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North Korea is a totalitarian society ruled by one family.  It keeps an outdated and non-functioning socialist economy, which fails to feed its people.  Hundreds of thousands of residents flee away from the country in search of food and freedom, which is evidence in itself that the regime has failed.  Despite such a starving population, the country has been continuously building up its military.  In particular, the country has been developing weapons of mass destruction such as missiles and nuclear bombs.  Desperate for money, this country smuggled drugs, circulated counterfeit US dollar bills, and has been selling missiles to other countries.  There is a danger that it might sell weapons of mass destruction to terrorist organisations.   
This is the popular image of North Korea as we know of in the west.  The book under review, North Korea: The Struggle Against American Power, challenges this popular view, claiming that our views of North Korea are distorted by people and agencies with anti-DPRK agendas (p.133).  The book therefore aims to demonstrate that the western media is prejudiced (p.9) and how the US government, just as it deceived us regarding Iraq’s possession of weapons of mass destruction, has manipulated our views about North Korea.  Why, then, does the US government distort facts about North Korea?  First of all, the author argues, the US has a ‘grudge’ toward North Korea -- the first country that the powerful US did not win against (p.54).  In addition, the current US administration needs a “demonic and demonised North Korea” (p.27) for its political agenda.  What is the political agenda of the US?  Using an enemy like North Korea, the US intends to justify its military expansion and expensive projects like the Missile Defence (MD) in the post-Cold War era.  In particular, the US wants to contain China (p.77), for which it needs continued crisis with countries like North Korea.    

To reveal the hidden agenda of the US, Part I of the book discusses the history of North Korea-US conflicts, focusing on the development and demise of the 1994 Agreed Framework.  In 1994 the Clinton administration signed the Agreed Framework with North Korea, promising to provide energy and security guarantees to North Korea in exchange for North Korea’s abandoning its nuclear programs.  In 2000 South Korean President Kim Dae-Jung met with North Korean leader Kim Jong Il.  In the same year high level officials of the US and North Korea exchanged visits.  The atmosphere was so positive that North Korea declared that the ‘Arduous March’ was over in 2000 (p.2).  However, this hopeful atmosphere changed after George Bush became the President of the US, whose administration accused North Korea for hiding its secret nuclear weapons program.  
From the North Korean perspective, the Agreed Framework was good and necessary to overcome the hardship caused by the collapse of the communist bloc in the end of the 1980s.  To survive in the post-Cold War world North Korean government needed to improve its relationship with the US.  Nevertheless, according to the author, North Korea was in constant fear of nuclear attack especially because the US never abandoned its first nuclear attack policy (p.81).  The joint South Korea-US military drill was also a real threat to North Korea (p.66-67).  In such a condition, North Korean leaders saw nuclear as the answer for both energy and security.  Crisis arose out of North Korea’s nuclear program, and the Agreed Framework in 1994 was a solution of this crisis.  With the heavy fuel oil and Light Water Reactors provided by the Agreed Framework, North Korea did not need to build old Soviet style nuclear power plants, which would produce the material that can be used to build nuclear weapons.  However, the Bush administration later abandoned the Agreed Framework, and this pushed North Korea to pursue more extreme policy, explains the author.        
Part II of the book deals with various charges the US government has imposed on North Korea -- human rights violations, drug smuggling, missile exports, and nuclear weapons development.  The author denounces that the US has falsely used these allegations to demonise North Korea.  First of all, the use of the human rights argument by the US against North Korea is rather hypocritical, says the author.  It is because the US itself has a bad record of human rights abuse in terms of executions and imprisonment (p.141).  Furthermore, he suggests, the fundamental cause of the human rights problems of North Korea is actually the US.  It is because the US economic sanctions and military pressure have exacerbated the sufferings of the North Korean people (p.129).  How about North Korean refugees in China who are looking for food and chances to defect to South Korea?  Is not this a clear evidence of the failure of the North Korean regime and its leadership?  Again the author argues that the causes of North Korean defectors are the collapse of the communist block and the US sanctions and military threat, which prevented North Korea from using its scarce resources for the welfare of its people.  How about North Korea’s exporting missiles to other countries?  The author emphasises that selling missiles is not illegal, and North Korea’s exports are negligible compared to that of the US weapons trade (p.171).   
In conclusion, the author urges the world not to try to change the North Korean regime (p.158-9) because regime change in North Korea will make everything worse (p.165).   In stead, the US government should help North Korea to open its economy, suggests the author.  By so doing, according to the author, the US can bring genuine peace in Northeast Asia.      

