, 
human rights, etc. is the reality that North Korea 
is more than its often reviled regime; it is also a 

country of quite ordinary people, as can be seen from these 
photographs taken during our field trip in 2010.
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every household needs cabbage for their Kimchi

Cabbage for the Kimchi production is brought home from the fields
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Cabbage fields and traditional North Korean farmhouses

State farm, cooperatives and living quarters to the north-east of Pyongyang
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transporting crops

Cooperative with North Korean-made agricultural machinery
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traffic officer (with bicycle)
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Fruit being sold by a side-street vendor
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People lining up to buy dumplings

Pyongyang fast-food shops
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Kim il Sung Square, Pyongyang, early morning

Cars belonging to the international red Cross in Pyongyang
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Children on their way to an after-school activity, Pyongyang

Children playing in Pyongyang
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Children playing

a foggy view of Pyongyang from the Juche tower
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the Nampo Barrage, a useful construction and a national pride

Emerging textile industry, here in the Kaesong Industrial Zone
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Textile factory, Kaesong

Helgesen-Thelle_book.indd   84 05/03/2013   15:08



85

ChaPter 4

A Visit to North Korea, 
October 2010

W
e decided to visit North Korea in 2010 in order 
to discuss obstacles to and possibilities for co-
operation in the human rights area. we found 

that there is an increasingly open mentality towards interna-
tional cooperation among North Korean officials. however, 
from the North Korean perspective, the nuclear question and 
the trade embargo remain troublesome issues that are seen as 
political tools in a uS agenda to isolate the country further. 
‘human rights’ in and of themselves are not seen as ‘off the 
table’ by North Korea. however, the perception among North 
Korean officials is that the concept ‘human rights’ is being po-
liticized by the uS to demonize North Korea worldwide. thus, 
addressing ‘human rights’ as a general question will be difficult 
as long as uS–North Korean relations remain problematic. 
this may not be a surprising finding. what may be surprising, 
however, is that despite these obstacles, we found that coop-
eration is both possible and meaningful in several areas that 
are indirectly linked to the North Korean capacity to sustain 
human rights. these are areas such as agriculture, health care 
and energy production where resources and know-how are 
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badly needed. international cooperation projects are generally 
welcomed in such areas and would be a way to circumvent the 
general human rights stalemate and improve living conditions 
for the North Korean population. 

Negotiations with the North Korean Embassy in 
Stockholm

the Nordic countries all have diplomatic relations with North 
Korea, and this has been the case since the mid-1970s. up 
until the late 1980s, there were North Korean embassies in 
Stockholm, Copenhagen, helsinki and oslo. however, today 
only one embassy remains in the Nordic region, namely the one 
in Stockholm, and only Sweden has an embassy in Pyongyang.1 

traveling to North Korea is not impossible; there is a small 
but growing tourist industry and an infrastructure to accom-
modate foreign guests in the country. we did not go as tourists, 
though, and therefore we were required to discuss the purpose of 
our visit with North Korean diplomats in Stockholm and Beijing. 
at an earlier stage we had discussed the issue of human rights 
in North Korea with a high-ranking North Korean diplomat 
posted in europe, and although this representative of the North 
Korean government was about to close the discussion before we 
even got started, he remained seated, stating only that he found 
this to be a very uncomfortable situation. however, after hours 
of ‘soft diplomacy’ from our side, he seemed to relax and at the 
end of the meeting he said that he could see and understand our 
point of view. But, as he said, ‘this issue is very controversial, 
it will hardly be less controversial in my time, but hopefully my 
children will be able to discuss it without any problem.’2

1. the embassies were primarily closed due to North Korea’s financial 
limitations.

2.  Personal communication, Copenhagen, 2008. 
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thus informed, we decided not to introduce the human 
rights issue head-on in our negotiations with the embassy, 
as we did not want our project to be stranded in a long and 
most likely troublesome dialogue with the embassy staff in 
Stockholm. instead we introduced our project in a slightly dif-
ferent way, not entirely giving up the idea of getting close to 
our subject of interest. thus, we stated our aim: as academics 
in the field of asian studies, both of us are regularly approached 
by the media in the Nordic region. we wanted to go to North 
Korea to get a first-hand impression of the current situation in 
the country. this was accepted as a good reason, and we started 
to negotiate a programme that included talks with government 
officials, visits to different institutions and some trips outside 
of the capital. 

in this way, we had an unproblematic dialogue with the 
Stockholm embassy, and through e-mail communication and 
some telephone calls, a programme was set up for our visit to 
Pyongyang. our suggestions were basically accepted, and we 
accepted the few necessary changes requested by the North 
Koreans for the trip to be realized. we could not, however, 
get our visa from Stockholm, but would have to contact the 
North Korean embassy in Beijing. we were assured that this 
was a simple formality, but since we had a plane from Beijing to 
Pyongyang the day after a Chinese holiday, and were supposed 
to pick up the visa the day we arrived in Beijing, we called the 
Stockholm embassy to check whether the staff at the embassy 
in Beijing was working that day. the answer was: of course they 
are, the holiday is Chinese, not Korean. 

A Deserted North Korean Embassy in Beijing

a week later, we stood in front of closed gate of the huge North 
Korean embassy compound in Beijing. we rang the bell and 
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waited. No answer. we rang again, longer this time. a voice 
then told us that the embassy was closed, but did not ask why 
we were ringing the bell. walking all the way around the block, 
we found no gate open, no people to contact, and our plane was 
to leave at noon the next day. A very Korean-looking lady with 
an emblem on her chest came out, but she disappeared before 
we were able to address her. we thought more people might 
come out, so we decided to remain on the sidewalk in front of 
the embassy. after a while a car with diplomatic plates arrived. 
we approached the person inside, and he opened the window. 
when we informed him of our situation, he was a little puzzled: 
‘we always close the embassy on Chinese holidays’, he said, 
‘they should have known that in Stockholm’. he was fortunately 
very kind and told us that even if he were unable to help us on 
the spot, if he could get our names he would prepare the papers 
and make sure that we were attended to as the first travellers to 
Pyongyang the day after. we arrived at 10 am and were out in 
a taxi 15 minutes later with our North Korean visas on our way 
to the Beijing airport. This flexibility and understanding from a 
North Korean diplomat was highly appreciated – a good omen, 
perhaps, for our coming visit?

the not entirely new russian aircraft was nearly full of 
travellers flying to Pyongyang. the traditionally dressed stew-
ardesses were kind and served a simple Korean meal. a screen 
showed pretty pictures from the country we were approaching, 
and soft Korean tunes filled the air. the flight was short and the 
quiet Kimcheak airport outside Pyongyang a nice alternative to 
bustling airports elsewhere. we were on the only plane arriving 
that day, and there were more than enough officials to welcome 
us and take care of the formalities. one of these formalities was 
the strange and, to us, paranoid rule of handing over our mobile 
phones, which were only to be picked up again on the way out 
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of the country. Not that we actually needed them, but the for-
mality still signalled a strictly controlled country. it was quite 
interesting to watch North Korean travellers coming home, as 
most of them carried huge quantities of boxes and packages 
besides the normal trunks and bags. as far as we could observe, 
they were not subject to any strict control. it seemed more as 
though the customs officers were helping them to get their 
belongings out to waiting cars, buses and trucks. 

