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Not Crazy After All These Years

In December 2011, the Onion, that great satirical
newspaper, opened with the headline, âKim Jong-Un
Privately Doubting He’s Crazy Enough To Run North
Korea.â Over the next few pages, the writers for the
Onion described Kimâs alleged concerns about his fu-
ture regime, concluding that, âWhile emphasizing that
he was definitely completely insane and would likely be-
come even more so as leader of North Korea, the younger
Kim nevertheless wondered if he could ever be enough of
a lunatic to truly replace the most unhinged dictator on
the planet.â[1] Other voices, often more serious than the
Onionâs, have echoed the description: âWe donât know
much about North Korea and who this Kim Jong-il is,â
proclaimed Congressman Jay Kim (R-CA) in 1998. âI
understand he is not a rational individual.â[2] And the
widely known stories, of mass starvation and poverty;
of drug trafficking, counterfeiting, and money launder-
ing; of prison camps and repression; and especially of a
personality cult that is arguably unrivaled in modern his-
tory, seem to confirm the popular image of a crazed land
run by deranged leaders. Charles Armstrongâs Tyranny
of the Weak, however, suggests otherwise. Armstrongâs
study of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s
(DPRK) foreign policy during and after the ColdWar asks
the reader to, above all else, take North Korea seriously
and recognize the skill with which its leadership has of-
ten played its weak diplomatic hand. The countryâs abil-
ity to survive, he explains, âin a precarious international
position, extracting maximum concessions from its ma-

jor allies (and occasionally even its enemies) despite its
objective weakness, has in its own way been a remark-
able achievement.â Yet, he laments, few works have âat-
tempted to explain North Koreaâs foreign relations in an
extended and systematic fashionâ (p. 5). In Tyranny of
the Weak, Armstrong, over the course of almost three
hundred pages that cover almost fifty years, shows us just
how much we can learn by doing so.

The early part of the book focuses on the KoreanWar
period and its immediate aftermath. Armstrong inte-
grates the latest materials from archives of the former
communist bloc states, not only in his efforts to evaluate
Kim Il Sungâs decision to cross the 38th parallel in June
1950, but also in his detailed study of the warâs progres-
sion. The material here is generally not new, although
certain aspects, notably the detailed focus on the DPRK
occupation of the South, and on the U.S. and Republic
of Korea âre-educationâ plans during the occupation of
the North, are particularly interesting and informative.
Armstrong also argues for a post-revisionist approach to
our understanding of the outbreak of the war, one that
posits a middle ground between the orthodox interpreta-
tion that portrays Soviet leaders as manipulative puppet
masters directing the invasion and the revisionists who
argued that the conflict was a civil war that became inter-
nationalized only in its later years due to the interference
of the superpowers, especially the United States. Recent
evidence, Armstrong argues, shows that while the com-
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munist superpowers certainly played critical roles, the
most significant influence was that of Kim Il Sung him-
self, who manipulated them to the best of his ability, and
who was responding to a number of indigenous factors
including the ongoing guerilla war with the South that
existed before June 1950 and the genuine (and not totally
unreasonable) fear that the South would strike across the
parallel first. Northern agency and pre-1950 Korean dy-
namics were thus critical, Armstrong notes, and hence
the war was more than just an international war between
proxies and more than just a civil war that went global; it
was a civil war and an international conflict at the same
time, one born in local circumstances and driven by local
actors even while it had a clearly international compo-
nent.

The real focus of the book, however, begins in the
mid-1950s, particularly in December 1955, with Kim Il
Sungâs famous Juche speech (formally titled âOn Elimi-
natingDogmatism and Formalism and Establishing Juche
in Ideological Workâ), which he delivered to the Pre-
sidium of the Korean Workers Party Central Commit-
tee. Juche, which would soon become the central ide-
ological construct of DPRK society, preached indepen-
dent policymaking and self-reliance, and the diminution
(if not outright exclusion) of external influence. âIf we
ignore the history of our country and the traditions of
our people,â Kim warned, âand take no account of our
realties and the level of preparedness of our people, and
copy from foreign experience mechanically, it will lead
us to commit dogmatic errors and will do much harm
to the revolutionary cause.â[3] Juche remains one of the
most hotly debated topics in the historiography of the
DPRK. Scholars have suggested that it served as a way
for Kim to advance his political power by discrediting his
political opponents as being insufficiently Korean; as a
tool to manipulate the North Korean masses by rallying
them behind a nationalist construct and a âGreat Lead-
erâ who directed the nation in accordance with its pre-
cepts; as a genuine reflection of a Korean value system
with deep roots in the nationâs past; and even as a propa-
ganda tool designed largely for external audiences, a tool
whose influence has been greatly exaggerated by outside
observers. Armstrong, however, adds another element
to the discussion, stressing juche as a means for Kim to
assert his nationâs independence in the foreign policy
realm, even if it created tensions with his erstwhile allies
in China and the USSR. Kim, in this account, recognized
from even the early Cold War years that he did not nec-
essarily agree with all of the international policies of the
communist superpowers, and needed to ensure âwiggle

roomâ for the DPRK in the future. The juche speech, in
this depiction, was thus not just about politics or domes-
tic life but was the start of a fifty-year effort to chart an
independent course that often contrasted with the path
preferred by the Soviets and Chinese. It was, Armstrong
notes, âthe beginning of North Koreaâs divergence from
the Moscow-dominated international socialist commu-
nity, a declaration of independence from Soviet control
and influenceâ (p. 90).

