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allies. I recall comparing this to the history of our relationship with various South

Vietnamese govemments during the Vietnam War."l4e

In writing the "definitive" account of the first Korean nuclear crisis, the architects of the

1994 Agteed Framework were no doubt following Winston Churchill's famous remark to

Joseph Stalin at the Tehran Conference in 1943: "History will judge us kindly...because I

shall write it."l50 The authors attempted to make unambiguous the lessons which future

generations should derive from their experience: "Set strategic priorities, then stick to

them...t5t use multilateral institutions and forums to reinforce U.S. diplomacy...ls2

negotiated arrangements can advance U.S. interests even if the other party engages in

cheating."ls3

How best to respond to a situation "different from any other"?lsa The debate on an

appropriate U.S. response ranged from a referral to the U.N. Security Council to a

strategic air strike of North Korean nuclear facilities. Defense Secretary Perry told the

participants of an emergency meeting on the issue that they should be careful of a "Guns

of August" situation, referencing a book by the same name in which conflicting signals

ignited hostilities (the First World War) that no side wanted: "As we deploy [military

forces in the region - show of force] to cover their possible reaction to a U.N. vote on

lae Hubbard, Thomas, Former Deputy Assistant Secretary for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, Interview via
electronic correspondence by the author, 4 April 2005.
tto Charmley, John. "Churchill: The Gathering Storm." BCC Online History, 2004.

<http://www.bbc.co.uk/ttistory/war/wwtwo/churchill_gathering_storm_0l.shtrnl>
rsr wit eta1.,396.
tt ' Ibid. 399.

" ' Ib id,4o5.tto Samo.e, Gary, Former Deputy to Assistant Secretary during the U.S.-North Korea Agreed Framework
Talks, Interview via electronic correspondence by the author, 4 April 2005: "The 1994 crisis was different
from any other sifuation in my memory or experience."
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sanctions, the DPRK might respond to us prompting our reaction "a la Barbara

Tuchman."ls5 This analogy served to constrain the excessive use of force in the early

days of the conflict and warned of the dangers of brash military action. The interagency

process eventually agreed upon high-level bilateral talks directly with North Korea - the

negotiations leading up to the signing of the U.S.-North Korea "Agreed Framework."

The 1994 Agreed Framework Tall<s

The Agreed Framework negotiations themselves constitute the second episode I will

examine within the 1993-1994 crisis. Policymakers, we will see, employed a number of

historical analogies to frame the uncertainties surrounding the negotiations. A number of

analogies employed by policymakers during the decision-making process offered

competing prescriptions based on their logic. Two months following the NPT withdrawal

of 12 March 1993, the U.N. Security Council passed Resolution 825, which, on the

advice of the IAEA Board of Governors, called on North Korea to comply with its NPT

safeguard agreements. In May 1993, conscious of the importance the North Koreans

placed on signals and protocol, the U.S. sent a junior Foreign Service officer to meet the

North Korean delegation, lead by the Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs, at New York's

JFK Airport. The issue of a U.S. military buildup in theater loomed over the talks in

Geneva and New York. Secretary of Defense William Perry was well aware of the wide-

ranging effects of even the smallest of signals on the international stage:

"We must understand that every course of action we could take has consequences.
Acquiescing now to an active North Korean nuclear program would invite a future
crisis. Taking military action now would invite an immediate crisis...It is possible
that North Korea would misperceive these efforts as provocations. We must face that

r55 Gallucci, Robert L., Former Assistant Secretary of State for Political-Military Affairs, Interview via
electronic correspondence by the author, 3 April 2005.
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possibility, comparing that risk to the far greater risk of letting North Korea develop
the capability of producing.a.nuclear arsenal or the risk inherent in not maintaining
the readiness of our forces."tto

The 1994 Agreed Framework Talks illustrate the double meaning of the Cuban Missile

Crisis. On the one hand and as it was often used during deliberation in the Pueblo

incident, Cuba represents a successful "show of force" against communism; certainly, the

quarantine of Soviet ships was a daring strategic feat. On the other hand and as it was

employed in the 1993-1994 nuclear crisis, Cuba "taught" policymakers that they should

engage in high-level diplomacy and pay strong attention to signals. "There were many

occasions when we got responses from the North that were ambiguous, with negative or

positive interpretations possible, and someone said it was "Bobby Kennedy time"

again...as in Kennedy's reaction to the two messages in different channels from

Khrushchev during the Cuban Missile Crisis and his proposal to ignore the message we

didn't like and respond to the one we liked."157 In this instance, the meaning of "Cuba"

was not that the U.S. should undertake a show of force to repel an act of aggression, but

that extreme caution should exercised and attention should be paid to conflicting signals

from the other side.

