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Introduction
*
 

This dossier, based upon a cache of newly declassified American 

intelligence documents, allows for a deeper glimpse into the 

Sino-North Korean relationship during the early- and mid-1980s. 

This was a period when the DPRK leadership structure had itself 

coalesced around hereditary succession, and was still in the 

protracted process of picking up the requisite endorsements from 

its largest allies. As Kim Il-sung turned 70-years old in 1982, the 

septuagenarian ex-guerilla was focused, at least in part, on 

obtaining support for his heir apparent from North Korea’s close 

allies and neighbors. The news of Kim Jong-il’s succession 

initially received a tepid response and its difficulties were 

compounded by the transformations in the 1980s socialist world, 

especially in the Soviet Union (USSR) and the People’s Republic 

of China (PRC). 

A casual appraisal might have held that the somewhat frayed ties 

between the PRC and the DPRK would have been on the mend in 

the aftermath of China’s Cultural Revolution, but Deng Xiaoping’s 

program of economic reform and relatively rapid pivot toward 

opening to foreign investment only reinforced the divisions in 

Sino-North Korean relations. By the middle of the 1980s, 

Northeast Asia’s two largest communist parties found themselves 

more at odds with each other than ever before, particularly on 

ideological questions. The heyday of the Chinese-North Korean 

alliance had long passed, and, in spite of declarations of 

generational fealty, the relationship faced an uncertain future. 

The documents examined here, and the assumptions which they are 

based upon, bear a great deal of resemblance to contemporary 

thinking about Sino-North Korean relations. On the whole, 

continuities proliferate: even in 1985, western analysts were 

anticipating, or at the very least were predisposed to hope, that 

North Korea would embrace an economic model akin to China’s 

“Opening and Reform” and transition to a market-style economy 

under the PRC’s oversight. At the same time, however, American 

analysts recognized that North Korea viewed China as an 

unreliable ally. China’s links to the outside world and especially to 

South Korea under the post-Maoist leadership had clearly softened 

the PRC’s commitment to its old socialist ally in the northeast. 

Would China run to the defense of North Korea in the event of a 

new war on the peninsula? We often hear this same question asked 

today, but absolute answers, either historical or contemporary, 

                                                           
*
 Suggested citation: Adam Cathcart and Charles Kraus, “China’s ‘Measure of 

Reserve’ towards Succession: Sino-North Korean Relations, 1983-1985,” 

SinoNK.com China-North Korea Dossier No. 2 (February 2012). 
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remain difficult to come by, and not just for reasons of intentional 

strategic ambiguity. 

Enduring patterns of North Korean foreign relations are also seen 

in the documents presented here, and show the importance of 

considering the triangular relations between Russia, the PRC, and 

North Korea. Sung-Yoon Lee suggests, quite accurately in our 

view, that when the DPRK has big things in mind with its China 

policy, the rhythm and intensity of its interplay with Russia 

similarly speeds up.
1
 This was certainly the case in the 1980s, just 

as it was the case in Kim Jong Il’s final months. As the DPRK 

geared up for succession in the mid-1980s, North Korea was 

getting closer to Russia to balance apprehensions over China’s 

increasingly “revisionist” ties to the United States. China and the 

U.S. had been sharing intelligence, developing military-to-military 

ties, and cooperating on a number of global issues; North Korea 

was still looking to China for a modicum of support, but Beijing’s 

turn toward its ostensibly existential foe in Washington was both 

mystifying and aggravating to North Korean leaders. 

A final note may be marginally interesting: among the readers of 

these American intelligence documents at the time of their 

production were future Ambassador to Korea and CIA veteran 

Donald Gregg, Stephen Bosworth (most recently a Special Envoy 

to Pyongyang, at that time Chairman of the Department of State’s 

Policy Planning Council), Assistant Secretaries of Defense Richard 

Armitage and Richard Perle, as well as Paul Wolfowitz, then 

Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs. 

On Romanization 

The documents spell Kim Jong-il as “Kim Chong-il,” perhaps 

reflecting, as in the case of Kim Jong-Un, a lack of North Korean 

direction as to the romanization or spelling of the heir’s name. 

Unless quoting a document directly, we employ “Kim Jong-il” 

throughout this Dossier, and bend to the North Korean usage by 

employing “Un” rather than “Eun” as the final particle of the new 

supreme leader’s name. 

Adam Cathcart and Charles Kraus 

Seattle and Washington, D.C. 

 

                                                           
1
 Sung-Yoon Lee, “Build It, and They Will Recompense: North Korea’s 

Nuclear Strategy,” review of Jonathan D. Pollack’s No Exit: North Korea, 

Nuclear Weapons and International Security in Asia Policy 13 (January 2012), 

180.  
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PART I 

DOCUMENT INTRODUCTIONS AND SUMMARIES 
 

Document No. 1 

“Kim Chong-il’s Visit to China,” 29 July 1983.
2
 

 

Click here to read the full-text of  

Document No. 1, “Kim Chong-il’s Visit to China” 

 

Although Kim Jong-il had spent two years (1951-1953) in Jilin 

Province with his sister as an elite child refugee from the Korean 

War, he had not travelled to China as an adult before 1983. At the 

outset of his long campaign to succeed his father, in 1967, Kim 

Jong-il had spent a few days in the North Korean border city of 

Hyesan accelerating the construction of monuments to Kim Il-sung, 

and becoming upset at the Chinese, who he found both loud and 

arrogant, across the Yalu River.
3
 Despite his initial reservations 

toward China, after 1980, when a Party Congress explicitly 

designated Kim Jong-il the successor to his father, a visit to the 

PRC necessarily spiraled to the top of Kim’s priorities.
4
  

Kim Jong-il travelled to China without his father on 2 June 1983; 

although he was greeted “informally” by CCP Premier Hu 

Yaobang [胡耀邦], he was still given a large public welcome at the 

Beijing Rail Station.  

                                                           
2
 “Kim Chong-il’s Visit to China,” 29 July 1983, CIA Records Search Tool 

Document No. CIA-RDP85T00287R000401290001-7, National Archives and 

Records Administration, College Park, Maryland. Obtained for SinoNK.com by 

Charles Kraus. 

3
 Kim Jong-il, “Let Us Develop Ryanggang Province into a Firm Base for 

Education in Revolutionary Traditions: A Talk to Senior Officials of Ryanggang 

Province and Anti-Japanese Revolutionary Fighters,” 21 July 1968, Kim Jong Il 

Selected Works: Volume 1, 1964-1969 (Pyongyang: Foreign Languages 

Publishing House, 1992), 364-379. For Kim Il-Sung’s recollection of his son’s 

anger at the Chinese, see Memorandum of Conversation between Todor 

Zhivkov and Kim Il-Sung, 30 October 1973, in Christian F. Ostermann and 

James F. Person, eds., The Rise and Fall of Détente on the Korean Peninsula, 

1970-1974 (Washington, D.C.: Woodrow Wilson International Center for 

Scholars, 2011), 251. 

4
 Morgan E. Clippinger, “Kim Chong-Il in the North Korean Media: A Study of 

Semi-Esoteric Communication,” Asian Survey Vol. 21, No. 3 (March 1981), 

289-309; cited and elaborated on in Aidan Foster-Carter, “North Korea’s 

Ventriloquist Media,” Asia Times Online, November 16, 2011, < 
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Korea/MK16Dg02.html>. An earlier treatment is 

Young C. Kim, “North Korea in 1980: The Son Also Rises,” Asian Survey 21, 1 

(January 1981), 112-124.   

http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Korea/MK16Dg02.html
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Kim Jong-il is embraced by Hu Yaobang upon arrival in Beijing 

Chinese written documentation on this visit is still scarce, and, 

when available, noticeably mum on any substantial details. In 

Deng Xiaoping’s published nianpu (chronology), Chinese 

Communist Party historians chose only to reveal that on the 

“morning of 11 June [1983], Deng Xiaoping, along with Li 

Xiannian, Peng Zhen, Wang Zhen, Xi Zhongxun, Yang Shangkun, 

Hu Qili, and Ji Pengfei, went to greet the delegation of Kim Jong-il, 

Politburo Member and Party Secretariat of the Korean Workers’ 

Party.” Deng is then said to have gone into an extended and 

one-sided discussion “on the Chinese situation” (中国的情况 
Zhongguo de qingkuang)—what Kim Jong-il said about North 

Korea, or even about China, is not revealed.
5
 

Owing to China’s reluctance to divulge more information on 

Kim’s visit, this CIA document is particularly illuminating. At the 

outset, the document evinces remarkable similarities to Chinese 

attitudes today about the respective successions of Kim Jong-un 

and Kim Jong-il. While not getting into the specifics of the 

Cultural Revolution scars worn, in some cases proudly, by the 

Chinese leadership, the paper concludes that the CCP had “a 

distaste for personality cults.” More to the point, they also 

harbored doubts about Kim Jong-il’s long-term viability. The 

Beijing government in 1983, as the CIA report notes, “still 

maintains a measure of reserve toward the succession scheme.” 

The doubts harbored toward Kim Il-sung’s chosen heir may have 

                                                           
5
 Zhonggong zhongyang wenxian yanjiushi, ed., Deng Xiaoping nianpu, 

1975-1997 (Chronology of Deng Xiaoping, 1975-1997), vol. 2 (Beijing: 

Zhongyang wenxian chubanshe, 2004), 912-913. 
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stemmed from the significant change in personnel following the 

demise of Mao Zedong [毛泽东] and Zhou Enlai [周恩来], 

although this possibility is not considered in the document. While 

the report notes that the Chinese Foreign Minister at the time of 

Kim’s visit was Wu Xueqian [吴学谦], little else is said of Wu’s 

background or his past conduct toward Korea.  

Unlike many of his past Foreign Minister predecessors, however, 

including Zhou Enlai, Huang Hua [黄华], and Qiao Guanhua [乔

冠华], Wu had very little personal involvement with Korea during 

his long career. Hailing from Shanghai, Wu did not witness the 

guerrilla struggle in Manchuria, nor was he present in Yan’an 

during the Anti-Japanese War. When Chinese troops crossed the 

Yalu River in autumn 1950, Wu was cultivating his expertise in 

East European affairs, not Asia. Throughout his career, he did not 

develop any direct ties to the North Korean leadership—even with 

members who were purged at one point or another. As Foreign 

Minister, Wu was thus somewhat more predisposed to diversifying 

China’s ties to the Korean Peninsula, and he presided over a period 

during which trade between the PRC and South Korea began to 

grow steadily.
6
  

Wu had gone to Pyongyang on 20-25 May 1983 to clear the way 

for Kim’s visit, but he also had to backpedal from North Korean 

anger about recent China’s ties with South Korea.
7
 North Korea’s 

fears over the growing Seoul-Beijing axis are made clear 

throughout the report; Pyongyang even today has only very slowly 

come around to tolerating—if in fact that that is the appropriate 

word—China’s need to discuss anything at all with Seoul, that 

increasingly lively trading partner. The disadvantages of possible 

PRC-ROK collusion more than outweighed any possible benefit 

for Kim Il-sung of being able to use Bejing as a go-between, 

something he was loathe to do so in any event. 

                                                           
6
 This is not to assert, however, that ascendance of Chinese leaders with direct 

personal and historical ties with the DPRK in earlier eras would have necessarily 

spared North Korea from exposure to the negative side of Chinese reforms. 

Chen Yun, who in the late 1940s visited Kim Il-sung in Pyongyang several 

times and in fact left his family in the city, was ascendant in the early 1980s and 

did not appear to be in any way predisposed to standing up for North Korea 

when it came to China’s foreign relations. See Adam Cathcart and Charles 

Kraus, “The Bonds of Brotherhood: Sino-North Korean Relations through 

Liberation and War, 1945-1953,” chapter 2 (unpublished book manuscript).   

7
 Jae Ho Chung, Between Ally and Partner: Korea-China Relations and the 

United States (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006), 33-34. See also 

“Emerging Communist Trade Links with South Korea,” 27 July 1979, CIA 

Records Search Tool Document No. CIA-RDP81B00401R002300020005-3, 

National Archives and Records Administration, College Park, Maryland. 
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Kim Jong-il with Hu Yaobang in 1983 

More than anything else, North Korea really wanted China’s 

“acknowledgment of Kim Jong-il’s special status in North Korea” 

in 1983, and appeared to be miffed when such acknowledgement 

was not immediately forthcoming during Kim’s visit. As the 

American report stated, the “Chinese leadership may also be chary 

about being associated too closely with the unfolding Kim 

Chong-il personality cult.” At the same time, it seemed that the 

CCP was very interested in having personal, face-to-face 

assessments of the would-be leader. The trip, though, could hardly 

be taken as anything other than a means of showing Kim Jong-il’s 

“enhanced role in foreign affairs.” 

The relatively young Kim Jong-il (he was 41 at the time) described 

his impressions of Hu Yaobang in October 1983 to two abducted 

South Korean film industry insiders, characterizing the Chinese 

leader as an exciting, if not completely idealistic, reformist force. 

