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MINDS ON 

If you were asked which countries you 
thought were the most powerful in the world, 
which ones would you choose? The United 
States, China, Russia? What criteria would 
you use to define “powerful”? Would you 
take into consideration a superpower’s 
economic situation, its military capabilities, 
its presence in various parts of the world 
through its military and economic ties? 

SETTING THE STAGE 

Superpowers continue to exist in the world 
today. This much is certain. It’s also becoming 
clear that, although these powers exert great 
influence in world affairs, they can still be 
powerless against smaller determined nations. A 
clear case in point is the continuing ability of the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North 
Korea) to threaten world peace with impunity. 
How is it possible that this economically 
deprived dictatorship is able to resist all efforts 
by more powerful states to check its aggressive 
moves? Has the world reached a stage where 
powerful states in the conventional sense are 
powerless against a small, deprived, determined 
state? Is the age of superpower control over? 
Should we be concerned with this change in 
global developments? 

The two Koreas 
North Korea was created in 1948 when Russian 
troops helped establish a communist 
government. The southern part of the Korean 
peninsula was occupied by American troops at 
the end of World War II. In 1948 the Republic 
of Korea (South Korea) was proclaimed. 
Immediately relations between the two Koreas 
were strained, and in 1950 North Korea invaded 

the South with help from Chinese troops. The 
United Nations condemned the attack and 
authorized military action to support South. In 
1953 an armistice was signed that called for a 
ceasefire. A formal peace treaty was never 
signed, and the two countries are still technically 
at war. 

The first leader of North Korea, Kim Il-sung, 
was a Russian-trained leader who quickly took 
over the reigns of power and established a 
family dynasty. He used the defeat of the Korean 
War as an excuse to put his nation on a perpetual 
war footing. He used the threat of future 
conflicts with the South and United States as an 
excuse to consolidate his power and make his 
country an armed camp. One of the early signs 
that Kim was beginning to isolate his nation was 
when he resisted Russian influence after the 
death of Joseph Stalin; he felt the Russians were 
deviating from true communist ideals. Today the 
only country that North Korea maintains close 
ties with is China. 

In 1994 Kim Il-sung died, but the Kim dynasty 
continued when he was succeeded by his son. 
Like his father, Kim Jong-il maintained an iron 
fist in the country and tended towards paranoid 
policies. Using the threat of a possible joint 
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South Korean-American invasion, Kim began 
developing missiles and enriching uranium for 
the production of nuclear weapons. In the mid-
1990s the nation suffered a severe drought and 
food shortages became desperate. The North 
Korean government agreed to stop its nuclear 
arms development in exchange for food aid and 
non-military nuclear reactors. This was the 
beginning of a policy by North Korea to use its 
weakness as its greatest strength. 

Since the 1990s North Korea has frequently 
rejected efforts by various nations to restrict its 
military actions. In fact North Korea has often 
increased tensions in the area. Their frequent 
provocations include entering South Korean 
waters, kidnapping South Korean and Japanese 
citizens, and delaying unification visits between 
relatives in both countries. 

Their aggressive actions increased in the 21st 
century. In 2006 North Korea launched a long-
range missile that was capable of hitting targets 
in Japan and the United States. In the same year 
North Korea claimed it had conducted its first 
nuclear bomb test. In 2007, hit with huge floods 
that crippled food production, North Korea 
agreed to disband its nuclear weapons facility in 
exchange for food supplies. 

The Kim regime’s strategy was becoming clear: 
it would cause tensions to rise in Asia and only 
agree to lower them in exchange for aid or 
concessions. This pattern would continue over 
the next few years with North Korea threatening 
to renew nuclear testing in response to any 
actions taken by the world community to restrict 
its aggressive moves. 

North Korea’s recent actions have increased 
tension with South Korea. In 2010 North Korea 
sank the South Korean warship Cheonan 
resulting in the death of a number of South 
Korean sailors. Normally this would be 
considered an act of war but the international 
community was limited in its response. This 

incident was a clear indication of how powerless 
the nations of the world were in dealing with 
North Korea’s aggressive moves. The South 
Korean and American governments condemned 
the action and called for international sanctions. 
North Korea was already facing sanctions and 
these moves had little impact on its policies. In 
fact that same year the Kim government 
approached South Korea with offers to increase 
reunion visits in exchange for aid. The North 
once again used its economic weakness as its 
strength by agreeing to cease aggression in 
return for aid. 

In December 2011 Kim Jong-il died and the 
dynasty was maintained with the accession of 
his son. Kim Jong-un immediately took over his 
father’s role of political and military leader. 
Since that time he has engaged in similar 
aggressive actions such as more missile 
launches, the reopening of nuclear weapons 
production plants, and in late March 2014, he 
authorized the shelling of South Korean 
territory. Kim is determined to flex his military 
might to consolidate his power.  

