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The 1st Asan Memorial Lecture

Henry A. Kissinger




| Lecture | Q&A |

Henry A. Kissinger was the 56th secretary of state of the
United States (1973-1977). He served as a member of

the faculty in the Department of Government at Harvard

University (1954-1969), assistant to the president for national
security affairs (1969-1975), and a member of the President’s
Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board (1984-1990).

Dr. Kissinger received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1973. He has
published numerous influential books and articles on United
States foreign policy, international affairs, and diplomatic
history, one of which is the celebrated work, Diplomacy. At
present, he is the chairman of Kissinger Associates, Inc., an
international consulting firm, and a member of the Defense

Policy Board.
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Whenever I talk to a Korean audience,
and some of you may have heard this before, I am reminded
of my first visit to Korea in 1951 on a summer job assignment
from the Department of the Army as a first year graduate
student. The assignment was to write a paper on the impact
of the American Army on the Korean population—a job for
which I was completely unqualified, but which turned out
to be a very moving experience. That was in June of 1951;

the Armistice negotiations had just started and the front was
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stabilized at about where it is now. We had a headquarter in
Uijeongbu, which T visited. T also visited stations in Daegu
and Busan, and if anyone had told me what Korea would
look like fifty years later, I would have thought that was a
fantasy. I remember discussions in the military regime on
what kind of second-level technology Koreans might be able
to handle when they begin to develop their industry, which

was non-existent in 1951.

The astonishing development of Korea over the past 50
years is a tremendous tribute to the courage and spirit of
the Korean people. Only a great faith in one’s country and
its future could have produced such a result. This leads to
one of the themes I want to talk about today. When one
talks about world order, about peace, and conflict, the issue
always comes down to: “Does there exist a vision of the
future, and does there exist the ability and commitment to
achieve it?” Societies cannot simply live by consuming what
they have already done. And in today’s world, there are so
many changes taking place simultaneously that only those
societies that can develop a vision for the future are going to

be able to handle them.

It is often said that a dominant feature of today’s period is

the decline of the United States and the reaction of other

countries to, what they perceive to be, the United States
in decline. However, one has to be clear with what one
is talking about. The US position at the end of World War
II was unprecedented in history. There has never been a
country that emerged from a crisis with a monopoly of
weapons of such devastating character as those United
States possessed in 1945. Moreover, there has never been a
situation in which one country was asked to assume such
global responsibilities simultaneously and also, be dominant
in every part of the world. That was unprecedented and
could not be permanent, nor was it desirable that it be. If
one looks at the American debates from the 1950s onward,
the question was always: “Which countries could join us
in assuming responsibility for the issues before us?” In this
respect, it is not an unwelcome result that we have reached
this point—not really of American absolute decline but of
American relative decline in relation to a number of emerging
countries. Relatively speaking, we are even in decline vis-a-

vis Germany or Japan.

Of course, the most dramatic phenomenon is the rise
of China. But the rise of China is also not an unheard of
development in human history. At the beginning of the
nineteenth century, China produced about 25 percent of

the world’s GNP and Britain maybe 5 percent, although
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the Industrial Revolution changed that relative percentage.
Similarly, one has to look at many of the events that are
occurring now as a reassertion of patterns that have existed

before.

What is new then is that, for the first time in history,
international affairs are truly global. In the greater part of
history, events in Europe and those in Asia had very little
impact on each other. The Roman Empire existed in near
absolute ignorance from the Chinese Empire, and except
for some trade, they had no substantial interconnection
that could be called a “world order” Then in the nineteenth
century, when Europeans appeared on the Asian scene,
Europe became the dominant part of the world. Until the
end of World War II, with the exception of the emergence of
Japan, one could say that international affairs were European
diplomacy. Even the United States intervened only at limited

intervals under the assumption that it could withdraw.

But now we have a truly global international system, one
whose components are changing character and in which the
United States has always played an ambivalent role. When
I travel around the world and see my various friends in so
many countries, they always ask: “What is the strategy of

the United States?”—believing that there is some document,

to which they unfortunately do not have access to, but
that describes exactly what the United States plans to do
in different parts of the world. T have been connected with
American foreign policy since the mid-1950s and I have

never seen such document.

By reviewing the debates that have been going on in
America over the decades, one discovers that almost every
crisis that involved American intervention or participation in
some manner has been justified to the American people with
a terminal date. The idea has always been that if there is a
problem, it is mostly caused by somebody or some event,
and the removal of that person or event would no longer
require America’s participation and thus, termination. When
President Clinton sent troops to Bosnia, he said he had
consulted the best experts and generals, and they all told him
that a commitment of a year would be enough to solve the
problem. But the reason for that, as Nixon told me whenever
I came to him with a problem like this, is if you ask the
average American what Bosnia is, “the American public will
think that it is a soft drink.” So some of what T am describing

is an educational process that America is going through.