Kim also seemed preoccupied with questions of cultural change in 

the opening of economies: 

Hu Yaobang said: ‘Now here, uh, Chairman Mao, Chairman Mao, 

when Mao Zedong was still around, the doors were tightly locked 

and thus [the Chinese] people saw nothing. When they see other 

people’s things they say without consideration that the other 

people’s good s are good while theirs are bad. In reality, their 

goods aren’t so bad. They have to make efforts to improve theirs to 

do better than others, but instead of making efforts they continually 

claim that the other people’s goods are good, which is a major 

problem. After opening up a little, what do they learn first, instead 

of Western technology? They learn to grow beards and [long] hair. 
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Ah, tell them to acquire technology but all they do is take in 

external things, thus they have nothing in them yet. The education 

system should generally be reformed.’ That’s what Hu Yaobang 

said to me.
8
 

Hu Yaobang and his associate Zhao Ziyang [赵紫阳 ], both 

ascendant in 1983, would both be gone by the end of the decade, 

dead or, in the case of Zhao, politically dead and under house 

arrest. No evidence exists to suggest that, in the cataclysmic late 

1980s, Kim Jong-il felt in any way vindicated by the fall of the 

Chinese reformers; if anything, North Korea seemed relieved in 

1989 that the CCP pulled through. But the notion of the tutor 

succumbing to wild distress of China’s potential chaos should not 

be forgotten here; one should not underestimate the North Korean 

sense of superiority when looking west, the ability to outlast even 

the Chinese—vindicated in the case when pure intractability wins 

out merely for its repetition and inflexibility. Ideas about Kim 

Jong-il as reformer always discuss his trips to China and what he 

saw there, but rarely do they mention that since the first generation 

left the scene, that the rotating cast of Chinese characters rarely has 

the true and sustained affection of the North Koreans, let alone 

allegiance or a desire to imitate. (And East German documents 

would indicate that North Korea had very little desire to imitate 

China as the eruptions of the late 1980s were piercing Chinese 

society.)
9
 

Click here to read the full-text of  

Document No. 1, “Kim Chong-il’s Visit to China” 

 

  

                                                           
8
 Bradley K. Martin, Under the Loving Care of the Fatherly Leader (New York: 

Thomas Dunne Books, 2004), 336; see also Martin, 323-326 for discussion of 

North Korean state media depictions of this trip.  

9
 Undated conversation (probably 1987) between Ri Jong Su (Secretary of the 

DPRK Democratic Youth League) and Eberhard Aurich (First Secretary of the 

Freie Deutsche Jugend [FDJ/Free German Youth]), State and Party Mass 

Organization Archive (SAMPO), Bundesarchiv, Berlin, DY 24/FDJ 14482, p. 3, 

obtained by Adam Cathcart. Interestingly, the archives of the Free German 

Youth (and certainly those of the post-Korean War DPRK Democratic Youth 

League) also intersect with the career of Hu Yaobang, who in 1955 was the head 

of the PRC Democratic Youth League. See Eva Müller, “Studienjahre in China 

[Year of Study in China],” in Beiträge zur Geschichte der Beziehungen der 

DDR und der VR China: Erinnerungen und Untersuchungen [Studies of the 

History of the Relationship between the German Democratic Republic and the 

People’s Republic of China], Joachim Krüger, ed., (Münster: LIT Verlag, 2002), 

55.   

http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
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Document No. 2 

“Memorandum of Conversation between Erich Honecker and 

Kim Il Sung,” 31 May 1984.
10

 

Click here to the read the full-text of Document No.2, 

“Memorandum of Conversation between  

Erich Honecker and Kim Il Sung”  

 

In summer 2009, the authors were fortunate enough to have met 

Xue Chen, a forward-thinking researcher from the Shanghai 

Institute of International Studies. During lunch one afternoon, Xue, 

an expert on East Asian security, was offering his take on the 

second North Korean nuclear test when the conversation suddenly 

slid back by about two-decades. What was North Korea’s view of 

Deng Xiaoping’s decision to “open and reform,” we asked. Xue 

said but one thing on this issue: 

Deng Xiaoping is the most hated Chinese leader in North Korea. 

Xue may be right, but Kim Il-sung and Deng Xiaoping were still 

self-described friends. When meeting other foreign leaders, Kim 

was able to present himself as an authoritative source the situation 

in China because of his personal relationship with Deng. As he told 

Erich Honecker in 1984, “I have been friends with Deng Xiaoping 

for a long time. As you know, he was exiled three times during the 

Cultural Revolution. Deng Xiaoping paid me an unofficial visit for 

my 70th birthday in April 1982 to introduce Hu Yaobang to me as 

the new Secretary General of the Communist Party of China.” 

Later in the conversation, Kim again pointed out that “I am 

[Deng’s] friend” to highlight that he, unlike other leaders in the 

Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, could be a trusted source on 

developments in China. 

                                                           
10

 “Memorandum of Conversation between Erich Honecker and Kim Il Sung,” 

31 May 1984, SAPMO-BA, DY 30, 2460. Obtained by Bernd Schaefer and 

translated by Grace Leonard for the North Korea International Documentation 

Project. 

http://bit.ly/zjmfen
http://bit.ly/zjmfen
http://bit.ly/zjmfen
http://legacy.wilsoncenter.org/va2/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=home.document&identifier=01309705-0444-958B-42C8C40483115AE7&sort=collection&item=North%20Korea%20in%20the%20Cold%20War
http://legacy.wilsoncenter.org/va2/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=home.document&identifier=01309705-0444-958B-42C8C40483115AE7&sort=collection&item=North%20Korea%20in%20the%20Cold%20War
http://legacy.wilsoncenter.org/va2/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=home.document&identifier=01309705-0444-958B-42C8C40483115AE7&sort=collection&item=North%20Korea%20in%20the%20Cold%20War
http://legacy.wilsoncenter.org/va2/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=home.document&identifier=01309705-0444-958B-42C8C40483115AE7&sort=collection&item=North%20Korea%20in%20the%20Cold%20War
http://legacy.wilsoncenter.org/va2/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=home.document&identifier=01309705-0444-958B-42C8C40483115AE7&sort=collection&item=North%20Korea%20in%20the%20Cold%20War
http://legacy.wilsoncenter.org/va2/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=home.document&identifier=01309705-0444-958B-42C8C40483115AE7&sort=collection&item=North%20Korea%20in%20the%20Cold%20War
http://legacy.wilsoncenter.org/va2/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=home.document&identifier=01309705-0444-958B-42C8C40483115AE7&sort=collection&item=North%20Korea%20in%20the%20Cold%20War
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Kim Il-sung with Erich Honecker in June 1984 

Kim thus became a courier between China and the USSR in the 

early 1980s, and often ran to Deng’s defense when speaking with 

other leaders from the socialist bloc. Kim feared the worst for the 

future of the communist movement if Sino-Soviet relations did not 

improve, but he was confident that there were good opportunities 

for amends to be made. And while Kim emphasized it was the new 

coterie of leadership in China at that time, personified by Hu 

Yaobang, who sought a sea change in Sino-Soviet relations, he still 

insisted that the old guard, Deng himself, was also lobbying for an 

improved relationship with the Soviet Union: 

Hu Yaobang has gathered a lot of new people around him….Hu 

Yaobang himself is still very healthy; he is smart, his theoretical 

knowledge is good, and he has also made a thorough study of 

Marxism. Deng Xiaoping works more from behind the scene, but 

he also believes that they have to develop relations with the Soviet 

Union. He is the only one of the old functionaries who is still there. 

I am his friend. In the past the Chinese castigated the Soviet Union 

as social imperialists. They don’t do that any more. 

But what about China’s relationship with the U.S. and Japan? This 

was a sticking point. Kim was not sure what to expect out of 

U.S.-China relations, and could not decipher China’s aims in 

cooperating with the same country which is said to have started the 

Korean War.
11

 When the issue of Sino-American strategic 

cooperation was raised in Kim’s conversation with Honecker, Kim 

reluctantly came to Deng’s defense, but, more importantly, also 

                                                           
11

 The US Imperialists Started the Korean War (Pyongyang: Foreign Languages 

Publishing House, 1977). 
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questioned his friend’s decision-making: 

The only objective of these relations is to obtain developed 

technology and credit from Japan and the US. Deng Xiaoping is 

said to have stated in the US that the arms build-up in the US is 

good for peace. I don’t know if that’s so. This is the first time I 

have heard of Deng Xiaoping expressing a sentiment like this. 

As Kim continued, he more or less criticized Deng’s policies of 

reform and opening and developing relations with the west, even 

urging socialist countries to improve relations with China because 

reform and opening had left China vulnerable to outside 

exploitation and even colonialism. Beyond that, what if China was 

to abandon socialism? What would become of the North Korean 

security situation? As Honecker reported, 

Kim Il Sung said that he believed that all socialist nations should 

work toward creating trust between the Soviet Union and China. 

No new mistrust must be permitted to arise. I have told our Soviet 

comrades that I believe that the goal of our Chinese comrades is to 

put Socialism in China in order. They don’t want a conflict. I think 

it is important that China wants to open the gate to socialist 

nations in the interest of socialist modernization. We should not 

oppose that. Why should we leave the important Chinese market to 

the capitalists? 

The old generation of leadership in China is dying out. We should 

show the new generation an opening. If we leave China to the 

capitalists, there is the risk that China will become a quasi-colony 

again. We should not close the door in China’s face. 

Because of our position—the length of our border with China, 

confrontation with the US and Japan—what we are most afraid of 

is that China will not stick with socialism. There are 1 billion 

people in China. We have to make sure that they follow the 

socialist path rather than some other path. We have to focus on 

drawing them toward us. 

Ultimately the picture this particular document paints is that Kim 

Il-sung was at pains to accept the path his friend, Deng Xiaoping, 

was charting for China in 1984. While Kim occasionally defended 

Deng, he also laid out plainly the risks of China’s evolving 

economic model. A series of events occurring between 1984 and 

1992 undoubtedly had a significant influence upon Kim’s views of 

China and Deng—the purging of Hu Yaobang, normalization with 

the Soviet Union, the Tiananmen Square incident, and the collapse 

of the Soviet Union—but even at the outset of China’s opening and 

reform, Kim Il-sung had his doubts. 
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Click here to the read the full-text of Document No.2, 

“Memorandum of Conversation between  

Erich Honecker and Kim Il Sung” 

 

Document No. 3 

“USSR-North Korea: Courtship Wilts Following the Kim Visit,” 

10 October 1984.
12

 

 

Click here to read the full-text of Document No. 3,  

“USSR-North Korea: Courtship Wilts Following the Kim Visit” 

 

Unlike Mao Zedong—who preferred to conduct his business not 

far from his sleeping quarters—Kim Il-sung was partial to 

international travel. He made several key visits to Moscow and 

Beijing in the lead up to the Korean War, and, with a kind of 

characteristic restlessness continued the habit of moving beyond 

Korea’s borders throughout his career. One of the more important 

international trips Kim made was in May and June of 1984, when 

he visited the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. According to 

Dae-Sook Suh, “it was a leisurely trip by train across Siberia from 

Chongjin to Moscow, leading an entourage of more than 250 

government officials.”
13

  

A number of issues were on the table in Kim’s Russia sojourn, but 

among the more significant from the standpoint of Pyongyang was 

a more explicit “green light” from Moscow as regards the 

succession of Kim Jong-il. In analyzing the events of 1982-1984, it 

appears clear that the USSR was remarkably slow to respond 

positively to Pyongyang’s obvious attempts to gain Moscow’s 

approval for the succession. Only in September 1984 did the 

Soviet Ambassador to Pyongyang meet Kim Jong-il, a full fourteen 

months after the younger Kim’s trip to China. Using the marketing 

argot of the present-day, one might call it a “deliberate roll-out” 

and gathering of endorsements from the socialist camp by Kim 

Jong-il.  

The Soviet Union’s gradual acceptance of heir Kim Jong-il 

(“indirectly acknowledging [his] leadership status”) was, at the 

time of the visit, not matched by other friendly gestures. In 1984, 
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the Soviets were still hesitant to deliver a new nuclear power 

reactor (which would have been paired with the indigenous 

5-megawatt plant at Yongbyon), and other arms sales remained off 

the table. Perhaps of more interest was the North’s attempt to 

balance between Moscow and Beijing. The Americans speculated 

about the Soviet role in possible North Korean reform, stating “the 

North might conceivably be encouraged to press its efforts, which 

China applauds, to open up to the West,” but in fact rather what is 

seen is that the Kremlin was not only wary of the DPRK’s ties to 

China, but feared that North Korea might also open up to the West. 

For the North Koreans, Russia was not simply a convenient and 

classic counterweight to Chinese pressure, it was a shield against 

political reforms. 

 
Kim Il-Sung is greeted by Deng Xiaoping, Hu Yaobang, and Zhao Ziyang. Date 

unknown. 

The CIA nevertheless speculated that North Korea might be partial 

to engage—economically and politically—China, Japan, South 

Korea, and the United States. One arrangement referenced was 

“tripartite talks” between North Korea, South Korea, and the U.S., 

talks which would have denied the Soviet Union an important 

stake in managing regional security. (We can infer a Russian 

preference for the continuation of six-party talks today, which 

gives Moscow a vote on par with other regional actors.)  

In formulating foreign policy towards the Korean Peninsula in the 

mid-1980s, the Soviets had to keep abreast and even stay ahead of 

developments concerning North Korea’s other foreign partners. 