Arriving in Pyongyang

at the airport we were picked up by our official host, a well-
dressed young man from the Ministry of Foreign affairs with 
good language skills in german, english and Swedish. we 
decided to stick to english, as that was most comfortable for 
all three of us. the trip to our hotel brought us through the 
city. we were asked if we wanted to make a stop at the huge 
bronze statue of Kim il Sung at the entrance to the city. this 
we politely declined, both to test whether we at all had a say 
in the programme and because this kind of courtesy call was 
strange to both of us. our guide then made some calls from the 
car (yes, he used a mobile phone) and we wondered whether 
our refusal of his offer would negatively affect the level of our 
accommodations. Probably it did not, as we were offered nice 
rooms on the 20th floor of a hotel situated on a small island in 
the middle of the taedong river with a good view over the city. 

it would not be accurate to claim that the hotel was very 
busy, but there were quite a number of people around, and very 
many Koreans among them. Most of them looked like officials 
from different ministries, while some of them looked more like 
party officials from the countryside, not used to wearing suits 
and absolutely not used to places like this. and then there were 
a few westerners, for instance a Swiss national representing 
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Dhl, and arriving in a typical Dhl car. we were not able to 
hide our surprise and asked him if Dhl was already established 
in Pyongyang? yes, why not, he responded. well, not many 
western companies are present, we said, and added: is there at 
all a basis for a Dhl business in this city? at the moment they 
were not too busy, he retorted, but expectations were high that 
this would change, and then they would already be established. 
For us, the discovery that private foreign companies are oper-
ating in North Korea was a sign that North Korea is already 
willing to start relating to the outside world, so we started our 
meetings with the North Korean officials on a positive note. 

Meeting with North Korean Representatives

the North Korean Ministry of trade hosted our visit. During 
our stay we held talks with representatives from the Ministry 
of Foreign affairs (MoFa), the Ministry of health, the 
Ministry of land and environmental Protection as well as 
with the general Bureau for Cooperation with international 
organizations (gBCio). 

Meeting with the staff of the different ministries in Pyongyang 
seldom reveals much else than the official line of the party and the 
government. usually, the head of department or vice-minister 
basically sticks to his/her manuscript and follows a pre-decided 
position with no ‘room’ for the visitors to bring up issues. this 
is not much different from such meetings in other countries. 
however, in some cases such meetings can be more open and 
the agenda more flexible, and this is what we experienced in 
Pyongyang in 2010. During our meetings the general mood 
among the high-ranking officials was accommodating, and it 
seemed clear to us that they expected their country to open up 
and continue the reform process, although the word ‘reform’ was 
taboo in the politically correct vocabulary. 
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we observed a marked difference from the 1980s and early 
1990s in expressed attitudes towards reforms. At an earlier visit 
in 2004 there was already a marked discrepancy between older 
and younger officials. the old guard still emphasized the dif-
ficult security situation while the younger generation revealed 
a more daring attitude and expressed a desire for their country 
to improve relations with the outside world. in this visit the 
generational discrepancy was less clear, as there was a general 
desire to establish international contacts and a readiness among 
the officials we met to admit local shortcomings and search 
for better solutions. our impression was that it had become 
obvious to people working for the regime that the economic 
and technical problems were connected to the isolation of the 
country. Most people eagerly awaited the ‘adjustments’ (the of-
ficial phrase) to the Juche ideology so that North Korea could 
benefit from knowledge and technical achievement in foreign 
countries. 

North Korean Perspectives on Opening Up,  
Security and Human Rights

During our different talks, the sentiment of messages from the 
North Korean side was relatively uniform: a recurring state-
ment was that North Korea urgently wanted to open its gates 
to the rest of the world; that the country needed a peaceful 
environment to be able to develop and get back to a sustainable 
economic and social situation; that the uS created a hindrance 
to such a development; that the uS played a destructive role 
that prevented rather than enabled dialogue; and that it was 
the uS and not North Korea that was maintaining a Cold 
war mentality instead of pursuing cooperation, since the uS 
continuously rejected the idea of entering into bilateral talks 
with the North. Moreover, North Korean officials maintained 
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that the sustained economic sanctions and the continued pres-
sure exerted by US joint military exercises with South Korea 
in waters neighbouring the Northern shores was seen as proof 
of their hostile intentions. their view was that prospects for 
dialogue and interaction with the outside world were few as 
long as the rest of the world simply followed the uS. generally, 
this perception of the existence of a deliberate isolation strat-
egy against North Korea is widespread among North Korean 
officials.

when discussing the human rights issue, the previous 
dialogue with the european union was the vantage point. in 
2001 the eu commission sent a delegation to Pyongyang, and 
North Korea agreed to enter a human rights dialogue with the 
european union. Preparations were underway and a North 
Korean delegation was sent to Brussels in order to discuss 
cooperation in the field. however, in 2003 the eu decided 
to suggest what North Korean officials saw as an ‘anti-DPrK’ 
resolution in the uN Commission of human rights. Seen 
from the North Korean side this decision only emphasized 
the already existing perception among North Korean officials: 
that the human rights dialogue was subordinate to uS policy 
and that the uS stance on the nuclear question prohibited pos-
sibilities for cooperation in other areas. the nuclear weapons 
programme of North Korea was to be seen solely as a deterrent 
and therefore it was wrong of western media to depict the 
leadership as a band of warmongers. among the North Korean 
leadership there was a widespread conviction that the uS and 
others were politicizing the human rights issue in order to 
demonize the country and muster support to prevent North 
Korea’s nuclear development by imposing sanctions. 

in general, these sanctions are of great concern to the North 
Korean officials. Not only do they reinforce the isolation of 
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North Korea but also they prevent development in the energy 
sector, which is a high priority area. North Korean government 
officials stressed that solving the energy problem by creating a 
sustainable energy supply consisting of both fossil fuels and re-
newable energy technologies is one of the most pressing issues 
in North Korean politics. in the perspective of the leadership a 
stable supply of energy is simply the precondition for develop-
ment and social progress, and the uS-imposed embargo is a 
hindrance to the import of the necessary energy equipment. 

Considerations on the Embargo

the trade embargo was addressed during all our meetings. 
though it formally only targets ‘nuclear-related, ballistic 
missile-related, or other weapons of mass destruction-related 
programmes’,3 it is clearly perceived as a major obstruction 
in almost all kinds of relations with the outside world. the 
embargo is on paper directed solely against military equipment 
and meant to prevent nuclear proliferation and it specifically 
excludes civilian goods with the wording ‘except for humani-
tarian and developmental purposes directly addressing the 
needs of the civilian population’,4 but it is apparently applied 
more broadly and is certainly perceived as being applied more 
broadly among North Korean officials and academics.

when reading through the two important uN Security 
Council resolutions on which the embargo is based (see box 
overleaf), one gets a picture of how they can be used to ban the 
entry and exit of an infinite number of products and to block 
cooperation on a wide range of activities. Since the wording in 
the resolutions is ambiguous, it leaves plenty of room for inter-
pretation by the uN system as such, and even for individual 

3.  S/reS/1718 (2009), 8(a)ii.
4.  ibid., par. 19.
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The North Korea Trade Embargo

the uN Security Council has imposed the trade embargo on 
North Korea in two stages. 

the first step came when the uN Security Council adopted 
resolution 1718 on 14 october 2006 as a reaction to the North 
Korean test of a nuclear weapon on 9 october of that year. For 
the first time the uNSC determined that ‘there is a clear threat 
to international peace and security’.1 the october resolution 
decided that North Korea shall abandon all nuclear weapons. 