The strength of this book lies in its eloquent emphasis on the peaceful alternative -- to help North Korea to become a normal country -- to the US hardline policy which will push North Korea to the fringe of desperate resistance.  In order to reach this conclusion, the author explains the North Korea-US confrontations by analysing the ‘hidden political agendas’ of the US as an imperial power trying to contain China.  Readers learn that the Bush administration’s refusal to have direct dialogue with North Korea has escalated the North Korean crisis.  While well-known North Korea experts such as Bruce Cumings (North Korea, 2004) have enlightened us, North Korean voices have been rarely heard in the West.  This book greatly helps us in understanding deeper causes of the current conflicts between the US and North Korea by providing us with a different perspective.   
These strengths, however, also turn to weakness in some other areas.  While looking at the ‘hidden political agenda’ of the US in its dealing with North Korea, the author sometimes neglects similar agendas in other parties.  For example, the author dismisses the US accusations of North Korea that the food aided by the world community does not reach the people in need but it is diverted to the military and party elite.  He does so by quoting the World Food Program (WFP) officials who insists that the food aid is effective (p.155).  International governmental organisations such as the WFP have their own particular interests and ‘agendas’ and they need to justify the effectiveness of their aid programs for their organisational survival.  Another example is the author’s acceptance of the official view of the South Korean government regarding North Korean defectors.  The author argues that North Korean defectors are not trustworthy in what they say about North Korea (pp. 140, 143), accepting South Korea’s Ministry of Unification reports which asserts that the main reason of their defection is poverty, not political repression (p.163).  It is true that North Korean defectors may have good reasons to exaggerate the political repressions in North Korea.  Nonetheless, it would be a hasty generalisation, if not an offence, to claim that North Korean defectors are untrustworthy.  In actuality, due to its engagement policy toward North Korea, South Korean government is reluctant to take North Korean refugees and it tries to keep them quiet in South Korea.  
Another weakness of the book lies in its frequent reliance on internet sources such as the Kimsoft by Lee Wha Rang.  While the internet is undoubtedly an excellent source of information, it should be used with great care.  Particularly, where more reliable academic works exist, priority should be given to them over internet sources.  Such a common practice is violated when the author quotes Lee Wha Rang’s internet article for the Northerners who opted to flee to the South in the three years after the Liberation (p.48) when there are more widely accepted works such as The North Korean Revolution, 1945-1950 (by Charles Armstrong, Cornell University Press, 2003), which is based on a rigorous archival research.  

In the book are also a few errors in historical fact.  For example, the author states that the well-known patriot Kim Ku lost a leg in 1932 Shanghai (p.41), without providing any source.  To the reviewer it is totally news that Kim Ku was lame.  Another example is the author’s writing that Roh Tae-woo was elected as president (1988-1992) in “South Korea’s first direct election” (p.70).  This is not true as direct elections, despite problems with corruption, were norm in South Korea through the 1960s until they were replaced with indirect election by Park Chung Hee in the early 1970s.       

There are also a few important arguments that are made without detailed explanations.  For example, when the author says that North Korea has had bad public relations (p.217-8), he should have discussed the reasons for such a bad publicity.  What the book does not discuss is the fact that North Korea has failed in gaining the heart of the South Korean public particularly those who support the engagement policy toward the North.  While emphasising a direct dialogue with the US, North Korea did not help South Korean leaders who pursued the ‘Sunshine Policy.’  For example, earlier this year North Korea suddenly cancelled the agreed railroad connection between the two Koreas and the former South Korean president Kim Dae-Jung’s visit to North Korea.  North Korea did not show much appreciation to the South Korean government which has given generous aid and has tried hard to persuade the US to change its hard-line policy toward North Korea.  Readers might expect that the book would explain why North Korea did not cooperate with South Korea.  
Another important point that the book does not mention is the threats that North Korean missiles and nuclear program impose on South Korea.  As the author asserts, the prime purpose of North Korea’s missiles and nuclear weapons programs are for self-defence against the threats from the US.  While critical readers would understand this point well, the author does not pay attention to the point that North Korea’s nuclear weapons and missiles pose a clear threat to South Korea.  This is particularly true for those South Koreans who remember that North Korea showed hostility to South Korea even when peaceful dialogues were going on between the two countries.  One example is the North Korean infiltration submarines captured in South Korea in 1996 and 1998.  This was when South Koreans were building the light water reactors in North Korea, in accordance with the Agreed Framework.  Cases like this make the South Korean public mistrustful of North Korea.  

Despite such shortcomings and errors, this book is very well-written and highly effective in helping readers to understand the current US-North Korea conflicts.  Readers are well persuaded to have a more balanced view of the bilateral relationship between the US and North Korea.  Most of all, the book’s emphasis on a peaceful solution of the dangerous impasse in the US-North Korea is laudable.  The author justly insists that the US “has the power, at relatively little financial cost and at no danger to itself, to bring about over a fairly short period of time an economic transformation in North Korea” (p.245).  After the July 5 missile tests of North Korea, the relationship between North Korea and US became even worse, and the US and Japan increased their economic sanctions on North Korea.  North Korea’s nuclear test on October 9 showed that North Korea is desperate, making the world much less secure than before.  Such a result would have been prevented had the US chosen to negotiate directly with North Korea as the author so strongly urges in the book.      
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