North Korea clearly had bargaining chips in its relationship with 

Moscow, and whether the DPRK cashed in on these or not in 1985 
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is not clear, but the Soviet Union did soon agree to construct a 

nuclear power plant in the DPRK.
14

 

This particular report is emblematic of the problems one generally 

finds in North Korean intelligence memorandums produced by 

American analysts. The authors were apparently without any direct 

contacts inside of North Korea, and the conclusions reached were 

derived only from close readings of state media reports in the 

Soviet Union and the DPRK. The limits of Kremlinology 

(“Pyongyangology”), though, have become clear in recent years, 

particularly as more and more documentation from North Korea’s 

former communist allies has been released to the public. 

Click here to read the full-text of Document No. 3,  

“USSR-North Korea: Courtship Wilts Following the Kim Visit” 

 

 

Document No. 4 

“Improving Soviet-North Korean Relations: A New Phase in 

the Moscow-Beijing-P’yongyang Triangle,” 21 June 1985.
15

 

 

Click here to read the full-text of Document No. 4, 

“Improving Soviet-North Korean Relations: A New Phase in the 

Moscow-Beijing-P’yongyang Triangle” 

 

By 1985, North Korea’s foreign relations between China and the 

USSR began to tip decisively in Moscow’s favor. North Korea’s 

media attention to the first anniversary of Kim Il-sung’s trip to 

Moscow brings into high relief the type of reciprocal language and 

attention to detail in the KCNA. The absence of similar language 

for the anniversaries of Kim’s trips to China indicated a certain 

lack of pleasure with China in Pyongyang in 1985. That Kim 

Il-sung showed up at a party at the Russian embassy in Pyongyang 

on the one-year anniversary of his visit to Moscow added insult to 

injury for the Chinese side, which was trying very hard to keep 

North Korea in the loop even as ties grew with the US and the 

ROK.  
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The CIA, however, may have misread signals coming from both 

Moscow and Pyongyang. Sensing that North Korea was becoming 

further adrift from China, the CIA rashly concluded that “Moscow 

is trying to exploit North Korea’s sense of isolation in the region.” 

The CIA speculated that the Soviet Union’s end goal was the 

establishment of some sort of permanent military presence in 

North Korea or, at the very least, “access to North Korean 

facilities.” This would have been a huge Soviet advance on a scale 

unseen since Red Army troops had fought their way into the 

peninsula in August 1945. 

CIA analysts probably overstated this Soviet aim in Korea, 

however, and it is highly doubtful that the USSR would have made 

such an audacious request. Any proposal for a foreign military 

base in the DPRK would have been fiercely rejected by the North 

Koreans as a violation of sovereignty, just as the Chinese had 

pushed back against Nikita Khrushchev’s proposal for a 

“joint-flotilla” in 1957 and 1958. While the Soviets were eager to 

counter the Chinese throughout Asia, we should not underestimate 

North Korea’s ability to extract aid concessions for what amounts 

to little in return. In 1985, the Soviet Union delivered a number of 

MiG-23 aircraft to the DPRK and, while the CIA was then 

unaware, had also agreed to jointly construct a nuclear power 

reactor in North Korea. The North Koreans, though, did not need 

to offer or even consider lending a military base to the Soviet 

Union in exchange for these gifts. 

 

China’s bottom-line, of course, would have been the establishment 

of a Soviet military presence in North Korea. While it is unknown 

to what extent China seriously considered this a possibility, the 

PRC could not risk “another Vietnam” along its border and it 
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therefore took steps to undermine Soviet influence in the DPRK. In 

an effort to exclude the Soviet Union, China appears to have been 

a supporter of the tripartite talks between the U.S., North Korea, 

and South Korea. 

Still, the Chinese and the North Koreans were fundamentally at 

odds over economic and foreign policies in 1985. While China was 

cautiously eying Kim Jong-il as successor, Beijing pursued a slow 

but determined approach to cultivating relations with South Korea 

over the long-term. There is truly a remarkable consistency here in 

Chinese strategy toward North Korea, and the Pyongyang regime, 

then as now, was unafraid to show its pique in various ways and 

recalcitrance. The CIA, then, was correct to assert that the tilt 

towards Moscow represented a “turning point in Soviet-North 

Korean relations and possibly in North Korean foreign policy in 

general.” 

Click here to read the full-text of Document No. 4, 

“Improving Soviet-North Korean Relations: A New Phase in the 

Moscow-Beijing-P’yongyang Triangle” 

 

Document No. 5 

“North Korea: A New Posture Between Moscow and Beijing,” 

25 July 1985.
16

 

 

Click here to read the full-text of Document No. 5, 

“North Korea: A New Posture Between Moscow and Beijing” 

 

The final document, “North Korea: A New Posture Between 

Moscow and Beijing,” analyzes Sino-North Korean relations 

within the context of U.S.-China rapprochement and strategic 

cooperation in the 1970s and early 1980s, as well as China’s 

growing trade relationship with South Korea during the same 

period. The analysis confirms North Korea’s extreme discomfort 

with the expanding strategic relationship between Washington and 

Peking. Not only was this discomfort linked to changes in the 

PRC’s socialist order, it was tied very much to the country’s 

security and to the fact that the North felt a waning defense 

commitment from the PRC. The importance of this theme is 

highlighted by the analysis. Noting the origins of the problem in 

the turn toward the U.S. in late 1971, the analyst writes: “North 

Korean concerns about China’s ties with the United States have 
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been a central problem in its relations with Beijing.” As the analyst 

noted, “The growing United States-China relationship produced 

little real benefit for Pyongyang and no aid whatsoever for its 

leading foreign policy goal – a dialogue with the United States and 

the removal of U.S. forces – on the Korean peninsula.” 

This line of argument, emphasizing growing doubts on the Chinese 

partner, is substantiated by the DPRK’s efforts to enter into a 

dialogue with South Korea during the early 1970s and to even 

establish a direct line communication with the United States.
17

 

While the Supreme People’s Assembly sent a letter directly to the 

U.S. Senate in March 1974, the DPRK also relied on the 

Romanians, Egyptians, and Chinese to act as intermediaries; 

however, the notion of the North Koreans seeing that they purely 

needed Chinese mediation to work with the U.S. should not be 

inferred overly much
18

 

Pyongyang’s declining confidence in the PRC was met by a 

rekindling of ties between North Korea and the Soviet Union. 

Moscow, according to the CIA, had engaged Pyongyang not 

simply with arms sales, but also via its approval to Kim Il-sung’s 

heir apparent, Kim Jong-il. While the Chinese were softening on 

the anti-imperialist defense front in the mid-1980s, Pyongyang 

supported the Soviet Union’s “assertiveness toward the United 

States and the West.” North Korea’s political institutions, it should 

be noted, do not come across in these reports as possessing of a 

practically genetic predisposition toward Russian modes of 

governance. To the contrary, the analyst asserts that “North 

Korea’s relations with the Soviet Union have rarely been close.” 

Most interestingly, the scenario of actual Soviet meddling in the 

Pyongyang court is considered if only to be discarded: The analyst 

knows his history, reminding readers that there has been no 

“Moscow faction” in Korean court politics since Kim Jong-il 

purged everyone suspected of leaning that way in the 1950s.
19
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The paper’s analysis of North Korea’s approach toward China has 

some merit today. As a framework for understanding Sino-North 

Korean relations, the idea of a “two-tiered” approach favored by 

Pyongyang toward China seems to bear itself out: on the one hand, 

North Korea held Chinese advances, principles, and suggested 

direction at bay in a quasi-hostile fashion, but did selectively 

absorb what they wanted to and thought they could use from the 

relationship, in what the analyst calls “signs of tactical flexibility.” 

At the same time, the North Korean preference—if not necessarily 

the need—for situations of tension between China and the US, for 

instance over the Taiwan issue, is made quite clear in the document. 

The growing military-to-military relationship between Beijing and 

Washington made Pyongyang very nervous in the early 1980s and 

it would quite surprising if anything other still prevails does today. 

And Chinese pragmatism is also on display in full: Beijing, the 

analyst writes “could continue to work both sides of the street.” 

Not only that, but the Chinese seemed able and willing even at this 

early date to try to reap gains from the US from the relationship 

with North Korea. China claims regularly that it is restraining 

North Korea, that it acts as a barrier against aggressive behavior. 

The analyst, however, looks more at actions than words, and the 

arms action indicates otherwise. 

Click here to read the full-text of Document No. 5, 

“North Korea: A New Posture Between Moscow and Beijing” 
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PART II 

CONCLUSION 
 

Kim Jong-un has yet to make a public trip to China, and his 

opportunity to take such a trip as a would-be successor is now 

passed. In Beijing, one source of ours asserted that Kim Jong-un 

had met with him as a kind of audition for Chinese leaders and 

experts on the successor’s alleged trip to China in June 2009, but 

this has never been confirmed. The Kim Jong-un documentary 

released on January 8, 2012, while engaged in some necessary 

revisions and augmentations of the last two years of on-site 

guidance activities, in no way associated the third-generation 

leader with China or Chinese leaders, nor did it show him 

accompanying his father to Beijing. It was not until October 2010 

that the Chinese even knew how to properly render Kim Jong-un’s 

name in hanja, or Chinese characters, a rather significant oversight 

that gave lie to assertions of deep cooperation on the 

communications front.   

This is not to suggest that China or Russia were not briefed on Kim 

Jong-un’s succession at all prior to December 2011. Kim Jong-il 

visited China four-times in the two-years prior to his death, while 

also spending several days in the Russian Federation in August 

2011. While it is unknown to what extent talk of succession 

dominated these visits, Kim’s back-and-forth diplomacy mimicked 

his father’s frequent international traveling in the early and 

mid-1980s. It would be almost incomprehensible that Kim would 

have avoided speaking of the DPRK’s future leadership with his 

allies in the PRC and Russia, “briefing” (to whatever extent) Hu 

Jintao and Dmitry Medvedev on his son Kim Jong-un. This dossier 

also calls to mind the role of personal, face-to-face assessments 

like Embassy visits in the Sino-North Korean relationship. More 

recently, PRC Ambassador Liu Hongcai [刘洪才] has been a key 

person in sizing up Kim Jong-un both before and after December 

2011. 

In the final analysis, it appears clear that North Korea’s succession 

schemes are by no means contingent on Chinese and Russian 

approval. In the 1980s, the DPRK may have been feeling out 

Beijing and Moscow’s views of Kim Jong-il, but the son’s rise to 

power occurred even in the face of initial skepticism from China 

and Russia. In the case of Kim Jong-un, foreign affairs were 

probably also peripheral to the overall succession process, 

particularly given the shortened timeframe in which he was 

groomed. Aid may increasingly tie Pyongyang to the PRC, but 

core decisions on leadership in the DPRK remain outside of the 

scope of Sino-North Korean relations, much as they have since 
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1956. North Korea’s allies can voice their reservations, but they 

cannot derail succession in the DPRK. 
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APPENDIX 

SELECTED SENIOR EXCHANGES BETWEEN CHINA AND KOREA, 

1982-1985 

 

WHO WHERE WHEN 

Deng Xiaoping  

[邓小平] 

and Hu Yaobang  

[胡耀邦] 

North Korea 

(Pyongyang) 

26-30 April 1982 

Mme.Ho 

Chong-Suk  

[许贞淑] 

China (Beijing, Xi’an, 

Guilin, Shanghai) 

11-20 May 1982 

Geng Biao 

[耿飚] 

North Korea 

(Pyongyang, 

Mangyongdae, 

Kaesong, Kangwon 

Province) 

14-22 June 1982 

Kim Il-Sung  

[金日成] 

China (Beijing, 

Chengdu, Xi’an) 

15-24 September 

1982 

Hwang Jang-Yop 

[黄长烨] 

China (Beijing) 23 November 1982 

So Yun-Sok 

[徐允锡] 

China 21 April - 3 May 

1983 

Wu Xueqian  

[吴学谦] 

North Korea 

(Pyongyang, Wonsan) 

20-25 May 1983 

Kim Jong-il  

[金正日] 

China (Beijing, 

Qingdao, Nanjing, 

Hangzhou, and 

Shanghai) 

2-12 June 1983 

Kim Il-Sung  

[金日成] 

China (Dalian) 22-25 September 

1983 

Yang Hyong-sop  

[杨亨燮] 

China (Beijing, 

Nanjing, Shanghai, 

Guangzhou) 

5-14 July 1983 

Hong Xuezhi North Korea 25 July-4 August 



CHINA’S “MEASURE OF RESERVE” TOWARD SUCCESSION 

23 

SinoNK.com 

[洪学智] (Pyongyang, 

Mangyongdae, 

Panmunjom, Kaesong) 

1983 

Peng Zhen [彭真]  

and Hu Qili  

[胡启立] 

North Korea 

(Pyongyang, Wonsan, 

Mangyongdae) 

7-15 September 

1983 

Kim Yong-Nam  

[金永南] 

China (Beijing, 

Kunming, Guangzhou, 

Shenzhen) 

7-14 February 1984 

Hu Yaobang  

[胡耀邦] 

North Korea 

(Pyongyang, Wonsan, 

Hamhung, Chongjin) 

4-11 May 1984 

Kim Il-Sung  

[金日成] 

China (Tumen), Soviet 

Union, Poland, East 

Germany, Hungary, 

Yugoslavia 

May-June 1984 

Kang Song-San  

[姜成山] 

China (Beijing, 

Beidaihe, Shanghai) 

5-9 August 1984 

Kim Chae-Suk 

[金在淑] 

China (Beijing) 5-12 October 1984 

Kim Il-Sung  

[金日成] 

China (Beijing) 26-28 November 

1984 

Kong Chin-Tae 

[孔镇泰] 

China (Beijing) 13-17 January 1985 

Hu Yaobang  

[胡耀邦] 

North Korea (Sinuiju) 4-6 May 1985 

Li Peng  

[李鹏] 

North Korea 

(Pyongyang, 

Mangyongdae) 

24-27 October 

1985 

Kim Il-Sung  

[金日成] 

China (Beijing) 25-27 November 

1985 

Kim Yong-Nam  

[金永南] 

China (Beijing) 31 December 1985 

 



CHINA-NORTH KOREA DOSSIER NO. 2 

24 

SinoNK.com 

Authors 

Adam Cathcart is assistant professor of history at Pacific Lutheran 

University in Tacoma, Washington and editor-in-chief of 

SinoNK.com. Charles Kraus, managing editor of SinoNK.com, is a 

research assistant at the North Korea International Documentation 

Project in Washington, D.C. Having published several 

peer-reviewed articles on the subject, Cathcart and Kraus are 

together completing a book manuscript about Sino-North Korean 

relations and borderlands from 1945-1953. 