Sanctions were imposed in the form of a decision that all 
member states should prevent supply, sale or transfer as well 
as import of certain items to and from North Korea. the items 
are broadly related to the production of nuclear weapons and 
cover a myriad of different devices and products. however, 
‘luxury goods’ are also on the list without any definition of 
what that might cover or any argument for why they are there. 
resolution 1718 empowers member states to freeze the as-
sets of persons or entities designated by the Security Council 
as being engaged in or otherwise supporting North Korean 
nuclear programs and it orders Member States to prevent 
entry or transit into their territories of these persons ‘together 
with their family members’.2

the second step came in the summer of 2009, when 
resolution 1874 was adopted as a reaction to a North Korean 
nuclear test of 25 May the same year. this resolution widens 
the embargo, among other things to include a ban on ‘all 
arms and related material, as well as to financial transaction, 
technical training, advice, services or assistance related to the 
provision, manufacture, maintenance or use of such arms or 
material’.3

1. S/reS/1718.
2. S/reS/1718, par. 8e.
3. S/reS/1874, Par. 9.
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member states. For example, states are called upon to ‘exercise 
vigilance’ regarding the supply, sale or transfer of small arms, 
to ‘take the necessary steps’ to prevent entry of certain persons 
into their territory, to inspect all cargo if it ‘has reasonable 
grounds to believe’ that the cargo contains forbidden items, 
or to take action ‘in accordance with their national authori-
ties and legislation’, and so on. the gate is left wide open for 
any local authority to deny trade or exchange of services with 
North Korean goods and North Korean nationals. there is 
no mentioning in the resolutions of any mechanism for test-
ing whether the sanctions imposed are actually necessary to 
prevent nuclear proliferation, nor is there an organ responsible 
for hearing complaints on the part of North Koreans whose 
survival has been threatened as a consequence of the embargo. 
Perhaps it is not surprising, then, to find that among the North 
Korean officials we met there is a good deal of scepticism with 
regard to the uN sanctions.

From the authors’ point of view, the use of sanctions has not 
been successful in changing the attitude of the North Korean 
leadership. in addition, it has only worsened the human rights 
situation in the country. this is very much in line with what 
the respected human rights scholar, Katarina tomasevski, 
concluded on a thorough study of donor human rights poli-
cies from 1997: ‘the use of sanction challenges the essential 
principle of humanitarian law whereby civilians should not 
be purposefully harmed; in trying to punish ‘a state’ sanc-
tions necessarily victimize its population and result in double 
victimization’.5 the case of South africa is often mentioned as 
the only success where sanctions are claimed to have contrib-

5. Katarina tomasevski (1997) Between Sanctions and Elections. Aid 
Donors and Their Human Rights Performance. london and washington: 
Pinter, p. 214. 
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uted to the elimination of apartheid. even this claim cannot be 
sustained by solid evidence, and the special feature in South 
africa was a strong and dynamic opposition movement that 
requested and made use of the sanctions. this feature is totally 
absent in the case of North Korea.

North Korean Perspectives on Human Rights 

while the embargo was surely an important factor in the minds 
of the North Koreans we met, the main reason for the embargo 
(the nuclear issue) was only briefly touched upon. the same 
can be said for the other clear impediment to the desired 
exchange and interaction with the outside world: the human 
rights question. 

global security and human rights have been the two red 
lights obstructing ‘normal’ communication between North 
Korea and the rest of the world since the beginning of this cen-
tury. a threat to global security emanating from North Korea 
is captured in the prism of the nuclear issue, while sustenance 
of human rights (or human security, as some prefer to call it6) 
in North Korea immediately brings pictures of mass starvation 
and labour camps to the minds of many people in the west. as 
was anticipated, the human rights situation in the country was 
not addressed directly by the people we talked to, and there 
was no direct reference to the battle over the ‘resolutions’ in 
the uN human rights Council. it is quite likely that the North 
Korean representatives had been instructed not to talk about 
these issues, or perhaps they did not have enough detailed 
knowledge of them. however, in light of the great importance 
that North Korea officially attaches to the uN resolutions, it is 

6. Chatham house conference programme, ‘towards a human Security 
Framework for North Korea: Promoting human rights through 
Pragmatic approaches’, 2–3 December 2010.
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worth noticing that they did not ‘play the uN card’, that is, they 
did not deliberately present themselves as ‘victims’ of unjust 
persecution by the whole world. the topic of human rights was 
addressed only on our initiative.

Sectors Lacking Resources, but Open to Cooperation

Despite the reluctance to discuss human rights head on, the 
North Korean representatives addressed several issues and 
needs that are directly or indirectly linked to the capacity to 
sustain human rights: the capacity to improve living condi-
tions for the population. Most important among the issues 
highlighted by the officials were problems and shortcomings 
in the agricultural sector, the public health sector and the en-
ergy sector. Providing food and general supplies, medical and 
technical equipment, energy to support the irrigation systems 
and, not least, expertise, were mentioned as basic needs. A 
very serious problem acknowledged by several of the people 
we met, although they had no suggested solution to it, was the 
non-existent links between sectors and institutions located 
in different regions or belonging to different governmental 
departments or offices. this horizontal mode of organizing the 
economy seems detrimental to the creation of effective means 
of production. Farms located relatively near to each other, albeit 
in different administrative zones, apparently had no practice 
of assisting each other in solving problems related to produc-
tion – or if they did want to attempt this, it had to go through a 
central body. as politics in North Korea is a top-down activity, 
we understood that inquiries from the periphery to the centre 
were cumbersome, time-consuming, perhaps even unheard 
of. one indication of the gravity of the situation was that we 
were asked whether we could provide probiotic bacteria for 
producing yoghurt. it is difficult to understand that the natural 
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environment should not possess bacteria that could be used 
for souring milk. and strange, as well, that the managers of the 
cooperative we visited seemed to find it easier to ask foreign 
visitors than neighbouring colleagues. 