The 1994 "Bobbv Hall Incident"

The third snapshot I will examine within the broader 1993-1994 crisis illustrates the

North Koreans' unwavering desire to negotiate with the U.S. directly, rather than through

the Military Armistice Commission (whose senior representative at the time was a South

156 "Remarks by Secretary of Defense William Perry to the Asia Society," Federal News Service, 3 May
1994.

r57 Gallucci, Robert L., Former Assistant Secretary of State for Political-Military Affairs, Interview via
electronic correspondence by the author, 3 April 2005.
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Korean), the mechanism for implementing the Agreed Framework. The capture of U.S.

Army Warrant Officer Bobby Hall provided an opportunity for the North to engage a

U.S. official face to face, an event they hoped would lead to a sustained and, most of

importantly, bilateral diplomatic intercourse with the U.S.1s8 The North's ultimate goal

was the full normalization of diplomatic and commercial relations with the U.S. On t7

December 1994,two Army officers piloted an older-model OH-58 observation helicopter

that "lacked advanced navigational equipment such as a global positioning system" from

Camp Page, South Korea on a routine "familiaization flight" with the purpose of

orienting both crew members "to the terrain along the no-fly zone that parallels the

DMZ."rse The helicopter crossed far into North Korean territory, allegedly by accident,

and was shot down by North Korean antiaircraft fire. The surviving copilot, Bobby Hall,

was held captive and subjected to many of the same abuses as the Pueblo crew.

According to an Army report, "the [North Korean] interrogator lectured WO Hall about

the U.S.S. Pueblo incident and how its crew was not released until they made a written

statement after a year in captivity. Prior to this, WO Hall had never heard of the U.S.S.

Pueblo incident."160

This detail is not included merely out of intellectual interest; for U.S. policymakers back

in Washington, it framed the crisis according to the outcomes of the Pueblo crisis. The

Bobby Hall incident was hardly the first such act; separate helicopter shoot-downs and

subsequent hostage-holding (when there were survivors) had occurred in 1963, 1969,

1974, and 1977. All these instances could have served to frame the range of options
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available and the pitfalls inherent in each. Instead, Deputy Assistant of State for East

Asian and Pacific Affairs Thomas C. Hubbard, who was sent to Pyongyang to negotiate

the Hill's release, cognitively retrieved the Pueblo crisis for applicable "lessons of the

past." He recalls that, prior to his departure when devising the U.S. negotiating posture,

"history weighed heavily on my mind."l6l "I carefully reviewed the history of the Pueblo

incident for lessons on how (or how not) to deal with what amounted to a hostage

situation." With his North Korean interlocutors, Hubbard sought to create a historical

analogy that would compete with the Pueblo, which symbolized U.S. defeat: "In my

meetings with North Korean officials, I pointed out that continuing to hold our pilot who

entered North Korean airspace accidentally would make them look like the kanians who

took our Embassy hostage [in 1979]. This, I argued, was incompatible with the kind of

US-DPRK relationship envisaged in the Agreed Framework."162 The Iranian hostage

analogy carried multiple meanings, however. In the sense intended by Hubbard, the

example connoted a country that found itself cut off from normal relations with the U.S.

for a quarter century following the taking of hostages.163 trt another, perhaps unintended,

sense of the analogy, the Iranian students successfully engaged in saber-rattling to the

point of inviting a U.S. military response and winning public support for their action. In

the end, the Hall case was a public relations victory for North Korea. Just as in the

Pueblo case, the North succeeded in publicly extracting diplomatically emba:rassing U.S.

16l Hubbard, Thornas, Former Depufy Assistant Secretary for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, Interview via
electronic correspondence by the author, 4 April 2005.

tu'Ibid.
tu' This analogy maybe an imperfect fit because there is new evidence that the Iranian students were acting

without the approval of the Ayotollah Khomeini and did not intend to provoke such a serious U.S.
diplomatic and (failed) military response (Bowden, Mark. "Among the Hostage-Takers." The Atlantic
Monthly 294, 5 (2004): 7 6-96).
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concessions; Commander-in-Chiefi United Nations Command, General Gary Luck, sent

an "official letter of regret" to the North Korean government.l6a

The Bush Administration: Learning the "Lessons" of 1994

Opponents of the 1994 Clinton strategy vis-ir-vis North Korea were hard at work

constructing the event as a constraining analogy to justify the multiparty approach to

nuclear talks with North Korea in 2002-2003. In other words, high-level bilateral talks

were out.l65 A favorite Pentagon cartoon shows President Clinton standing next to North

Korean leader Kim Jong-Il proclaiming the achievement of the 1994 Agreed Framework,

the latter standing next to a washing machine and holding the former's clothes in a large

pile (message: we were taken to the cleaners). President George W. Bush stated in the

second 2004 presidential debate: "It is naive and dangerous to take a policy that he

[Senator John Kerry] suggested the other day, which is to have bilateral relations with

