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An unprecedented contingent of 80 Western journalists accompanied 106 

members of the New York Philharmonic Orchestra to the city of 

Pyongyang, capital of North Korea. The entourage of musicians, 

orchestra staff, TV production crews, donors and journalists numbered 

more than 400-the largest American delegation to visit this relic of 

the Cold War since the Korean War ended in a stalemate 55 years ago.

Contrary to common sense, there appears to be a correlation between 

the number of journalists and the homogeneity of their reports. More 

observers, more opinions, more voices should give us a greater variety 

of perspectives and viewpoints, one would expect. Why otherwise would 

you need to send 80 journalists to listen to a single performance of 

Classical music on the other side of the planet?

Alas, reading through dozens of articles on this undoubtedly 

historical event leads to this inescapable conclusion:

     In communist North Korea, reporters copy the government's party 

line.

     In the democratic West, journalists simply copy each other.

The only difference of opinion among commentators seems to be whether 

it is better to insult the North Korean regime for manipulating a 

cultural event to serve its political purposes or to insult the New 

York Philly for letting itself be manipulated.

"The Philharmonic could yet be turned into an unwitting propaganda 

instrument," says an editorial in the Financial Times.

Boston Globe columnist Jeff Jacoby castigates the orchestra's 

conductor Lorin Maazel for "handing (North Korean leader) Kim Jong Il 

a propaganda coup and lending legitimacy to his regime."

But that's missing the point, isn't it? Far from being North Korean 

patsies, the orchestra was actually following the lead of the US 

Administration. Half the musicians in the orchestra -- including eight 

of Korean origin -- had serious misgivings about the event. They were 

persuaded to go by the chief US negotiator Christopher Hill, who is 

trying to achieve a breakthrough in the stalled negotiations on 

dismantling North Korea's nuclear weapons programme.

It boils down to what political scientists like to call 

"atmospherics". Originally coined to refer to radio interference 

produced by electromagnetic radiation (i.e. "static"), the word is now 

used in a variety of contexts, including architecture, interior design 

and marketing. In a store's design, for example, the physical elements 

that appeal to consumers' emotions and encourage them to buy are 

referred to as atmospherics. In international relations, actions or 

official statements that intentionally create or suggest a particular 

mood qualify as atmospherics.

Not so different from ordinary life, is it? When the sun shines, we 

feel more agreeable. When it's stormy, we tend to fear and tremble. 

The confrontational "axis of evil" speech by US President George W. 

Bush in 2002 had the regrettable-though unsurprising-effect of 

accelerating North Korea's nuclear weapons programme.

Peaceful people-to-people encounters across enemy lines can create 

positive atmospherics, which can change the mood of negotiating 

partners. Although often only symbolic in nature, cultural and 

sporting events can create a snowball effect of good will and 

confidence building.

An audience of 1,500 North Koreans stood at attention during the NY 

Philharmonic's rendition of the "Star Spangled Banner", USA's national 

anthem, while an estimated 200 million people around the world watched 

them on television.

Symbolic? Yes.

Of immediate consequence? No.

This is just the slow dance of reconciliation that will go on for 

years to come. Of course, 80 journalists won't see it. They're already 

dancing elsewhere.
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