Two examples of the great needs challenging the agricul-
tural sector were revealed when we visited some animal farms 
outside Pyongyang. the first was a dairy-producing farm with 
cows descending from stock imported from germany back 
in 1964. obviously, they were now inbred and made a pitiful 
impression. Neither milk nor meat could be expected in larger 
quantities – the remedy would be semen from other stock. it 
was heart-breaking to observe skilled farmers with no remedy 
for this sorry state of affairs. another visit to a goat farm re-
vealed a new problem. the buildings were adequate and the 
dairy facilities to produce yoghurt, milk and cheese were pre-
sent. Consistency and taste were excellent, but the truck from 
Pyongyang often failed to arrive on time. technical problems, 
a flat tire, no diesel fuel, many reasons were behind this, but the 
result was that a large part of this good food was wasted, and 
the people in the city had to do without it. we asked why they 
did not have their own means of transportation. we were told 
that it was a kind of division of labour, obviously not a problem 
that was left to people on the ground to solve. in both cases, the 
North Koreans were quite open about their problems, which 
underscored clearly that we had not been taken to model insti-
tutions. that we visited these places could thus be interpreted 
as a cry for help and assistance. 

our meeting with the public health sector did not reflect 
the same attitude as to the need for outside help. we met 
with the staff of a local health clinic in a Pyongyang suburb at 
which the chief physician was simply too proud to admit to any 
shortcomings. our questions were not taken at face value, but 
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as implicit criticisms of the political system, and not dealt with 
kindly. Compared with visits to such facilities in earlier field 
trips, it was quite clear, however, that medicine and utensils 
were scarce, heating a luxury permitted only in one room, and 
electricity an unsteady commodity. all this greatly affected the 
work done at the clinic. instead of discussing this difficult situ-
ation, the proud and politically loyal chief of the clinic talked 
about all the many victories of the revolution. asked what kind 
of support they might need from the outside world, she replied 
that they would be interested in technology to ease the pain 
of women in labour. her staff seemed uncomfortable with the 
situation and would probably have told another story, if per-
mitted. Our guide excused the chief physician, saying that she 
had once headed a well-functioning clinic but that times were 
now difficult. 

in the energy sector, the lack of power was stressed time 
and again by representatives from different ministries, not 
least since this obstructed the functioning of large parts of 
the irrigation system. the energy shortages thus spilled over 
into the agricultural sector. North Korea once used to receive 
delegations from less-developed countries in asia, africa and 
latin america who came to inspect and learn from the na-
tion’s well-developed irrigation system. one construction site 
linked to this system is the Nampo barrage, a dam on the west 
coast which has made it possible to reclaim land and regulate 
the freshwater reservoirs fundamental to irrigation, as well as 
making it possible for ships to enter the taedong river system 
through a system of lock-chambers in the dam. this construc-
tion site is still the pride of the system, a place to which foreign 
guests are taken. we also visited this site, and although our 
local guide assured us that everything worked well, the fact is 
that the overall irrigation system hardly works due to lack of a 
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stable energy supply. This has extremely negative implications 
for food production and thus the welfare and health of the 
population. however, what should be noted here is that these 
huge irrigation systems and all the construction work that is 
necessary for them to function – building and maintaining 
dams, water reservoirs, channels and pumping stations – testify 
that the government indeed has a strategy for enhancing food 
production. this should be borne in mind when the North 
Korean authorities are accused of totally neglecting their im-
poverished population. 

Could Agriculture, Health and Energy Represent Areas 
for Cooperation?

As is illustrated by the above examples, the agricultural, public 
health and energy sectors undoubtedly lacked the necessary 
resources to function. Moreover, the North Koreans welcomed 
international cooperation in these specific areas. officials from 
the Ministry of land and environment Protection and the 
Ministry of Agriculture expressed great interest in agricultural 
cooperation, for example in the form of cooperative projects on 
biological pest control, development of biomass and organic 
farming procedures. in the energy sector, there was great inter-
est in possibilities for carbon trade, which is not affected by 
the current embargo. the issue of clean development mecha-
nisms (CDMs), a concept highlighted in the Kyoto Protocol, 
was mentioned several times as an area of great interest in 
which both North Korean scholars and administrators need 
further knowledge and guidance. interest in cooperation on 
sustainable energy production, such as wind energy, was also 
expressed. In other sectors, business law and emergency risk 
management were mentioned as potential areas for coopera-
tion and exchange of information.
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From the human rights perspective, cooperation with 
North Korea in areas such as food security, health care and 
energy could greatly benefit the living conditions for the North 
Korean population. obviously, one needs to clarify which 
projects are possible and which are not under the current uN 
embargo. it certainly is hard to see how cooperation projects in 
these areas could strengthen North Korea’s military capabili-
ties (the reason often highlighted as an argument for prohibit-
ing such projects) – food supplies, medical equipment and 
wind turbines are hardly essential to building nuclear bombs. 
thus, cooperation in the above-mentioned areas seems both 
plausible and constructive. it would be a way to circumvent the 
human rights stalemate caused by the problematic relations 
between North Korea and the uS and its allies, and help allevi-
ate the grave living conditions of the North Korean population. 

a few points from the case of the eu–China human rights 
dialogue should be reiterated here. although the level of politi-
cal dialogue has thus far not yielded significant results, it has 
enabled the facilitation of academic seminars and technical 
cooperation projects. Since the technical cooperation projects 
have been allowed to function more or less independently, they 
have avoided entanglement in the highly politicized atmosphere 
of the political dialogue. thus, it is at the level of technical co-
operation project that tangible results have been achieved. the 
same structure and facilitation might be expected in the North 
Korean case, although the North Korean leadership is known 
to be even more allergic to political criticism than the Chinese 
leadership. a lesson from the dialogue between the eu and 
China of relevance for a future dialogue with North Korea is 
that it is important to strike the right balance between coopera-
tion and criticism at the level of political dialogue. otherwise 
one risks jeopardizing those academic seminars and technical 
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cooperation projects that are already in place and that could 
have a potential positive effect on the welfare of the population.

Who Should Steer an Initiative of this Type?

Given the European Union’s mixed experiences with engaging 
in human rights dialogue with North Korea, it may be wise 
to have another entity initiating a new dialogue. the Nordic 
countries could join forces and approach North Korea for an 
interchange on how to promote concrete joint projects target-
ing the above-mentioned areas. three things point to why the 
Nordic countries stand out as the obvious candidates for this. 

First, all five Nordic countries have long-standing diplo-
matic relations with North Korea (since the mid-1970s) and 
have experience in dealing with the regime via diplomatic 
channels, not least through active Swedish diplomacy and a 
long-standing presence as active participants in international 
Ngo activities. Second, from the perspective of the North 
Korean government, the Nordic countries are not seen to be 
involved in uS efforts to limit, isolate and change the regime. 
thus, the Nordic countries are considered to be relatively neu-
tral to North Korean interests – an important condition when 
dealing with a sometimes paranoid regime. 

third, the social-democratic character of the Nordic welfare 
societies (irrespective the political colour of their government) 
represents a common ground for dialogue and cooperation. it 
may be easier for North Korean officials to enter into dialogue 
with delegations from countries that have societal characteris-
tics that are recognizable to them, for instance, a great degree 
of government intervention in the economy, a strong tradition 
for redistribution of income, and publicly run education and 
health care systems. 
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Building the capacity of human capital is a very important 
aspect of cooperation with North Korea. the Nordic countries 
are relatively strong on renewable energy, public health and 
education, areas that are specifically important for peaceful 
North Korean development. Currently, there are too few 
North Korean scholars present at international conferences 
and meetings in the above-mentioned fields. this is something 
the Nordic countries can help to change. to help academics 
to catch up in their different fields of study, invitations could 
be issued through Nordic institutions with expertise in fields 
where North Korea lags behind.
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ChaPter 5

Conclusions and Perspectives

T
he aim of this book is to improve our understanding 
of North Korea, its relationship to the international 
community, and the bureaucrats populating its political 

system, and to draw on concrete experiences to give some sug-
gestions as to how a human rights dialogue could be established. 
North Korea has been engaged in the international human rights 
regime since the early 1980s, but up until now, its interactions 
with the uN human rights system have not been successful in 
improving the situation of human rights in the country or in 
creating an environment for continued dialogue and coopera-
tion. efforts to invite the cooperation of North Korea on specific 
areas of human rights have been particularly difficult, since the 
country has simultaneously been singled out as a gross violator 
through the adoption of uN resolutions. Based on analyses and 
arguments presented in this study, we contend that creating a 
constructive dialogue and establishing cooperation with North 
Korea in the area of human rights is a possibility. however, 
certain aspects of North Korea’s current relations with the world 
around them should be taken into account. 