I am a child of the Cold War era; that is, when I got involved
in foreign policy, and Cold War had its rules and approaches.
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Then it too ended just like the vision Americans have of how
things should end. Suddenly the enemy disappears—one
day he is here, and then the next day he is gone. So the idea
that there is an “end” to history and foreign policy lies within
the stronghold of American conviction. I mention all of this
so you may understand that what you are seeing is not a
process America goes through to dominate the world, but

how America is itself adjusting to an entirely new situation.

When T was conducting foreign policy, there existed some
appropriate principles. It was a two-power world, and if you
did not know what to do, you could try to figure out what
was of benefit to us, the United States, and of less benefit to
the Soviet Union. However, now you have so many different
problems going on simultaneously. When I was growing up,
Europe was the dominant element in international affairs.
World War 1T started as a European war. However, today, the
key element in Europe has shifted in a way that governments
find it very difficult to ask the public to make sacrifices for the
future. And when you cannot make sacrifices for the future,
it is difficult to conduct foreign policy that involves risks.
Therefore, the role of Europe in international affairs, while
still considerable, has changed overwhelmingly from what it

was in its most recent history.

One consequence of this is the shift of the center of gravity
in international affairs from the Atlantic to the Pacific. This is
a life-changing experience, and it requires a reorientation of
thinking among even those who were brought up during
the Cold War period. So I do not think that it is right to think
of this as a decline of American power because, in absolute
terms, American power has grown and is still growing,
even with the interruptions caused by the economic crisis.
America’s capacity to intervene globally is still the single most

important factor in international affairs.

The new US administration is groping its way to find out
and define how one can create a new international system
under this new circumstance. I will get back to Asia in a
minute. But if you look at history, the Europeans are in
a post-modern period whereas the Middle East is about
where Europe was in the seventeenth century. It is driven
by ideological and religious conflicts to which the principles
of international politics were developed in the heyday of
European diplomacy. For example, the idea that sovereign
borders and national states that have no right to intervene
in the domestic affairs of other states are very hard to apply.
So, every problem is partly an international problem and
partly an ideological problem with dividing lines cutting

right through nations. Therefore, shifts in the balance of
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power in this region can have an enormous multiplying
effect, because they are not related to national interests, as
we have conceived them in the past, but instead to religious

upheavals. So that is another problem we have to deal with.

Now, let me turn to Asia and to the position of the United
States in Asia. I believe that in order to understand how to
conduct foreign policy, one has to know the history and
culture of societies. The reason is that when something
happens, countries are prone to interpret in light of matters
they have experienced in the past. And for this, there are
no textbooks that can be applied. Currently in Asia, there
is a combination of new nations and many historic nations
with very different historical experiences. China has been
the dominant country in the region. In its whole history,
China has never had to deal with an international order of
sovereign states. The states around China’s borders were
viewed by China as variations of tributary states. So it is only
now that China is entering into an “international system” and

away from the “regional system.”

Now there are two superpowers emerging. The United States
has been engaged in an international system but from a
very peculiar point of view: The belief that we could involve

ourselves or withdraw at our own choice. Even today, those

of you who deal with the American Congress know that
many in the Congress think that we can concentrate on
domestic politics because we are really removed from the
rest of the world. For its part, China has always been aware
of its neighbors, but in a very different way from now. The
interaction between China and the United States is very
important, because for many nations in this region, it makes
a big difference whether the United States and China are
on a constructive path or whether they are thinking of each
other as adversaries. If China and the United States treat each
other as adversaries, then every nation in the region will face

difficult and undesirable choices.

I was the first American official to visit China in 25 years.
At one point in my opening remarks I said: “So now I find
myself here in this land which is mysterious to us.” And
Zhou Enlai interrupted me and said: “What is so mysterious
about China?” Well, T did not have a very good answer. But,
he replied: “Why don’t you think about it and ask yourself
this question: “There are 900 million of us and we are not

)

mysterious to each other. Why?” In a way, this is the process
we have to undergo with China for it is a difficult process of
mutual adjustment. It is important for world peace and for
the progress of the region. I have always been an advocate

of close relations with China in this region. And the objective
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conditions in the world require this. In the early twentieth
century when Germany suddenly emerged, one could
rationally talk about military conflict as a possible outcome.
Today, a military conflict between China and the United
States would bring disaster for everybody, and there is no
conceivable outcome that would benefit even the so-called
“winner"—if you could even define what a winner is in such

a conflict.