Call for Contributors 

Analysts and advanced graduate students looking to contribute to 

SinoNK.com on a regular basis should consult the call for 

applications at http://sinonk.com/positions-available/.  

SinoNK.com also welcomes occasional guest submissions from 

established experts. Those interested in submitting material to 

SinoNK.com on an ad hoc basis should contact Adam Cathcart 

directly at cathcaaj@plu.edu. 

Acknowledgements 

Members of the Department of History and the China Institute at 

King’s College, University of London, are thanked for their role in 

stirring questions about the role of memory and people-to-people 

relations in Sino-North Korean diplomacy. Mel Goodman, former 

CIA analyst and the author of Document No. 4, is thanked for his 

correspondence about the work. Thanks are also due to the staff at 

the National Archives and Records Administration in College Park, 

Maryland, and to colleagues at the Cold War International History 

Project/North Korea International Documentation Project in 

Washington, D.C. 

  

http://sinonk.com/positions-available/
mailto:cathcaaj@plu.edu


CHINA’S “MEASURE OF RESERVE” TOWARD SUCCESSION 

25 

SinoNK.com 

DOCUMENTS 

 

The documents analyzed in this Dossier are attached following this 

page. Readers interested in downloading individual copies of the 

documents should refer to the following links. 

 

Document No. 1 

“Kim Chong-il’s Visit to China,” 29 July 1983, CIA Records 

Search Tool Document No. 

CIA-RDP85T00287R000401290001-7, National Archives 

and Records Administration, College Park, Maryland. 

Obtained for SinoNK.com by Charles Kraus.  

Document No. 2 

“Memorandum of Conversation between Erich Honecker and Kim 

Il Sung,” 31 May 1984, SAPMO-BA, DY 30, 2460. 

Obtained by Bernd Schaefer and translated by Grace 

Leonard for the North Korea International Documentation 

Project.  

Document No. 3 

“USSR-North Korea: Courtship Wilts Following the Kim Visit,” 

10 October 1984, CIA Records Search Tool Document No. 

CIA-RDP8ST00287R001400960001-3, National Archives 

and Records Administration, College Park, Maryland. 

Obtained for SinoNK.com by Charles Kraus.  

Document No. 4 

“Improving Soviet-North Korean Relations: A New Phase in the 

Moscow-Beijing-P’yongyang Triangle,” 21 June 1985, 

CIA Records Search Tool Document No. 

CIA-RDP8ST010S8R000S07680001-0, National Archives 

and Records Administration, College Park, Maryland. 

Obtained for SinoNK.com by Charles Kraus.  

Document No. 5 

“North Korea: A New Posture Between Moscow and Beijing,” 25 

July 1985, CIA Records Search Tool Document No. 

CIA-RDP85T01058R000201760001-0, National Archives 

and Records Administration, College Park, Maryland. 

Obtained for SinoNK.com by Charles Kraus. 

 

 

http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1983_07_29_kim_chong_ils_visit_to_china.pdf
http://legacy.wilsoncenter.org/va2/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=home.document&identifier=01309705-0444-958B-42C8C40483115AE7&sort=collection&item=North%20Korea%20in%20the%20Cold%20War
http://legacy.wilsoncenter.org/va2/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=home.document&identifier=01309705-0444-958B-42C8C40483115AE7&sort=collection&item=North%20Korea%20in%20the%20Cold%20War
http://legacy.wilsoncenter.org/va2/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=home.document&identifier=01309705-0444-958B-42C8C40483115AE7&sort=collection&item=North%20Korea%20in%20the%20Cold%20War
http://legacy.wilsoncenter.org/va2/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=home.document&identifier=01309705-0444-958B-42C8C40483115AE7&sort=collection&item=North%20Korea%20in%20the%20Cold%20War
http://legacy.wilsoncenter.org/va2/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=home.document&identifier=01309705-0444-958B-42C8C40483115AE7&sort=collection&item=North%20Korea%20in%20the%20Cold%20War
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1984_10_10_ussr_north_korea_courtship_wilts_following_the_kim_visit.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1984_10_10_ussr_north_korea_courtship_wilts_following_the_kim_visit.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1984_10_10_ussr_north_korea_courtship_wilts_following_the_kim_visit.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1984_10_10_ussr_north_korea_courtship_wilts_following_the_kim_visit.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1984_10_10_ussr_north_korea_courtship_wilts_following_the_kim_visit.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1985_06_21_improving_soviet_north_korean_relations.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1985_06_21_improving_soviet_north_korean_relations.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1985_06_21_improving_soviet_north_korean_relations.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1985_06_21_improving_soviet_north_korean_relations.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1985_06_21_improving_soviet_north_korean_relations.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1985_06_21_improving_soviet_north_korean_relations.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1985_07_25_north_korea_a_new_posture_between_moscow_and_beijing.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1985_07_25_north_korea_a_new_posture_between_moscow_and_beijing.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1985_07_25_north_korea_a_new_posture_between_moscow_and_beijing.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1985_07_25_north_korea_a_new_posture_between_moscow_and_beijing.pdf
http://sinonk.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/1985_07_25_north_korea_a_new_posture_between_moscow_and_beijing.pdf


, --­

Sanitized Copy Approved for Release 23j,~~.L"ql~RDP85T00287R0004012~OO~1:r 1 

f' ;, Centralllntdlpe Af1.ncY r 
• 'IiiiijII" 

DIBBC'l'OBATB OF INTBLLIGBNCB 

29 July 1983 

25X1 
\ Kim Chong-II's Visit to China 

Summar,} 

Both P'vong,}ang and Beljing appear to have largely achi.eved 
thei.r objecti.ves wi.th the early June visi.tto China of Kim Il­
song's son and hei.r apparent--Ki.m Chong-il.f'he visi.:t.provi.ded 
the most expli.cit Chinese eneforsement get ,of Kim Chong-i).'s 
special status in North Korea. P'yongyang's media treatment has 
exploited the visi.t to burni.sh the younger Ki.m's i.mage at home 
and has emphasi.sed that closeSi.no-North Korean soliefari.t'y i.s 
assured -generation after generation. - f'he Chinese, who are 

'uncertain over Kim Chong-iI's longer term prospects and have a 
distaste for personality cults, probably saw the vi.sit as anothe:c 
i.n a series of gestures toward P'gongyang necessarr; mainlg to 
preempt anr; Soviet i.nroads in the North. The Chinese also may 
believe that they now can afford some flexibility in their 
approach to Seou'l. Beij i.ng had delayed ac/cnowle(lgi.ng Kim Chong­
il and still mai.ntains a measure of reserve toward t.he succession 
scheme bg referri.ng to Ki.m 'as ·one of the pri.ncipal leaders· of 
the North--a formulation less sweeping than the honori.fics used 
by P'yonggang. 1 I '25X1 

Visit Confirmed 

secretary General of the Chinese Corrmunist Party Hu Yaobang 
on '1 July belatedly confirmed widespread speculation that I(im
Chong-tl had made an unpublicized visit to China in early J~ne. 

!'hi.s IfIIemOrandum PlaS prepfired by I iKorea Branch, Northeast Asia 25X1 
Division, with contribut.tons b9f IForeign Policy Branch, China 25X1
DiVision, Office of Bast Asian Anal,}sis. 'ColIInenes and ~eries are welcome anef 
may be directed to the Cbie~, Korea Branch, 1m_ I' , 25X1 

EA M 1183-10134 
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Beijing and P'yongyang have characterized the visit as 
"unofficial," but both sides have noted that Kim came at Hu's 
personal invitation and that he had "very cordial and warm 
exchanges" with Chinese leaders. The invitation most likely was 
conveyed by Chinese porrign Minister Wu·Xueqian when he visited 
North Korea 20-25 May. _ ! 25X1 

The Poreign Minister's trip may have been prompted by North 
Korean protests over Beijing's unprecedented direct negotiations
with Seoul following ~he hijacking of a Chinese airliner to South 
Korea on 5 May. Beijing denies any connection between .the 
hijacking and Wu's visit, b'ut the steady stream of party,
economic, and cultural delegations that have shuttled between 
China and North Korea in recent weeks is ~.. Intended to 
underscore Slno~North Korean friendship. ~ 25X1 

The desire to placate pryongyang may also have influenced 
the timi nr of the Ch I nese i nv ita ti on to the younger Kim. It is 
also pOSSible, however, that the trip was agrjed UPOj as early as 
Kim Il-song's visit to China last September. 25X1 

According to North Korean reports, Kim met with Hu,.Deng
Xiaoping, President Li Xiannian, Premier Zhao Ziyang, and other 
top officialS. However, neither Beijing nor pryongyang has 
provided many details of Kim Chong-iI's itinerary or his meetings
with Chinese leaders. Kim appears to have arrived in Beijing by
train on 2 June and to have toured east-central China with stops
in Nanjing (5 June), Hangzhou, and Shanghai (8 June). Kim 
reportedly returned to ptyongyang from ·Beijing on the 12th. In· 
our view, the chief purpose of the trip was for Kim to meet a 
wide range of Chinese leaders and to acquaint him with Deng's
economic reforms. We doubt that either side viewed the visit as 
an opportunity for definitive talks on pending bilateral 
issues. I I . 25X1 
P'yongyang Pleased With Results 

The visit clearly went a long way toward satisfying . 
P'yongyang's desire for Chinese acknowledgment of Kim Chong-ii's
speCial status in North Korea. The initial Xinhua report that 
carried Hu Yaobang's reference to the visit also quoted visiting
North Korean assembly chairman Yang Hyong-sop as conveying Kim's 
"great sa tI sfact ion" wi th the t I' I p. Yang observed that Kim had 
briefed a plenary session of the Korean Workers Party Central 
committee--~resumablY the Seventh Plenum 15-17 June--concerning 
the visit. _ I 25X1 

In our view, the North Koreans were particularly pleased 
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that Kim was invited as the personal guest of Hu Yaobang--which
P'yongyang is lJkely to view as symbolizing Beijing's desire for 
close ties between the next generation of Chinese and North 
Korean leaders. Por example, P'yongyang's handling of the visit 
has emphasized the solidarity of Sino-North Korean friendship
"generation after generation." The visit probably diminished 
whatever concerns may have existed in P'yongyang that China's 
hesitancy to acknowledge Kim Chong-iI's status might encourage
domestic opposition to the succession scenario. I I 25X1 

The visi t also marked ,an enhanced role for Kim Chong-i I in 
North Korean foreign affairs. To date, Kim Chong-il has only
rarely been reported as meeting with foreign delegations, and 
never in a prominent, role. Since.late May, however, foreign
media reporting on Kim Chong-il appears to have increased. 
Laotian, Cuban, East German, and Yugoslav media--in addition to 
Chinese--have all carried reports on Kim Chong-iI's writings and 
his emerging position in North Korea. We believe that P'yongyang 
may be laying the groundwork for Kim to have ,more contact with 
~f~~i,n delefations now that an inaugural trip to China is behind 

25X1 

There has been press speculation--for example in Tokyo--that
Kim Chong-il is now in charge of party and state operations in 
North Korea and that his father provides overall guidance but has 
little involvement in day-to-day affairs. We believe a large and 
lncreas'ing share of administrative responsibilities has been 
taken over by Kim Chong-iI, but rumors of Kim Il-song's semi-
retirement are almost certainly exaggerated. I 25X1I 

Chinese Exercise Caution 

Beijing's handling of the visit appears to have been guided
by its desire to placate P'yongyang but to avoid full endorsement 
of the North Korean succession plan. I; 25X1 

The North Korean success ion poses a dllenma for the Chinese: 

For strategic reasons, Beijing believes it must actively
cultivate continuing close relations with P'yongyang to 
prevent the emergence of another pro-Soviet state on 
China's borders. ' 

Nevertheless, they probably want to avoid becoming too 
closely identified with Kim Chong-il in case the 
succession gets off track. 