From there, Armstrong takes the reader through a
broad history of North Korean foreign relations that goes
all the way through the post-ColdWar period, and which
emphasizes Kimâs efforts to maintain his nationâs inde-
pendent policymaking while manipulating his allies and
even sometimes his enemies, largely by playing them off
against each other and capitalizing on interbloc rival-
ries, as well as by reaching out to the nonaligned world
when it suited his purposes to do so. No short review
could do justice to the number of international develop-
ments examined in Tyranny, but Armstrong leaves few
stones unturned as he follows Kimâs path from the crit-
ical 1956 Plenum in which he purged his Soviet- and
Chinese-allied critics and thus centralized his power;
through the often-changing dynamics of relations with
the South andwith Japan; through the impact of the Viet-
namWar and the âSecond KoreanWarâ of the late 1960s;
through the fight for recognition at the United Nations
and other international organizations; through the Third
World outreach efforts of the early 1970s; through the
succession of Kim Jong Il and the end of the Cold War;
and above all else, through the DPRKâs place within the
Sino-Soviet relationship. Through all of the stories, a
few constants emerge: Kimâs skill in manipulating the
Sino-Soviet split; the determination of Northern leaders
to preserve their independent decision making authority;
the Northâs steady albeit generally unsuccessful desire
to increase its standing among the nonaligned nations;
and the inability of both American power and globaliza-
tion to penetrate the North. In the end, Armstrong notes,
the North should be viewed not as an incomprehensible
place led by incomprehensible leaders but as a weak na-
tion that was able to compensate for its relative lack of
power through skillful diplomacy that in the end won it
aid, influence, and standing far out of proportion with
its strength. âThe DPRK,â he concludes, âplayed its very
weak hand against its Great Power neighbors quite skill-
fully, and if the goal of the North Korean regime was to
maintain its autonomy and integrity over the long haul,
then it succeeded better than any other small socialist
state in the worldâ (p. 136).
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The result is a wonderful book. Armstrong covers
more topics in more depth than one would think possi-
ble in a work of such moderate length, and he does so
without ever losing the narrative or overwhelming the
reader. He integrates sources from across the globe, with
particular emphasis on the most recent documents from
the fallen Soviet-bloc states. A few areas are particularly
informative, notably his discussions of the postwar re-
building of Pyongyang and Hamhung; the Northâs out-
reach efforts towards the nonaligned movement in the
1970s; and the impact of the 1988 Seoul Olympics on the
DPRK. But it is a terrific book overall, a virtual tour de
force of North Korea and its relationship with the Cold
War world.

Despite my admiration for the book, there are two
omissions whose inclusion might have made it stronger.
First, there is no conclusion, only an epilogue that looks
at the DPRKâs last decade and which seems a bit forced
and out of place here. One waits in vain for Armstrong
to draw broader conclusions from his study about weak
states versus strong states, about the fluidity of the Cold
War alliance system, about the nature of power in the
international arena overall. The introduction even hints
at such an approach and a few brief statements are scat-
tered throughout, but without a larger conclusion to tie it
together, this remains an excellent book about North Ko-
rean foreign policy whose larger lessons are not applied
beyond its borders.

Second, there is not much of an effort to examine the
extent to which domestic forces influenced DPRK pol-
icy. Armstrong largely ignores the school of thought that
finds Kimâs foreign policy to be, at least to some degree,
intended to preserve his regime by creating situations
that he could use for domestic propaganda and/or justi-
fication for the nationâs shortcomings under his leader-
ship. Kimâs wave of bellicosity in the 1960s, for example,
emerges in this book as a genuine product of his desire
to unify the peninsula in light of changing international
circumstances, without much consideration about how
changes at home might have influenced him as well. Yet,
recent evidence suggests a greater role for domestic influ-
ence than Armstrong suggests; one letter from East Ger-
man officials in Pyongyang in the late 1960s, for exam-
ple, observed the growing tension between the North and
the United States and its allies, and concluded, âProbably
for the DPRK, there are mostly propagandistic reasons
behind the present positions.â[4] Czech officials in the
North agreed, noting that the âspreading military psy-
chosis had other functions, like distracting people from
the existing economic difficulties, ’justifying’ stagnation

of the standard of living, demanding the strictest disci-
pline and obedience, and preventing any criticism.â[5]
These two forces, of course, are not mutually exclusive;
Kim could (in fact, almost certainly did) shape his poli-
cies with an eye towards both foreign and domestic im-
peratives, which were in many cases mutually reinforc-
ing. Still, readers hoping to find some discussion of the
internal motives behind DPRK policy will likely be dis-
appointed by what they find here.

Still, these are fairly minor concerns that perhaps re-
flect my own unfair desire for the author to have ad-
dressed the topics that I wanted him to address, rather
than the topics that he did address. Overall, Armstrong
has succeeded brilliantly at what he set out to do: exam-
ine the foreign policy of Cold War North Korea in a way
that moves beyond clichÃ©s and recognizes its successes
as well as its failures. The book is thoughtful, compre-
hensive, convincing, and provocative. It covers familiar
territory in unfamiliar ways, and places unfamiliar ter-
ritory into comprehensible yet original frameworks. In
the end, Tyranny of the Weak will likely stand for years
as the best work on the topic in existence.
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