There are so many new problems that the relative balances
that could be achieved are unlike those of the European
balance of power. First of all, even if one applied the
European balance of power concept in Asia, it would not
work very well. In Europe, the states were of approximately
equal size, but in Asia, there are a number of very big states
and a number of much smaller states that even technical
balancing would be much harder. The concept of European
balance of power would be irrelevant to real problems.
What are the real problems? Much of them are on how to
adjust the populations of the world to a technology that is
unprecedented in human history. The change that is coming
about through the Internet, for example, will produce a
completely different mentality than the one produced by the
literary world. In my view, this is not a complete blessing,

because it may make conceptual thinking much harder at a
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moment when it is most needed.

Now there are problems that, as I said, have no precedent—
environment, climate, WMD proliferation, globalization, and
organizations that are not governmental, but in some respects
have more power than any governments. All of these are
issues that need to be addressed and they are issues that
have to find their expression in a new world order. There is
only one more point I want to make before I get to Korea.
The fact that we are not yet clear about where to go is shown
in the plethora of organizations that have been created to
deal with the problems that I have been describing. There is
APEC, which is transpacific. There is ASEAN+3, which does
not include the United States. There is the East Asia Summit,
which includes India but not the United States. There is
the ASEAN Regional Forum. There are all kinds of tripartite
relations: China-Japan-ROK, ROK-Japan-US, and US-Japan-
China. This mixture of institutions shows that there is no
guiding concept. Somewhere over the next decade, one
has to think whether this will be organized by an Asian or a
Western block that competes with each other or where it is
going to be organized with a concept that includes both the
United States and Asia.

In the midst of all this stands Korea: A vestige of World War

I, an outcome of the Cold War, a country which, when
it started, had a devastating economy and was one of the
poorest countries in the world, but is now among the leaders
of the Group of 20. So if Korea were of one nation, it would
function as an even bigger factor in international affairs.
But Korea is divided as a result of an accident of history,
a line drawn between the Soviet and the American forces.
This division affects the pattern of international politics, and
involves the proliferation issue. What is then the American
interest in the proliferation issue? From a strictly analytical
point of view, the Untied States has very little to fear from
North Korea’s nuclear capability. The kind of weapons
that North Korea can produce can surely be handled with
whatever defense systems the Untied States is producing.
North Korea is not a threat to the United States when it

comes to proliferation.

Allow me to first express, in personal terms, the concern
with proliferation. When people ask about what caused
me sleepless nights as the secretary of state or as the
national security advisor, it was this: “What can you tell the
President when he has run out of diplomatic options and
all that is left are nuclear weapons, which you know might
kill tens of millions of people?” As long as two countries

have nuclear weapons, they could calculate each other’s
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reactions. But when nuclear weapons are spread around
the world and more and more countries can obtain them,
the possibility of those weapons being used will also
increase geometrically, because the safety measures that
advanced countries encompass and the calculations they
generate do not necessarily exist in places where passion
is overwhelming and technology is poor. So the spread of
nuclear weapons is a matter that America has always felt with
special responsibility. If you look at the problem even in a
strictly military point of view, the Untied States could handle
it better than anyone else, for the next 50 years anyway. But
the spread of nuclear weapons will produce a world that is

completely different.

When one talks about the Korean problem, one often hears:
“Tust remember that the North Koreans have huge artillery
that can reach Seoul, and what would happen to Seoul, if
they become irrational and use it?” This is a very real and
important concern. The world will change when one day
you read that a hundred thousand people were killed in a
few hours. And this is what we are trying to prevent. Just
think of the impact on America of one attack in which 3,000
people were killed—no hospitals were destroyed, no bridges
were downed, and all the utilities were working. But this was

a traumatic experience. It does not matter where it occurs.

This is why we have interest in proliferation.

