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ore than sixty years after an armistice ended the Korean War, a state of war 
continues on this divided peninsula.  Charles K. Armstrong and John Barry 
Kotch deserve praise for reminding readers of this reality in an informative 

article describing how Henry A. Kissinger, as National Security Advisor and then 
Secretary of State under President Richard M. Nixon, attempted to achieve an agreement 
establishing the foundation for permanent peace between North and South Korea and 
perhaps eventual reunification.  They explain how Kissinger sought collaboration with the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in pursuit of this lofty goal.  His efforts failed, but the 
authors contend that his “new diplomacy helped paved the way for subsequent 
breakthroughs in the decades ahead, including UN membership for the two Koreas, the 
Seoul-Pyongyang Basic Agreement of 1991, the 1994 Agreed Framework between the US 
and North Korea, and multiparty talks on nuclear and security issues” (113).  
 
Armstrong and Kotch emphasize at the outset that since July 1953 the two Koreas have 
been unable to end the “division system” (113) on the peninsula because preserving the 
security of both seems to require perpetuation of the status quo.  They then identify 
“three brief interludes when . . . a combination of shifting geopolitics and converging 
security interests” (114) created the possibility to achieve a peace agreement and even 
reunification.  Most recent was the North-South Summit in Pyongyang in June 2000.  
Before that, the impending fall of the Soviet Union and end of the Cold War in 1991 led to 
a flurry of events promoting reconciliation between Moscow, Beijing, and Seoul.  
Armstrong and Kotch examine in this article the third occasion when in the early 1970s 
“Sino-American rapprochement and unprecedented inter-Korean contacts” culminated 
“in the landmark 4 July 1972 North-South Joint Communique and accelerated diplomacy 
at the UN on the Korean question” (114).  
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Armstrong and Kotch first explain how Kissinger developed a new political and strategic 
basis for U.S. policy toward Korea that “included broadening efforts by South Korea to 
provide for its own security within the framework of the U.S.-South Korean bilateral 
security alliance, while eschewing an indefinite U.S. military presence; pursuing 
deterrence and defence vis-à-vis the North; and diplomatic efforts to engage Pyongyang’s 
allies, especially China” (116).  His approach called for the even more dramatic departure 
from past policy of eliminating the role of the United Nations in attempting to end 
Korea’s division.  Two factors motivated this policy shift.  First, North Korea was 
expanding its international presence and influence.  Second, the PRC now had veto power 
on the UN Security Council.  From 1972 to 1975, an unprecedented debate occurred in the 
Nixon administration over U.S. interests, strategy, and goals in Korea. 
 
In August 1972, Algeria led a coalition of Communist bloc and non-aligned nations at the 
United Nations in demanding dissolution of the United Nations Commission for the 
Unification and Rehabilitation of Korea (UNCURK) and the U.S.-led United Nations 
Command (UNC), both of which the world organization had created in 1950 during the 
Korean War.  Kissinger agreed that both bodies were no longer useful, but feared that 
U.S. acquiescence would damage the prestige of the United States and weaken its alliance 
with South Korea.  To his dismay, the Chinese were inflexibly opposed to the continued 
existence of UNCURK and the UNC, emphasizing that the North-South Joint 
Communique of 4 July 1972 called for uniting Korea “without reliance on or interference 
from external forces” (119).   
 
Armstrong and Kotch laud Kissinger for displaying “diplomatic creativity and 
legerdemain” (120) in resolving his dilemma.  First, he persuaded PRC Premier Zhou Enlai 
not to oppose postponing debate on the dissolution of UNCURK and the UNC “because it 
would work counter to encouraging peaceful contact if the two Koreas engage in a 
tremendous brawl at the UN” (120).  Second, he told the Chinese he would achieve 
termination of UNCURK at the 1973 UN General Assembly and the UNC before the 1974 
General Assembly session.  Joint Sino-American action resulted in the dissolution of 
UNCURK, but Seoul’s unexpected proposal for North Korea to participate in the UN 
debate and the admission of both Koreas to the world organization threatened to ignite 
international demands not only for an end to UNC, but U.S. military withdrawal from 
South Korea. 
  
Kissinger, now Secretary of State, approved a negotiating strategy on 29 March 1974 to 
avert a showdown at the United Nations.  National Security Decision Memorandum 
(NSDM) 251 also constituted, Armstrong and Kotch contend, “the most far-reaching 
proposal for a change in U.S. policy toward the Korean Peninsula ever seen before (or 
since)” because it would replace the UNC with a vague provision calling for “the 
progressive transfer of security responsibility to the two Koreas” (120).  Issuance of a 
Korean version of the Shanghai Communique would pledge one Korea in return for the 
gradual departure of U.S. troops.  Unlike termination of UNCURK, implementation of 
Kissinger’s plan required cooperation of the Koreas.  Unfortunately, Pyongyang’s demand 
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for U.S. military withdrawal as a precondition for further negotiations had led to 
suspension of North-South talks in August 1973.  Kissinger’s refusal to pressure either 
Korea to resume negotiations meant NSDM 251 was “dead on arrival” (123). 
 
Nevertheless, Kissinger thought that he could implement NSDM 251 with Chinese 
cooperation, thus replicating his UNCURK maneuver.  But at this key moment, Deng 
Xiaoping assumed responsibility from Zhou for Korea policy.  Less interested in resolving 
the Korea dispute, he opposed delaying U.S. troop withdrawal, while rejecting dual UN 
membership as perpetuating Korea’s division.  Kissinger dropped the latter proposal, as 
well as a provision for a North-South non-aggression pact, but without impact.  
Pyongyang also “adopted a rigid posture,” Armstrong and Kotch report, because it sensed 
“the politico-military situation on the peninsula would be little changed by Kissinger’s 
diplomatic initiative” (129) and expected passage of a UN resolution for unconditional 
termination of the UNC.  Although Beijing may have endorsed Pyongyang’s intransigence 
in order to retain its goodwill, the authors add that it also welcomed the continued 
presence of U.S. troops as a source of stability on the peninsula. 
 
Late in 1975, the UN General Assembly passed two resolutions on Korea, one providing 
for withdrawal of all foreign troops under the UNC and the other calling for the creation 
of conditions to transform the armistice into permanent peace.  Although they ending in 
“a double diplomatic defeat” for the United States, Armstrong and Kotch commend 
Kissinger’s efforts, providing examples of how “Kissinger’s template linking the internal 
dimension of Korean Peninsula security (inter-Korean political accommodation) with the 
external dimension (the active participation of the major powers) still constitutes the only 
realistic formula for achieving long-term post-Korean War peninsula security” (133).  The 
authors, both leading experts on North Korea, make excellent use of primary documents 
at the National Archives, the Nixon Library, and the National Security Archives to 
support their perceptive conclusions.  While unfortunately marred by numerous 
typographical errors, this model article explains how intense nationalist animosity 
between the two Koreas continues to be the main barrier to peace and reunification. 
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