North Korea...That's what President Clinton did. He had bilateral talks with the North

Koreans. And guess what happened? He [Kim Jong-Il] didn't honor the agreement. He

was enriching uranium. That is a bad policy."l66 In this view of senior U.S. policymakers

in the Departments of State and Defense, President Clinton is seen as the cheery and

diplomatically inept Neville Chamberlain, disembarking the airplane from Pyongyang

(Munich), waving the Agreed Framework (1938 agreement with Hitler), and proclaiming

a freeze to the graphite-moderated Yongbyon nuclear reactor ("peace in our time").167

ls Morris, 10.
r6s It should be noted that the idea of high-level bilateral talks originated in 1993 within the Office of the
Secretary Defense, not as a path to endless diplomacy, but as a way to push the crisis to a head.
t66 Commission on Presidential Debates, Transcript of Second Debate, 8 October 2004.

<htp ://www. debates. org/pages/trans2004c.html>
167 Select interviews conducted off the record by the author with senior U.S. officials, Department of State
and Office of the Secretary of Defense, I August - 3 September 2005; Policymakers are largely unaware of
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The intersection of the irrationality/twisted rationality narrative dating back to 1950 with

North Korea's nuclear ambitions has produced a sort of perfect storm of analogical

reasoning for the contemporary decision-making environment. The mutually reinforcing

"lessons" of Munich, the 1952-1953 armistice agreements, the Pueblo incident, and

Clinton's 1994 talks collectively evoke an America that has been repeatedly tricked into

acquiescence by a dangerous and unpredictable foe. In this light, North Korean nuclear

activity is seen as an act of "aggtession" and not merely as noncompliance with

international law. The primary historical analogy informing decision-making in the

2002-2003 crisis has been the "failure" of bilateral talks in 1994.

VII. CONCLUSION

Why study the Korean Conflict and, more specifically, why have I selected the three

historical moments detailed herein? Let us begin by laying out the range of factors that a

student of U.S. foreign relations might profitably investigate in an attempt to analyze a

particular policy outcome ex post facto. Among these factors we must include: the

bureaucratic structures through which power is exerted; the features of the international

system in which the state is an agent (polarity in the intemational system, for example),

the effect of historically informed analogies on their own decision-making, but they have an uncanny
ability to apply strategically the heuristic structues of analogical reasoning on the enemy. When Libyan
leader Moammar Gaddafi verifiably dismantled his weapons of mass destruction program in early 2004, the
Bush administration launched a diplomatic initiative designed to "teach" presumed and potential Non-
Proliferation Treaty violators the "lessons of (recent) history." When asked whether the "Libyan example"
was worth actively communicating to the North Korean regime as a "lesson of history," one assistant
secretary of state in the current Bush administration cautioned against stressing the Libyan nonproliferation
success story during negotiations with North Korea. "This is not an analogy they fNorth Korean leadership]
will make to our benefrt, because the Nodh Koreans view themselves as superior to all nations and view
Libya especially as contemptible...and won't follow their example." Another assistant secretary of state
responded "Yes, because it's a damn good example of what they can achieve if they choose to." Clearly,
policymakers are aware of analogical reasoning among their opponents - how other countries will interpret
the Libyan "lesson" is a subject of active in the nonproliferation community. Why they fail to take into full
account the potentially dangerous biases implicit in their own use of "lessons of the past" is somewhat less
clear.

49



McKay: U.S. Decision-making in the Korean ConJlicl

the economic, military, and diplomatic capacities of the state itself; and the outcome of a

crisis "game" with fixed "rules" observed by rational actors.168 In addition to some of the

broad, structural elements favored by political scientists, we must add the decision-

making environment itself: organizational-individual factors (roles, rules, agencies in the

foreign policy establishment), the intemal setting (cultural values, public opinion), and

situational properties (attributes particular to the event or problem itself;.16e I suggest that

historical memory is a constitutive part of the last category and a significant parl of the

internal setting of the decision-making process. Policymakers follow a sequence of

eventso (1) identifying and weighing the relevance of the issue in question, (2)

establishing policy alternatives, (3) choosing one among them, and (a) repeating the

process based on the consequences of their course of action.170

I also suggest that the selective use of historical memory (analogical reasoning) in the

process outlined above is more acute in time of crisis. In these often stressful situations,

the decision period is shorter; the search for information is less thorough than during the

normal course of events; the degree of urgency is high; and the decisions may be

irrevocable. We have seen how, in all three cases, overt value decisions were made at the

highest levels of organizational hierarchy. Snyder and Paige have suggested that the

decision to intervene in Korea in 1950 involved no more than fourteen individuals. all at

rut Hollis, Martin, and Steve Smith. Explaining and Understanding in International Relations. Oxford:
Clarendon, 1990. pp. I l9-23.