The fact that North Korea, a country that has done little for
its population can devote so much of its resources to nuclear
weapons and can say that its only real achievement is to
build nuclear weapons is a very tough problem for the world.
Here, five major nations are saying this is unacceptable,
but it still goes on. So the presence of nuclear weapons
in Korea is a permanent challenge to the idea of a stable
international order. This is what is at stake in this issue. It is
of course a special problem for Korea, but it is a problem for
us all. Those of you who read my writings know what my
view on this has been. I have not been in favor of bilateral
negotiations. I have been in favor of the Six-Party Talks. Our
government is also in favor of the Six-Party Talks. If people
want Two-Party Talks to get to the Six-Party Talks, I can live
with it. But, we must keep in mind that this is a problem
not just for America, nor is it a problem that America should
be asked to solve alone. All the countries that are affected
by it should participate. Of course, there are countries that,
because of their geographic location, like China, have a
different perspective from America on what happens in
North Korea. These are issues that need to be discussed; in
an important way, the negotiations that are going on about

North Korea will affect all other issues that I have mentioned.
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Of course, T have seen a lot of these negotiations over the
years, and there are certain patterns of negotiations that
tend to repeat themselves. One is about whether one ought
to pay an admission price for the privilege of engaging in
conversations. My general view is that unless all parties are
equally interested in the outcome, you cannot make others
get interested by paying them a price for participating in
negotiations. We are now again at one of these periods. I
have participated in track-two negotiations on Korea so 1
favor a negotiated outcome. But negotiated outcomes are,
in the end, achieved by concrete decisions and not by the
negotiating process itself. This is just one issue in a world in
which many things are changing. Having said this, T want to

g0 back to where I started.

First, I do not believe that China and the United States
are adversaries. Since I have started dealing with bilateral
relations, China and the United States have had four or
five periods in which difficulties were overcome by both
recognizing that there are overwhelming reasons for
cooperation. I have confidence that this will happen again.
There are no fundamental underlying differences. There are
only differences in terms of historic legacies. Nonetheless,
both sides genuinely have to come to grips with the new

international system. The Chinese have to accept, and the

Untied States has to learn that it cannot define every aspect of
all problems and that in actuality, international responsibility
is not defined solely by the policy planning staft in the State
Department. There are other countries that have policy

planning staff and their voice needs to be heard.

But having said all of this, I must also acknowledge that we
live in a period of extraordinary opportunity. We have not
had a large-scale war between major countries in the longest
period that anyone can remember. Every major country has
an incentive to seek peaceful solutions. The issues before us
are new and thus difficult; but as we approach them, a whole
new pattern of international relations could develop. The
former Prime Minister of Singapore Lee Kwan Yew used to
cite an alleged Chinese proverb. What he says goes like this:
“When there is turmoil under the heavens, little problems are
dealt with as if they were big problems and big problems
are not dealt with at all. When there is order under the
heavens, big problems are reduced to little problems and little
problems should not obsess us.” I think we have a chance to
reduce big problems to little problems and contribute to what

the proverb calls “order under the heavens.”
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How do you see the role of the United
Nations in this new world order? To put it in another way,
how do you see the consensus or unanimity principle in
this new world order? Would you say that many things
are dysfunctional because of it when finding solutions to

problems?

Well, it depends on unanimity
by whom. If you want to get unanimity in the General
Assembly—I mean of the nations that are of the General
Assembly—on every topic, I think that is impossible. Then,
you have a recipe for paralysis. Ideally, if it is a political
problem you should get a group that is directly affected by
it. But even when you have a problem that affects everyone,
like the climate, T believe the Copenhagen Climate Change
conference would have been better off if a smaller group
had formulated a proposal that others could then address.
Rather than throw it into a general debate that in result led to
paralysis. I think there is a role for the United Nations. There
are many issues that are best raised in a United Nations
context. The United Nations has undertaken many important
peacekeeping missions, and Korea has participated in many
of them. But unanimity of the whole international body, I

think; is a tough test.

Do you think that the Obama administration

has a solution to the North Korean nuclear issue?

Do I think that President Obama has
it in his head? No. But I think that Obama is seriously trying
to find an end to the North Korean nuclear issue, partly
for reasons of Korea, partly for reasons of Asia, and also
for reasons regarding the world, especially as he looks at
it in relation to Tran. That leads us to the question: What is
the most effective way of doing it? T would say that even if
you increase sanctions and similar measures, it is useful to
undergo a negotiating phase so that you can prove to the
people that you have attempted to find a solution that is in
everyone’s interest. Overall, I know that the people who deal

with this are sincerely interested in finding a solution.

What is the geopolitical value of North Korea
for the US containment of China?

I do not think that China is the same
challenge to the United States as the Sovier Union was.
The danger arising from China in my view is, not going to
come from the Chinese armies marching around Asia to
occupy Asian countries. They have a military and they have
used it before but, now they have a different approach. As
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an ally of Korea, we do not need North Korea’s presence.
We are satisfied with our alliance with Korea and it meets
every strategic necessity that America has. But the strategic
necessity deals with the independence of Korea. It is not to
contain China as such. Indeed, our policy is not dictated by
the desire to turn North Korea into a bastion against China.
A North Korea hostile to China is very threatening to the
Chinese industry in Manchuria. So it is not in the American
interest to turn the territory of North Korea into a threat
against China and T do not think that is what Korea has in
mind either, even after unification. So, we do not refer to the

matter of containing China when we talk about North Korea.