The Chinese leadership may also be chary of too close an 
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associ~.ith the unfolding Kim Chong-it personali ty 
cult. ~ . 25X1 
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SUBJECT: Kim Chong- il t s Vi s it to Ch i na 25X1 

Of str i buti on: 
2 - DDI 
1 - Dave Lambertson, State/BA/Korea 

1 - Donald Anderson, State/EA/China 

1 - William McPherson, State/INK/HAP 

1 - Ja;~ son:a«t Stat:!INR/China
1 -I ~~ _ ____IDlA/DlO 25X1 
1 - Wa ace nowles, . lISA/EAPR

1 - D/PDB (7F30) 

1 - NlO/BA 

1 - SOVA/OS/O 

1 - OBA/NA/Korea Branch 

1 - OEA/NA Division 

1 -'OEA/CH/For Branch 

1 - OEA/CH Division 

1 - OBA/Southeast Asia 

1 - D/OBA 

1 - C/Production/OEA 

1 - C/PES (Boatner) (7F24)
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“Memorandum of Conversation between Erich Honecker and Kim Il Sung,” 31 May 1984, 

SAPMO-BA, DY 30, 2460. Obtained by Bernd Schaefer and translated by Grace Leonard 

for the North Korea International Documentation Project. 

 

Memorandum 

[stamp:] Personal Classified Information  

Central Committee 02 310 

on the meeting between Erich Honecker and Kim Il Sung on 

31 May 1984 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

E. Honecker used the meeting to address some issues that could not be addressed in greater detail 

during the official talks on 30 May 1984 due to time constraints. 

 

He stated that the GDR is currently preoccupied with its 35th anniversary. The Party, which has 

2.2 million members, is making thorough preparations for the 35th anniversary. The centerpiece 

is the ideological work, which has led to intense talks with practically every citizen of the GDR. 

 

He said that, as Kim Il Sung could see for himself, the Party is bound to the masses, and there is 

a good trusting relationship between the Party and the masses. The alliance policy is very 

important, that is, cooperation with allied Parties, the role of organizations of the masses such as 

the Confederation of Free German Trade Unions, with 9 million members, the Free German 

Youth, with 2.3 million members, and the whole range of other organizations of the masses.  

 

He said that the election results of 6 May 1984 could be considered the best in the history of the 

GDR, both in terms of the election itself and in terms of voter turnout, and attests to the 

successful policies of the Party and government in carrying out the resolutions of the X Party 

Congress. 

 

He stated that the Socialist competition in honor of the 35th Anniversary of the GDR is very 

important. The workers have established as their goal for this to increase productivity by one 

percent above what is planned. Given the results thus far it can be expected that they will surpass 

this goal in the competition. Thus net industrial production in the first 5 months of 1984 

increased by 7.9 percent. Productivity in the field of industrial ministries increased by 7 percent 

during the same period. This demonstrates the excellent initiative of the citizens of [line cut off]. 

 

He stated that the fact that 6 million citizens received new apartments between 1971 and 1983 

alone was very positive for consolidating trust between the Party and the masses. Now the goal is 

to improve the residential conditions of an additional 4.3 million citizens between 1984 and 1990. 

Then the issue of apartments in the GDR as a social problem would be resolved in 1990. In 

addition, there are a number of other measures in the realm of social policy, e.g., the recent 

resolutions on improving material conditions for families with more than 3 children and the third 

increase in minimum pensions since 1971. 
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E. Honecker detailed the activities of organizations of the masses such as the Confederation of 

Free German Trade Unions, the Free German Youth, the Association of Gardeners and Animal 

Breeders, the reinvigorated Association for Mutual Farmers Assistance, the scientific institutes 

of the GDR, the academies and schools of higher education, the development of the general 

polytechnical school, the activities of artists unions, and much more. 

 

All of this, he said, is going on in our country under conditions that are open to the world, as he 

had already expressed in 1977, that is, under the immediate observation of the Western 

adversary’s electronic media. Naturally there are a few people who listen to these broadcasters 

and their daily lies, but it should not be overlooked that the vast majority of citizens of the GDR, 

one could even say, the people, stand fast and unalterably with the Party and government, with 

their republic. 

 

E. Honecker then asked Kim Il Sung his assessment of the situation in China and of the current 

leadership of the Communist Party of China based on his own experience. For the USSR and 

also for the GDR and other socialist countries that do not have Party relations with China, China 

is a country about whose future course there are still many unresolved questions, for instance, as 

a result of the Reagan visit. 

 

Kim Il Sung responded as follows. When Hu Yaobang visited our country in May, I also told 

him about my upcoming trip to the Soviet Union and the other Socialist countries. He welcomed 

it. I had not known Hu Yaobang before this. On the other hand, I have been friends with Deng 

Xiaoping for a long time. As you know, he was exiled three times during the Cultural Revolution. 

Deng Xiaoping paid me an unofficial visit for my 70th birthday in April 1982 to introduce Hu 

Yaobang to me as the new Secretary General of the Communist Party of China. He made a good 

impression on me from the beginning. 

 

Hu Yaobang told me that he wants to improve governmental relations with the Soviet Union. He 

asked me to convey this to the leadership of the Soviet Union. Hu Yaobang assured me many 

times during our lengthy discussion that China is truly interested in improving relations with the 

Soviet Union. He confirmed this to me again this year. The leadership of the Communist Party of 

China is of one mind on this issue. He asked me to convey my thoughts on this to our Soviet 

comrades. 

 

During his visit to the DPRK, he received news that Comrade Arkhipov’s planned visit to the 

People’s Republic of China would be pushed back. Comrade Hu Yaobang told me that he had 

very much been looking forward to this visit. Our Chinese comrades also think highly of 

Comrade Arkhipov. He used to be an economic advisor in China. Comrade Hu Yaobang said 

that he very much regretted that Comrade Arkhipov’s trip would be pushed back. 

 

I told Comrade Chernenko about this during my meetings with him. I told our Soviet comrades 

my thoughts both in a personal meeting with Comrade Chernenko and in official negotiations — 

that the Chinese really want to improve relations with the Soviet Union. The Chinese do not 

want war. Overcoming the consequences of the Cultural Revolution in the economy and in the 

standard of living of the population requires a lot of time and effort. All resources must be 
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devoted to this. The Chinese are not developing relations with the US and Japan with the goal of 

working against another country. 

 

Given the complex world situation, I hope that the Soviet Union and China work things out. I 

believe that the development of relations with the US is not targeted against the Soviet Union. 

Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai already told me that when they established relations with the US. 

They told us every time they met with Japan and the US. The only objective of these relations is 

to obtain developed technology and credit from Japan and the US. Deng Xiaoping is said to have 

stated in the US that the arms build-up in the US is good for peace. I don’t know if that’s so. This 

is the first time I have heard of Deng Xiaoping expressing a sentiment like that. 

 

It is a fact that the Chinese have improved governmental relations with the Soviet Union and 

other socialist countries. The number of delegations exchanged has grown, as well. All of this 

can help to reduce the mistrust between the Soviet Union and China. Naturally, I was not able to 

tell Comrade Chernenko that I think it is a mistake to push back Comrade Arkhipov’s visit to 

China. I just told him that the Chinese regret it. The Presidium of the Central Committee of the 

Com-munist Party of China has 5 members. Two of them—Wu Xueqian and Li Xiannian— used 

to be friends with Comrade Arkhipov. Today they are both powerful. Comrade Arkhipov could 

build trust in meetings with these two men. 

 

Hu Yaobang told me the following: We sent the Deputy Prime Minister to Comrade Andropov’s 

funeral. During the welcoming meeting, his escort told him that he could meet with anyone he 

wanted. As is customary with East Asians, he said that he would accommodate himself to 

whatever his host had arranged. Our Soviet comrades did not understand this correctly. There 

were meetings with just anyone. Only the Foreign Minister attended Brezhnev’s burial. They 

were sending a message to the Soviet Union by sending the deputy prime minister. But this was 

not understood. 

 

Kim Il Sung said that he believed that all socialist nations should work toward creating trust 

between the Soviet Union and China. No new mistrust must be permitted to arise. I have told our 

Soviet comrades that I believe that the goal of our Chinese comrades is to put Socialism in China 

in order. They don’t want a conflict. I think it is important that China wants to open the gate to 

socialist nations in the interest of socialist modernization. We should not oppose that. Why 

should we leave the important Chinese market to the capitalists? 

 

The old generation of leadership in China is dying out. We should show the new generation an 

opening. If we leave China to the capitalists, there is the risk that China will become a quasi-

colony again. We should not close the door in China’s face. 

 

Because of our position—the length of our border with China, confrontation with the US and 

Japan—what we are most afraid of is that China will not stick with socialism. There are 1 billion 

people in China. We have to make sure that they follow the socialist path rather than some other 

path. We have to focus on drawing them toward us. In the past there were major anti-Soviet 

campaigns in China. This is not the case anymore. During the Cultural Revolution there were 

major propaganda actions against us on the Yalu. There were provocations in North Korea at the 

time of the Chinese/Soviet conflicts on the Ussuri in 1969. While I was recuperating in the 
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country, I received a call from our Minister of State Security that Chinese troops were crossing 

the Tumen [River] onto our territory. I gave the order not to shoot, but to let them come ahead so 

that we could take them on our territory, if necessary. We sent a group of soldiers there. Then the 

Chinese withdrew. The Chinese have castigated the Soviet Union and even us as revisionists. It 

lasted about 5 years in our case, and we had to keep our peace because of our situation. We had 

to be patient. 

 

China has new leadership now. They don’t want any conflict with the Soviet Union. They want 

peaceful co-existence with the US, Japan, India, and even the Soviet Union. There are still no 

Party relations between the Soviet Union and China. We should all try to use our governmental 

relations to create an atmosphere that promotes the restoration of Party relations, even between 

the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and the Communist Party of China. I ask that you, 

Comrade Honecker, recommend to our Soviet comrades that they send Comrade Arkhipov to 

China and furthermore that they begin exchanging delegations. I am convinced that China would 

never put herself on the side of the US against the Soviet Union. All socialist countries should 

develop economic ties to China, and should even invest in China. The Chinese wanted to speak 

to Comrade Arkhipov about opportunities to cooperate in modernizing the numerous plants built 

by the Soviet Union. I told Hu Yaobang that I would ask the Soviet Union about building a 

nuclear power plant. Hu Yaobang welcomed this, because it would be better than purchasing one 

from a capitalist country. 

 

Regarding the incidents on the Chinese/Vietnamese border that you mentioned, which you do not 

approve of, which you regret, I have only the Chinese press accounts to go by. I know nothing of 

what actually happened. I consider it very regrettable, because these incidents help neither the 

Vietnamese nor the Chinese. They do damage to our common tasks, above all bringing the 

Chinese closer to us. All socialist countries should urge the two great powers to hold out their 

hands to one another. 

 

Hu Yaobang has gathered a lot of new people around him. Hu Qili, who in the past was with the 

World Federation of Democratic Youth—he knows many people from the past, including you, 

Comrade Honecker. The current Foreign Minister was also involved in the youth organization in 

the past. There are many other people around Hu Yaobang who used to work in the youth 

organization. Hu Yaobang himself is still very healthy; he is smart, his theoretical knowledge is 

good, and he has also made a thorough study of Marxism. Deng Xiaoping works more from 

behind the scene, but he also believes that they have to develop relations with the Soviet Union. 

He is the only one of the old functionaries who is still there. I am his friend. In the past the 

Chinese castigated the Soviet Union as social imperialists. They don’t do that any more. 

 

I met Comrade Chernenko for the first time [line cut off] 

 

... I knew him well. He has been to Korea three times. He sent me a personal letter immediately 

after he was elected. I promised him that I would come to the Soviet Union quickly so that I 

could travel to the GDR immediately afterwards. But that had to be postponed due to Comrade 

Andropov’s illness. Since I have just gotten to known Comrade Chernenko, I did not know how 

far I could go with him during our talks. I ask you, Comrade Honecker, to discuss all of these 

issues with him when you meet. How good it would be for all of us if the Soviet Union and 
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China would reconcile. Japanese journalists have frequently asked my opinion on Sino-Soviet 

relations. I always said that they are both socialist countries and they therefore belong together. 

Both the Soviet Union and China are our comrades-in-arms. 

 

To E. Honecker’s inquiry about the nature of the group of Koreans living in Japan, Kim Il Sung 

stated that this was a group formed by the DPRK. We support relations between this group and 

socialist countries, including the GDR. 

 

Hu Yaobang, Kim Il Sung continued, had me briefed in great detail on his trip to Japan. I support 

normalization of relations between China and Japan. There are those in Japan who aspire to 

reviving militarism and the alliance with the US. But Japan in general can have no interest in re-

militarization for economic reasons. All of Japan’s mass organizations oppose militarization. 

Much depends on which people are in power. I asked Hu Yaobang about his talks with Nakasone. 

He told me that Nakasone said that Japan will not become cannon fodder for the Americans. It 

can’t dissociate itself from the US, but does not want to become a lackey of the US. We should 

all think about that. For the future it could be important whether Nakasone remains prime 

minister or whether Abe becomes prime minister. In China the Chinese have been courting Abe 

because they think he would be the better choice. We have to work with the Japanese in a way 

that ensures that militarism does not recur. I sometimes make harsh statements against Japanese 

militarism, but we have to work with them anyway. Above all we oppose the US/Japan/South 

Korea trilateral military alliance. The Japanese have promised the Chinese $2 billion in credit. 