The Necessity of Building Mutual Trust

Since fear and distrust are the two strongest emotions charac-
terizing relations between North Koreans and the international 
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community, it is obviously easier said than done to achieve 
positive change. a first step, however, is increased contact 
between North Korea and the rest of the world. as this is writ-
ten, the american Press agency (aP) has decided to establish 
a permanent office in Pyongyang with a staff of two. the of-
fice will be located in the same building as the North Korean 
National Press. Some observers see this as a naïve move point-
ing out that, if aP believes that its staff will be able to report 
freely from North Korea, they probably also believe in Santa 
Claus. another interpretation is that the american agency is 
prepared to invest in an effort to build trust – and probably 
even a professional relationship. if the two aP representatives 
are ready to report on issues other than the ‘usual suspects’ 
(the nuclear issue, human rights violations) they might help 
to broaden our understanding of North Korea. Moreover, they 
might influence their local counterparts to add a bit of spice 
to the rather boring North Korean news outlets; this would be 
a desirable first step in a new direction for the North Korean 
state media. if, however, their task is to find proof for what 
we already suspect is happening behind the closed doors and 
fences of the North, their stay will probably be a rather short 
one. 

it is by no means an easy task to open up a country afflicted 
with double isolation: internally due to Juche (and as long as 
this ideology has any meaning, ‘opening up’ will be seen as a 
hostile word) and externally due to an ongoing trade embargo 
and the general animosity expressed by foreign countries. But 
there are ways and means, and there are experiences indicat-
ing that increased contact mostly has a positive effect on the 
relationship. if personal relations can be positively affected 
by increased contact, then more general relations between 
institutions and national representatives can be, too. During 
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the long period of on-and-off meetings in the six-party group, 
representatives of the two main adversaries, North Korea and 
the uS, developed a certain understanding of each other’s 
positions and, according to sources close to the two leading 
diplomats, a certain affinity on the more personal level.1 this 
happened to such an extent that the conservative media in 
Japan nick-named the american chief negotiator at the time 
Chris ‘Jong’ hill (Christopher hill), indicating that he might 
be going too ‘soft’ on the North Koreans due to this special 
relationship. an american head of the Kedo light-water reactor 
project, staying in North Korea for about a year, later published 
a book, Living With the Enemy, which provides vivid examples 
of how time and continued contact positively affected the 
relations between him and the people with whom he was 
working.2 on his way out of the country, the author describes 
a situation that easily could have created problems: lining up 
for the customs control at the local port, he realized that the 
boxes he had packed was too big to pass through the screen-
ing machine. when the customs chief then asked about the 
content of the boxes, the outgoing head of the Kedo project 
said: ‘books and clothes.’ he recounted, ‘after a short pause, 
the chief looked me directly in the eye and calmly said, “that’s 
ok, Representative Saccone, I trust you.” His expression struck 
straight to my heart. I never expected to hear those words from 
a North Korean to an american. in one sense i could not have 
asked for a finer conclusion to my tour of duty.’3 this american 
found that a rather cold and suspicious attitude towards each 
other at the start developed into an interpersonal understand-

1. Personal communication, Seoul 2006; New york 2006; Como, italy, 
2008. 

2. Saccone, richard, 2006, living with the enemy: inside North Korea. 
Seoul: hollym international Corp.

3. ibid., pp. 318–319.
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ing, and after a while trust was built – which greatly helped to 
solve even complex problems in the relationship.

as only few people have ever visited North Korea, and 
even fewer have stayed there for long periods, another way of 
establishing contact and contributing to assisting North Korea 
towards reform would be to invite people out of the country. 
Such visits are possible, although rare. But they take place, and 
the journey functions as an educational experience. Although 
we cannot know how the visitor interprets what he or she sees 
and experiences, it is quite clear that what they see is different 
from what they know back home. at least, the visit functions as 
proof that methods different from those back home exist, and 
they can probably see that some alternatives to Juche do work 
quite well.4

Observers often point to the military expenditures of an 
impoverished North Korea as a main obstacle to improving 
the country’s international relations and thus to development 
and growth. Such analyses are solely focused on the current 
situation, and neglect the historical causes and contexts. 
Briefly stated, the problem is not North Korea’s strength but 
its weakness. realistically, therefore, human rights in North 
Korea must be linked with the security of the regime.5 it has to 
extend to the elite as well, including the political leadership. A 
simple first step would be for the uS to recognize Pyongyang 
and establish an embassy in the capital, as several european 
countries already have done. a real dialogue on human rights 

4. NiaS initiated and organized a North Korean–Nordic meeting in 
Shanghai in 2005, and a visit by a North Korean sustainable energy 
delegation to the Nordic countries in 2008. the foreign ministries of 
Denmark, Norway and Sweden sponsored these activities. 

5. North Korea is weak in comparison to South Korea and the uS, and 
feels threatened by these stronger nations and their allies. thus, they 
allocate much of their scarce resources to the military, which is highly 
problematic from a humanitarian perspective. 
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with North Korea would definitely gain from a normalization 
of relations between North Korea and the rest of the world, in 
particular the uS. as long as North Korea is recognized as an 
independent nation by most european countries and in the 
uN, their legitimate national interests must be recognized. 
therefore, the government in Pyongyang should be dealt with 
as a relevant partner in international affairs, not as a pariah state 
nor as an honorary member of the ‘Axis of Evil’.

How the Human Rights Question Might Be Approached 

in a recent conference dealing with the human rights situation 
in North Korea it was stressed that the way South Korea was de-
scribed in the 1960s and 1970s in Western media (for example, 
in the New York Times) resembles descriptions of North Korea 
today. however, in that period, western governments – and 
in particular the Korean-american minority in the uS – did 
not care much about the human rights situation in the South. 
this same group is currently highly alarmed by the human 
rights situation in North Korea, which demonstrates that their 
concerns are, in part, politically motivated. other groups in the 
US have similar political motivations, for example, ‘Christian 
rights fundamentalists and naïve college students who are 
selective in their choice of information’ as one american par-
ticipant at the conference phrased it.6 From the perspective of 
government offices in Pyongyang, ‘human rights’ and ‘change 
of regime’ have become synonymous, and unfortunately this 
has not only discredited those who misuse a good cause but 
all foreigners engaged in the human rights situation in North 
Korea. this is regrettable but, just like so many other difficul-
ties in the incipient dialogue between North Korea and the 
outside world, it is a given condition. Distrust is widespread 

6.  Personal communication, london, 2010
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where trust is needed. any attempt to place the blame for this 
unfortunate situation on either side is counter-productive, and 
it would hardly be possible to reach an agreement on this issue. 
the western concept of human rights is somewhat foreign to 
east asia in general. thus, in a country where most people are 
lacking the basics needed for daily life, and indeed, in many 
cases, for survival, it might be better to approach the issue 
from another angle. ‘rights’ might sound confrontational in an 
East Asian context, so why not talk about ‘human dignity and 
security’? in humanitarian efforts to secure human survival 
and preserve human dignity, work with agriculture, the envi-
ronment, water supply, sanitation, reforestation and electricity 
become relevant.