The US interest and intention in non-proliferation
are pretty well known. Moreover, they are shared fairly widely
in the world by even seeming adversaries. But still, the Six-
Party Talks and bilateral talks have failed to produce results.
It is only a matter of time before North Korea will be able to
develop missile-deliverable nuclear warheads if, it continues
its policy. Are the United States and other international
community members ready to deal with North Korea as a
de facto nuclear weapons state as we do now with India,

Pakistan, and other countries?

There are two aspects to your question.

The first aspect is on what to do in a negotiation when you
have said that something is unacceptable, but you keep on
accepting it? How long can that go on? And at what point do
you pay a heavy price for not being taken seriously? When
you consider that five permanent members of the Security
Council say something is not acceptable in Iran but has
accepted it for seven years, you have to ask yourself: what
is the end of this? Now supposing that the end of this is that
there are a lot of nuclear weapons around, we will be in a
new world. In this world, the danger of catastrophe is built
into the system, and the superpowers will have to decide
what they are going to do to prevent danger to themselves.
Everyone has been so afraid of this outcome that they have
not really addressed it. And it is a very worrisome situation,

for which T have no answer.

It seems that the negotiations to dismantle
the North Korean nuclear program, including the Six-Party
Talks, which has dragged on forever. Without a deadline,
will it eventually be possible to stop North Korea’s nuclear
ambition? The second question relates to North Korean
leader Kim Jong-il's condition. Will this create an opportunity

to resolve the North Korean nuclear issue?

Well, if people do not have an idea
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about the outcome of negotiations, these talks could
continue while the nuclear process in North Korea goes on
indefinitely. At some point, people have to ask themselves:
“What is the next step?” But this has to be left to the people

who are now in the field.

The North Korean system is a very strange system operating
in a very strange way. It is true that the previous succession
was managed quite smoothly. However, I think North Korea
will face a formidable problem when Kim Jong-il dies. The
problem will be the emergence of a leader and whether the

designated successor will be accepted.

What do you see as China’s contribution to the
Six-Party Talks? People that I have had a chance to talk with
in Washington express strong dissatisfaction with China’s role.
One former US official said, and T quote, “the real problem
may not be North Korea, but China, for now, because China
is only acting as the messenger, not the mediator.” What is

your response?

I think China would like to find a
solution to the nuclear problem without turmoil in North
Korea. And I think they are making a sincere effort to get rid

of nuclear weapons; but they want to do it in such a way

that does not lead to a chaotic situation in North Korea. That

seems to be China’s attempt.

By your secret visit to China, you made such
a historic contribution in bringing about normalization of

relations between China and the United States and also with

the Shanghai communiqué of September 1972. That enabled
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the United States to end the Vietnam War, and the mutual
trust built between China and the United States enabled
Beijing’s leaders to undertake the open-door policy starting
in 1978 under Deng Xiaoping. This shows that normalization
of diplomatic relations is the most formidable and most
important political confidence building gesture. Do you think
that diplomatic normalization with North Korea can perhaps
be a confidence building measure that can help resolve
the North Korean nuclear issue in the broader context of

disarmament and arms control?

Well, T was of course involved in the
negotiations with China. I was also involved in negotiations
with the Soviet Union and, of course, with Vietnam.
These experiences taught me that it really depends on the
circumstances. In the case of China, both the United States
and China had their own interests in trying to normalize
relations. Under such conditions, negotiations work really
well. In the case of the Soviet Union, it was ambiguous. In
the case of Vietnam, a book has been published in Hanoi
of the negotiations, in which it is made clear that the North
Vietnamese kept telling their negotiators that the issue was
not what the negotiators were negotiating. The real issue
was whether the offensive they were planning for 1972

would defeat the Americans. So it depends on the attitude.

If North Korea wants assurance from America that it will not
attack them, negotiations will be easy to achieve, and if we,
America, could easily normalize relations. But if what North
Korea wants is to negotiate in order to prepare another
test, which is what they have done up to now, we have no
reason to continue negotiations. If North Korea does not
have nuclear weapons, there is no reason in the world why
America should be hostile toward them unless Korea has
enormous problems. But on this, we agree. If you look at the
record of the last four, five, or even ten years, North Koreans
have used the negotiations to gain time. Every concession

they have made they have taken back. That is the problem.
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