This is good for the Chinese economy. 

 

I would like to address the socialist market, but today we have no more time. 
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'!be Kim Visit 

Both the Soviets and the North Koreans probably anticipated that the Hay­
June visit of Kim Il-aong to the tESR and Bastem lllrope would be a high point 
in Moscow's two;Iear courtship of North Korea. Prior to the visit, the 
Soviets upgraded the level of delegations to North Korean anniversary 
c:elebrations, endorsed the North Korean position on sensitive international 
inues such as the 11'0 meetings in Seoul and the Rangoon banbings, moved 
incr....tally towards aciknowledgement of a Kim Olonq~il succ::ession, aid 
possibly provided the R)rth with SCUd surface-to-surface missiles.* 

ft)SCOW probably expected acme fim indication during the visit that 
P'yongyang bad decided to moderate its pro-Beijin;J tilt. '!be visit did 
provide a fomu for w!de-raBJin;J bilateral discussions, but apparently no 
agrea:D8Dts ware signed. ft)8COW failed to endorse either P'yongyang's proposal 
for tripartite talks between washington, seoul arx1 P'yoonang or Kim's 
succeasion arral'lg'Elllents, and Kim did not follow SOViet leader Olemenko in 
sharply criticizing US, Japanese and 0I1nese policies in Asia. i~] 25X1 

25X1 


Nt have no evidenoe to suggest that ft)BCow agreed to major new am'lS 
transfers or an increase in military assistance either during or after the 
visit. I 25X1 

25X1 

'!be Aftel.'l1llth 

Pollowlng the visit, MDscow's c:ourtship appears to have stalled, at least 
talp)rarily. 

25X1 


25X1 
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, 
SOViet media ccwerage al'd messages for the anniversaries of the OSSR­
North I'Drea defense treaty am Korea's liberation in JUly an:! August 

were OQ'IIPI!lrable to soviet treatment of these events before the 

c::ourtship began. M:lscow's coolness was especially notable in view of 

the warmth of tbrth (fbrean messages to M:IScOW on both occasions. 


'ftle anount of attention M:lSCCM devoted to the North's mid-Beptember 

N!ltional Day celebrations this year was no greater than the pre­

c::ourtship coverage of 1982. 'Jbe level of SOViet representation at 

celebrations held in ti)rth Korea's M:lscow anbassy ranained basically 

the ... as before am was substantially lower than the delegation 

displtx:hed by the ~inese to the ti)rth's EIlIbas8y festivities in 

Beijing. 


Since late last spring, the Soviets took no major step to recognize

the Kim O1ong-il succession, which progressed after the elder tim's 

return, until Mosc::ow's aabassador reportedly requested a meeting wi th 

the younger Kim in late sept:anber. 'Jbe soviets meanwhile continue to 

use toasts an:! greetings by their East Blropean allies, during 

anniveuary celebrations in both p'yongyang an:! Bast Blropean 

captials, as a wy of inr:!irectly ac1mowledg~ O1ong-il'. 

leadership status as they have since 1983. ~ 25X1 


Neither the USSR nor its allies have made significant new econanic 
offerings to the ti)rth in the aftemath of the Kim visit. 

'ftle Soviets have not been forthoaning on the North's request for 
.	reactors for its ataDic energy Pl'ogram, claiming that no assistance 
can even be considered before 1990. 

25X1 


we do not believe that the annual Soviet-North Korean econanic am S&T 
talks held in M:I8cOW in Beptanber produced major new econanic Pl'ojects,
although there probably was sane agreement to expard existing projects such as 
Siberian forestry joint ventures and to provide mre training for ti)rth Korean 
aaientific an:! technical cadres. A TASS release replayed in Pravda described 
the agema for the routine session chiefly in teJl'llB of econanic issues that 

3 
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pcedated Kim's visit am labeled the atmosPhere "friemly am businesslike"--a 
foDllll.ation !b8c:ow often uses to fNJgest dlsagreement over key issues. L I 25X1D . . 25X1 

pf~ng meanwhile continues to aerd signals to the SOViets that it 

remains intereste! in closer ties. R>rth !Q)rea showcased its interest in its 

_cUa treatment of both the defense treaty and liberation day ~iverS8ries. 

R>rth JDrean motivations am tim! to us to be llIlCh tie! to its 

ec::orado anni le. 25X1 

25X1 

25X1 

MXeover, the Soviets DUst fim disquieting current R>rth P'Drean moves to 
improve relations with the west, notably Japan and the os. In the first 
instance, the R>rth's recent efforts-its' conciliatory steps towards the 
south, its expressions of interest in OS and south Korean proposals for 
reducing tensions__seaa designed to reinvigorate the tripartite talks 
proposal. P'yongyang's preoccupation with its econanic problems as it moves 
t:oIeEds a new deV'elopuent plan explain the ~nt prClllllqation of a new law on 
joint ventures ard gestures towards Tokyo. In both instances, however, the 
R)rth probably also perceives steps to improve relatio~ with the MitSt as a 
way of -putting aaoe pressure on fbscow to be more fortheaning with offers of 
assistanoa arrJ recognition of the S\XX:eSSion. 

Soviet fbtives 

Soviet stalling tactics in dealing .with 'P'YOl1gy8ng since May SUCJgeBt a 
decision to _it tangible IDCmI'lI!nt in theR)rth' s policies before makin; 
further C'CIIIIdtments. Soviet offers of .substantial material assistance are 
pcobably contiDiJ8nt on acme CiaD:>nstrablesign that P'yongyang is prepared, for 
exllllPle, to actively back ft)SCOW on Vietnam's oc:cupation of lI:ampuc:hea, to 
fully endorse the Soviet line on Afghanistan, or to invite fbscow to play a 
role in arranging talks on the future of the peninsula. D 25X1 

Neither Kim's endorSEllant of scme Soviet intetnational positions in his 
late March 'aSS interview, nor his extranely guarded responses to General 
Secretary Olernenko's welcaning speech at the state banquet in Hay, nor the 

25X1 

A 
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noticeably warmer ..sages fran p'~ngyang during various s\.l'llDer-fall 
anniversary celeqrations apparently satisfy SOViet daaanas. 'ltle NOrth Koreans 
believe that ~ r_ina piqued by P'~onang's proposal for triperti te 
talks--whiah does not rccgnbre a SOViet voice in deciding the peninsula' s 
future-anc1 the SOViets almost certainly were displeased when Kim again 
endorsed the tlemc:lcratic ~an forces during the Yugoslav leg of his 
SOViet-Bast rmopaan tour. LJ 25X1 

A more general disarray within the Soviet leadership, arisinq as a 
c:onsequence of OMtJ:nenko's ill health, his inability to consolidate his power, 
and the current maneuvering for the next suaceasion, may also play an 
iDIlOrtant but aecon:'1ary role in the wiltirJj of the c:ourtahip. '!be courtship 
blossamad moat visibly during Andropov's brief tenure in office. 'ltle absence 
of significant SOViet mcwes since his death may mean that the current leaders 
have moved NOrth lI:orea to a back burner position wile they fGCUS thepi=r_----, 
attention an:'1 resources on policy towam the OS allS _tern :&lrope. 1-'_----' 25X1 

. Impl.ications 

25X1 

If the lull in the courtship represents a deliberate tactic on Moscow's 
part, the SOViets probably will continue to. stall on substantial new offerings
of econanic or mili~ assistance while awaiting si90S of a NOrthll:orean 
political.Bhift. lit believe such a dramatic shift is unlikely so long as 
p'yonnang is willinq only to restore SCDe balance to its relationship with 
its two CCDIllnist neighbors rather than to tilt definitively towards M:)8cOw. 
Should the SOViets continue to withhold major new econanic ()r military 
assistance into 1985-as. P'yoJl9Y8ll:l attalpts to pin down major project 
auistance for ita next developaent plan--the North might conceivably be 
encour~ to pcea. its effort., which China applauds, to open up to the 
west. LJ 25X1 

A sustained NOrth lI:orean effort to iq)rove its relations with South 
lIbrea, Japan, an:'1 the OS, however, might encourage the Soviets to re&1lla their 
wooing with material offerings. '!he SOViets remain sensitive to siCJ08 that 
t.hey might becc:ma "odd man out" in settl..nts affecting the future of Asia. 
(b!er S\D1 cir~tances they might, for exmple,use the pranised delivery of 
1'-168 to the SOUth in 1986 as a pretext for at least token deliveries of 

25X1 
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advanced WBaponfS systaus to the "rth as a way of building sare political
influence. LJ . 25X 1 

Alternatively, to the extent that the courtship bas wilted because of 
SOV'iet leadership uncertainties, .,rth Jlt)rean moves by tbanselves are not 
likely to get the ball rolling. A res\1llPtion of M)scow's courtship is not 
likely until the SOV'iet suoceaaion stabilizes al'd a new leadership focuses on 
North !boa as an important element ·in SOViet Asian policy or Sino-8Oviet 
relations. D 25X1 

Meanwhile, M:>aoow's delay in publicly backing the Kim Olong-il 
s~ion, at a time when the transfer of power is pJ:ogressing, _1 already 
have generated a lingering resentMnt wi thin the North Jlt)rean leadership that 
will limit SOV'iet political influence in P'yongyang for the foreseeable 
future. c::::J 25X1 

25X1 
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DIRECTORATE OF INTELLIGENCE 

21 June 1985 

-lNPROVIII8 SOVIET....	lH _EM RElATIOIS: A .. PIIase in the MDsc_­
leijtng-P',.1IIfI1II Tr1angl.-

Iecat SovIet actions tlMal'd Iorth 10.... appear to be part of a larger
effort to' ....... tile USSR's strategic position in Northeast Asia. Both 
1Ine_ and P'.JOIlIJalll have "lIiY'lnp over the "strategic cHalogue- betwen 
the US and the PRC. CIlin.'s wl1 l1.-s to .., .re ...." with ScMIth Iorea 
pr.--l1 .'so .....ak... coneera in P·"...a... and ItDscClf 11 t,.,1111 to 
,,'ott Iortll Korea·s sense of fsolatton tn the region. Th. Sovtet deltYer.J 
of advue.. ftghter atrcraft ..., be an effort to bu.Y tnto future poltttcal 
dtscusstons • the peninsula and to counter closer ties betw!en tbe US. OIina • 
...... and ScMIth 10..... The Soviets could 11. future deltveries to 'access to 
IIDrtII Korean air .... naval facUities. _11 as Soviet-llorth Iorean 
coaperatton in the TIIi nI IIorld. I I 25X1 

Dlina's reactton to 1IIprOMd SoY'let-llortil 10..... relations has .,... 
circ.spect 10 far. but wuld be .,. prCllClUtlced if ,the SoY'lets gain KcesS to 
IIrth 10...... facntttes. A continuing Sovtet presence in the Iorth ..uld 
affect the ..Uta,., balance .... 11'* the peninsula .re cHrectl, to,the larger
US-5oY'l et CCIIfrontation t n the regi on. 

This memorandum was 	 prepared by Mel Goodlin of the Office of Soviet 
Analysis. It was coordinated with the Office of East ASian Analysis.
Infonation as of 21 	 June 1985.s used in its preparation. COIIIIIIents and 
queries may be addressed to Mel Goodman, SOYA, I I, 	 25X1 
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Recent improvements in Soviet-North Korean relations could change the 
strategic environment in Northeast Asia and have implications for the security 
calculations of key states in the region. Since late last year, the Soviets 
have 

25X1 

o IlalivfllrAd c;ix MIG-23 fiGhter a1rcr~ft to North KoreajI 	 . 
25X1 

o Agreed to send a naval squadron to North Korea for cerLnies 
marking the 40th anniversary of liberation from Japan. 	 25X1 

25X1I I 
I Ithe "IG deli veri es may be 25X1 
the first round of a series of Soviet deliver1es that will total 35 to 40 MIG­
23 Floggers over the next year or two. SUch deliveries would provide
P'yongyang with a Flogger regiment in place as 

1986. 
the Un n 

25X1 
25X1 

K in Februa 

The Soviets in recent years have been cautious about what they have 
provided to North Korea, holding back since 1973 on items such as modern 
aircraft and air defense systems that th~ have supplied to other countries. 
On the other hand, Moscow has kept its hand in by supplying communications and 
intelligence collection eqUipment, air surveillance radars, and the 
manufacturing technology for somewhat dated tanks, antitank and surface-to-air 
missiles, and fire control radars. I I 25X1 

25X1 
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The deliver" of 40 MIG-23s will aid P'yon91any in countering the South's 
growing qualitative edge in air power. CoIIIb1ned with domestic production of 
less-capable f1ghters--probably F-7s--.h1ch is expected to begin soon in North 
Korea, the deliver" will allow the North to keep pace with planned gains in 
~~E!~:'h +h::,nb tb1 acquisition of F-16s and the continued coproduction of 

