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Why We 
Should 
Still Give 
Engagement 
a Chance in 
North Korea

In the past year, the security situation on the Korean 
Peninsula has shifted from bad to worse. North Korea not 
only tested its first intercontinental ballistic missile with the 
potential range to hit major U.S. cities, but it conducted its 
sixth nuclear test in September 2017. Each North Korean 
missile and nuclear test is met with additional calls for 
tighter sanctions against North Korea and isolation of the 
regime. Meanwhile, U.S. President Donald Trump and 
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un have lobbed words 
at each other in a dangerous spiral of escalatory rhetoric. 
Under such conditions, one might conclude that this is 
the worst time for engagement with North Korea, whether 
this includes state-led diplomatic engagement between 
government officials, or civil society centered people-to-
people engagement between non-state actors. In fact, 
on September 1, 2017 the U.S. government instituted 
a de facto travel ban on Americans by invalidating U.S. 
passports “for travel to, in, or through North Korea.” The 
traveler needs to apply for a special validations passport, 
issued primarily to Red Cross workers and the press, for 
“compelling humanitarian considerations”  or for other 
travel in “the national interest.”

Contrary to popular beliefs, this essay makes a case for 
why people-to-people engagement still matters, and how 
it might help us think about diplomatic engagement with 

North Korea. There are both moral and political reasons to 
continue people-to-people engagement with North Koreans, 
despite current restrictions issued by the U.S. government 
against travel to North Korea. Drawing a distinction between 
the North Korean people and its regime, ordinary North 
Koreans tend to bear the costs of the regime’s isolationist and 
autocratic policies. North Korea’s per capita GDP in 2015 
was $1,700.  Basic political freedoms, including the freedom 
of movement, assembly, or speech are severely restricted. 
Nevertheless, everyday life goes on in North Korea, and 
signs of an emerging market economy suggest economic 
improvements in major cities, including Pyongyang. 
However, the regime’s policies still lead to constant food 
shortages, malnutrition, and chronic illnesses. 

Stripping aside politics, the moral case for continuing 
people-to-people engagement is straightforward: to 
help improve the lives of ordinary North Koreans. Civil 
society actors and non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) engaged in such people-to-people engagement 
in North Korea are often motivated by a sense of mission 
that their work not only improves lives, but also fosters 
a sense of greater understanding between North Korea 
and the rest of the world. Examples of people-to-people 
engagement may include humanitarian assistance, such 
as the delivery of food aid and emergency supplies 
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«
Stripping aside politics, 

the moral case for continuing people-to-people 
engagement is straightforward: to help improve 

the lives of ordinary North Koreans.
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during periods of flooding and famine. It also takes the 
form of longer term, capacity-building projects. Projects 
and activities might include drilling wells, establishing 
greenhouses, providing technical assistance in the areas 
of agriculture and forestry, or operating tuberculosis and 
other health clinics. To a lesser extent, business operations 
with the goal of improving capacity and service, or 
meeting the everyday needs of North Koreans, also fall 
under the category of people-to-people engagement. 
Such business ventures have included the establishment 
of a noodle factory and the development of a logistics and 
transportation company to provide local bus service.  

Several Christian and other faith-based organizations have 
made the case for pursuing people-to-people engagement 
including NGOs such as the Eugene Bell Foundation, 
Christian Friends Korea, Samaritan’s Purse, and World 
Vision. Having cultivated long-standing partnerships in 
North Korea, and driven by a sense of higher purpose, some 
faith-based groups have managed to sustain operations for 
over two decades in North Korea. 

For Christians, there is a higher calling, a sense of 
obligation to Christ’s command to love our neighbors, 
and even our enemies, which comes into play. People-to-
people engagement is much more than simply dropping 
bags of food aid or delivering medicine into North Korea. 
In addition to addressing real world problems, it calls on 
individuals and groups to build relationships and trust 
where mutual understanding may be absent. Actions 
often speak louder than words, and the work of several 
faith-based organizations has helped North Koreans trust 
outsiders (and vice-versa), despite these groups being 
conspicuously Christian and even coming from places such 
as the maligned, imperial (in the eyes of North Koreans) 
United States. 