Because the ‘change the regime’ approach has completely 
failed – not only in its efforts to achieve change but also in ef-
forts to improve living conditions for the North Korean people 
– we argue that establishing relations with the regime is more 
efficient. in more than one sense, the regime has an interest in 
providing for and helping its population. a main issue for any 
government with an ambition to stay in power is securing the 
survival of the population, seeing to it that babies and young 
children receive sufficient food so they remain healthy, and 
ensuring that the people is able to perform basic tasks and 
functions. every economic and material need that is secured 
underpins the development of other positive changes in a soci-
ety hungry for improvements and a better life. So far, the role of 
the ordinary citizens of North Korea has been misunderstood 
and underestimated. the North Korean people are not indif-
ferent to politics but, as long as an almost chronic economic 
crisis hinders normal life, their main interest is in sustaining 
their livelihood and improving the conditions of daily life. 
Currently, what drives people in North Korea more than ideo-
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logical guidelines is the struggle for survival. they are highly 
affected by ideology and disciplined by the political system, 
but they are not robots. an improvement in living conditions 
for the people of North Korea may enable them to participate 
more in the society and thus to achieve gradual change.

if ‘human dignity’ and ‘human security’ are introduced as 
issues on which North Korean government agencies could 
work with external agents – state-run, NGO and private enter-
prise – it is quite likely that the confrontations characterizing 
the ‘human rights’ agenda could be avoided. in that case, doors 
might be opened, or at least not kept completely shut. human 
dignity and security could be turned into a matter for practical, 
positive discussion focusing on how both internal and external 
forces best could cooperate to reach results. the discussion 
could then also include broader issues, such as initiatives to 
combine human security with sustainable development. this 
book, then, arrives at four conclusions, which are given below. 

Conclusions

First, we need a better understanding of North Korea’s decision-
making process in international politics. North Korea’s compli-
ance/non-compliance with the human rights regime is part of a 
larger geopolitical picture within which the actions of the world 
outside have a great effect on North Korean behaviour. when 
consulting historical experience, it is evident that a stronger 
North Korean commitment to the uN system of human rights 
ran parallel to Kim Dae Jung’s Sunshine Policy (1998–2007), 
the more positive and constructive uS approach during the 
Clinton administration (as attested to by the successful visit 
made by Secretary of State albright in october 2000), and the 
eu-initiated human rights dialogue in 2001. however, from 
2002 and onwards, North Korean commitment to cooperation 
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in the uN system deteriorated. this change in North Korean 
behaviour correlated with uS president george w. Bush’s 
condemnation of the country as part of the ‘Axis of Evil’, the 
adoption of the uS National Security Strategy in September 
2002, and the european union’s initiative to sponsor the afore-
mentioned uN resolution in 2003. Such drastic changes in the 
outside world’s approach were reflected in North Korea’s com-
mitment (or lack thereof) to the human rights regime as, from 
then on, the channels of communications were obstructed. 
any discussion on human rights with North Korea ended de 
facto with the resolution of april 2003.

Second, ‘human rights’ should be approached pragmatically 
by separating sensitive and non-sensitive issues and dealing 
with them accordingly. Due to the strong influence of east 
asian political culture and its specific political organization, the 
North Korean regime is extremely allergic to political criticism 
from the outside.7 thus, successful interaction with a single 
party system such as the North Korean requires that one take 
into account the priorities and commitments of the govern-
ment in order to set up grounds for constructive communica-
tion. So far, treating ‘human rights’ as an all-or-nothing issue 
has not improved the human rights situation in the country. 
instead, both sides have all too easily politicized any dialogue, 

7. the political and ideological system of North Korea is ‘totalitarian’ 
according to the textbook definition. This implies everything which 
denotes the opposite of good government – evil comes to mind as 
well. Whether our textbook definition should be ascribed universal 
validity is still a matter of discussion. however, viewed in the light of 
traditional east asian political culture, North Korea might not stand 
out as an ideal model, but neither would it be the ultimate illustration 
of the worst thinkable system. National pride, patriarchal authority 
and hierarchical institutions, not to mention historical wounds and 
animosities, affect politics and political relations throughout east asia, 
and thus are relevant facets in the total picture of the North Korean 
system. this should be taken into account when approaching regime 
representatives allergic to political criticism from the outside.
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leading to a disruption of communication. instead, a pragmatic 
approach should be adopted. Such an approach could possibly 
lead to concrete and low-key cooperation projects in areas such 
as agriculture, health care, and renewable energy and thus im-
prove basic living conditions for the North Korean population 
at large. 

third, other cases show that cooperation and dialogue on 
human rights with authoritarian regimes is often both feasible 
and more effective than confrontation and isolation. although 
China’s case is not fully comparable to that of North Korea, the 
two share important similarities in terms of political system 
and previous experiences within the international human 
rights regime. The EU–China dialogue is far from exemplary, 
but it represents a good example of what could be expected 
when dealing with states that have authoritarian governments 
and a general allergy to international pressure. the three-tier 
structure of the China dialogue has its strengths at the second 
(academic seminars) and third (technical cooperation pro-
jects) levels. here, political tensions are more easily avoided 
and results more tangible. therefore, in the case of North 
Korea, dialogue at the first level (political level) should not be 
expected to provide results but to serve as a means to facilitate 
cooperation on the second and third levels, at which communi-
cation and projects for the protection of human rights could be 
allowed to take on a more practical, low-key and concrete form.

Fourth, the establishment of concrete cooperative projects 
could improve living conditions for the North Korean popu-
lation – and thus human rights. our visit to North Korea in 
october 2010 and subsequent research make it clear that 
in the west currently there is a lack of both knowledge and 
understanding of the variety of perceptions and expectations 
to be found within the North Korean elite when it comes to 
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communication with the world outside and an understanding 
of the human rights issue. North Korean officials in general re-
flect a considerable willingness to cooperate with international 
partners and to seek better relations with the outside world. 
however, the nuclear question and the trade embargo remain 
problematic issues seen as political tools in a broader uS-
initiated isolation strategy. ‘human rights’ have also, in the eyes 
of North Korean officials, been politicized by the uS in order 
to demonize the country as part of this same strategy. Despite 
these obstacles, cooperation is both welcomed and feasible 
in areas that are indirectly linked to North Korea’s capacity to 
improve living conditions for its people. in these areas, know-
how and resources are badly needed to alleviate the grave 
situation of the population. Moreover, cooperation projects 
in these areas would hardly strengthen North Korean military 
capabilities; sustainable food production, a functioning health 
care system, and wind or water turbines are hardly essential to 
building nuclear bombs or chemical weaponry. Cooperation in 
these areas could possibly circumvent the current human rights 
stalemate.
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From Unresolved Stalemate 
towards Sustainable 