25X1 
TIle Ko....n Perspective 

P'yongyang used Kim's visit to the USSR and Eastern Europe last year to 
signal interest in improving relations w1th the USSR. A greater community of 
views on foreign policy issues was evident during Kim's trip than had been . 
evident in Soviet-Korean relations since the 196 s. The Koreans pointed to a 
·full consensus on all the problems discussed, II and North Korean positions on 
Mongolia and Kupuchea tilted toward the Soviet vi ew in the wake of Kim's 
visit. The visit fonowed Chinese party leader Hu Yaobang's trip to North 
Korea, which was marked by signs of strain in Sino-Korean relations. 
P'yongyang's recent treatment of the anniversaries of its defense treaties 
with Moscow and Beijing also indicated an improvement in relations with the 
USSR and a cooling with China. Most recently, North Korea gave unusually
high-level attention to the first ann1versar" of Kim's visit to the USSR,
including Kim's attendance at an unusual anniversary banquet at the Soviet 
Embassy in P·yon9Yang. (Such an event did not follow Kim's trips to the PRC 
in 1975 or 1982.) I I 25X1 

In retrospect. Kim's trip to Moscow appears to have been a turning point 
in Soviet-North Korean relations and possibly in North Korean foreign policy 
in general. The North Korean leader seems to have found.the Gorbachev regime 
a more reliable ally--part1cularly with regards to the U.S. This was 
especially important to P'yon91ang as it watched its other major ally--Ch1na-­
pursue improved relations with the U.S. and even nod in the direction of South 
Korea. The North Koreans' sense of growing isolation as China went its own . 
w., would have been compounded by the US reassertion of security ties to South 
Korea and III)ves to beef up US military forces in the region. That Kim l1-song
is feeling IIIDre confident as relations with Moscow improve is suggested by 

* NOrth kOrea Will l1kely receive the MIG-2J!1L (Flogger G). which is a 
generation behind both the capabilities and performance of the F-16, which 15 
more maneuverable aircraft and has a su r10r ta et track1n ca abil1t • 
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P'yongyang's IIOre active foreign poHcy--1nclud1ng the initiation of a d1rer-=-ct-,,-----,
dialogue with Seoul and renewed efforts to engage the US in direct talks. I 
The Sev1et Perspective 

Since 1969. the Soviets ..de no serious attempts to improve relations 
with P'yongyang. The Soviets recognized that the North Korean t11t in the 
direction of Beijing had historic and cultural roots and therefore MOuld be 
difficult to counter. At the sa. time, Moscow believed that any North Korean 
Il0'l8 in the di rection of the USSR coul d only be tactical and opportunistic.
During the late 19605. when Moscow had made a decision to improve relations 
with the United States, the Soviet leadership was particularly leery about 
being identified .rtth Kim's adventurism against Washington and, as a result, 
gave no support to P'yongyang in the Wlke of the Pueblo seizure in 1968 or the 
downing of the EC-121 reconnaissance aircraft in 1969. (The Soviets, 
moreover, condelll'ted the North Koreans 1 n 1976, when they murde'red two U.S. 
anqy officers at Pannunjon). I I 

Since Brezhnev's death in 1982, however, the Soviets clearly have been 
testing the waters and looking for counters to closer ties between the US, 
China, Japan, and South Korea in order to correct their own isolation in the 
region. The adverse Asian react1'on to the KAL shootdOtllft 1 n September 1983 led 
the Soviets to MOO the North Koreans. In the follow1ng month, for example,
Moscow absolved P'yongyang of any blame for its attack on the South Korean 
political leadership in Bunna in 1983 and renewed an 1nv1t.at1on to Kim l1-son9 
to visit Moscow at some unspecified time. Soviet accounts of the subsequent
talks between prllriers and foreign ministers of the two sides emphasized that 
their mutual interest in strengthening ·1nternat10~al secur1tyM had created a 
Mrel1able basis for their mutual cooperation.­ Last year's Soviet treatment 
of the USSR-North Korean defense treaty also was Wirier than usual and focused 
on the th .. of Soviet economc assistance" to P'yongyang. [ i 

. The Soviet will1ngness to provide MIG-23 fighter aircraft to P'yongyang
also signals that Moscow is detenn1ned not to be frozen out of broader 
political discussions of the Korean question and that the Korean pen1 nsula may
become less isolated from the larger strategic confrontation between the US 
and the USSR in East Asia. The Soviets are countering Japan's willingness to 
accept F-16s at Misawa as wall as the general augmentation of the US military
position in the region. The Flogger deliveries also indicate that Moscow has 
dropped previOUS reservations about the risk of both military technology being
transferred from North Korea to China and P'yongyang's possible m111tar.y
adventurism against the South. 

Moscow may attempt to use the current deliveries of Floggers as wall as 
the possible future delivery of anti-tank guided missiles and surface-to-air 
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missiles to persuade P·yongyang to allow Soviet access to North Korean air and 
naval facilities on either the Yellow Sea or the Sea of Japan. At the present 
tille, however. we do not believe that P·yongyang will allow any foreign baSing 
ri ghts. I I 25X1 

Glt..'s Perspecttve 

North Koreals differences with China are rooted in Beijing·s fundamental 
pol1~ ofecononrtc modernization and its opening to the West. As China·s 
stake in good relations with the US, Japan and even South Korea grows, it 
beco.s a less reliable ally in the eyes of the North. The Chinese do not 
want to see North korea drift into a Soviet orbit. but they are unprepared to 
reverse course in order to satisfy the North. I ' I 25X1 

In an effort to change p·yongyang·s view, Beijing has energized its 
dipl8mlcy. The Chinese are: 

Encouraging direct contacts between the North and South, and 
bet.en the North and the US, to reduce tensiOnS on the 
peninsula. 

Showing the North the merits of opening to the outside world and 
refo rm1 ng 1ts econOll\Y. 

CUltfyat1n~ Northern leaders through stepped up exchanges of 
visitors. _ I 25X1 

25X1 


Jlpl1cat1ons 

Toe recent improvement in Sov1 et-North korean geopolitical and m1litar.y
relations is merely the latest in a serfes of steps that have enhanced 
Moscow's strategic posft1on in Northeast Asia. Over the past several years, 
the Soviets have increased their force posture in Asia without drawing down 
forces deployed in other m11itar,y theaters, established an independent theater 
caRllnd for the region, built up their forces in the Northern Territories and 
enhanced their ,power projection capab1l1ties at Cam Ranh Bay, and--as a 
result--signaled a determination not to yield to Chinese and Japanese
territor1al grievances against the USSR. The Soviets are now in a stronger 

25X1 
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position to challenge the forward deployment of US military power in the 
region, particularly the introduction of the Tonahawk cruise missile and the 
increased number of U.S. fighter aircraft. I I 

A~ increase in the Soviet-American strategiC competition in the region
could have a spillover effect in Beijing and Tokyo Where there is interest in 
l1JR1ting superpower tensions in Northeast Asia. Both China and Japan have 
become increaSingly concerned with Soviet naval, air, and ground force 
deployments in the region--particularly the increase in 55-20 missiles and 
Backfire bombers--but both states also must contend with key political
factions that question the acceptable extent of militar,y cooperation with the 
United States as a counter to the USSR. Conversely, the Soviets presumably
realize that a possible Sino-Japanese response to the closer m111tar,y ties 
between the USSR and North Korea could be an enhanced strategic dialogue 
bet...n the US, China, and Japan as well as a possible worsening in both Sino­
Sov1~t and Japanese-Sovi et relations. I . I 

The greatest risk that would accOlPa~ any serious strengthening of 
Soviet-North Korean military ties would be a worsening of North-South Korean 
relations, which have been precariOUS in the best of times. The Soviets may
calculate-..s we do--that the weapons th., are delivering will not upset the 
m1l1tar,y balance on the peninsula. But we cannot be certain where improved
m111tary relations will stop, and the provisions of more advanced military 
systems ultimately could contribute to destab111zat1on--part1cularly over the 
next few years when both North and South Korea are expected to experience 
leadership successi ons. I I 

Outside of the peninsula, we cannot rul e out the poss1bl1ity of greater
coordination of activities in the third world in cases where such actions both 
promote North Korean interests and run mi.n1mal risks of casting P'yongyang in 
the l1ght of a Soviet cHent. Seeking to be named the host of the 1986 
Nonaligned sllmll1t, North Korea will be particularly concerned over the near­
tef"lll to protect its independent image. Unl1ke IIIIAy Th1 rd World countries, 
moreover, the North Koreans provide ver,y competent assistance. plyongyang
often has been willing to get involved in situations where the Soviets have 
been somewhat more cautious; for example, North Korea 15 currently the major
supp11er of ml1itary equipment to Iran whereas the USSR is trying to l1mit 
such aid. I I 

Chinese officials generally have attempted to appear calm about increased 
North Korean dealings with the USSR, in part because Beijing has a weak basis 
for complaint when it is itself i.proving ties to the Soviets. Nonetheless,
the pattern of Chinese official visits, including General Secretary Hu 
Yaobangls v1s1t North Korea last spring, just before Kim's visit to the USSR, 
suggests high level concern. . I 
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We doubt that the current degree of military cooperation between the DPRK 
and the USSR will lead to a"y distinct shift in Chinese policy. Beijing is 
likely to continue to press the US and Japan to initiate contacts with the 
North, especially in the form of US-North~South tripartite talks. The Chinese 
will also promote the North-South Korean bilateral economic and political
talks in an effort to reduce tensions on the peninsula. China could also 
attaapt to encourage the view that the US is to bl.. for i"'Proved North 
Korean-Soviet ties, arguing that US plans to transfer F-l6s and other m1litary 
technologies to South Korea is upsetting the balance of power on the 
peni nsula. I I 25X1 

Beijing will increase its own effort.s to court P'y'ongyang, work st111 
harder to cultivate the ltorthern leadership, espechlly K1m's destgnated 
successor, Ktm Chong-H. We expect more Chinese-1 n1t1ated high level 
discussions and greater efforts by the Chinese to persuade North Korea of the 
merits of China's aodern1zat1onmodel, with all it implies for opening to the 
West and playing down tens10.ns. China may also try to bul1d SOll'l8 leverage in 
plyongyang by intercedi ng again with the US on issues such as 'reduc1 ng the 
annual Team Spirit exercises. I ' 25X1 

We believe the Chinese will continue their slow expansion of ties with 
the South Koreans, occasionally defering to the North's objections. but in the 
long run pursu1ftg increased trade with Seoul. The Chinese are unlikely to 
accede to North Korean requests for high profile demonstrations of solidarity­
-such as bo1.cotttng the Seoul Olympics--that cut against these broader Chinese 
interests. I 25X1 

The Lo_r Te,. 

In ttme, it is poSSible that m111t~ry cooperation between the USSR and 
the DPRK could include regular Soviet access to North Korean air and naval 
facilities. If so, Beijing's reaction is likely to be pronounced. The 
Chinese will be pulled in two directions. On the one hand. th~ will probably
press the United States to offer P'yongyang some concession to slow the 
rapprocha.nt with Moscow, and to warn the Soviets directly against further 
moves. In this process, Beijing may want to reduce the visibl1ity of its . 
.. litary contacts with the US to assuage P'yongyang. On t~e other hand,
fearing another loss along its borders comparable to Vietnam's drift toward 
the Soviets, the Chinese could escalate their rhetoric toward the North and 
threaten sanctions in the limited areas where China has economic and other 
kinds of influence with P·yongyang. I I 25X1 
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North 	 Korea: A New Posture Between 
Mo~~~w and Beijing I 25X1 

Summary 

We 'be 1i eve the recent changes in North Korea I s 
, behavior toward the Soviet Unio~ and China--and in 


part', its n~w f1exib11ity toward the South--reflect 

a basic reassessment of its strategic options,

rather tha~ simply tactical adjustments in foreign

policy.- The North'sacquisitio'n of Soviet MIG 23s 

in the last faw months is obvious evidence of the 
bf!neffts from P'vonavanats shift towaf'd Moscowl~'----'l 

I In our view, plyongyang's failure to extract 
La-=-n=y-r-:-leal benefit from the'13-year relationship
between Washington and Beijing leads the list of its 
motivations for downgrading the primacy previously
accorded China in this triangle. At the same time, 
the development of a more assertive, militarily 
po~erful, and ideologically compatible Soviet 

I 
25X1 
25X1 

25X1 

',Thfs _randu. was' prepared by I IOfffce, of East Asfan 
Analysfs.' InfoI"'Utfon aval1able as of 23 July 1985 was used fn fts 
preparation. ec..ents .nd querfes are welCOile and may be dfrected to the 
Chfef. Northeast Asfa Divisfon. OEA. onl " 
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posture in Asia in the 1980s has changed the North's 
balance sheet in favor of closer collaboration with 
Moscow. We believe North. Korea will attempt to 
remain actively involved with the Chinese,
particularly in seeking economic and technical. 
assistance. But we expect P'yongyang to continue to 
invest more heavily in cooperation with Moscow, 
rather than with Beijing. 

If these judgm~nts about North Korea are 
correct, they connote: 

A North Korea that will continue to appeal 
to Moscow by modifying its longstanding
independence on ideological and East-West 
issues because it recognizes that only the 
Soviet Union can meet its most important
needs .1n the 1980s and 1990s. 

A "two-tiered" North Korean relationship
with China, with P'yon1yang trying to 
foster correct ties with Beijing and 
perhaps to expe~iment with a Chinese-style
opening to Western trade and investment, 
but keeping China at arm's length on 
strategic and other political issues. 

And, a North Korea ~h~t is positioned to 
engage the Soviets actively in its own 
version of quadrilateral diplomacy on the 
peninsula. 