r6n Snyder, Richard C. and Glenn D. Paige. "The United States Decision to Resist Aggression in Korea:
The Application of an Analytical Scheme." In Snyder, Richard C., H.W. Bruck, and Burton Sapin.
Foreign Policy Decision-Making: An Approach to the Study of International Politics. New York: Free
Press of Glencoe/Jvlacmillan, 19 62. p.212.

tto lbid. 213.
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the assistant secretary (for civilians) or service chief (for military) rank or higher.l7l

During crises, the effect of individual actors' preconceptions and cognitive processes on

the outcome of a policy is greatly magnified. Time is compressed, raising the possibility

that historical analogies might be applied "too mechanically," as Joseph Nye described

it.l72 There is little need to illustrate the importance of crises to international relations: the

Cuban Missile Crisis had profound and long-term implications for U.S.-Soviet relations;

the North's invasion of South Korea provided the first opportunity for the U.S. to test the

success of militarily counteracting perceived Soviet-directed aggression; the failure to

curb current North Korean nuclear ambitions has been described as significantly

weakening the integrity of the international non-proliferation regime. Thus, we might

conclude that policymakers' cognitive processes, especially their use of historical

memory to "know" the unknown, are of fundamental importance to the study of

international relations.

I have selected the Korean case in U.S. foreign relations because North Korea, as

historian Bruce Cumings vividly illustrates in North Korea: Another Country, represents

the ultimate "unknown" to lJ.S. policymakers, a country that operates largely outside the

boundaries of intemational society and whose actions are often described as irrational.lT3

Because accurate intelligence on North Korean intentions has been a serious problem

dating back to the Second World War, U.S. policymakers have been obliged to rely on

other their cognizance of past North Korean behavior in order to derive policy options

Itr rbid, 235.
tt' Ny", Joseph, Former Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs, Interview via

electronic correspondence by the author, 4 April 2005.
tt' Cumings, Bruce. North Korea: Another Country. New York The New Press, 2004. pp.1-40.
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and make decisions. If we suppose that policymakers sometimes unconsciously reach for

"lessons of history" when confronting situations in which "objective" information is

scarce, then the Korea conflict, with all its uncertainties, ought to afford us a way of

testing out this assumption.

I return now to the early distinction between "objective" information and "personal"

information, supplied by the policymaker him/herself. The evidence we have examined

suggests that "personal information," particularly the attempt to learn from "lessons of

history," overshadowed the use of "objective" information during Truman's decision to

go to war and Johnson's deliberations on a response to the Pueblo. I have anived at this

conclusion based on the foct that we cannot fully account for the policy options that were

draftedfor consideration and the decisions undertaken based solely or even mostly on the

information available to policymakers at the time. Evidence of a Soviet-directed

stratagem designed to lead to wider war was scanty and fragmentary at best. Instead,

Truman saw the North's attack as "clearly another example of the aggressions of the

1930s."174 The Korean Conflict unfolded not as the result of a series of carefully

constructed alternatives, but rather as the implementation offacile recommendations that

flowedfrom an early definition of the situation according to the complementary scripts of

the 1930s and the Second World Wan In the case of the Pueblo, we have seen how

policymakers were actively reaching for some analytical framework that would provide

them with criteria for judging whether the crisis was an opportunity to show strength or

an entrapment scheme designed to divert U.S. troops and attention away from Vietnam.

In this case as well, "objective" information was severely limited - policymakers were
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unsure about forces acting upon the seemingly treacherous Pueblo Captain Bucher and

the Soviet's hand in the matter was ambiguous at best. The record indicates that the

White House meeting participants grappled with the potential reactions of the Soviets,

Chinese, North Koreans, and wider intemational community with equal unease. In this

light, the group's decision to demonstrate resoluteness by sending B-52 bombers to South

Korea appea"rs to stem from a desire to follow the script of an incident that weighed

heavily on their minds - the Cuban missile crisis, in which the Soviets "responded

negatively to a show of force."

A Last lilord on Rationality

At the very least, the evidence from U.S. decision-making in the Korean case complicates

our assumptions regarding the supposed rationality of the state and the individual actors

who conduct its external affairs. Lrternational relations theorists and historians of U.S.

foreign relations are both sometimes guilty of writing about the decision-making process,

ex post facto, in a way that subordinates the participants thought capacity to the course of

events that actually took place. Looking back on a given historical moment or a sequence

of interconnected moments, we are drawn to assign actors a level of rationality that

cannot be effectively be refuted because the world is not a laboratory in which readers

can "repeat the experiment" for themselves to see whether they come up with the same

conclusions. We cannot easily distinguish between the emotional and the rational in

analyzing the decision-making process. "Rational" decisions, supposedly rendered based

on the pursuit of objectively-defined interests, are often upon closer inspection the

product of individual actors' interpretation of language according to their own
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