Development and Change 

T
he current head figure in Pyongyang, Kim Jong un, is 
a third-generation dictator in a regime that was seen 
as doomed to collapse when his grandfather died in 

1994. to continue waiting for regime collapse in North Korea 
is not only unrealistic; from a humanistic point of view it is also  
irresponsible. this is what we have sought to convey with this 
book, which could be seen as ‘a user’s manual’ to North Korea. 
in this short epilogue, in condensed form we shall suggest a 
way out of the long overdue stalemate because the present situ-
ation is harmful for all parties with stakes in the conflict, and 
first and foremost harmful to the North Korean population. 

why has the leadership in North Korea resisted change for 
so long? isolation, self-made as well as imposed, is part of the 
answer. a long and very strong tradition with a patriarchal and 
hierarchical social fabric, which interacts with and guides the 
formation and realization of authority, is another. then come 
the division of the country, an all-encompassing war and, in 
its aftermath, the establishment of two competing regimes, 
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each of whom has used the other to preserve its own author-
ity and power. South Korea’s dictatorship operated within the 
framework of the free world as a line of defence against com-
munist dictatorship – albeit with many traits similar to those 
of the enemy. Democratic transition came in South Korea as a 
result of popular struggle involving religious forces, students, 
workers and leading intellectuals, but also as a result of external 
pressure from international allies and partners. this pressure 
was both a push and a pull: authoritarian political practices 
were criticized but more important and effective was the influ-
ence from Koreans who came back after having studied abroad, 
most of them in the uSa. 

in comparison, North Korea’s dictatorship has benefited 
from isolation, making self-sufficiency their all-encompassing 
state ideology and keeping foes as well as friends at a distance. 
the recent uN-sanctioned tightening of the embargo against 
North Korea due to its nuclear and missile tests, no matter the 
intention of this punishment, basically only assists the forces 
within the regime that reject an opening to the world, thus pre-
serving its isolated status and preventing change from affecting 
North Korean society and its political regime.1

how, then, to start a process of change in an area suffering 
double isolation, self-imposed as well as externally supported? 
it goes without saying that a precondition is to end this isolation 
and promote the establishment of relations that make possible 
the positive impacts of external forces. From a human relations 
perspective, this is widely accepted common sense. it is also 

1. Donald gregg, former head of Cia in South Korea (1973–76), secu-
rity advisor to g.h.w. Bush in the 1980s and uS ambassador to Seoul 
(1989–99), recently stated that ‘the sanctions were a very foolish reac-
tion to the North Korean rocket launch and should never have been 
imposed, given the knowledge that the South Korean government 
was behind them.’ (the hankyoreh, http:english.hani.co.kr/popups/
print.hani?ksn=568744) download date: 10.02.2013.
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supported by numerous studies within the social sciences 
showing that people react positively to positive approaches and 
negatively to negative ones. Expectations held prior to actual 
inter-personal contacts colour and may strengthen actions and 
reactions in a positive or negative direction accordingly. as 
international relations are conducted by people, prior expecta-
tions also affect such relations. relations with North Korea are 
no exception. Positive relations beget trust, negative relations 
beget distrust. on a scale from zero to ten on trust between 
parties, the level characterizing relations between North Korea 
and the rest of the world is zero – both ways.

a condition for anything positive to come out of a relation-
ship initially characterized by mutual distrust is to accept that 
the given conditions are simply the only possible point of de-
parture. in relation to North Korea, this means that the present 
authorities must be acknowledged as those with whom one 
has to negotiate. Between parties where trust is lacking, formal, 
mutual respect has to be the point of departure. there can be 
no exception for international affairs. Regardless of differences in 
basic values, norms, ideological outlooks and political opinions, 
the expressed concerns of both sides must be taken seriously.

engaging in talks in the absence of mutual trust on issues 
where the parties concerned are positioned at opposite poles 
from the outset demands discipline and strong goal-orienta-
tion: the final goal must give the process, the line of activities, 
its direction. Based on experiences discussed in the previous 
chapters, the human rights issue must therefore be approached 
pragmatically, using areas in which the parties have overlapping 
interests as well as practical abilities as the point of departure in 
order to reach something both sides consider a positive result.

in the present situation, positive results can be anything 
and everything that helps maintaining peace in the region and 
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makes life better for the North Korean people. in a society 
marked by scarcities of food, energy, heating, transportation, 
health care and almost every other necessity of a well-function-
ing societal life, it seems insensitive to focus on political rights 
as a first priority, even if this can be defended philosophically as 
a prerequisite for a long-term, sustainable solution.

North Korea needs development assistance, but this is not 
on the priority list of western – or eastern – donors at the 
time of this writing. what have been realized in North Korea 
hitherto are a few, geographically scattered, small-scale projects 
based more on what donors were able to offer than on local 
needs. an improvement would be to develop institutional co-
ordination of existing, planned and future projects, obviously 
together with North Korean representatives and preferably 
together with an international organization with a permanent 
presence in North Korea. the international red Cross and 
red Crescent Movement comes to mind as a relevant partner. 
it seems obvious that the positive effects of moderate input to 
a country in great need could be maximized by a much-needed 
coordination.

a coordinating office would at this stage be a useful instru-
ment to bridge the gap between local needs and the diverse 
contributions of international donors, and thus an effort to 
maximize the impact of the assistance given.

the immediate and urgent needs of the North Korean pop-
ulation that the international community must address from 
a human rights perspective are, first, continued and increased 
provision of food and medical aid; thereafter, preconditions for 
the reestablishment of local food production and preservation 
must be supported. related to this urgent task is the need to 
assist in developing the energy sector. this is a gigantic endeav-
our requiring long-term coordinated international assistance. 
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Currently, lesser but still substantial efforts can bring about 
the refurbishing of existing hydropower plants, old as well as 
relatively new ones, and the development of new, sustainable 
de-centralized power plants linked to concrete projects such 
as village development, establishment of health clinics, food 
processing factories and other types of production units. 

in addition to project assistance, updated knowledge 
on technical matters related to the projects and their eco-
nomic and technical management and maintenance is needed. 
Furthermore, related to international aid and assistance, knowl-
edge of inter-cultural communication is called for. this need is 
something both parties – providers as well as receivers – have 
in common. Such educational efforts are desirable, something 
that is acknowledged by the authorities in Pyongyang, but the 
issue is also highly controversial and is seen by them as poten-
tially dangerous to the survival of their authority and thus of the 
regime itself. it is in this contested field where attention to the 
needs can translate into threats that serious development as-
sistance can change life conditions for people affected by these 
activities. in the longer run it can possibly affect the way that 
people – leaders and followers alike – organize their society.

this is essential: for leaders and followers alike. a com-
monly held, but probably incorrect, assumption in our part 
of the world is that inefficient regimes and their incompetent 
or bad leaders are doomed to remain as they are – unchange-
able enemies to be defeated. this dualistic view of good and 
bad can hardly be sustained by real-life experience. A more 
reasonable view based on recent experiences of the processes 
of change in former dictatorships around the world would be 
that leaders and their aides – as well as the people – are adjust-
ing, more or less smoothly, more or less willingly, to the actual 
circumstances in the world within which they function. the 
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post-Cold war period can be seen as a global laboratory for 
economic, political and societal transformation. Changes in 
circumstances produce changes in people, and leaders are no 
exception. 