There are both moral and political objections against 
people-to-people engagement with the two objections 
often conflated. Critics argue that such engagement 
indirectly benefits the regime. Even if aid or development 
assistance is properly monitored and delivered to its 
intended targets (i.e. vulnerable populations and ordinary 
North Koreans), outside assistance enables the regime to 
redirect scarce resources needed to feed its people towards 
expanding its military capabilities.  A fundamental point of 
disagreement among secular and faith-based groups alike 
working to improve human conditions in North Korea is 
whether outside assistance, including support from people-
to-people engagement, ultimately props up the regime, 
thereby prolonging suffering among North Koreans. 

Former U.S. President Ronald Reagan stated, “A hungry 
child knows no politics.” This suggests our response to 
need and suffering should rise above politics. International 
politics, unfortunately, tends to be driven by the “is” rather 
than the “ought.”  However, just as there are moral and 
political objections against engagement initiatives, there 
are also justifications on moral and political grounds for 
taking action. 

People-to-people engagement provides a low cost means 
for outsiders to generate positive relationships with North 
Koreans. Outsiders, some who have engaged with North 
Korean counterparts since the famine of the 1990s, have 
perhaps the best grasp of North Korean norms, culture, 
thinking, and knowledge of daily life. Meanwhile, people-
to-people engagement offers North Koreans a channel for 
receiving information related to markets, business and 
legal practices, and capacity-building principles which 
may spur greater curiosity and a hunger for knowledge 
beyond what the state can provide. By fostering better 
communication and understanding between North 
Koreans and the outside world, people-to-people 
engagement may be laying the groundwork for potential 
transition, whether that be the gradual opening of North 
Korea through reforms, or future reunification.

Finally, the current nuclear standoff on the Korean Peninsula 
warrants keeping open any channels of dialogue which 
offer an off-ramp away from armed conflict. The Trump 
administration has sent mixed signals regarding North 
Korea, ranging from threats of annihilation to suggesting 
the possibility of direct talks with its leader [which are now 
being planned for May, 2018]. This has created confusion 
among both domestic and foreign audiences. However, 
in practice, the official policy of “maximum pressure and 
engagement” can be read as tightening sanctions but 
leaving a door open for engagement. 

Although engagement here refers primarily to diplomatic 
engagement, it can and should include people-to-people 
engagement. It is unclear whether successful lower levels of 
engagement can translate into higher forms of engagement 
in North Korea. However, in the absence of diplomacy, 
people-to-people engagement is one of the few means of 
contact between Americans and North Koreans. Moreover, 
the longer term effects may be positive if attitudes of local 
cadres and provincial leaders towards Americans begin to 
shift. Finally, by encouraging low levels of engagement, the 
Trump administration can provide a diplomatic opening 
for the South Korean government to continue pursuing its 
desired strategy of inter-Korean engagement, even as Seoul 
and Washington continue to apply pressure on the North 
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Korean regime. For instance, South Korea recently approved 
$8 million dollars of aid to the World Food Program and 
UNICEF directed towards providing nutrition to children 
and pregnant women, and vaccinations and treatment for 
diseases. While the timing of such goodwill gestures may 
be questioned given North Korea’s continued expansion of 
its missile and nuclear program, and with critics labeling 
such actions as “appeasement,” such gestures do signal to 
the regime that the path to engagement and dialogue still 
remains open. 

Hard-nosed realists assume that the surest bet to survival 
includes maximizing a nation’s military capabilities. This 
has been the path adopted by the North Korean regime, 
and at times exercised by the U.S. in the latest security 
standoff on the Korean Peninsula. However, realism, 
as a foreign policy guide, also calls for pragmatism and 
prudence in foreign policy. I do not suggest an end to 
economic sanctions or the removal of U.S. forces on the 
Korean Peninsula, all which serve an important purpose for 
deterrence, reassurance, and credibility in a region fraught 
by wider geopolitical and historical tensions.  However, 
the current balance of sticks (that is coercion) and carrots 
(diplomatic engagement) has clearly not reduced tensions 
on the Peninsula. To provide an exit strategy from the 
current path of escalation and to avert an impending crisis, 
it may be more prudent to reshuffle the ratio of sticks to 
carrots to include more carrots (that is engagement) to 
persuade Pyongyang to return to the negotiating table. 
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