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THE reaction in the US to its former president Bill Clinton’s mission to North Korea provides a good case study of the interaction between the domestic political and diplomatic processes in any democracy; for South Asians, particularly. It was a ‘successful’ mission.

The quotes are necessary because the release of the two American journalists in custody in North Korea, Euna Lee and Lawa King was assured before he took the flight to Pyongyang. On this ‘humanitarian’ mission, Clinton wisely took along two professional diplomats as advisors — David Staub, former director of the Korea desk at the State Department who speaks Korean and his former chief of staff, John D. Podesta who, incidentally, is close to the Obama White House.

Clinton would not have gone if President Barack Obama had not approved of the trip. When the likes of John Bolton, former ambassador to the UN under the Bush administration — and the very worst the US ever sent there — and Karl Rove, a Republican political strategist close to George W. Bush, attacked the Clinton mission they were really aiming their shafts at President Obama. No one should be surprised that Dr Henry A. Kissinger attacked the move. It is a card-carrying hardliner’s knee-jerk reaction.

The visit is to be welcomed precisely because it came at one of the worst moments in relations between the two countries. In April North Korea had launched a long-range rocket and conducted a second nuclear test in May. It discarded as useless the format of six-party talks comprising, besides these two countries, South Korea, Japan, China and Russia. It demanded instead direct talks with the US. The trip was arranged in the back-channel between the UN missions of these two. But the US was careful to insist on two things — the promise of release of the two journalists and its continued adherence to the six-party process. Indeed it assured both Russia and China that they would not be bypassed.

America’s preferred emissary was Bill Richardson, governor of New Mexico. But President Kim Jong-il was insistent on Bill Clinton’s visit. He had as US president sent a letter of condolence to Kim Jong-il on his father Kim Il Sung’s death. It is well known that in late 2000 Clinton had come close to formally ending the Korean War (1950-53) and was seriously contemplating a trip to Pyongyang during his final weeks in office to explore agreements to end North Korea’s missile programme and get Washington and Pyongyang off the war footing they had held ever since an armistice ended fighting in the war.

A formal peace accord was never signed and the US maintains tens of thousands of troops on South Korean soil. His trip would have followed the October 2000 visit to the White House by North Korea’s then second-highest military officer, Vice Marshall Jo Myong Rok. The commander and the Clinton administration signed a memorandum of understanding calling for the official end of hostilities on the Korean peninsula.

In 2001 his successor, George W. Bush, changed the tone of relations, describing North Korea as part of an ‘axis of evil’. What did George W. Bush achieve by his corrosive rhetoric and arrogant intransigence whether on North Korea or on Iran, for that matter? Greater progress in their nuclear programmes during the period of a wasteful deadlock.

Significantly, Clinton was received at the airport by Kim Kye-gwan, North Korea’s chief nuclear negotiator. President Kim Jong-il met Clinton with some of his top officials. Chief among them was Kang Sok Joo, North Korea’s vice foreign minister and the architect of a 1994 nuclear-disarmament accord signed between Pyongyang and the Clinton administration. Kim Yang Gun, who oversees Pyongyang’s relationship with South Korea and focuses on the issue of American troops on the Korean peninsula, also attended. North Korea’s second-ranking bureaucrat, Yang Hyong Sop, escorted Clinton to the airport.

The two leaders were together for three and a half hours. It was left to Obama’s national security advisor, Gen Jim Jones to reveal what they had discussed. He was well qualified to do so because it was through him that President Obama sounded Clinton whether he would undertake the trip. North Korea’s signal had gone to the White House.

On Aug 9, Gen Jones, who is no dove, revealed that North Korea has indicated that it would like improved relations with the US. “They discussed the importance of denuclearisation, in terms of weapons systems, of the North Korean peninsula, the Korean peninsula, and in addition to talking about other things that the former president may have wished to discuss. The North Koreans have indicated that they would like a new relation, a better relation with the United States.”

In a frozen situation this is helpful though the points in issue remain. But it is precisely ventures like these that help to break the impasse. The US–China deadlock was broken by ping pong tournaments. In South Asia cricket tournaments or the lack of them provide a good indication of the state of the relationship between the countries. One must not forget the role of non-officials. Evans Revere, president of the Korea Society and a former official, was active in the back-channel in New York. As they say, history teaches a lot by analogy.