Not only has North Korea been condemned for 
its offensive actions but also for its treatment of 
its own people. In March 2014 the United 
Nations released a report outlining the treatment 
of political prisoners in North Korea. The report 
found that human rights abuses were widespread 
with prisoners being systematically beaten, 
starved and worked to death. The report 
compared the camps to the worst abuses of the 
Nazi and Stalinist regimes. It called on the 
United Nations to condemn the actions and 
begin proceedings against the North Korean 
leadership for crimes against humanity. All 
members of the Security Council agreed on this 
except China, whose representatives rejected the 
report as based on false or sketchy information. 

The action by China illustrates one of the main 
problems with any attempt to restrict North 
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Korea. China is the rogue nation’s main trading 
partner and supplies it with necessary food 
supplies. Why would China support such a 
dictatorship? There are many theories, including 
the possibility that China fears the collapse of 
the North Korean regime could mean Chinese 
borders would be flooded with starving refugees. 
Also, China sees North Korea as buffer between 
them and the American-supported South. No one 
can easily forget the Korean War, when Chinese 
and American troops fought each other. North 
Korea also provides a convenient distraction, 
capturing the attention of Western nations and 
leaving China to deal with its own affairs. As 
useful an ally as North Korea may be, China has 
been unable to dictate to its rebellious 
neighbour. In fact China has resorted to 
supporting a UN resolution that condemned 
North Korea’s nuclear testing and imposed 
sanctions. 

What actions can the world community take in 
response to North Korea’s actions? Sanctions 
have not had a major impact; North Korea still 

manages to gain food aid for concessions on its 
missile and nuclear production. The use of 
military action is remote. The North Korean 
army is over a million strong and Seoul (the 
capital of South Korea) is only 53 km away from 
the North Korean border — easily within 
striking distance of artillery. Even a limited 
nuclear attack by the North would be devastating 
and could result in massive escalation involving 
China, the United States and other nations. No 
one wants a repeat of the cascading events of the 
First World War, which began with a small 
incident and quickly enveloped Europe.  

North Korea has become so isolated and its 
people apparently so brainwashed that there 
appears to be little the world can do to influence 
its policies. Is this the trend for the future? Have 
we reached the stage that a small, poverty-
stricken state can successfully resist the 
condemnation of the world? In the future which 
states will really have the power? 
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VIDEO REVIEW 

Pre‐viewing 

1. a) Examine the timeline of events in the history of North Korea found at: bbc.com/news/world-asia-
pacific-15278612.  

b) What impression do you have of North Korea? (Note your impressions and be prepared to 
compare them to your thoughts after viewing the video.) 

 

 

 

2. a) Who do you feel are the four most powerful countries in the world? 

 

b) What criteria did you use to develop your list? 

 

 

While viewing 

1. How could North Koreans be lead to believe that their dead leader was a superman who could 
accomplish amazing feats? 

 

 

2. Why would the North Korean leadership want to keep the nation on a war footing and reject the 
armistice that ended the Korean War in 1953? 

 

 

3. The United Nations condemned North Korea’s development of nuclear weapons. Some member 
states such as the U.S., the U.K., China and India also have nuclear weapons. Are they hypocrites in 
demanding North Korea destroy its weapons? Why or why not? 
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4. When the United Nations condemned North Korea’s human rights record and called for the 
leadership to be charged with crimes against humanity, China rejected the call saying the report was 
based on testimony from defectors who only wanted to slander the North. Does China have a point? 
What other evidence does the United Nations have to support its report? 

 

 

Post‐viewing 

1. Having viewed the video, did any of your initial impressions change? If so, which ones and why? 

 

 

2. Browse the internet for North Korean images. Do these photos influence or change your opinion of 
North Korea? If so, how? What information would you like to know before you judge North Korea? 

 

 

3. Some nations have agreed to supply food to North Korea in exchange for the North stopping its 
nuclear production. Should food be used in such negotiations? Why or why not? 

 

 

4. a) If you were asked by the United Nations to recommend actions that could be taken against North 
Korea, what would you suggest? Use the accompanying organizer to help you generate ideas and 
allow you to analyze the possible repercussions of the actions. 

Proposed Actions  Positive Impact  Negative Impact 
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b) Based on your analysis which actions, if any, would you recommend to the Untied Nations? 

 

 

 

4. a) Examine the following propaganda film produced in North Korea: 
youtube.com/watch?v=P7e0Q1EUiZk 

b)  What is the message of the video? 

 

 

c) If we were to assume the video was produced by the North Korean government, do you think this 
video was produced for a North Korean audience or for those of us living outside the country? 

 

 

c) Do you trust the source? Should we take this threat seriously? 

 

 