the directions of these changes is not uniform as there are 
different roads to modernization, different answers to the chal-
lenges of our times. the path ahead for North Korea depends 
on, among others, the given political culture in the country and 
in the region that has formed and guided people in the past as it 
still does at present, although now combined with fresh ideas, 
impressions and influences from the outside world. it seems 
timely to encourage the governments in the west to do their 
part – it is not enough simply to wait for miracles to happen 
in Pyongyang. the formula is quite simple: achievement of a 
positive result requires positive interaction; the more positive 
interaction with North Korea, the greater the chance of a posi-
tive and sustainable result.

a great contribution could come from the Nordic region of 
europe, where the five countries – Denmark, Finland, iceland, 
Norway and Sweden – have institutionalized mutual consulta-
tions and cooperation, and have created a sense of community 
among people in a region formerly tormented by animosities, 
conflicting relationship and war. assistance from the Nordics 
would be welcomed in North Korea and thus increase the pos-
sibilities of a positive impact of this relationship.
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Timeline for North Korea and 
Its International Relations 

Pertaining to Human Rights

Mid-1980s and early 1990s
two attempts at economic reform in North Korea. 
11 May 1993
uN Security Council calls on North Korea to reconsider its de-
cision to withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation treaty.
11 June 1993
uS–North Korea Joint Statement.
1994
Death of Kim il Sung.
First nuclear crisis.
Summer 1998
Kim Jong-il indicates he is open to change on economic policy.
May 2000
Kim Jong-il’s first public trip to China.
15 June 2000
Pyongyang Declaration.
inter-Korean summit. agreement on working towards re-
unification in the form of a federation/confederation (signed 
by Kim Dae-jung and Kim Jong-il). 
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Exchange visits of separated families on one occasion.
economic cooperation.
October 2000
uS–North Korea joint communiqué. Madeleine albright visits 
Pyongyang (positive outcome).
January 2001
Kim Jong-il visits China again.
June 2001
human rights dialogue between North Korea and the eu begins.
11 September 2001
world trade Centre in New york attacked.
Autumn–Winter 2001
approach in the North Korean leadership changed from ‘secu-
rity’ to ‘economic reform’.
January 2002
George W. Bush designates North Korea as part of the ‘axis of 
evil’ in his State of the union address.
July 2002
New economic policies launched in North Korea.
September 2002
Bush doctrine formulated in the National Security Strategy of 
the United States, published on 17 September 2002. this docu-
ment is often cited as the definitive statement of the doctrine. 
it was updated in 2006.
October 2002
assistant Secretary of State James Kelly visits Pyongyang 
(negative outcome). 
December 2002
iaea inspectors are asked to leave North Korea. 
10 January 2003
North Korea formally withdraws from the Non-Proliferation 
treaty.
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March 2003
economic reforms enter a new phase.
16 April 2003
First Commission on human rights resolution 2003/10 calls 
for a ‘comprehensive dialogue’ with North Korea on human 
rights.
27–29 August 2003
First round of six-party talks.
2004
Members of the Committee on the rights of the Child are 
invited to visit North Korea. 
25–28 February 2004
Second round of six-party talks.
15 April 2004
Commission on human rights resolution 2004/13. the man-
date of Special rapporteur on North Korea is established by 
the hr Commission. 
28 April 2004
uN Security Council resolution 1540 on the non-proliferation 
of weapons of mass destruction.
23–26 June 2004
Third round of six-party talks . 
July 2004
vitit Muntharborn appointed as Special rapporteur.
18 October 2004
North Korean human rights act passed by uS Congress.
10 January 2005
First Special rapporteur report is followed by the first protest 
from North Korea. 
10 February 2005
North Korea announces that it has become a nuclear power.
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14 April 2005
Commission on human rights resolution 2005/11 lists wide-
spread human rights violations in North Korea.
19 June–11 August 2006
human rights Council first session.
15 July 2006
uN Security Council resolution 1695 bans the selling of ma-
terial that would further the ability of North Korea to bolster 
its ballistic missiles programme.
25 July–7 August 2005
First phase of fourth round of six-party talks.
13–19 September 2005
Second phase of fourth round of six-party talks.
9–11 November 2005
First phase of fifth round of six-party talks.
9 October 2006
First North Korean nuclear test.
14 October 2006
uN Security Council resolution 1718 imposes sanctions on 
North Korea.
18–22 December 2006
Second phase of fifth round of six-party talks.
December 2006
North Korea rejects an offer from the office of the high 
Commissioner of human rights of technical cooperation such 
as ‘human rights treaty implementation’.
2007–09
the uNDP suspends its activities in North Korea because 
changes in uNDP practices could not be agreed upon with the 
North Korean government.
8–13 February 2007
Third phase of fifth round of six-party talks. Agreement on the 
North Korean nuclear issue.
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19–22 March 2007
First phase of sixth round of six-party talks.
18 June 2007
human rights Council holds its first meeting.
27–30 September 2007
Second phase of sixth round of six-party talks.
October 2007
Second North–South Korea Summit. 
March 2009
Second nuclear test by North Korea. 
13 April 2009
uN Presidential Statement announces Security Council inten-
tions to expand sanctions. 
14 April 2009
North Korea ends six-party talks. Nuclear inspectors expelled 
from North Korea. North Korea declares that it will resume its 
nuclear weapons programme.
25 May 2009
North Korea detonates a nuclear device.
12 June 2009
uN Security Council resolution 1874. Sanctions tightened. 
December 2009–January 2010
North Korea undergoes the universal Periodic review.
17 February 2010
last report of the Special rapporteur on North Korea, vitit 
Muntarbhorn, is published. 
March 2010
North Korea universal Periodic review adopted by the human 
rights Council.
June 2010
Marzuki Darusman succeeds Muntarbhorn as Special rapporteur 
on North Korea.
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24 September 2010
the uN third Committee, in charge of social and humanitar-
ian issues under the auspices of the uN general assembly, 
adopts a resolution proposed by the eu and Japan. the resolu-
tion condemns North Korea’s violation of human rights. it is 
the sixth resolution of its kind adopted by the committee since 
2005, and is submitted to the full uN general assembly for a 
vote. 
8 April 2011
Human Rights Council resolution. Darusman’s mandate ex-
tended for one year.
May 2011
Kim Jong-il visits Beijing. a uS fact-finding team, led by spe-
cial envoy on North Korean human rights, robert King, visits 
North Korea to look into the food situation.
December 2011
Kim Jong-il dies and is succeeded by his son, Kim Jong-un.
22 March 2012
the human rights Council adopts a resolution on North 
Korea prolonging the mandate of the Special rapporteur.
22 January 2013
the uN Security Council unanimously approved tighter sanc-
tions on North Korea in retaliation for launching a satellite 
into space December 12, 2012. this was the third tightening of 
sanctions since 2006. 
12 February 2013
North Korea conducts a third underground nuclear weapons 
test, prompting further international condemnation and sanc-
tions.
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