A close~ North Korean-Soviet relationship
neither simplifies nor advances US and South Korean 
interests. Rather, it further limits China's 
influence on the North as a collaborator with US 
policy and opens the door to a greater Soviet role 
in the Korean question. Even s~, P'yongyang's shift 
to~ard Moscow is not. immutable. A variety of 
developments, in~luding changes in US-Soviet 
relations, China's foreign policy or Kim 11-song's
succession plans could again bring P'y~ngyang to 
alter its course. 

China: The North Korean Perspective 

Since US-China rapprochement 1n 1971-1972, North Korean 
concerns about Ch1na'$ t1e$ with the United States have been a 
central problem in its relationship with Beijing. The record 
demonstrates that the Chinese have been solicitous of P'yongyang 
at each major turn in US-China relations. China has regularly
dispatched high level leaders to provide Kim Il-song with 
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authoritative readings and assurances regarding Chinese 
intentions and expectattons for their US relationship. We can 
only surmise about the substance of these sessions, and of 
intervening contacts. But the evidence in the North Korean m~dia 
over the years, and the obvious fact that the United States has 
remained P'yongyang's principal adversary, together suggest that 
the North has closely scrutinized, sharply questioned, and 
skeptically viewed eaCh shift in US-China r~lations. 

In our view, North Korean anxieties about the US-China tie 
are deepseated and a key factor,in P'yongyang's behavior. We 
believe concern about US-China rapprochement led P'yongyang'to
take the initiative in the North-South. dialogue in 1971, in part 
to protect its freedom of action on the peninsu)a from subVersion 
by the major powers. Moreover, despite P'yongyang's histotically
cool relations with Moscow, the North's policies and statements 
demonstrate that the ant1-Sovietdimensi~n of China'S cooperation
with the US--especially its acceptance of a US posture in Asia 
that included US military forces in South Korea--have 
conSistently troubled Kim I1-song. 

We do not know how hard or how often Kim and others 
expressed their concerns and complaints to Beijing.' But we 
believe the North Koreans may have pushed for, and perhaps the 
Chinese promised, more ~han Beijing could ever deliver from its 
US relationship. For the North, the late 1970s produced a 
worrisome evolution in the US-China tie, including the 
development of cooperation in strategy, diplomacy, trade, 
investment, and a security relationship that entailed arms 
transfers as well as technology for Bei ji n9. But the 'growi ng US­
China relationship produced little real benefit for plyongyang
and no' aid whatsoever for its leading foreign policy goal--a
dialogue with the United States and the removal of US forces--on 
the Korean peninsula. 

In fact, P'yongyang could tally up further 
disappointments. China's ~upport for the North's ,standdown on 
major military exercises and its lower key diplomacy toward Seoul 
and Washington after the Carter Administration'S 1977 
announcement of planned US ground force withdrawals ~rought no 
gains for ptyongyang. Instead, Washington not 9nly reversed the 
withdrawal decision, but subsequent US publicity of China's 
"support" for"the presenc. of US forces in the South (a position
that Chinese statements in private to US and Japanese officials 
had implied for some time) undoubtedly deepened P'yongyang's
misgivings about the US-China relationship. 

P'yon9yang at fir$t almost certainly looked peSSimistically 
at the pollcies of the Reagan Administration. Given the rapid
d.ownturn in US-China relations in 1981, however, we believe .the 
North may have taken some comfort in the contention between 
Washington and Beijing that began "almost immediately over the 
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Taiwan arms issue. Most Obviou~ly, the Taiwan problem put a 
sharp brake on aspects of US-China relations' that gave P'yongyang
trouble. We· have no evidence on this score, nor do we know 
whether the North believed the Taiwan arms problem would 
seriously effect the long-term US-China relationship. But it is 
logical to assume the North Koreans welcomed China's 1981 
deciston to impo'se a highly publicized freeze on Beijing's
"strategic relationship" with Washington and to shelve military­
related contacts. And, in our view, P'yongyang also almost 
certainly was troubled in August 1982 when the United States and 
China resumed a more broad gauge relationship following the 
Taiwan arms communique. 

Moreover, we consider it likely that the North saw a 
paral1el between the issue of China's reunification with Taiwan 
and Korean reunification, and that it viewed China's 1982 
compromise on Taiwan as a harbinger of potential Chinese 
duplicity on the Korean question. Again, we have no information 
that the North Korean leadership assessed the development in 
these terms. But, P'yongyang had clearly, if intermittant1y,
suggested a parallel between Taiwan an~ its own reunification 
goal during the arms sale controversy •. Against that backdrop,
Beijing's compromise with Washington--the common actor in both 
situations--could well .have carried a decidedly negative message
about China's potential willingness to sellout P'yongyang's
goals for the peninsula. 

Suspicions about Chinese dealings-behind P'yongyang's back, 
in any event, were already evi~ent in P'yongyang in the early
1980s as a result of China's evo1vi~g economic ties with South 
Korea. In addition to reinforCing North Korean misgivings about 
Chinese support, the growth in Sino-South Korean trade since the 
late 1970s undoubtedly has led P'yongyang to question how far 
Beijing would go toward a de facto public linkage with Seoul. In 
fact, Chinese comments last year, implying that Beijing would 
move fa rther a fte r Wa s hi ngton too k· steps towa rd the North, 
highlight China's interest in closer economic ties with South 
Korea. Beijing could continue to work both sides of the street-­
maintaining a tie to the North, while controlling the growth of 
its economic link to Seoul. But a Chinese judgment that the 
North has taken a permanent shift toward Moscow also could lead 
Beijing to conclude that it has little to gain in Pyongyang, and 
considerable economic benefit to lose, from curbing its 
relationship with Seoul. . 

In short, we believe that the North Korean experience with 
China in the 1970s and 1980s has impelled P'yongyang's policy
shift toward Moscow. We also believe, however, that P'yongyang
reassessed the Soviet role in A~ia at that time. Its judgments
about Moscow's capabilities and potential in the region, in our 
view, brought the North to reevaluate the need for some 
accommodation with the Soviet Union. 
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The View Toward Moscow 

North Korea's relations with the Soviet' Union have rarely

been close, and P'yongyang would be unlikely to expect that 

merely warming the political atmosphere would bring rapid or 

dramatic changes. In fact, impediments to significant new 

departures have long existed for both sides. Moscow's distaste 

for Kim Il·song's independence and its concern that another 

Korean wa r cou 1 d bri ng.a US-Sov i et con fl i ct cont i nue to underpin 

a basically conservative Soviet policy on the peninsula. 


Nonetheless, unlike the 1970s, when Pyongyang saw China 
embarked on its opentngto the United States, and the Soviet 
Union still pursuing the politics of detente, the last five years
have brought conSiderable--and from the North's vantage pOint.
welcome--change. 

In the last decade, three developments have been 
particularly important to P'yongyang. 

First. plyongyang has welcomed Moscow's policy of 
assertiveness toward the United States and the West. 
The parallel Soviet and North Korean characterizations 
of the dangers posed by the US military presence in 
Northeast Asia and by the budding "US-Japan-South Korea 
alliance" exemplify their community of views. North 
Korea's unhappiness with the Soviet role in Southeast 
Asia and Af hanistan also has mellowed n 

25X1 
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Second, Moscow has made clear that its large.

thoroughly modernized military for~e will be a fixture ' 

in East Asia. with its mobile intermediate range
nuclear forces. its growing naval force in the Pacific, 
its.presence in Japan's Northern Territories, and its 
military outpost in Southeast Asia •. This Soviet 
military strength obviously has its downside for 
P'yongyang. since it works to reinforce the US 
willingness to maintain i~s own commitment to the 
region, including US forces in South Korea. But, on 
balance. Moscow's readiness ~o aggressively assert 
itself in the Asian strategic envi~onment stands in 
marked contrast to P'yongyan~'s perception of Sino-US 
and Sino-South Korean accomodation. 

And. in North Korea itself, the quicker pace of 
Kim II-song's family succession, and the effort to 
revive the ailin~ economy. have caused the value of 
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better relations with the Soviet Union to appreciate
significantly. Soviet actnowledgement of Kim's son as 
his successor hel,ps lower some of the future risks from 
would-be challengers who could consider looking for 
Moscow's backing. ,So does an established link to the 
Soviets that more clearly ties Moscow to P'yongyang via 
a flow of military, economic and technological support. 

In sum, we believe that the movement by P'yongyang and 
Moscow toward closer ties evident since 1984 will. persist into 
the late 1980s. 

What Does It Mean? 

The North's reevaluation of its Chinese and Soviet 
r.'ationships and the shift toward Moscow have significant 
consequences for its foreign policy tactics as well as goals. 

It points to a more active North KOT~an diplomacy.
Whether 8eijing will ultimately judge that a full-scale 
competition with the SQviets for the North's favor is 
worth the effort is open to question. But events of 
the last year clearly suggest that P'yongyang can still 
enlist Chinese good offices with the United States at 
the same time it is markedly warming the atmosphere
with Moscow. However belated the North's adoption of a 
more flexible and an active triangular diplomacy,
P'yongyang's simultaneous en~agement with its two 
allies amounts to a major departure from its low cost, 
"straddle-the-fence" poJicy beha~ior. 

The North's acquisition of MIG-23s calls into serious 
questjon Chinese professions about their role, 
including any "restraint" of North Korea if tensions 
escalate, on the peninsula. P'yongyang already is 
receiving Soviet political support; its improved
military relationship with MOSCOW, as well as its 
reciprocal backing for Soviet positions on Indochina, 
East-West and other issues, should,make the North more 
~onfident about continued S~viet aid. We have no 
evidence to sugjest that P'yongyan9 expects--or that 
Moscow is willing to give--backing for more bellicose 
behavior. But it is prudent to assume that the 
improvements jn Soviet-North'Korean relations make 
MoscoW, rather than Beijing, the most likely source of 
that aid--as well as the source of any presumed
restraint via its denial. 

P'yongyang's exploitation of both its Chinese and 
Soviet relationships points to the poss1bi1ity of other 
innovations in North Ko~ean policy. As a case 1n 
point, the North has pursued and expanded the current 
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dialogue with the South despite events such as Team 
Spirit and the student demonstrations that would have 
derailed the talks in years past. Their behavior 
suggests that such tactical flexibility may be 
increasingly evident 1-n P'yongyang. 

Finally. the North's improved ties with the Soviets 
represent, in effect, a new "two-tiered" format for tts 
relations with M~scow and Beijing. Essentially.
P • yon 9 y a,n 9 isse e kin gare 1 a ~ ion s hip wit h Be i j i n g , , 
cordial enough to maintain aCcess to China in economic 
and. particularly with an eye to the United States, 
political terms. But it has also chosen to identify 
more openly with Moscow to gain the military hardware, 
technology. and economic support that neither Beijing 
nor a go-it-alone approach can ,provide in the 
competition with Seoul in the 1980s. In return, the 
North is willing to pay the public price--by backing
Soviet goa1s--and the private tariff--in the form of 
intelligence and other military cooperation--that
Moscow wants and P'yongyang heretofore has not 
provided. The net result suggests that the MIG-23 
transfer is only the first paint on an upward trend 
line of cooperatiQn, rather than an overdue fulfillment 
of a longstanding North Korean demand. 

The Alternat'ives: What Could Cause Another Change? 

Our lack of knowledge about P'yon~yang's decisionmaking and 
the extent of any contention surrounding its policy choices make 
it ha.rd to estimate specifically what could turn recent events 
around. In our view, there are several factors that could have 
that effect. . 

A shift in Soviet-US relations to a detente-like 
format, including the kind of tacit cooperation on 
Korea evident in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Even 
today, the North probably does not expect Moscow to 
accord it a high priority in Soviet foreign policy. As 
with its concerns about the US-China relationship,
P' yongyang's 'latent mistrust. of its ally would probably 
cause movement away from the Soviets if Korean issues 
again appeared vulnerable to' US-Soviet collusion. 

A sharp escalation in the Sin~-Soviet rivalry. The 
amelioration in Sino-Soviet tensions itself has given
the North a Signal and running room to maneuver. If 
Moscow and Beijing again turned up the heat, the North 
would come under greater pre~sure from both. In that 
case, P'yongyang could stand away from the fight by 
once more clearly advert1s1n9 1ts independence. 
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A leadership change in China that broug~t an end to 
military relationship and cooled the atmoiphere with 
the United States. Kistory. a shared culture and a 
record of postwar cooperation all are still a natural 
impetus behind a North Korean policy more aligned with 
China than with the Soviet ~nion. If Beijing's
perspective accorded more with the North's view of the 
United States, the Chinese would be positioned again to 
give the Soviets a ~un for their money in plyongyang. 

Soviet meddling in Kim II-song's succession plans. Kim 
Il-song conducted a far-reaching purge in the 195~s and 
1960s to root out real and perceived pro-Soviet
sympathizers. Any inkling on his part that Moscow was 
seeking in~ide influence would be likely to bring a 
dramatic reaction. 

A succession that went on the rocks. In our view, the 
recent chinges in Plyongyang's ties with MoscoW, as 
part of Kim's effort to smooth the way for his son, are 
potentially vulnerable to attack from internal 
challengers -for power if Kim Chong-Il stumbles. If the 
succession comes thoroughly unstuck, the consequences
would unsettle an array of North Korean policies,
including the North's approach to talks with the South. 
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